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Johann Gutenberg invents printing press
Milton’s Aeropagetica appears

Publick Occurrences, first newspaper in
America, published

First newspaper ad appears

First magazines appear in the Colonies

Bill of Rights and First Amendment adopted
Benjamin Day’s New York Sun ushers in penny
press

Charles Babbage develops plans for a
mechanical computer in England

Samuel Morse invents telegraph

Alexander Graham Bell invents telephone
Thomas Edison demonstrates phonograph
America’s first movie (kinetoscope) house opens
Louis and Auguste Lumiére introduce
single-screen motion picture exhibit

William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer
embark on yellow journalism

Hearst sends infamous telegram to reporter in
Cuba

Press services founded

Radio Act of 1912 signed into law

Pulitzer endows prize that bears his name
KDKA goes on the air

Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion published

First commercial announcement broadcast on
radio

The American Society of Newspaper Editors’
Canons of Journalism adopted

NBC begins network broadcasting

Talking pictures introduced

Radio Act of 1927 creates the Federal Radio
Commission

Payne Fund’s Movies, Delinquency, and Crime
published

Communications Act passes, creates the Federal
Communications Commission

War of the Worlds broadcast

First public broadcast of television

World War II erupts in Europe
Paperback book introduced in the United States
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1947

1948
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1953

1954
1955

1957
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Paul Lazarsfeld’s voter studies begin in Erie
County, Ohio
United States enters World War II

British develop first binary computer
Carl Hovland conducts first war propaganda
research

British develop Colossus, the first electronic
digital computer, to break German war code
World War II ends

Gordon Allport and Leo Postman’s rumor study
published

John Mauchly and John Atanasoff introduce
ENIAG, the first “full-service” electronic digital
computer

Hutchins Commission issues report on press
freedom

The Hollywood Ten called before the House
Un-American Activities Committee
Norbert Wiener’s Cybernetics published

Cable television invented
George Orwell’s 1984 published

Carl Hovland, Arthur Lumsdaine, and Fred
Sheffield’s Experiments in Mass Communication
published

Harold Innis’s The Bias of Communication

published

Edward R. Murrow’s See It Now premieres
UNIVAC becomes the first successful
commercial computer

Carl Hovland, Irving Janis, and Harold
Kelley’s Communication and Persuasion
published

Murrow challenges McCarthy on television
Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz’s Personal
Influence published

C. Wright Mills’s Power Elite published

Soviet Union launches Sputnik, Earth’s first
human-constructed satellite

Leon Festinger’s Cognitive Dissonance
published

Television quiz show scandal erupts



1959

1960

1961

1962

1964
1965

1966

1967
1969

1971
1972

1973
1974

C. Wright Mills’s The Sociological Imagination
published

John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon meet in
the Great Debates

Television in 90 percent of all U.S. homes

Joseph Klapper’s Effects of Mass Communication
published

Key’s Public Opinion and American
Democracy published

Kennedy makes nation’s first live TV
presidential press conference

Schramm team’s Television in the Lives of Our
Children published

Festinger’s cognitive dissonance article appears
Sidney Kraus’s Great Debates published

Air Force commissions Paul Baran to develop a
national computer network 1963 JFK
assassinated

Albert Bandura’s aggressive modeling
experiments first appear

Networks begin one-half-hour newscasts
McLuhan’s Understanding Media published
Color comes to all three commercial TV
networks

Comsat satellite launched

Mendelsohn’s Mass Entertainment published
Berger and Luckmann’s The Social
Construction of Reality published

Merton’s On Theoretical Sociology published
Blumer coins “symbolic interaction”
ARPANET, forerunner to Internet, goes online
Bandura’s Psychological Modeling published
Surgeon General’s Report on Television and
Social Behavior released

McCombs and Shaw introduce “agenda-setting”
Gerbner’s Violence Profile initiated

FCC requires cable companies to provide “local
access”

Ray Tomlinson develops e-mail
Watergate Hearings broadcast live
Blumler and Katz’s The Uses of Mass
Communication published

Noelle-Neumann introduces “spiral of silence”
Goffman pioneers frame analysis

Home use of VCR introduced

Term “Internet” coined

1975

1977
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1981

1983

1985
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1991

1992
1992
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1996

1998

2000

2001

2003

2004

2005
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ASNE’s Statement of Principles replaces Canons

Bill Gates and Paul Allen develop operating
system for personal computers

Steve Jobs and Stephen Wozniak perfect Apple II
Digital audio and video recording adopted as
media industry standard

IBM introduces the PC

Petty and Cacioppo’s Elaboration Likelihood
Model introduced

Journal of Communication devotes entire issue
to “Ferment in the Field”

CD introduced

Meyrowitz’s No Sense of Place published
Signorielli and Morgan’s Cultivation Analysis
published

Gulf War explodes, CNN emerges as important
news source

ACT disbands, says work is complete

World Wide Web released

Ten years after “Ferment,” Journal of
Communication tries again with special issue,
“The Future of the Field”

Telecommunications Act passes, relaxes
broadcast ownership rules, deregulates cable
television, mandates television content ratings
Journal of Communication devotes entire issue
to media literacy

MP3 introduced

Name change of “Critical Studies in Mass
Communication” to “Critical Studies in Media
Communication”

Terrorist attacks on New York City and
Washington, D.C.

FCC institutes new, relaxed media ownership
rules

U.S. invasion of Iraq
Social networking websites appear

Bloggers® Code of Ethics formalized
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly
focuses edition on media framing

American Bebavioral Scientist devotes two
entire issues to media literacy

Facebook launched
YouTube launched

News Corp (Rupert Murdoch) buys MySpace
Google buys YouTube

Twitter launched
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2007 Journal of Communication publishes

special issue on framing, agenda-setting,
and priming

2008 Journal of Communication publishes special

2009
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issue on the “intersection” of different mass
communication research methods and
theoretical approaches

Potter’s Arguing for a General Framework for
Mass Media Scholarship published

Internet overtakes newspapers as a source of
news for Americans

American Society of Newspaper Editors
becomes American Society of News Editors
Radio and Television News Directors
Association becomes Radio Television

Digital News Association
Social networking use exceeds e-mail
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To Sidney Kraus

His words and actions—indeed, how he bhas chosen to live
his life and career—in the years since the first edition of this
book have convinced us of the wisdom of our original decision
to honor him—our friend, mentor, and colleague.
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PREFACE

We wrote the first and second editions of this textbook at a prosperous time in the
life of our nation, when U.S. media industries were undergoing rapid change.
American corporations were spreading around the world. Dot-com companies
were thriving in a “New Economy” many thought likely to expand for decades.
New media technology was evolving so rapidly and new media applications were
proliferating so fast that a new scale of “Internet time” was created to measure
change. “Brick and mortar” companies were disdained in favor of virtual
enterprises.

Change was also going on in media theory and research. Theory was in fer-
ment as new perspectives challenged long-standing assumptions. Researchers strug-
gled with questions flowing from the changes in media. They debated how best to
understand the role of new media and chart their place among the well-established
mass media. Considerable research focused on mass media entertainment and its
effects. Researchers asked whether new media-based entertainment would displace
established mass media. Would the Internet replace television or would the tube
absorb the Internet? Would people pay the extra price to get HDTV? Did the pro-
tection of children from online smut require new laws? What would happen to
face-to-face communication in the wake of the e-mail onslaught? Virtual democ-
racy? MP3? Smartphones and augmented reality?

On September 11, 2001, everything changed. As we wrote the third edition to
this textbook, the Western world was reeling from the terrorist attacks on the
World Trade Center in New York and on the Pentagon in Washington, DC.
A new type of war was declared, a war not against an identifiable nation, but
against a tactic, terrorism. Americans were told to make important sacrifices and to
be vigilant, but at the same time to carry on our daily lives as though September 11
had never happened. When we prepared the fourth edition, our country had just
embarked on what was—and would become even more so—a controversial war.

xvil
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xviii Preface

Many if not all of the reasons that sent us to combat, unexamined and unchal-
lenged by much of the media we count on to help us govern ourselves, proved to
be false. Where was the Fourth Estate “when it might have made a difference?”
(Massing, 2004, p. 1). Growing awareness of the media industries’ powers and
responsibilities led to significant criticism of their performance in the run-up to war
and its coverage, and more surprising, an unprecedented public outcry against media
concentration. The American people, writes media critic Todd Gitlin, “rub their eyes
and marvel that a nation possessed of such an enormous industry ostensibly special-
izing in the gathering and distribution of facts could yet remain so befogged”
(2004a, p. 58). But befogged we remained, as the media, our political leaders, and
those in the financial industries failed to heed—or even notice—the coming economic
crash that would damage so badly our lives, homes, savings, and jobs.

As authors, we now face a serious challenge as we produce this, the sixth edi-
tion. When it comes to media theories, what is still relevant and what is unimpor-
tant? How can and should we understand the role media now play in the world
that has been so radically altered? What has happened to trust in media? In our
system of self-governance and our ability to know ourselves, our neighbors, and
our world? In previous editions we argued, “The price to be paid for our failure
to understand the role of media is dear.” We pointed to controversies over the ef-
fects of media violence and the banning of rap music lyrics. We worried about
growing dissatisfaction with modern election campaigns and the role in our de-
mocracy of a press increasingly focused on the “bottom line.” These questions re-
main important and will doubtlessly arise again on the media research agenda. But
for a time these questions have been overshadowed by more pressing issues: an ob-
vious one, the war in the Middle East. Where were democratic debate and public
discourse in the run-up to this costly conflict? Where were the media when it
counted, or in the words of Michael Massing in the New York Review of Books,
“Now they tell us.” But consider that five years after the start of what was sup-
posed to be a “cake walk” and three years after President Bush himself told the
public that there was no link between Iraq and September 11, “as many as four
in 10 Americans [41 percent] continued to believe that Saddam Hussein’s regime
was directly involved in financing, planning, or carrying out the terrorist attacks
on that horrible day” (Braiker, 2007). “Where were and are the media?” is an im-
portant question for those interested in mass communication theory, but so is
“Where were and are the people?”

This textbook takes a historical approach to presenting media theory. In previ-
ous editions, we argued that the value of this framework resides in its ability to re-
veal how social theory generally—and media theory specifically—develops as an
ongoing effort to address pressing technological, social, and political problems. Of-
ten the most important eras for media theory development have been those of cri-
sis and social turmoil. These are the times when the most important questions
about media are asked and the search for their answers is most desperate. For
half a century after the 1940s, we relied on media theories forged in the cauldron
of economic depression and worldwide warfare. But by the 1990s, the concerns of
earlier eras had faded. In our first two editions, we asked whether an era of dra-
matic technological change might give rise to new media theories for a world
whose problems were different from those of the 1940s. Did we need new media
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theories to fit a stable and orderly world with rising economic prosperity and star-
tling but beneficent technological change?

After 9/11 we were confronted by the challenges of a world in which many old
questions about the role of media suddenly had new urgency. As you read this edi-
tion, you will find that we devote considerable attention to propaganda. In the
1930s and 1940s, the most important questions concerning media centered on pro-
paganda. Could media propaganda induce widespread conversions from one polit-
ical ideology to another? Was systematic censorship of media essential to the
preservation of democracy as we faced the totalitarian threats of fascism and com-
munism? Was propaganda inherently bad, or should it have been used to promote
democracy at a time when its deficiencies were so evident and the fruits of totali-
tarianism so alluring to masses of people around the world? After September 11,
and then again after tens of thousands of deaths in Iraq and our failure to find
the weapons that were the stated reason for the conflict that killed them (Carter,
2004), similar questions were again being asked and answered in the highest circles
of the American government, in the offices of media organizations, in colleges and
universities, and in people’s homes. They were asked again in the wake of the
country’s “surprise” economic crash, and again as the interminable, often ugly
health care reform debate dragged on for the first two years of the Obama presi-
dency, a presidency resulting from what some called the “first YouTube election,”
raising even another series of questions. An understanding of media theory will
provide crucial insights as we work to come to grips with a new kind of public dis-
course, a new kind of America, a new kind of world.

A UNIQUE APPROACH

One unique feature of this book is the balanced, comprehensive introduction to the
two major bodies of theory currently dominating the field: the social/behavioral
theories and the cultural/critical theories. We need to know the strengths and the
limitations of these two bodies of theory. We need to know how they developed
in the past, how they are developing in the present, and what new conceptions
they might produce, because not only do these schools of thought represent the
mass communication theory of today, but they also promise to dominate our un-
derstanding of mass communication for some time to come.

Many American texts emphasize social/behavioral theories and either ignore or
denigrate cultural/critical theories. As critical/cultural theories have gained in popu-
larity in the United States, there have been more textbooks written that explain these
theories, but they often ignore or disdain social/behavioral theories. Instructors and
students who want to cover all types of media theories are forced to use two or
more textbooks and then need to sort out the various criticisms these books offer
of competing ideas. To solve this problem (and we hope advance understanding of
all mass communication theory), we systematically explain the legitimate differences
existing between researchers who use the different theories. We also consider possi-
bilities for accommodation or collaboration. This edition considers these possibilities
in greater depth and detail. It is becoming increasingly clear how these bodies of the-
ory can complement each other and provide a much broader and more useful basis
for thinking about and conducting research on media.
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THE USE OF HISTORY

In this book, we assume that it is important for those who study mass communica-
tion theory to have a strong grounding in the historical development of media the-
ory. Therefore, in the pages that follow, we trace the history of theory in a clear,
straightforward manner. We include discussions of historical events and people we
hope students will find inherently interesting, especially if instructors use widely
available DVDs, video downloads, and other materials to illustrate them (such as
political propaganda, the War of the Worlds broadcast, newsreels from the World
War II era and the early days of television, and so on). More and more historical
audiovisual material is readily available via the Internet, so instructors can ask stu-
dents to assist them in illustrating key leaders and events.

Readers familiar with previous editions of this textbook will find that we’ve
made some significant changes in the way that we present the unfolding of media
theory. For example, one theme of this book ever since its first edition is that the-
ory is inevitably a product of its time. You will see that this edition is replete with
examples of media’s performance during our ongoing “war on terror” and their
own ongoing institutional upheaval, but you will also see that many individual
conceptions of mass communication theory themselves have been reinvigorated,
challenged, reconsidered, or otherwise altered.

NEW TO THIS EDITION

As has been the case in each of the past editions, we have updated all statistics and
examples. But as in the past, we have made a number of more significant changes.
To be specific:

Chapter 5: In the discussion of normative theory, we look at the pressures of
falling audiences and revenues on the media industries, especially as they at-
tempt to perform their public service function. We debate the merits of public
subsidy of journalism in a section that asks if we should worry about saving
newspapers or saving journalism.

Chapter 6: This chapter reflects new insights into early mass communication
research provided by media research historians. Our look at the rise of the
limited effects perspective is augmented by an examination of more current
thinking that suggests a return to viewing media as having limited effects.

Chapter 7: We have enriched our discussion of social cognitive theory with the
addition of two relatively recent ideas, Albert Bandura’s social prompting and
Leonard Berkowitz’s cognitive-neoassociationistic perspective. This chapter’s
discussion of effects on children also takes into account the latest media con-
sumption data released by the Kaiser Family Foundation in their periodic
Generation M studies.

Chapter 9: We have made a major addition with an examination of the elabo-
ration likelihood model (ELM). Mass communication researchers of late have
made meaningful use of ELM—Ilong considered an interpersonal communica-
tion theory—especially as it pertains to information processing in the Internet
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age. Specifically, because ELM assumes different levels and types of processing
(and therefore effects) when individuals use different routes to process infor-
mation (central or peripheral), pull media (new media) may produce greater or
more lasting effects than push media (traditional media) because their use is
personally motivated.

Chapter 10: We have added a discussion of the use of meta-analyses in devel-
oping mass communication theory as well as expansion of two existing sec-
tions. The first, social marketing theory, is experiencing renewed interest in its
application to health communication issues. The second, knowledge gap the-
ory, has reemerged in the age of the Internet because of its implications for the
digital divide. We discuss this in terms of the Obama Administration’s pro-
posal to bring high speed Internet to the entire country and the FCC’s parallel
plan for a “digital literacy corps” to ensure that all Americans can access the
technology.

Chapter 11: We reluctantly deleted our discussion of social semiotic theory, as
the promise it once held for the integration of mass and interpersonal commu-
nication theory has gone unfulfilled. We replaced it with an examination of the
development of personal identity in the Facebook era and recent thinking on
cultivation theory as new media possibly challenge television’s cultural
dominance.

Chapter 12: We elaborated our discussion of the trends in theory development
and the three primary challenges facing media researchers: new media, global-
ization, and research on the human organism. As new media rise in impor-
tance, media theory is evolving to replace mass communication theory.

THE USE OF TOPICS FOR CRITICAL THINKING

It is important, too, that students realize that researchers develop theories to ad-
dress important questions about the role of media—enduring questions that will
again become important as new media continue to be introduced and as we deal
with a world reordered by September 11, the ongoing war on terrorism, and sys-
temic economic distress. We must be aware of how the radical changes in media
that took place in the past are related to the changes taking place now.

We attempt this engagement with mass communication theory in several ways.
Each chapter includes a section entitled Critical Thinking Questions. Its aim, as the
title suggests, is to encourage students to think critically, even skeptically, about
how that chapter’s theories have been applied in the past or how they are being
applied today. Each chapter also includes at least two Thinking about Theory
boxes. These pedagogical devices are also designed to encourage critical thinking.
Some discuss how a theorist addressed an issue and tried to resolve it. Still others
highlight and criticize important, issue-related examples of the application of me-
dia theory. Students are asked to relate material in these boxes to contemporary
controversies, events, and theories. A few examples are Chapter 3’s Murrow versus
McCarthy, Chapter 4’s Engineering of Consent: WMD and the War in Iraq, Chap-
ter 8’s Media Coverage of Work and Workers, and Chapter 9’s Semiotic Disobedi-
ence. We hope that they will find these useful in developing their own thinking
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about these issues. We believe that mass communication theory, if it is to have any
meaning for students, must be used by them.

We have also sprinkled the chapters with Instant Access boxes, presenting the
advantages and disadvantages of the major theories we discuss. The advantages are
those offered by the theories’ proponents; the disadvantages represent the views of
their critics. These presentations are at best sketchy or partial, and although they
should give a pretty good idea of the theories, the picture needs to be completed
with a full reading of the chapters and a great deal of reflection on the theories
they present. All chapters also provide marginal definitions of important terms,
and chapter summaries; and finally, at the end of the text there is an extensive bib-
liography and a thorough index.

THE BIG PICTURE

This textbook provides a comprehensive, historically based, authoritative introduc-
tion to mass communication theory. We have provided clearly written examples,
graphics, and other materials to illustrate key theories. We trace the emergence of
two main schools of mass communication theory—social/behavioral and critical/
cultural. Then we discuss how theories developed by each of these schools contrib-
ute to our understanding of the use of media by audiences, the role of media in so-
ciety, and finally the links between media and culture. The book ends with a brief
chapter that summarizes challenges facing the field and anticipates how media the-
ory may develop to meet these challenges.

We offer many examples of social/behavioral and critical/cultural theory and
an in-depth discussion of their strengths and limitations. We emphasize that media
theories are human creations typically intended to address specific problems or is-
sues. We believe that it is easier to learn theories when they are examined with
contextual information about the motives of theorists and the problems and issues
they addressed.

In the next few years, as mass media industries continue to experience rapid
change and as we continue to come to terms with the post-September 11/war on
terrorism “new world order” and Internet-dominated, “YouTube” democratic dis-
course, understanding media theory will become even more necessary and univer-
sal. We’ve argued in this edition that many of the old questions about the role of
media in culture, in society, and in people’s lives have resurfaced with renewed rel-
evance. This book traces how researchers and theorists have addressed these ques-
tions in the past, and we provide insights into how they might do so in the future.

THE SUPPORTING PHILOSOPHY OF THIS BOOK

The philosophy of this book is relatively straightforward: Though today’s media
technologies might be new, their impact on daily life might not be so different
from that of past influences. Changes in media have always posed challenges but
have also created opportunities. We can use media to improve the quality of our
lives, or we can permit our lives to be seriously disrupted. As a society, we can
use media wisely or foolishly. To make these choices, we need theories—theories
explaining the role of media for us as individuals and guiding the development of
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media industries for our society at large. This book should help us develop our un-
derstanding of theory so we can make better use of media and play a bigger role in
the development of new media industries.
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UNDERSTANDING AND
EvALUATING Mass
ComMmMuUNICATION THEORY

CHAPTER

The matter before the court in the June 2009 hearing was the legality of the Barack
Obama administration’s efforts to keep secret notes from an FBI interview with
former Vice President Dick Cheney surrounding his involvement, several years ear-
lier, in the outing of an undercover CIA operative. The stakes were high—account-
ability in our government’s highest elected officials—and U.S. District Judge Emmet
Sullivan was confused. Why would a Democratic president, elected in part on his
promise of greater transparency in government, defend secrets from the previous
Republican administration that he had so vigorously campaigned against as im-
proper? Justice Department attorney Jeffrey Smith offered the court an explanation:
“I don’t want a future vice president to say, ‘I’'m not going to cooperate with you
because I don’t want to be fodder for The Daily Show.”” In other words, elected
officials might not cooperate with criminal investigations for fear of ridicule from
late-night comics. Judge Sullivan was unmoved, demanding “more precise reasons
for keeping the information confidential” (Pickler, 2009).

Fear of late-night comics? Could the likes of The Daily Show and The Colbert
Report, two satirical news programs on cable channel Comedy Central, be so influ-
ential as to become a point of argument in an important federal court case?
Maybe. Network news anchor Brian Williams confesses that The Daily Show has
become “indispensible” in shaping how “real” news operations conduct their busi-
ness. “On occasion,” he wrote, “when we’ve been on the cusp of doing something
completely inane on NBC Nightly News, I will gently suggest to my colleagues that
we simply courier the tape over to Jon [Stewart’s] office, to spare The Daily Show
interns the time and trouble of logging our broadcasts that night. That usually gets
us to rethink the inane segment we were planning on airing” (2009). The public
pays attention to these satirical news programs as well. A March 2009 Rasmussen
poll reported that “nearly one-third of Americans under 40 say they get more of
their news from Jon Stewart, Stephen Colbert and other late night comedy shows
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than they do from traditional sources of news” (Winship, 2009). A similar study,
an April 2007 examination of Americans’ knowledge of national public affairs con-
ducted by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, discovered that
the “best-informed media consumers” were frequent newspaper readers and regu-
lar viewers of these very same programs.

Are you surprised that a federal attorney in an important court case would at-
tribute so much significance to something as trivial as television comedy? Are you
surprised at the apparent informational value of what are supposed to be fake
news programs? Why would viewers of faux TV news shows know more about
current affairs than those of “legitimate” television news programs? Media critic
Eric Alterman wrote, “It’s a sad—almost terrifying—comment on the state of the
American media that we have come to rely on these two funnymen to tell us the
truth about our country in the same way we relied on [Edward R.] Murrow in
the ’50s and Walter Cronkite in the ’60s” (2009b, p. 10). Do you agree, or does
journalist Thomas Mucha’s view better resonate with you? He wrote of fake
news, “Intelligence and humor, when mixed with a little ground truth, can add
depth to very serious matters” (2009). And whether you fear or welcome this new
role of comedy news, the question of why it has come to a position of influence
remains. Television writer Lizz Winstead explained what motivated her to create
The Daily Show: “The media were the watchdog for ... the government and corpo-
rate America, and when the media were in bed, or were lazy or in bed with
their advertisers, comics naturally started to fill the role of the watchdog of the
watchdog.... We just started asking the questions that journalists weren’t asking
anymore ... asking questions that our audience wanted to hear” (2009). But was
her audience really asking questions that were going unanswered, or did it tune in
simply to be entertained and inadvertently became better informed? After all, aren’t
young people notoriously politically uninvolved?

Your answers to these questions are naturally based on your ideas or assump-
tions about the relationships between people, their media use, their knowledge of
the news, and their interest in public affairs. You no doubt take into consideration
factors such as what was going on in the world at the time of the two surveys and
differences in expectations of the media in light of people’s ages, consumption
habits, and other individual differences. You might also have wondered if the rela-
tionship between news source and knowledge can be looked at in the reverse—that
is, watching comedy news shows might not make people better informed; instead,
better-informed individuals just might prefer to watch satirical news programs
specifically because satirical content is more fun to watch if people already
know more.

The Rasmussen and Pew researchers had their ideas or assumptions, as did critic
Alterman, journalist Mucha, attorney Smith, and Daily Show creator Winstead; so
do you. These ideas and assumptions can—and often do—become the bases for
something more formal, more systematic: theories. That formality, that systematic
understanding, comes from the social sciences. When these social scientific theories
involve relationships between media and the people and societies that use them,
they are theories of mass communication.
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OVERVIEW

Chapter 1 Understanding and Evaluating Mass Communication Theory 5

In this chapter, we will discuss just what separates an idea or an assumption from a
theory. We will examine the field of social science and the theories it spawns—spe-
cifically mass communication theories. We’ll look at some of the difficulties faced
by those who attempt to systematically study human behavior and the particular
problems encountered when the issue is human behavior and the mass media.
We’ll see, too, that when the issue is mass communication, the definition of social
science can be quite elusive. We’ll define theory and offer several classifications of
communication theory and mass communication theory. Most important, we will
try to convince you that the difficulties that seem to surround the development
and study of mass communication theory aren’t really difficulties at all: rather
they are challenges that make the study of mass communication theory interesting
and exciting. As John D. Barrow wrote, “A world that [is] simple enough to be
fully known would be too simple to contain conscious observers who might know
it” (1998, p. 3).

DEFINING AND REDEFINING MASS COMMUNICATION

grand theory
Theory designed
to describe and
explain all aspects
of a given
phenomenon

mass
communication
When a source,
typically an orga-
nization, employs
a technology as a
medium to com-
municate with a
large audience

In recent decades, the number and variety of mass communication theories have
steadily increased. Media theory has emerged as a more or less independent body
of thought in both the social science and humanistic literatures. This book is in-
tended as a guide to this diverse and sometimes contradictory thinking. You will
find ideas developed by scholars in every area of the social sciences, from history
and anthropology to sociology and psychology. Ideas have also been drawn from
the humanities, especially from philosophy and literary analysis. The resulting
ferment of ideas is both challenging and heuristic. These theories provide the raw
materials for constructing even more useful and powerful theoretical perspectives.

If you are looking for a concise, definitive definition of theory, you won’t find
it in this book. We have avoided narrow definitions of theory in favor of an inclu-
sive approach that finds value in most systematic, scholarly efforts to make sense of
media and their role in society. We have included recent theories that some con-
temporary researchers consider unscientific. Some of the theories reviewed are
grand; they try to explain entire media systems and their role in society. Others
are very small and provide narrower insight into specific uses or effects of media.
Our selection of theories for inclusion in this book is based partly on their enduring
historical importance and partly on their potential to contribute to future scholar-
ship. This process is necessarily subjective and is based on our own understanding
of mass communication. Our consideration of contemporary perspectives is focused
on those that illustrate enduring or innovative conceptualizations. But before we
embark on that consideration, we need to offer definitions of some important
concepts.

When an organization employs a technology as a medium to communicate
with a large audience, mass communication is said to have occurred. The profes-
sionals at the New York Times (an organization) use printing presses and the news-
paper (technology and medium) to reach their readers (a large audience). The
writers, producers, filmmakers, and other professionals at the Cartoon Network
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Listserv

Software em-
ployed to manage
online mailing
lists, bulletin
boards, or dis-
cussion groups
that cover a vari-
ety of subjects

mediated
communication
Communication
between a few or
many people that
employs a tech-
nology as a
medium

interpersonal
communication
Communication
between two or a
few people, typi-
cally face-to-face
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use various audio and video technologies, satellites, cable television, and home re-
ceivers to communicate with their audience. Warner Brothers places ads in maga-
zines to tell readers what movies it is releasing.

But as you no doubt know—and as you’ll be reminded constantly throughout
this text—the mass communication environment is changing quite radically. When
you receive a piece of direct-mail advertising addressed to you by name, and in
which your name is used throughout, you are an audience of one—not the large
audience envisioned in traditional notions of mass communication. When you sit
at your computer and send an e-mail to twenty thousand people who have signed
on to a Listserv dedicated to a particular subject, you are obviously communicating
with a large audience, but you are not an organization in the sense of a newspaper,
cable television network, or movie studio. The availability of lightweight, portable,
inexpensive video equipment, combined with the development of easy-to-use Inter-
net video sites like YouTube, makes it possible for an “everyday” person like you
to be a television writer and producer, reaching audiences numbering in the tens of
millions.

Although most theories we will study in this text were developed before our
modern communications revolution, they are not useless or outmoded. But we
must remember that much has changed in how people use technologies to commu-
nicate. One useful way to do this is to think of mediated communication as existing
on a continuum that stretches from interpersonal communication at one end to tra-
ditional forms of mass communication at the other. Where different media fall
along this continuum depends on the amount of control and involvement people
have in the communication process. The telephone, for example (the phone as tra-
ditionally understood—not the one you might own that has Internet access, GPS,
and some 500 other “killer apps”), sits at one end. It is obviously a communication
technology, but one that is most typical of interpersonal communication: At most,
a very few people can be involved in communicating at any given time, and they
have a great deal of involvement with and control over that communication. The
conversation is theirs, and they determine its content. A big-budget Hollywood
movie or a network telecast of the Super Bowl sits at the opposite pole. Viewers
have limited control over the communication that occurs. Certainly, people can
apply idiosyncratic interpretations to the content before them, and they can choose
to direct however much attention they wish to the screen. They can choose to
actively seek meaning from media content, or they can choose to passively decode
it. But their control and involvement cannot directly alter the content of the messages
being transmitted. Message content is centrally controlled by media organizations.

As you’ll see when we examine the more contemporary mass communication
theories, new communication technologies are rapidly filling in the middle of the
continuum between the telephone and television. Suddenly, media consumers have
the power to alter message content if they are willing to invest the time and have
the necessary skill and resources. Audiences can be active in ways that are hard to
anticipate, and the consequences of this activity may not be understood for decades
to come. The instant popularity of downloading music from the Internet demon-
strates that a generation of young adults is willing to invest the time, acquire the
skills, and purchase the technology necessary to take greater control over the music
they consume. We have seen this process play out even more recently, and possibly
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even more dramatically, with the overnight success of video and social networking
websites like YouTube and Facebook, and we’ll surely see it repeated again and
again as we actively engage the technologies that allow us to create and control me-
dia content that is important to us. As this happens, there will be profound conse-
quences for our personal lives, the media industries, and the larger social world. As
communication theorists Steven Chaffee and Miriam Metzger explain, “Contempo-
rary media allow for a greater quantity of information transmission and retrieval,
place more control over both content creation and selection in the hands of their
users, and do so with less cost to the average consumer” (2001, p. 369). Technology
writer Dan Gilmor (2004) explained the situation more succinctly when he wrote
that the world is now populated by “people formerly known as the audience.”

SCIENCE AND HUMAN BEHAVIOR

social scientists
Scientists who
examine relation-
ships among phe-
nomena in the
human or social
world

Ours is a society that generally respects and believes its scientists. Science is one of
the fundamental reasons why we enjoy our admirable standard of living and have
a growing understanding of the world around us. But not all scientists are revered
equally. British astronomer and philosopher John D. Barrow opened his 1998
book, Impossibility: The Limits of Science and the Science of Limits, with this ob-
servation on the value of science and its practitioners:

Bookshelves are stuffed with volumes that expound the successes of the mind and the
silicon chip. We expect science to tell us what can be done and what is to be done.
Governments look to scientists to improve the quality of life and safeguard us from
earlier “improvements.” Futurologists see no limit to human inquiry, while social
scientists see no end to the raft of problems it spawns. (p. 1)

The physical scientists and engineers are the dreamers, the fixers, the guar-
dians. They have sent us photos of stars aborning, detailed the inner workings of
the atom, and invented the microwave oven, the World Wide Web, and cell phones
that take and send video. Social scientists are the naysayers, the Grinches of the
world. They tell us that television corrupts our morals, political campaigns render
us too cynical to participate meaningfully in our democracy, and parents rely too
heavily on television to babysit their kids. Or, as columnist David Brooks reminds
us, “A survey of the social science of the past century shows it to be, by and large,
an insanely pessimistic field” (2002, p. 22). We tend to readily accept most of the
good findings of Barrow’s scientists. The universe is continually expanding? Of
course. The existence of quarks? Naturally. At the same time, we tend to be more
suspicious of the findings of the social scientists. Playing with Barbies destroys little
girls’ self-esteem? I don’t think so! Videogames teach violence? That’s so Twentieth
Century! Texting kills spelling and grammar? OMG! U r wrng. LOL!

Why does our society seem to have greater difficulty accepting the theories
and findings of social scientists, those who apply logic and observation—that is,
science—to the understanding of the social world, rather than the physical world?
Why do we have more trust in the people who wield telescopes and microscopes
to probe the breadth of the universe and the depth of human cells but skepticism
about the tools used by social observers to probe the breadth of culture or the
depth of human experience?
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causality

When a given
factor influences
another, even by
way of an inter-
vening variable

causal
relationship
When the altera-
tions in a partic-
ular variable
under specific
conditions always
produce the same
effect in another
variable

scientific method
A search for truth
through accurate
observation and
interpretation of
fact

hypothesis

A testable predic-
tion about some
event
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At the center of our society’s occasional reluctance to accept the theories of the
social scientists is the logic of causality. We readily understand this logic. You’ve
no doubt had it explained to you during a high school physics or chemistry class,
so we’ll use a simple example from those classes: boiling water. If we (or our repre-
sentatives, the scientists) can manipulate an independent variable (heat) and pro-
duce the same effect (boiling at 100 degrees centigrade) under the same conditions
(sea level) every time, then a causal relationship has been established. Heating
water at sea level to 100 degrees will cause water to boil. No matter how many
times you heat beakers of water at sea level, they will all boil at 100 degrees.
Lower the heat; the water does not boil. Heat it at the top of Mount Everest; it
boils at lower temperatures. Go back to sea level (or alter the atmospheric pressure
in a laboratory test); it boils at 100 degrees. This is repeated observation under
controlled conditions. We even have a name for this, the scientific method, and
there are many definitions for it. Here is a small sample:

1. “A means whereby insight into an undiscovered truth is sought by (1) identi-
fying the problem that defines the goal of the quest, (2) gathering data with
the hope of resolving the problem, (3) positing a hypothesis both as a logical
means of locating the data and as an aid to resolving the problem, and (4)
empirically testing the hypothesis by processing and interpreting the data to
see whether the interpretation of them will resolve the question that initiated
the research” (Leedy, 1997, pp. 94-95).

2. “A set of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions, and propositions that
present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among vari-
ables, with the purpose of explaining and predicting phenomena” (Kerlinger,
1986, p. 9).

3. “A method ... by which our beliefs may be determined by nothing human, but
by some external permanency—by something upon which our thinking has no
effect.... The method must be such that the ultimate conclusion of every man
[sic] shall be the same. Such is the method of science. Its fundamental hypoth-
esis ... is this: There are real things whose characters are entirely independent
of our opinions about them” (Peirce, 1955, p. 18).

Throughout the last century and into this one, some social researchers have
tried to apply the scientific method to the study of human behavior and society.
As you’ll soon see, an Austrian immigrant to the United States, Paul Lazarsfeld,
was an important advocate of applying social research methods to the study of
mass media. But although the essential logic of the scientific method is quite simple,
its application in the social (rather than physical) world can be more complicated.

Take, for example, the much-discussed issue of press coverage of political cam-
paigns and its impact on voter turnout. We know that more media attention is paid
to elections than ever before. Today, television permits continual eyewitness cover-
age of candidate activity. Mobile vans trail candidates and beam stories off satel-
lites so that local television stations can air their own coverage. The Internet and
Web offer instant access to candidates, their ideas, and those of their opponents.
Twitter lets us track their every move in real time. Yet, despite advances in media
technology and innovations in campaign coverage, voter participation in the United
States remains low. Not since 1968 has turnout in a presidential election exceeded



empirical
Capable of being
verified or dis-
proved by
observation
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60 percent. Even in the 2008 race between Barack Obama and John McCain, con-
sidered “the most technologically innovative, entrepreneurially driven campaign in
American political history,” only 56.8 percent of registered voters cast ballots
(Dickinson, 2009; U.S. Election Project, 2009). Should we assume that media cam-
paign coverage suppresses potential voter turnout? This is an assertion that some
mass communication observers might be quick to make. But would they be right?
How could or should we verify whether this assertion is valid?

As we shall see, the pioneers of mass communication research faced this situa-
tion during the 1930s. There were precious few scientific studies of, but many bold
assertions about, the bad effects of mass media. A small number of social scientists
began to argue that these claims should not be accepted before making empirical
observations that could either support them or permit them to be rejected. While
these early researchers often shared the widely held view that media were powerful,
they believed that the scientific method might be used to harness this power to
avoid negative effects like juvenile delinquency and produce positive effects such as
promoting Americans’ trust in their own democratic political system while subvert-
ing the appeal of totalitarian propaganda. In this way, scientific research would
allow media to be a force for good in shaping the social world.

These researchers faced many problems, however, in applying the scientific
method to the study of mass communication. How can there be repeated observa-
tions? No two audiences, never mind any two individuals, who see political
coverage are the same. No two elections are the same. Even if a scientist conducted
the same experiment on the same people repeatedly (showing them, for example,
the same excerpts of coverage and then asking them if and how they might vote),
these people would now be different each additional time because they would
have had a new set of experiences (participation in the study).

How can there be control over conditions that might influence observed
effects? Who can control what people watch, read, or listen to, or to whom
they talk, not to mention what they have learned about voting and civic responsi-
bility in their school, family, and church? One solution is to put them in a labora-
tory and limit what they watch and learn. But people don’t grow up in laboratories
or watch television with the types of strangers they meet in a laboratory experi-
ment. They don’t consume media messages hooked to galvanic skin response de-
vices or scanned by machines that track their eye movements. And unlike atoms
under study, people can and sometimes do change their behaviors as a result of
the social scientists’ findings, which further confounds claims of causality. And
there is another problem. Powerful media effects rarely happen as a result of expo-
sure to a few messages in a short amount of time. Effects take place slowly, over
long periods of time. At any moment, nothing may seem to be happening.

This implementation of the scientific method is difficult for those studying the
social world for four reasons:

1. Most of the significant and interesting forms of human behavior are quite
difficult to measure. We can easily measure the temperature at which water boils.
With ingenious and complex technology, we can even measure the weight of an
atom or the speed at which the universe is expanding. But how do we measure
something like civic duty? Should we count the incidence of voting? Maybe a per-
son’s decision not to vote is her personal expression of that duty. Try something a
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10 Section 1 Introduction to Mass Communication Theory

little easier, like measuring aggression in a television violence study. Can aggres-
sion be measured by counting how many times a child hits a rubber doll? Is gos-
siping about a neighbor an aggressive act? How do we measure an attitude (a
predisposition to do something rather than an observable action)? What is three
pounds of tendency to hold conservative political views or sixteen point seven
millimeters of patriotism?

2. Human behavior is exceedingly complex. Human behavior does not easily
lend itself to causal description. It is easy to identify a single factor that causes wa-
ter to boil. But it has proved impossible to isolate single factors that serve as the
exclusive cause of important actions of human behavior. Human behavior may
simply be too complex to allow scientists to ever fully untangle the different fac-
tors that combine to cause observable actions. We can easily control the heat and
atmospheric pressure in our boiling experiment. We can control the elements in a
chemistry experiment with relative ease. But if we want to develop a theory of the
influence of mediated communication on political campaigns, how do we control
which forms of media people choose to use? How do we control the amount of at-
tention they pay to specific types of news? How do we measure how well or
poorly they comprehend what they consume? How do we take into account fac-
tors that influenced people long before we started our research? For example,
how do we measure the type and amount of political socialization produced by
parents, schools, or peers? All these things (not to mention countless others) will
influence the relationship between people’s use of media and their behavior in an
election. How can we be sure what caused what? Voting might have declined
even more precipitously without media coverage. Remember, the very same factors
that lead one person to vote might lead another to stay home.

3. Humans have goals and are self-reflexive. We do not always behave in re-
sponse to something that has happened; very often we act in response to some-
thing we hope or expect will happen. Moreover, we constantly revise our goals
and make highly subjective determinations about their potential for success or fail-
ure. Water boils after the application of heat. It doesn’t think about boiling. It
doesn’t begin to experience boiling and then decide that it doesn’t like the experi-
ence. We think about our actions and inactions; we reflect on our values, beliefs,
and attitudes. Water doesn’t develop attitudes against boiling that lead it to mis-
perceive the amount of heat it is experiencing. It stops boiling when the heat is re-
moved. It doesn’t think about stopping or have trouble making up its mind. It
doesn’t have friends who tell it that boiling is fun and should be continued even
when there is insufficient heat. But people do think about their actions, and they
frequently make these actions contingent on their expectations that something will
happen. “Humans are not like billiard balls propelled solely by forces external to
them,” explained cognitive psychologist Albert Bandura. “Billiard balls cannot
change the shape of the table, the size of the pockets, or intervene in the paths
they take, or even decide whether to play the game at all. In contrast, humans not
only think, but, individually and collectively, shape the form those external forces
take and even determine whether or not they come into play. Murray Gell-Mann,
the physicist Nobelist, underscored the influential role of the personal determinants

when he remarked, ‘Imagine how hard physics would be if particles could think’”
(2008, pp. 95-96).
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4. The simple notion of causality is sometimes troubling when it is applied to
ourselves. We have no trouble accepting that heat causes water to boil at 100 de-
grees centigrade at sea level; we relish such causal statements in the physical world.
We want to know how things work, what makes things happen. As much as we
might like to be thrilled by horror movies or science fiction films in which physical
laws are continually violated, we trust the operation of these laws in our daily
lives. But we often resent causal statements when they are applied to ourselves.
We can’t see the expanding universe or the breakup of the water molecule at the
boiling point, so we are willing to accept the next best thing, the word of an objec-
tive expert, that is, a scientist. But we can see ourselves watching cable news and
not voting and going to a movie and choosing a brand-name pair of slacks and
learning about people from lands we’ve never visited. Why do we need experts tell-
ing us about ourselves or explaining to us why we do things? We’re not so easily
influenced by media, we say. But ironically, most of us are convinced that other

third-person people are much more likely to be influenced by media (the third-person effect).
effect So although we don’t need to be protected from media influence, others might;
The idea that they’re not as smart as we are (Grier and Brumbaugh, 2007). We are our own
“media affect men and women—independent, freethinking individuals. We weren’t affected by

others, but not

»

me

those McDonald’s ads; we simply bought that Big Mac, fries, and a large Coke be-
cause, darn it, we deserved a break today. And after all, we did need to eat some-
thing and the McDonald’s did happen to be right on the way back to the dorm.

DEFINING THEORY

theory Scientists, physical or social (however narrowly or broadly defined), deal in theory.
Any organized set ~ “Theories are stories about how and why events occur.... Scientific theories begin
of concepts, ex- with the assumption that the universe, including the social universe created by act-
planations, and ing human beings, reveals certain basic and fundamental properties and processes

principles of some
aspect of human
experience

that explain the ebb and flow of events in specific processes” (Turner, 1998, p. 1).
Theory has numerous other definitions. John Bowers and John Courtright offered
a traditional scientific definition: “Theories ... are sets of statements asserting
relationships among classes of variables” (1984, p. 13). So did Charles Berger:
“A theory consists of a set of interrelated propositions that stipulate relationships
among theoretical constructs and an account of the mechanism or mechanisms
that explain the relationships stipulated in the propositions” (2005, p. 417).
Kenneth Bailey’s conception of theory accepts a wider array of ways to understand
the social world: “Explanations and predictions of social phenomena ... relating
the subject of interest... to some other phenomena” (1982, p. 39).

Our definition, though, will be drawn from a synthesis of two even more gen-
erous views of theory. Assuming that there are a number of different ways to un-
derstand how communication functions in our complex world, Stephen Littlejohn
and Karen Foss defined theory as “any organized set of concepts, explanations,
and principles of some aspect of human experience” (2008, p. 14). Emory Griffin
also takes this broader view, writing that a theory is an idea “that explains an
event or behavior. It brings clarity to an otherwise jumbled situation; it draws or-
der out of chaos.... [It] synthesizes the data, focuses our attention on what’s cru-
cial, and helps us ignore that which makes little difference” (1994, p. 34). These
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ontology
The nature of
reality, what is
knowable

epistemology
How knowledge
is created and
expanded

axiology

The proper role of
values in research
and theory
building

latter two writers are acknowledging an important reality of communication and
mass communication theories: There are a lot of them, the questions they produce
are testable to varying degrees, they are situationally based, and they sometimes
seem contradictory and chaotic. As communication theorist Katherine Miller ex-
plained, “Different schools of thought will define theory in different ways depend-
ing on the needs of the theorist and on beliefs about the social world and the
nature of knowledge” (2005, pp. 22-23). Scholars have identified four major
categories of communication theory—(1) postpositivism, (2) hermeneutic theory,
(3) critical theory, and (4) normative theory—and although they “share a commit-
ment to an increased understanding of social and communicative life and a value
for high-quality scholarship” (Miller, 2005, p. 32), they differ in

e Their goals
Their view of the nature of reality, what is knowable—their ontology
Their view of how knowledge is created and expanded—their epistemology

®  Their view of the proper role of values in research and theory building—their
axiology

These differences not only define the different types of theory, but they also
help make it obvious why the definition of social science in mass communication
theory is necessarily flexible.

POSTPOSITIVIST THEORY

postpositivist
theory

Theory based on
empirical obser-
vation guided by
the scientific
method

intersubjective
agreement

When members
of a research
community inde-
pendently arrive
at similar conclu-
sions about a
given social
phenomenon
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When communication researchers first wanted to systematically study the social
world, they turned to the physical sciences for their model. Those in the physical
sciences (physics, chemistry, astronomy, and so on) believed in positivism, the idea
that knowledge could be gained only through empirical, observable, measurable
phenomena examined through the scientific method. But as we saw earlier in this
chapter, people are not beakers of water. As a result, social scientists committed to
the scientific method practice postpositivist theory. This theory is based on empiri-
cal observation guided by the scientific method, but it recognizes that humans and
human behavior are not as constant as elements of the physical world.

The goals of postpositivist theory are explanation, prediction, and control (and
in this you can see the connection between this kind of social science and the phys-
ical sciences). For example, researchers who want to explain the operation of polit-
ical advertising, predict which commercials will be most effective, and control the
voting behavior of targeted citizens would, of necessity, rely on postpositivist the-
ory. Its ontology accepts that the world, even the social world, exists apart from
our perceptions of it; human behavior is sufficiently predictable to be studied sys-
tematically. (Postpositivists do, however, believe that the social world does have
more variation than the physical world; for example, the names we give to things
define them and our reaction to them—hence the post of postpositivism). Its episte-
mology argues that knowledge is advanced through the systematic, logical search
for regularities and causal relationships employing the scientific method. Advances
come when there is intersubjective agreement among scientists studying a given
phenomenon. That is, postpositivists find confidence “in the community of social
researchers,” not “in any individual social scientist” (Schutt, 2009, p. 89). It is this
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cautious reliance on the scientific method that defines postpositivism’s axiology—
the objectivity inherent in the application of the scientific method keeps researchers’
and theorists’ values out of the search for knowledge (as much as is possible). Post-
positivist communication theory, then, is theory developed through a system of in-
quiry that resembles as much as possible the rules and practices of what we
traditionally understand as science.

HERMENEUTIC THEORY

hermeneutic
theory

The study of
understanding,
especially by
interpreting
action and text

social
hermeneutics
Theory seeking to
understand how
those in an ob-
served social situ-
ation interpret
their own lot in
that situation

text

Any product of
social interaction
that serves as a
source of
understanding

But many communication theorists do not want to explain, predict, and control so-
cial behavior. Their goal is to understand how and why that behavior occurs in the
social world. This hermeneutic theory is the study of understanding, especially
through the systematic interpretation of actions or texts. Hermeneutics originally
began as the study or interpretation of the Bible and other sacred works. As it
evolved over the last two centuries, it maintained its commitment to the examina-
tion of “objectifications of the mind” (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 236), or
what Miller calls “social creations” (2005, p. 52). Just as the Bible was the “objec-
tification” of early Christian culture, and those who wanted to understand that cul-
ture would study that text, most modern applications of hermeneutics are likewise
focused on understanding the culture of the users of a specific text.

There are different forms of hermeneutic theory. For example, social herme-
neutics has as its goal the understanding of how those in an observed social situa-
tion interpret their own lot in that situation. As ethnographer Michael Moerman
explained, social hermeneutic theory tries to understand how events “in the alien
world make sense to the aliens, how their way of life coheres and has meaning
and value for the people who live it” (1992, p. 23). Another branch of hermeneu-
tics looks for hidden or deep meaning in people’s interpretation of different symbol
systems—for example, in media texts. As you might have guessed from these
descriptions, hermeneutic theory is sometimes referred to as interpretive theory.
Another important idea embedded in these descriptions is that any text, any prod-
uct of social interaction—a movie, the president’s State of the Union Address, a
series of Twitter tweets, a conversation between a soap opera hero and heroine—
can be a source of understanding.

The ontology of hermeneutic theory says that there is no truly “real,” measur-
able social reality. Instead, “people construct an image of reality based on their own
preferences and prejudices and their interactions with others, and this is as true of
scientists as it is of everyone else in the social world” (Schutt, 2009, p. 92). As such,
hermeneutic theory’s epistemology, how knowledge is advanced, relies on the subjec-
tive interaction between the observer (the researcher or theorist) and his or her com-
munity. Put another way, knowledge is local; that is, it is specific to the interaction
of the knower and the known. Naturally, then, the axiology of hermeneutic theory
embraces, rather than limits, the influence of researcher and theorist values. Personal
and professional values, according to Katherine Miller, are a “lens through which so-
cial phenomena are observed” (2005, p. 58). A researcher interested in understand-
ing teens’ interpretations of social networking websites like Facebook, or one who is
curious about meaning-making that occurs in the exchange of information among
teen fans of an online simulation game, would rely on hermeneutic theory.
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CRITICAL THEORY

critical theory
Theory seeking
emancipation and
change in a dom-
inant social order

structure

In critical theory,
the social world’s
rules, norms, and

beliefs

agency
In critical theory,
how humans be-
have and interact
within the
structure

dialectic

In critical theory,
the ongoing
struggle between
agency and
structure

There are still other scholars who do not want explanation, prediction, and control
of the social world. Nor do they seek understanding of the social world as the ulti-
mate goal for their work. They start from the assumption that some aspects of the
social world are deeply flawed and in need of transformation. Their aim is to gain
knowledge of that social world so they can change it. This goal is inherently politi-
cal because it challenges existing ways of organizing the social world and the
people and institutions that exercise power in it. Critical theory is openly political
(therefore its axiology is aggressively value-laden). It assumes that by reorganizing
society, we can give priority to the most important human values. Critical theorists
study inequality and oppression. Their theories do more than observe, describe, or
interpret; they criticize. Critical theories view “media as sites of (and weapons in)
struggles over social, economic, symbolic, and political power (as well as struggles
over control of, and access to, the media themselves)” (Meyrowitz, 2008, p. 642).
Critical theory’s epistemology argues that knowledge is advanced only when it
serves to free people and communities from the influence of those more powerful
than themselves. Its ontology, however, is a bit more complex.

According to critical theory, what is real, what is knowable, in the social world
is the product of the interaction between structure (the social world’s rules, norms,
and beliefs) and agency (how humans behave and interact in that world). Reality,
then, to critical theorists, is constantly being shaped and reshaped by the dialectic
(the ongoing struggle or debate) between the two. When elites control the struggle,
they define reality (in other words, their control of the structure defines people’s real-
ities). When people are emancipated, #hey define reality through their behaviors and
interactions (agency). Researchers and theorists interested in the decline (and restora-
tion) of the power of the labor movement in industrialized nations or those interested
in limiting the contribution of children’s advertising to the nation’s growing consum-
erism would rely on critical theory. Some critical theorists are quite troubled by what
they view as the uncontrolled exercise of capitalist corporate power around the
world. They see media as an essential tool employed by corporate elites to constrain
how people view their social world and to limit their agency in it.

NORMATIVE THEORY

normative media
theory

Theory explain-
ing how a media
system should
operate in order
to conform to or
realize a set of
ideal social values
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Social theorists see postpositivist and hermeneutic theory as representational. That
is, they are articulations—word pictures—of some other realities (for postpositi-
vists, those representations are generalizable across similar realities, and for inter-
pretive theorists, these representations are local and specific). Critical theory is
nonrepresentational. Its goal is to change existing realities.

There is another type of theory, however. It may be applied to any form of
communication but is most often applied to mass communication. Its aim is neither
the representation nor the reformation of reality. Instead, its goal is to set an ideal
standard against which the operation of a given media system can be judged.
A normative media theory explains how a media system should operate in order
to conform to or realize a set of ideal social values. As such, its ontology argues
that what is known is situational (or, like interpretive theory, local). In other
words, what is real or knowable about a media system is real or knowable only
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As we've seen, different communication theorists
deal differently with the role of values in the construc-
tion of their ideas. Inasmuch as they model their re-
search on that of those who study the physical world,
postpositivists would ideally like to eliminate values
from their inquiry. But they know they can’t, so ob-
jectivity becomes their regulatory ideal; that is, they
rely on the scientific method to reduce the impact
of values on their work as much as possible. They
also distinguish between two types of values in their
work. Postpositivists cherish epistemic values—
they value high standards in the conduct of research
and development of theory. But they also confront
nonepistemic values—the place of emotion, mor-
als, and ethics in research and theory development.
There is little debate about the former among post-
positivists—who wouldn’'t want high standards of
performance? But what about emotions, morals,
and ethics? Why, for example, would researchers
want to study media violence? Certainly they believe
a relationship exists between media consumption
and human behavior on some level. But what if an
individual theorist strongly believes in the eradication
of all violence on children’s television because of her
own son’s problems with bullies at school? How hard
should she work to ignore her personal feelings in her
research and interpretation of her findings? Should
she examine some other aspect of mass communi-
cation to ensure greater objectivity? But why should
anybody have to study something that he or she has
no feeling about?

Interpretive theorists, even though they more
readily accept the role of values in their work than
do postpositivists, also wrestle with the proper appli-
cation of those values. Accepting the impossibility of
separating values from research and theory develop-
ment, interpretive theorists identify two ends of a
continuum. Those who wish to minimize the impact
of their personal values on their work bracket their
values; that is, they recognize them, set them aside
by figuratively putting them in brackets, and then do

their work. At the other end of the continuum are
those who openly celebrate their values and con-
sciously inject them into their work. In truth, most
interpretive researchers and theorists fall somewhere
in the middle. If you were really thinking about theory,
though, you would have asked, “But if an interpretive
theorist openly celebrates his or her values and in-
jects them into the research or theory development,
hasn’t she moved into critical theory?” And you
would be correct, because it is hard to conceive of
someone willing to inject personal values into social
research and theory who did not want, at the very
least, to advance those values. And in advancing
those values, the status quo would be altered—
hence, critical theory.

Critical and normative theorists, in their open em-
brace of values, face fewer questions about objectiv-
ity than do other theorists. But they, like all social
researchers and theorists, must employ high episte-
mic values. Critical theorists advocate change; nor-
mative theorists advocate media striving to meet a
social system’s stated ideals of operation. These
open articulations of nonepistemic values, however,
do not excuse sloppy data gathering or improper
data analysis.

What should be clear is that all involved in the
serious study of human life must maintain the highest
standards of inquiry within the conventions of their
research and theory development communities.
Given that, which axiology do you find most compat-
ible with your way of thinking about human behavior?
Should you someday become a mass communica-
tion researcher or theorist, which set of values do
you think would prove most valuable in guiding your
efforts?

epistemic values High standards in the conduct of research
and theory development

nonepistemic values The place of emotion, morals, and
ethics in research and theory development

bracket In interpretive theory, setting values aside
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for the specific social system in which that system exists. Its epistemology, how
knowledge is developed and advanced, is based in comparative analysis—we can
only judge (and therefore understand) the worth of a given media system in com-
parison to the ideal espoused by the particular social system in which it operates.
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Finally, normative theory’s axiology is, by definition, value-laden. Study of a me-
dia system or parts of a media system is undertaken in the explicit belief that
there is an ideal mode of operation based in the values of the social system. The-
orists interested in the press’s role in a democracy would most likely employ nor-
mative theory, as would those examining the operation of the media in an Islamic
republic or an authoritarian state. Problems arise if media systems based on one
normative theory are evaluated according to the norms or ideals of another nor-
mative theory. Chapter 6 is devoted in its entirety to normative theory. You can
more deeply investigate the role of values in the four broad categories of theory
we’ve discussed when reading the box entitled “True Values: A Deeper Look at
Axiology.”

EVALUATING THEORY

French philosopher André Gide wrote, “No theory is good unless it permits, not
rest, but the greatest work. No theory is good except on condition that one uses it
to go on beyond” (quoted in Andrews, Biggs, and Seidel, 1996, p. 66). In other
words, good theory pushes, advances, improves the social world. There are some
specific ways, however, to judge the value of the many theories we will study in

this book.
When evaluating postpositivist theory, we need to ask these questions:

1. How well does it explain the event, behavior, or relationship of interest?

2. How well does it predict future events, behaviors, or relationships?

3. How testable is it? In other words, is it specific enough in its assertions that it
can be systematically supported or rejected based on empirical observation?

4. How parsimonious is it? In other words, is it the simplest explanation possible
of the phenomenon in question? Some call this elegance. Keep in mind that
communication theories generally tend to lack parsimony. In fact, one of the
reasons many social scientists avoid the study of communication is that
communication phenomena are hard to explain parsimoniously.

5. How practical or useful is it? If the goals of postpositivist theory are explana-
tion, prediction, and control, how much assistance toward these ends is
provided by the theory?

When evaluating hermeneutic theory, we need to ask these questions:

1. How much new or fresh insight into the event, behavior, or relationship of
interest does it offer? In other words, how much does it advance our
understanding?

2. How well does it clarify the values inherent in the interpretation, not only
those embedded in the phenomenon of interest, but those of the researcher or
theorist?

3. How much support does it generate among members of the scholarly commu-
nity also investigating the phenomenon of interest?

4. How much aesthetic appeal does it have? In other words, does it enthuse or
inspire its adherents?
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When evaluating critical theory, we need to ask the same questions we do of her-
meneutic theory, but we must add a fifth:

5. How useful is the critique of the status quo? In other words, does it provide en-
ough understanding of elite power so that power can be effectively challenged?
Does the theory enable individuals to oppose elite definitions of the social world?

When evaluating normative theory, we need to ask the following questions:

1. How stable and definitive are the ideal standards of operation against which
the media system (or its parts) under study will be measured?

2. What, and how powerful, are the economic, social, cultural, and political real-
ities surrounding the actual operation of a system (or its parts) that must be
considered in evaluating that performance?

3. How much support does it generate among members of the scholarly commu-
nity also investigating a specific media system (or its parts)?

FLEXIBLE SOCIAL SCIENCE

Now that you’ve been introduced to the four broad categories of social scientific
theory, you might have guessed another reason that those who study the social
world often don’t get the respect accorded their physical science colleagues. Sociol-
ogist Kenneth Bailey wrote, “To this day you will find within social science both
those who think of themselves as scientists in the strictest sense of the word and
those with a more subjective approach to the study of society, who see themselves
more as humanists than as scientists” (1982, p. 5). In other words, and as you’ve
just seen, not all who call themselves social scientists adhere to the same standards
for conducting research or accepting evidence. But complicating matters even more
is the fact that social science researchers and theorists often blend (or mix and
match) categories as they do their work (Benoit and Holbert, 2008). To some ob-
servers, especially committed postpositivists, this seems unsystematic. It also gener-
ates disagreement among social scientists, not about the issue under examination,
say the influence of video violence on children’s behavior, but about the appropri-
ateness of the methods used, the value of the evidence obtained, or the influence of
values on the work (that is, debates over ontology, epistemology, and axiology).

MASS COMMUNICATION THEORY

“The scholarship about the mass media has grown so large and become so frag-
mented,” argues W. James Potter, “that it is very difficult for scholars to under-
stand, much less appreciate, the incredible array of great ideas and findings that
have been produced” (2009, p. xiv). You’ll see these “great ideas and findings”
throughout this text and discover how in their harmony and dissonance they have
shaped the discipline’s thinking. For now, though, let’s take this example, the im-
pact of video violence, and see how different social scientists might approach it.
Do you believe that watching televised or videogame violence can cause kids to
act more aggressively? Surely this must be an easier thing to demonstrate than the
existence of an ever-expanding universe. This link has been theorized ever since the

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



18 Section 1 Introduction to Mass Communication Theory

first silent-movie hero slugged the first silent-movie villain. What is the most useful
way to study the complex relationship between this specific form of media content
and those who consume it? Maybe we could put two groups of children, some of
whom had seen a violent cartoon and some who had not, in a room and count the
number of times each engaged in some form of violent play. Maybe we could exam-
ine the disciplinary records of two schools, one where children had ready access to
television at home and one where there was no television allowed. Maybe we could
take a three-month position as a teacher’s aide in a preschool and record the interac-
tion between the children, television, and one another. Perhaps we could interview
heavy and light television viewers and frequent and infrequent game players. Maybe
the best way is to ignore what is going on with specific individuals and classrooms
and focus our research on how television programs and videogames present violence:
Who metes it out? Who is on the receiving end? Is it successful? How graphic or un-
realistic is it? Maybe the question is about money—it’s obvious that violent content
improves television ratings and violent videogames attract teenage boys, the group
that spends the most on games. This economic incentive motivates broadcasters and
game designers to continue to make this material available despite decades of evi-
dence of its harmful effects on individuals and society. Maybe the most useful way
to understand the role of violent media content in the culture is to craft a detailed,
logical argument based on observation of a season’s worth of prime-time television
programming and a deep analysis of the top-ten bestselling games.

Every one of these solutions—regardless of how perfectly (or imperfectly) it
adheres to traditional notions of social science or how neatly it fits into one of the
four categories of social science theory—is offered either because of existing theory
or because the answers it produces can be used to add to or develop theory. And
every one of these solutions—and countless more that could have been offered—is
designed to help people, us, produce a more livable, humane world. In this way,
they are all social scientific.

Now it should be clear that mass communication theory is really mass commu-
nication theories, each more or less relevant to a given medium, audience, time,
condition, and theorist. But this shouldn’t be viewed as a problem. Mass communi-
cation theory can be personalized; it is ever-evolving; it is dynamic. What we hope
to do in the following pages is to provide you with the basics: the traditions that
have given us what we now view as classic theories of mass communication, some
idea of the contexts in which they were developed and in which they flourished (if
they did), the knowledge to decide for yourself what does and does not make sense,
and some definite clues about where mass communication theory stands today.

Some three decades ago, Englishman Jeremy Tunstall, a keen observer of Ameri-
can media and American media theory, foretold the route we will travel: “‘Communi-
cation’ itself carries many problems. Either the ‘mass media’ or ‘communication’
would cover a dozen disciplines and raise a thousand problems. When we put the
two together, the problems are confounded. Even if the field is narrowed to ‘mass me-
dia,” it gets split into many separate media, many separate disciplines, many separate
stages in the flow, and quickly you have several hundred subfields”—in other words,
a lot of theories (1983, pp. 92-93). In fact, W. James Potter identified “more than
150 theories”—some new, some vintage—used actively in published mass communi-
cation research in the five years from 2004 to 2009 (Potter, 2009, p. 14).
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SUMMARY

As we move ever more deeply into the ever-
evolving communication revolution, we need an
understanding of mass communication theory to
guide our actions and decisions. This understand-
ing recognizes that all social theory is a human
construction and that it is dynamic, always
changing as society, technology, and people
change. This dynamism can be readily seen in
the transformation of our understanding of the
process of mass communication itself. New com-
munication technologies have changed tradi-
tional notions of the mass audience, the mass
communicator, and the relationships between
the two. To understand this change, we rely on
social science and its theories.

Social science is often controversial because
it suggests causal relationships between things
in the environment and people’s attitudes, values,
and behaviors. In the physical sciences, these
relationships are often easily visible and measur-
able. In the study of human behavior, however,
they rarely are. Human behavior is quite difficult
to quantify, often very complex, and often goal-
oriented. Social science and human behavior
make a problematic fit. The situation is even fur-
ther complicated because social science itself is
somewhat variable—it is many different things
to many different people.

Nonetheless, the systematic inquiry into mass
communication relies on theories—any organized

Social networking site Facebook hit the Internet in
2003. Five years later it had 100 milion users; by
mid-2010 it had half-a-bilion members networking
in 40 languages (Kang, 2010). Half the teenagers
using Facebook check in at least once a day, but
the greatest growth in members has been among
adults aged 35 to 54. These grown-ups spend nearly
four hours a day on Facebook, more than any other
age group (Orenstein, 2009). What questions do
these few facts raise for you?

One obvious question is, “Who are these social
networkers?” Does the growth in the number of
“older” social networkers surprise you? Why or
why not? What about the amount of time they spend
networking? What about networkers’ gender? Does
that play a factor? Where do they access these
sites? Why would middle-aged people be such
heavy users of a new technology almost ritualistically
identified with the young and hip? Another obvious
question is, “Why do people use social networking
sites?” The Pew Internet & American Life Project
(Lenhart, 2009) reported that 91 percent say they
use them to stay in touch with friends they regularly
see; 82 percent to stay in touch with friends they
rarely see; and 49 percent to make new friends (nat-
urally, people could give more than one answer).

Now what questions arise for you? Are there gender
differences in why and how people use these sites?
Are there age differences?

But what about a different kind of question,
maybe a bit bigger in scope? How do these net-
maintained or net-originated friendships differ from
more traditionally maintained and originated friend-
ships (that is, face-to-face)? Are the kinds of conver-
sations that take place between net-friends different
from those that up-close-and-personal friends en-
gage in? How much “truth” happens in online friend-
ships? How is meaning made when friends can’t see
facial expressions like smiles or hear voice inflection?

Maybe it isn’t enough to describe these users by
age and gender; maybe a more interesting question
concerns what’s going on in their lives. For example,
can lonely or depressed people find comfort or relief
in social networking sites? There is research linking
the amount of time spent online to loneliness, de-
pression, and alienation from friends and family
(Engelberg and Sjéberg, 2004). Are social network-
ing sites a symptom or a cure? After all, there is
solid evidence that instant messaging has a “direct
positive effect” on young people’s friendships
(Valkenburg and Peter, 2009, p. 79). Might not the
same thing be said of social networking sites?

(Continued)
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And those marketers! What happens to social
networking on the Internet when the sites where
this activity occurs become increasingly commercial-
ized? There have been several instances where
fake “friends” have been created specifically to
push a company’s new product or to trash a com-
petitor, and Facebook has suffered three major
user revolts over its commercialization of members’
chats (O’Brien, 2010). What happens when trust is
lost?

Every major national politician is “making friends”
on these sites (Williams, 2007). How might these
sites differ from “real” friends’ sites? Will candidates’
sites attract more young people to politics? How
might candidates tailor their messages on different
issues for these sites? Test yourself—how many
more interesting questions can you develop?

Now, what’s your approach? What is the best
way to answer the question or questions you find
most interesting? As a postpositivist, for example,
can you devise an experiment comparing the level
of trust between friends who meet online and those
who meet in person? Using hermeneutics, you could

set of concepts, explanations, and principles of
some aspect of human experience. The explana-
tory power of mass communication theory, how-
ever, is constantly challenged by the presence of
many media, their many facets and characteris-
tics, their constant change, an always-developing
audience, and the ever-evolving nature of the
societies that use them. Still, social theorists
have identified four general categories of commu-
nication theory. Two are representational, post-
positivist theory (theory based on empirical
observation guided by the scientific method)
and hermeneutic theory (the study of understand-
ing, especially by interpreting actions and texts).
A third, critical theory, seeks emancipation and
change in a dominant social order.

While these types of theory have a commitment
to an increased understanding of the social world,
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examine the kinds of exchanges (texts) that occur
between social networking friends. But maybe you
want to take a critical look at the intrusion of adver-
tising on the content of these sites. Or from a nor-
mative perspective, you might want to assess how
politicians’ use of social networking sites changes
traditional notions of the role of the media in electoral
politics. But wait. What if you want to understand
the kinds of exchanges that occur between social
networking friends, but you want to compare differ-
ent age groups, or people at different stages of their
relationship? Haven’t you blended postpositivism
and hermeneutics? And how can you assess the
impact of advertising on the content of these sites
unless you are familiar on a fairly deep level with
commercial content as a text?

So, what’s your question? Or should we ask,
what are your questions? What’s your approach?
Or should we ask, what are your approaches? And
what about your own interests and values? Are
you a member of a social networking site? Does
that experience shape your thinking? How could
it not?

they differ in their goals, their ontology (the na-
ture of reality, what is knowable), their epistemol-
ogy (how knowledge is created and expanded),
and their axiology (the proper role of values in
research and theory building). As such, postposi-
tivist theory is traditionally social scientific; her-
meneutic theory is based on interpretation of
texts (and the product of any social interaction
can serve as a text); and critical theory, in seeking
change, studies the struggle—the dialectic—
between a society’s structure (its rules, norms,
and beliefs) and its agency (how people interact
in the face of that structure). Finally, there is a
fourth type of mass communication theory, one
that is neither representational nor seeking
change: normative theory—theory designed to
judge the operation of a given media system
against a specific social system’s norms or ideals.
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Critical Thinking Questions

1. How well informed are you about public

affairs? Where do you get most of your in-
formation about the world around you? Do
you talk about current affairs with the peo-
ple around you? How often do you reflect on
the relationship between keeping up with the
issues of the day and your responsibilities as
a citizen, or is this just something that poli-
ticians and professors talk about? Can you
craft a theory of why you do not pay more
attention to the news than you already do?
. Can you think of any social science “find-
ings” that you reject? What are they? On

what grounds do you base your skepticism?
Can you separate your personal experience
with the issue from your judgment of the
social scientific evidence?

. Social scientists may have differences of

opinion about the role of values in research
and theory (axiology), but what about you?
Where do you stand on the proper place of
values in the conduct of social science?
Should social scientists engage in research
and theory development to advance ideas
and issues they think are important? Why or
why not?

Key Terms
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convergence Technophiles have been hailing convergence, the erasure of distinctions among me-
The erasure of dia, ever since the introduction of the personal computer in the late 1970s and
distinctions early 1980s. Microsoft cofounder Bill Gates heralded its full arrival in 2004 at the

among media annual Consumer Electronics Show. Convergence, he told his listeners,
doesn’t happen until you have everything in a digital form that the consumer can easily
use on all the different devices. So, if we look at the three types of media of greatest
importance—we look at photos, we look at music and we look at video—the move
toward giving people digital flexibility on them is pretty incredible on every one of
them. It’s been discussed for a long, long time. And now, it’s really happening.
(quoted in Cooper, 2004, p. 1)

In fact, it’s happening today in ways that Gates might not have anticipated
those many long years ago (in Internet time). We now receive clear, full-motion
video on cell phones—that is, when we’re not using them to surf the Web or locate,
via global positioning, the nearest pizza shop. The technology allowing people to
retransmit the content received on their home televisions to their laptop computer
or cell phone no matter where they are is available, easy to use, and relatively inex-

Wi-Fi pensive. As wireless Internet networks (Wi-Fi) have improved and become more
Wireless Internet  widespread, full-motion live video, movies-on-demand, and television-on-demand
networks have joined already-existing anyplace-anytime reception of voice, e-mail, web

pages, music downloads, written and data texts, interactive video games, and still
photos. So, while you use your cell phone to watch a video download of Superbad,
are you on the phone, on the Internet, watching television, or viewing a film? What
becomes of the distinction between newspapers, magazines, radio, and television
when all can be accessed anywhere, anytime on a single handheld device and
when each medium can combine graphics, video, printed text, sound, music, and
interactivity to satisfy your entertainment and information needs?

22
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We are in the midst of a revolution in communication technology that many
scholars believe is transforming social orders and cultures around the world. Each
new technological device expands the possible uses of the existing technologies.
New technologies combine to create media systems spanning great distances but
also serve a broad range of highly specific purposes. In retrospect, we now regard
the first centuries of mass communication as dominated by expensive, clumsy tech-
nologies that provided a limited array of services to gigantic audiences. Large cor-
porations located in the largest cities established and controlled highly centralized
media systems. People accommodated their needs to what the older media technolo-
gies could provide. For many of us, the term mass media still is synonymous with
these “big media.” And now, although we are caught up in a communications revo-
lution, much of our attention is still riveted on the media dinosaurs. We may dis-
missively refer to “older” media as the MSM (mainstream media), but we are only
beginning to understand the potential of the “new,” alternative media to serve needs
we didn’t know we had. If this were not so, the Internet and World Wide Web
would be neither as explosively popular nor as constantly controversial as they are.

For many of us, the immediate consequences of this revolution seem quite
pleasant and benign. The new media have greatly expanded our options for enter-
tainment and information content. Instead of choosing from a handful of movies at
local theaters or on three network television stations, we can select from tens of
thousands of titles available on cable channels, satellites, videotapes, DVDs, and
Internet downloads. We can exchange CDs in their digital file form on the Internet
to create massive home music libraries. At any given moment, we can tune to sev-
eral different newscasts on television, radio, and the net. Using personal computers,
or even our cell phones, we can access remote databases and scan endless reams of
information on diverse, specialized topics. Rather than the handful of local radio
stations available on our dials, we can hear ten thousand stations on the Web. We
can use the Internet’s interactive capabilities to experiment with and create new
identities. An array of print media is available—many edited to suit the tastes of
relatively small audiences. The old marketplace of ideas has become a gigantic
24/7 supermarket. If you want it, you can get it somewhere. And if you want it
but can’t get it, you can create it yourself, as the Internet and digital technologies
have turned us all into potential content producers.

In this textbook, we examine how communication scholars have conceptual-
ized the role of media during this and the last two centuries. Our purpose is to pro-
vide you with a broad and historically grounded perspective on what media can do
for you and to you. As digital media converge, you will have new opportunities to
make media serve your purposes, but there may also come powerful new ways for
media to invade your privacy and shape your views of the social world. We review
some of the best (and worst) thinking concerning the role and potential of media.
We ask that you join us in looking back to the origins of media and the early
efforts to understand their influence and role. We will trace the challenges posed by
ever-changing media technology and the rise of various media industries, focusing
on the theories that were developed to make sense of them. Finally, we will con-
clude with a review of current theory and assist you in developing a personally rel-
evant perspective on media.
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Keep in mind, though, that this is not a book about new media technology,
although we will often use examples of new technology to illustrate our points
and to demonstrate the relevance of various theories. Our purpose is to help you
place new communication technology into historical and theoretical perspective.
The challenges we face today as a society and as individuals are similar in many
ways to those people faced during the previous communication revolutions, such
as the era of the penny press or the Golden Age of Radio. We can learn much
from examining how researchers have tried to understand media technology and
anticipate its consequences for society. We can try to avoid repeating their mistakes
and can build on their ideas that have proved useful. The theories of past genera-
tions can assist us as we face the challenges of today’s new media.

This book is structured more or less chronologically. This organizational
scheme represents, in part, our support of Everett Rogers, James Dearing, and
Donne Bergman’s belief that

the most common means of investigating intellectual histories is the historical method,
which seeks to understand paradigmatic change by identifying key instances of
personal and impersonal influence, which are then interpreted as determining the
parameters and directions of a particular field of study. A social scientific understand-
ing of such histories, while acknowledging the importance of key instances of intellec-
tual influence, must seek to identify patterns that represent influence over time.

(1993, p. 69)

Our chronological structuring also reflects our view that most social theories, in-
cluding media theory, are never completely innovative and are always the products
of the particular era in which they are constructed. As geologist and zoologist
Stephen Jay Gould writes of science in general, those who deal with theories “can
work only within their social and psychological contexts. Such an assertion does not
debase the institution of science, but rather enriches our view of the greatest dialectic
in human history: the transformation of society by scientific progress, which can only
arise within a matrix set, constrained, and facilitated by society” (Gould, 2000,
p. 31). Communication scholar Gary Gumpert makes the same argument, specifically
for his “splendid, splintered discipline.” It is important, he wrote, “to know that we
are not alone, but connected to what was before, what may be, and what is next to
come” (2007, p. 170). In other words, as historian Joan Jacobs Brumberg explained
to those who traffic in social theory, “Science in and of itself has some culture
embedded in it. How could it be otherwise?” (quoted in Belkin, 2000, p. 43).

Present-day theories are mostly updated versions of old ideas, even when they
provide seemingly radical revisions or sophisticated syntheses of earlier notions.
To understand contemporary theories, it’s important to understand the theories on
which they are based. This does not mean, however, that mass communication the-
ory developed or unfolded in an orderly, chronologically stable way, with new, im-
proved ideas supplanting older, disproved notions. Theories about media and
violence, for example, have been around as long as there have been media (Ball-
Rokeach, 2001; Wartella and Reeves, 1985). Concerns about harmful media effects
were voiced in this country as early as 1900 and were strongly articulated in the
1930s and again in the 1950s. The 1960s were the heyday of mass communication
scholars’ theoretical attention to the problem of media and subsequent viewer, lis-
tener, or reader aggression. They were also the heyday of the argument that media
aren’t the problem, poor parenting is. A seemingly definitive government-funded
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series of studies, the Surgeon General’s Report by the Scientific Advisory Commit-
tee on Television and Social Behavior, published in 1972, did little to settle schol-
arly and public debate. So the Telecommunications Act of 1996 required that
manufacturers of television sets install an electronic violence-screening device, the
V-chip (which very few parents use); Congress has held hearings on the effects, if
any, of media violence every year since; and in 2009 the FCC began consideration
of rules requiring a single, standardized ratings system to “warn parents of pro-
gramming on television, video games, and wireless telephones that could be inap-
propriate for children” (Shields, 2009).

This book is also based on the assumption that all social theory is a human
construction—an active effort by communities of scholars to make sense of their
social world. Scholarly communities differ in what they want to accomplish with
the theories they create, as we saw in Chapter 1. From one decade to the next,
there are important qualitative shifts in theory construction as new groups of scho-
lars emerge with new objectives and new ways of organizing older ideas. For exam-
ple, during times of social turmoil or external threat, scholarly communities often
become allied with powerful elites and work to preserve the status quo. At other
times, scholarly communities critical of the existing social order spring up and
work to reform or transform it. Still other communities have long-term humanistic
goals that include liberal education and cultural enlightenment.

Not only are there many mass communication theories constructed for many
different ends, but they, like the world they attempt to explain, understand, or
change, are ever evolving. So, not only are these theories human constructions;
they are dymamic. Mass communication scholars Jennings Bryant and Donna
Miron dramatically explained:

Like volatile stormy weather, at some level changes in mass communication theory
and research occur almost too rapidly and unpredictably for even the best-intentioned
reporters to chronicle and explain accurately.... For example, (a) all of the media

of mass communication are undergoing dramatic changes in form, content, and sub-
stance ... which are explained only partially by the notion of convergence; (b) newer
forms of interactive media, such as the Internet, are altering the traditional mass com-
munication model from that of communication of one-to-many to communication of
many-to-many ...; (c) media ownership patterns are shifting dramatically and some-
times ruthlessly in ways that tend to disregard the entertainment, informational, educa-
tional, political, and social needs of consumers and that potentially cause major
problems for their host societies ...; (d) the viewing patterns and habits of audiences
worldwide are changing so rapidly as to be almost mercurial (e.g., consider the transi-
tion from children’s bedrooms to children’s media rooms) ...; (e) the very nature of the
primary unit in which most media consumption takes place—the family—is undergoing
remarkable changes in its own right that markedly affect our uses of media and their
impacts on our psychological and cultural well-being.... Moreover, (f) even in stable,
more traditional home environments, with most of today’s youth “Growing up
Wired,” ... interactive media are “Redefining Life at Home.” (2004, pp. 662-663)

OVERVIEW

Bryant and Miron are certainly correct about what is happening in mass communi-
cation theory today. But the rapid and remarkable change they describe has always
existed in mass communication. For example, the changes wrought by today’s

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



26 Section 1 Introduction to Mass Communication Theory

“Internet Revolution” are quite similar to those people experienced during the
“Wireless (Radio) Revolution,” or the “Television Revolution,” or the “Cable
Revolution.” The great “democratizing power” envisioned for the Internet and
World Wide Web is very much like that predicted with the emergence of inexpen-
sive urban newspapers in the 1800s, radio in the early 1900s, sound motion pic-
tures in the 1920s, and television and cable television in the middle decades of the
last century. Today’s evolving definitions of family are no more dramatic than
those our culture faced at the end of the Second World War or during the “Youth
Revolution” of the 1960s. How true today is Bryant and Miron’s 2004 assertion
that “most media consumption” takes place with “the family”?

Therefore, to best understand not only the many mass communication theories
but also the storm of change they constantly undergo, we need to understand the
different approaches that individual communities of scholars take to make sense of
their social worlds during the times they find themselves in. In later chapters we
will review how scholars struggled to assess how and why media have effects at
certain times and not others—why some people are strongly affected by certain me-
dia content while others aren’t. Early thinking about media was often quite simplis-
tic; media were sometimes regarded as information machines—mere conveyor belts
that could be trusted to transfer information and ideas from one person to another.
At other times media were feared as possessing seemingly magical powers, able to
suddenly transform the religious and political beliefs of entire nations—to turn
Godfearing freedom lovers into atheistic Communists. As we will see, media are
neither of these things. Their role in our lives and our society is much more compli-
cated and becoming more so as new media technologies proliferate.

FOUR ERAS OF MEDIA THEORY

Media theory has undergone important transformations over the past two centuries.
We have identified four distinct eras in the development of mass communication the-
ories, beginning with the origin of media theory in the nineteenth century and ending
with the emergence of an array of contemporary perspectives. As we explore each of
these eras, we will describe the various types of mass communication theories that
were constructed, consider their objectives, and illustrate both their strengths and
their limitations. We will point out the purposes these theories served and the rea-
sons why they were replaced or ignored by later scholars. In some cases, theories
were rejected when they couldn’t be validated by scientific research or supported by
logical arguments. Empirical evidence contradicted their key notions, or they proved
difficult to explain or defend. Occasionally, proponents gave up trying to find evi-
dence to support them or they became irrelevant as media or society changed.

We will tell the story of mass communication theory development. It will help
you better understand how past theories evolved and why current theories are con-
sidered important. Although many of the older theories have been rejected as unsci-
entific or otherwise useless and no longer guide our thinking, they remain
important as milestones (Lowery and DeFleur, 1995), and some continue to enjoy
contemporary acceptance by segments of the public and some media practitioners.
Most important, though, is that knowledge of earlier perspectives enables you to
appreciate present-day theories.
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In each era, the emergence of important conflicting perspectives can best be
seen as the accomplishment of a research community working within the con-
straints imposed by its own values, preexisting ideas, and research standards. Each
research community was also constrained by competing theories, limited financial
resources, externally imposed political restrictions, and values held in the larger
society. Although isolated theorists can produce innovative conceptualizations,
research communities recognize, develop, and then popularize these notions. We
will consider how such communities have grown and functioned as we describe
the theories they fostered or rejected.

THE ERA OF MASS SOCIETY AND MASS CULTURE

elites

People occupying
elevated or privi-
leged positions in
a social system

mass society
theory
Perspective on
Western, indus-
trial society that
attributes an in-
fluential but often
negative role to
media

Our description of the eras of mass communication theory begins with a review
of some of the earliest thinking about media. These ideas were initially developed
in the latter half of the nineteenth century, at a time when rapid development of
large factories in urban areas was drawing more and more people from rural
areas to cities. At the same time, ever more powerful printing presses allowed the
creation of newspapers that could be sold at declining prices to rapidly growing
populations of readers. Although some theorists were optimistic about the future
that would be created by industrialization, urban expansion, and the rise of print
media, many were extremely pessimistic (Brantlinger, 1983). They blamed indus-
trialization for disrupting peaceful, rural communities and forcing people to live
in urban areas merely to serve as a convenient workforce in large factories, mines,
or bureaucracies. These theorists were fearful of cities because of their crime, cul-
tural diversity, and unstable political systems. For these social thinkers, mass me-
dia symbolized everything that was wrong with nineteenth-century urban life.
They singled out media for virulent criticism and accused them of pandering to
lower-class tastes, fomenting political unrest, and subverting important cultural
norms. Most theorists were educated elites who feared what they couldn’t under-
stand. The old social order was crumbling, and so were its culture and politics.
Were media responsible for this, or did they simply accelerate or aggravate these
changes?

The dominant perspective on media and society that emerged during this pe-
riod has come to be referred to as mass society theory. It is an inherently contradic-
tory theory rooted in nostalgia for a “golden age” of rural community life that
never existed, and it anticipates a nightmare future where we all lose our individu-
ality and become servants to the machines. Some version of mass society theory
seems to recur in every generation as we try to reassess where we are and where
we are going as individuals and as a nation wedded to technology as the means of
improving the quality of our lives. Each new version of mass society theory has its
criticisms of contemporary media. It is surprising that the Internet has not yet be-
come the focus of a new version of mass society theory. These criticisms do exist,
but they have not yet become popular in the way that complaints about television,
radio, movies, newspapers, even comic books, came to dominate public discourse
in previous eras. Perhaps this is a sign that mass society notions have ceased to be
relevant. Or more likely, the Internet is still relatively new and its threats to social
order are still too ambiguous to be taken seriously by elites.
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penny press
Newspapers that
sold for one
penny and earned
profits through
the sale of in-
creased numbers
of readers to
advertisers

yellow journalism
Newspaper re-
porting catering
to working and
other lower social
class audiences
using simple, of-
ten sensational
content

capitalists
Economic elites
whose power was
based on the
profits they gen-
erated and then
reinvested
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Thus, mass society theory can be regarded as a collection of conflicting notions
developed to make sense of what was happening as industrialization allowed big
cities to spring up and expand. Mass society notions came from both ends of
the political spectrum. Some were developed by people who wanted to maintain
the old political order, and others were created by revolutionaries who wanted
to impose radical changes. But these ideological foes often shared at least one
assumption—mass media were troublesome if not downright dangerous. In general,
mass society ideas held strong appeal for any social elite whose power was threat-
ened by change. Media industries, such as the penny press in the 1830s or yellow
journalism in the 1890s, were easy targets for elites’ criticisms. They catered to
readers in the working and other lower social classes using simple, often sensa-
tional content. These industries were easily attacked as symptomatic of a sick soci-
ety—a society needing to either return to traditional, fundamental values or be
forced to adopt a set of totally new values fostered by media. Many intense politi-
cal conflicts strongly affected thinking about the mass media, and these conflicts
shaped the development of mass society theory.

An essential argument of mass society theory is that media subvert and disrupt
the existing social order. But media are also seen as a potential solution to the
chaos they engender. They can serve as a powerful tool that can be used to either
restore the old order or institute a new one. But who should be trusted to use this
tool? Should established authorities be trusted to control media—to produce or
censor media content? Should media be freely operated by private entrepreneurs
whose primary goal is to make money? Should radical, revolutionary groups be
given control over media so they can pursue their dreams of creating an ideal social
order? At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, fierce debate erupted over these questions. This conflict often pitted tradi-
tional elites, whose power was based on an agrarian society, against urban elites,
whose power was increasingly based on industrialization and urbanization.

Among these elites, the most powerful were those who controlled the factories
and other forms of industrialization. They have come to be referred to as capitalists,
because their power was based on the profits they generated and then reinvested. In
time, these urban elites gained enormous influence over social change. They strongly
favored all forms of technological development, including mass media. In their view,
technology was inherently good because it facilitated control over the physical envi-
ronment, expanded human productivity, and generated new forms of material
wealth. They argued that technology would bring an end to social problems and
lead to the development of an ideal social world. Newspapers would create an in-
formed electorate that would choose the best political leaders; the telegraph would
bind together diverse, contentious communities into a strong and stable union; and
the telephone would improve the efficiency of business so that everyone would bene-
fit. But in the short term, industrialization brought with it enormous problems—
exploitation of workers, pollution, and social unrest. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 trace the
thinking about media of this era.

Today, the fallacies of both the critics and advocates of technology are readily
apparent. Mass society notions greatly exaggerated the ability of media to quickly
undermine social order, just as media advocates exaggerated their ability to create
an ideal social order. These ideas failed to consider that media’s power ultimately
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resides in the freely chosen uses that audiences make of it. All mass society thinkers
were unduly paternalistic and elitist in their views of average people and the ability
of media to have powerful effects on them. Those who feared media exaggerated
their power to manipulate the masses and the likelihood they would bring inevita-
ble social and cultural ruin. Technology advocates were also misguided and failed
to acknowledge the many unnecessary, damaging consequences that resulted from
applying technology without adequately anticipating its impact.

A SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVE ON MASS COMMUNICATION LEADS TO
THE EMERGENCE OF THE LIMITED-EFFECTS PERSPECTIVE

Mass society notions were especially dominant among social theorists beginning in
the mid-1800s and lasting until the 1950s. Since then these ideas have enjoyed inter-
mittent popularity whenever new technology has posed a threat to the status quo. In
2005, for example, conservative religious leaders attacked cable television’s cartoon
SpongeBob SquarePants for promoting “the homosexual agenda” (Olbermann,
2005), and in 2007 film critic Michael Medved accused Happy Feet, the digital
animation film about penguins, of containing “a bizarre anti-religious bias,” an
“endorsement of gay identity,” and a “propagandist theme” of condemnation of the
human race, support for environmentalism, and exaltation of the United Nations
(quoted in Hightower, 2007, p. 3).

During the 1930s, world events seemed to continually confirm the truth of
mass society ideas. In Europe, reactionary and revolutionary political movements
used media in their struggles for political power. German Nazis improved on
World War I propaganda techniques and ruthlessly exploited new media technol-
ogy like motion pictures and radio to consolidate their power. Viewed from Amer-
ica, the Nazis seemed to have found powerful new ways to manipulate public
attitudes and beliefs. All across Europe, totalitarian leaders like Hitler, Stalin, and
Mussolini rose to political power and were able to exercise seemingly total control
over vast populations. The best explanation for these sudden changes seemed to be
propaganda delivered by newspapers, radio, and movies. Most European nations
replaced private ownership of media, especially broadcast media, with direct gov-
ernment control. The explicit purpose of these efforts was to maximize the useful-
ness of media in the service of society. But the outcome in most cases was to place
enormous power in the hands of ruthless leaders who were convinced that they
personally embodied what was best for all their citizens.

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, mass society notions began to be empirically
investigated by Paul Lazarsfeld, who would eventually overturn some of its basic
assumptions. Trained in psychological measurement, Lazarsfeld fled the Nazis and
came to the United States on a Ford Foundation fellowship (Lazarsfeld, 1969). For
the emerging field of mass communication research, he proved to be a seminal
thinker and researcher. Like many of his academic colleagues, Lazarsfeld was inter-
ested in exploring the potential of newly developed social science methods, such as
surveys and field experiments, to understand and solve social problems. He com-
bined academic training with a high level of entrepreneurial skill. Within a few
years after arriving in the United States, he had established a very active and
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limited-effects
theory

View of media as
reinforcing exist-
ing social trends
and strengthening
rather than
threatening the
status quo

administrative
theories

Media theories
used to guide
practical deci-
sions for various
organizations

administrative
research
Research that ex-
amines audiences
to interpret con-
sumer attitudes
and behaviors;
the use of empiri-
cal research to
guide practical
administrative
decisions
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successful social research center, the Bureau for Applied Social Research at Colum-
bia University.

Lazarsfeld provides a classic example of a transitional figure in theory
development—someone well grounded in past theory but also innovative enough
to consider other concepts and methods for evaluating new ideas. Though quite
familiar with and very sympathetic to mass society notions (Lazarsfeld, 1941),
Lazarsfeld was committed to the use of empirical social research methods in order
to establish the validity of theory. He argued that it wasn’t enough to merely spec-
ulate about the influence of media on society. Instead, he advocated the conduct of
carefully designed, elaborate surveys and even field experiments in which he would
be able to observe media influence and measure its magnitude. It was not enough
to assume that political propaganda is powerful—hard evidence was needed to
prove the existence of such effects (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1944).
Lazarsfeld’s most famous research efforts, the “American Voter Studies,” actually
began as an attempt to document the media’s power during election campaigns,
yet they eventually raised more questions about the influence of media than they
answered. As we shall see, this is a common outcome of empirical social research
when it is used to assess the role of media.

By the mid-1950s, Lazarsfeld’s work and that of other empirical media re-
searchers had generated an enormous amount of data (by precomputer standards).
Interpretation of these data led Lazarsfeld and his colleagues to conclude that me-
dia were not nearly as powerful as had been feared or hoped. Instead, these re-
searchers found that people had numerous ways of resisting media influence, and
their attitudes were shaped by many competing factors, such as family, friends,
and religious community. Rather than serving as a disruptive social force, media
more often seemed to reinforce existing social trends and strengthen rather than
threaten the status quo. They found little evidence to support the worst fears of
mass society theorists. Though Lazarsfeld and others never labeled this theory, it is
now referred to as limited-effects theory.

Today, as you’ll see in Chapters 6 and 7, the limited-effects theory encom-
passes numerous smaller media theories. This set of theories views media as playing
a limited, somewhat minimal role in the lives of individuals and the larger society.
They are still widely used in guiding research, even though their shortcomings are
recognized. They are especially useful in explaining the short-term influence of
routine media usage by various types of audiences. Several of these theories are
referred to as administrative theories because they are used to guide practical deci-
sions for various organizations. For example, these theories can guide research by
television advertisers as they develop and evaluate campaign strategies to boost
sales. And as you might imagine, the research generated by administrative theories
is called administrative research. You can get a better idea of exactly what adminis-
trative as used here means in the box entitled “Administrative versus Critical Re-
search: The Example of Prescription Drug Advertising.”

Throughout the 1950s, limited-effects notions about media continued to gain
acceptance within academia. These notions dominated the new field of mass com-
munication research as it was developing in the 1950s and 1960s. Several impor-
tant clashes occurred between their adherents and those who supported mass
society ideas (Bauer and Bauer, 1960). This is hardly surprising, since the rise of
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Communism across Eastern Europe seemed to provide ample evidence that media
could be used as powerful tools to meld more and more masses of individuals into
an ever more powerful totalitarian state. How could the United States expect to
win the Cold War unless it could somehow find a way to use mass media to con-
front and overcome the Soviets?

THINKING

ADMINISTRATIVE VERSUS CRiTiIcAL RESEARCH: THE EXAMPLE OF

Paul Lazarsfeld may well be one of social science’s
seminal thinkers, and his work did much to cement
the limited-effects perspective in American mass
communication theory, but seven decades ago he
warned that overreliance on administrative research
was dangerously short-sighted. He drew a distinction
between administrative research—focused on mass
communication’s immediate, observable influence—
and what he called critical research—asking im-
portant questions about what kind of culture results
from our media use. In 1941, well before media like
the Internet, cell phones that let you play interactive
videogames with people on another continent, and
24-hour cable news networks, he wrote:

Today we live in an environment where sky-
scrapers shoot up and elevateds [commuter
trains] disappear overnight; where news comes
like shock every few hours; where continually
new news programs keep us from ever finding
out details of previous news; and where nature
is something we drive past in our cars, perceiv-
ing a few quickly changing flashes which turn the
majesty of a mountain range into the impression
of a motion picture. Might it not be that we do
not build up experiences the way it was possible
decades ago? (1941, p. 12)

You'll see elsewhere in this chapter (somewhat
briefly) and in subsequent chapters (in greater detail)
that despite the demands of the limited-effects perspec-
tive and its reliance on administrative research, many
mass communication researchers eventually answered
Lazarsfeld’s call. We can see this conflict between ad-
ministrative and critical research in the contemporary
controversy surrounding direct-to-consumer advertis-
ing (DTCA) of prescription drugs. Market researchers,
for example, conduct administrative research based
on administrative theory to discover better and more

efficient ways to match products and consumers. Of
course, there is nothing wrong with that. But what La-
zarsfeld did consider wrong, and what he warned his
colleagues in the research community against, was
stopping there, thinking that there weren’t other, equally
if not more important questions to which they could turn
their attention and skill.

The United States and New Zealand are the only
nations in the world that permit DTCA. That alone,
argue its critics, is enough to generate at least one
obvious critical question: What is it about American
culture that makes permissible here a practice that
all but one of the remainder of the world’s countries
forbids? Nonetheless, significant amounts of adminis-
trative research have been conducted on DTCA ever
since it was made legal in the early 1980s. Research-
ers studied how to best present important technical
and medical information in a short television or radio
commercial or on a magazine or newspaper page.
How did doctors feel about dealing with better-
informed patients? Were patients indeed better in-
formed? Industry research indicated that consumers,
as they became more aware of the existence of and
options available to them for troublesome medical
conditions, made better patients. DTCA-informed pa-
tients can “detect medical problems, seek treatments,
and ask physicians questions” that they, the harried
physicians, might not offer them on their own initia-
tives (Richardson and Luchsinger, 2005, p. 102). A
six-year study of public reaction to DTCA by Preven-
tion and Men’s Health magazines (2003) showed that
one-third of consumers talked to their doctors about
ailments and treatments as a result of DTCA, with 29
million people doing so for the first time during that
span. Consumers did not “demand” the advertised
drugs, but rather they used the DTCA-provided infor-
mation as the basis of inquiry and conversation. An-
other study, conducted by the Food and Drug

(Continued)
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Administration’s Division of Drug Marketing, Advertis-
ing, and Communication, surveyed doctors. Although
a majority of physicians still preferred to be the sole
source of drug information for their patients, 37 per-
cent said that DTCA had a “somewhat positive” ef-
fect on their patients and practices, 3 percent said a
“very positive” effect, 28 percent said no effect, and
27 percent said a “somewhat negative” effect (in
Thomaselli, 2003).

But, argue many medical and mass communica-
tion researchers, there are important critical ques-
tions about this $5 bilion-a-year-practice that
deserve attention. One might be, “What happens to
a society that routinely medicalizes aspects of ordi-
nary life?” For example, excess weight, thinning hair,
heartburn, and diminished sex drive, all natural
aspects of aging, are now “diseases” treatable by
well-advertised prescription drugs. Counseling re-
searcher Lawrence Rubin has labeled this phenome-
non commodifying mental illness, when the ailments
to be alleviated are the “very common problems of
shyness, sadness, nervousness, malaise, and even
suspicion” because the “boundaries between dis-
comforts of daily living and psychiatric symptomatol-
ogy” are blurred “to the point that both can be
equally and efficiently remedied through mass-
marketed products” (Rubin, 2004, pp. 369-370).

Another set of critical questions revolves around the
issue of what kind of health system is produced when
DTCA is allowed to operate. Critics contend that it
distorts—even perverts—the entire health care system
by obfuscating the definition of disease itself. As medi-
cal technology writer Thomas Goetz explained, for pa-
tients, “disease puts a name to an affliction”; for
doctors, “disease identifies why people are sick and
suggests a course of treatment”; for medical research-
ers, “disease fixes an area of investigation, a mystery to
be studied in the hopes of finding a cause or, perhaps,
a cure”; for the pharmaceutical industry, disease is “a
business model. Disease offers an opportunity to de-
velop and market drugs that help people get better
and, along the way, help companies make money”
(2006, pp. 152-155).

DTCA further disrupts health care, say critics, be-
cause it frees our society from the need to find political
solutions to ongoing health problems. “Where
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individualized solutions become prevalent, societal,
population-based interventions tend to fall away, and
the result is worsening health inequalities,” wrote phy-
sician lona Heath. Further disrupting the effective main-
tenance of public health, she argues, is the fact that

population-based intervention favours the poor
because such interventions are applied univer-
sally and the poor are the most at-risk; individ-
ually based interventions favour the rich because
they are more likely to make use of what is of-
fered.... The huge amount of money that can be
made from preventative technologies has di-
minished the economic importance of treatment
technologies.... This has meant a shift of atten-
tion from the sick to the well and from the poor
to the rich. (2006, p. e146)

In other words, there is little need for school or
government intervention in America’s worsening
childhood obesity problem because kids can simply
take a pill for “metabolic syndrome,” what we used to
call “being overweight.” As for other “ailments” treat-
able by heavily advertised prescription drugs, rest
and diet can often alleviate many of the problems
associated with RLS (restless leg syndrome), PMDD
(oremenstrual  dysphoric disorder), FSD (female
sexual dysfunction), acid reflux disease, and erectile
dysfunction. Alterations in school curricula to stress
interpersonal communication and public speaking
skills can often reduce the number of sufferers of
SAD (social anxiety disorder) and GAD (generalized
anxiety disorder).

Were you aware of the kinds of administrative and
critical questions that are being asked about DTCA?
Which set of questions do you think has received
more research attention? Do administrative research
questions tend to dominate because they are more
manageable, more likely to be answered by tradi-
tional postpositivist research, more likely to find finan-
cial support, less threatening to the status quo? Can
you think of other reasons? What do we as a people
lose when critical questions are not asked and there-
fore are not investigated?

critical research Asking important questions about what kind
of culture results from our media use
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In 1960, several classic studies of media effects (Campbell et al., 1960;
Deutschmann and Danielson 1960; Klapper, 1960) provided apparently definitive
support for the limited-effects notions. By 1961, V. O. Key had published Public
Opinion and American Democracy, a theoretical and methodological tour de force
integrating limited-effects notions with social and political theory to create a per-
spective that is now known as elite pluralism. This theory views democratic society
as made up of interlocking pluralistic groups led by opinion leaders who rely on
media for information about politics and the social world. These leaders are well
informed by media even though their followers are mostly apathetic and ignorant.

In the 1950s and 1960s, advocates of mass society notions came under increas-
ing attack from limited-effects theorists as “unscientific” or “irrational” because
they questioned “hard scientific findings.” Mass society notions were further dis-
credited within academia because they became associated with the anti-Communist
Red Scare promoted by Senator Joseph McCarthy in the early 1950s. McCarthy
and his allies focused considerable attention on purging alleged Communists from
the media. These purges were justified using mass society arguments—average peo-
ple needed to be protected from media manipulation. Limited-effects theorists ar-
gued that average people were well protected from media influence by opinion
leaders who could be trusted to filter out Communist propaganda before it reached
these ordinary Americans.

By the mid-1960s, the debate between mass society and limited-effects advo-
cates appeared to be over—at least within the mass communication research com-
munity. The body of empirical research findings continued to grow, and almost all
were consistent with the latter view. Little or no empirical research supported mass
society thinking. This was not surprising, because most empirical researchers
trained at this time were warned against its fallacies. For example, in the 1960s, a
time of growing concern about violence in the United States and the dissolution of
respect for authority, researchers and theorists from psychology, rather than mass
communication, were most active and prominent in examining television’s contri-
bution to these societal ills (we will examine their efforts in Chapter 8). Many com-
munication scientists stopped looking for powerful media effects and concentrated
instead on documenting minimal, limited effects. Some of the original media re-
searchers had become convinced that media research would never produce any im-
portant new findings and returned to work in political science or sociology.

In a controversial essay, Bernard Berelson (1959), who worked closely with
Paul Lazarsfeld, declared the field of communication research to be dead. There
simply was nothing left to study when it came to the mass media. Berelson argued
that it was time to move on to more important work. Ironically, he wrote his essay
just before the field of media research underwent explosive growth. Throughout
the late 1960s and the 1970s, students flooded into university journalism schools
and communication departments. As these grew, so did their faculty. As the num-
ber of faculty members increased, so did the volume of research. But was there
anything left to study? Were there any important research questions that weren’t
already answered? Were there any important findings left to uncover? In fact,
many American social science researchers believed there were. Challenge came to
limited-effects theory from several fronts, primarily from psychologists and sociolo-
gists interested in media’s large-scale societal influence.
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FERMENT IN THE FIELD: COMPETING CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES
CHALLENGE LIMITED-EFFECTS THEORY

reductionism
Reducing com-
plex communica-
tion processes
and social phe-
nomena to little
more than nar-
row propositions
generated from
small-scale
investigations

neo-Marxism
Social theory as-
serting that media
enable dominant
social elites to
maintain their
power

British cultural
studies
Perspective focus-
ing on mass me-
dia and their role
in promoting a
hegemonic
worldview and a
dominant culture
among various
subgroups in a
society

deterministic
assumptions
Assumptions that
media have pow-
erful, direct
effects
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Despite these pockets of domestic resistance, most mass communication researchers
in the United States still found limited-effects notions and the empirical research
findings on which they were based persuasive. But challenge also came from re-
searchers in other parts of the world who were less convinced, as you’ll see in
Chapter 9. Mass society notions continued to flourish in Europe, where both left-
wing and right-wing concerns about the power of media were deeply rooted in
World War II experiences with propaganda. Europeans were also skeptical about
the power of postpositivist, quantitative social research methods to verify and de-
velop social theory (they saw this approach to research as reductionist—reducing
complex communication processes and social phenomena to little more than nar-
row propositions generated from small-scale investigations). This reductionism was
widely viewed as a distinctly American fetish. Some European academics were re-
sentful of the influence enjoyed by Americans after World War II. They argued
that American empiricism was both simplistic and intellectually sterile. Although
some European academics welcomed and championed American notions about me-
dia effects, others strongly resisted them and argued for maintaining approaches
considered less constrained or more traditionally European.

One group of European social theorists who vehemently resisted postwar U.S.
influence was the neo-Marxists (Hall, 1982). These left-wing social theorists argued
that media enable dominant social elites to create and maintain their power. Media
provide the elite with a convenient, subtle, yet highly effective means of promoting
worldviews favorable to their interests. Mass media can be viewed, they contended,
as a public arena in which cultural battles are fought and a dominant, or hege-
monic, culture is forged and promoted. Elites dominate these struggles because
they start with important advantages. Opposition is marginalized, and the status
quo is presented as the only logical, rational way of structuring society. Values fa-
vored by elites are subtlety woven into and promoted by the narratives of popular
programs—even children’s cartoons. Within neo-Marxist theory, efforts to examine
media institutions and interpret media content came to have high priority.

During the 1960s, some neo-Marxists in Britain developed a school of social
theory widely referred to as British cultural studies. It focused heavily on mass
media and their role in promoting a hegemonic worldview and a dominant culture
among various subgroups in the society. Researchers studied how members of
those groups used media and assessed how this use could lead people to develop
ideas that supported dominant elites. This research eventually produced an impor-
tant breakthrough. As they conducted postpositivist-oriented, empirical audience
research, social scientists at Birmingham University discovered that people often re-
sisted the hegemonic ideas and propagated alternative interpretations of the social
world (Mosco and Herman, 1981). Although British cultural studies began with
deterministic assumptions about the influence of media (that is, the media have
powerful, direct effects), their work came to focus on audience reception studies
that revived important questions about the potential power of media in certain
types of situations and the ability of active audience members to resist media
influence—questions that 1960s American media scholars ignored because they
were skeptical about the power of media and assumed that audiences were passive.
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And as we discussed in Chapter 1, while the blending of two broad categories of
theory, in this case critical and postpositivist, could indeed produce useful ideas, it
also left many researchers and theorists unsatisfied.

During the 1970s, questions about the possibility of powerful media effects
were again raised in U.S. universities. Initially, these questions were advanced by
scholars in the humanities who were ignorant of the limited-effects perspective and
skeptical about the usefulness of the scientific method for social research. Their ar-
guments were routinely ignored and marginalized by social scientists because they
were unsupported by “scientific evidence.” Some of these scholars were attracted to
European-style cultural criticism. Others attempted to create an “authentic” Ameri-
can school of cultural studies—though they drew heavily on Canadian scholars like
Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan (Carey, 1977). This cultural criticism, al-
though initially greeted with considerable skepticism by “mainstream” effects re-
searchers, gradually established itself as a credible and valuable alternative to
limited-effects notions.

EMERGENCE OF MEANING-MAKING PERSPECTIVES ON MEDIA

framing theory
Assertion that
people use expec-
tations of the
social world to
make sense of
that social world

media literacy
The ability to
access, analyze,
evaluate, and
communicate
media messages

Limited-effects notions have undergone important transformations, partially be-
cause of pressures from cultural studies, but also because of the emergence of new
communication technologies that have forced a rethinking of traditional assump-
tions about how people use (and are used by) media. We are in the early stages,
then, of what may well become the fourth era of mass communication theory.
These new perspectives are transforming how we think about media effects.

For example, framing theory and the media literacy movement offer compelling
and cogent arguments concerning the way mass communication influences indivi-
duals and plays an important role in the social world. We are again living in an
era when we are challenged by the rise of powerful new media that clearly are al-
tering how most of us live our lives and relate to others. And we have developed
new research strategies and methods that provide us with better measures of media
influence and that have already identified a number of contexts in which media can
have powerful effects (for example, Iyengar and Kinder, 1986; Wartella, 1997).

At the heart of these new perspectives are notions about an active audience that
uses media content to create meaningful experiences. These perspectives acknowledge
that important media effects can occur over longer periods and often are a direct
consequence of viewer or reader intent. People can make media serve certain pur-
poses, such as using media to learn information, manage moods, and seek excite-
ment. When we use media in these ways, we are intentionally working to induce
meaningful experiences. The various “meaning-making perspectives” assert that
when people use media to make meaning—when they are able to intentionally in-
duce desired experiences—there often are significant results, some intended and
others unintended. So when young adults download billions of songs from the net
in order to alter or sustain a mood, there will be consequences. Some of these conse-
quences are intended, but sometimes the results are unanticipated and unwanted.

Have you ever sought thrills from a horror movie and then been troubled af-
terward by disturbing visual images? Factors that intrude into and disrupt this
making of meaning can have unpredictable consequences. These meaning-making
perspectives imply that future research should focus on people’s successes or
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failures in their efforts to make meaning using media, and on intended and unin-
tended consequences. These consequences should be considered both from the
point of view of individuals and from the point of view of society. You can read
about one view of meaning-making theory in the box entitled “Semiotic

Democracy.”

Interviewed just before the April 2007 broadcast of
his documentary on the media’s performance in the
run-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraqg, journalist and
social critic Bill Moyers was asked what gave him
hope that the American media system might better
operate in the service of democracy and its people.
His reply was simple: “What encourages me is the
Internet. Freedom begins the moment you realize
someone else has been writing your story and it's
time you took the pen from his hand and started
writing it yourself” (“Bill Moyers,” 2007).

Twenty years earlier, British media theorist John
Fiske suggested that mass communication theorists
take a more culturally centered view of a different
medium, television. He wrote:

The pleasures of television are best understood
not in terms of a homogeneous psychological
model, but rather in those of a heterogeneous,
sociocultural one. In many ways play is a more
productive concept than pleasure because it as-
serts its activity, its creativity. Play is active plea-
sure: it pushes rules to the limits and explores the
consequences of breaking them; centralized
pleasure is more conformist. Television may well
produce both sorts of pleasure, but its typical one
is the playful pleasure that derives from, and en-
acts, that source of all power for the subordinate,
the power to be different. Television’s playfulness
is a sign of its semiotic democracy, by which |
mean its delegation of production of meanings
and pleasures to its viewers. (1987, pp. 235-236)

The freedom to make one’s own meaning (Fiske’s
semiotic democracy) and the availability of technol-
ogy to investigate, recreate, and disseminate that
meaning (Moyers’ writing one’s own story) are
powerful pieces of evidence that we now reside firmly
in the era of the meaning-making perspective of
mass communication theory. Even Time acknowl-
edged this reality when it named “YOU” (meaning
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“US”) person of the year for 2007. “If the Web’s first
coming was all about grafting old businesses onto
a new medium (pet food! On the Internet!), Web 2.0
is all about empowering individual consumers. It’s
not enough just to find that obscure old movie; now
you can make your own film, distribute it worldwide,
and find out what people think almost instantly,”
wrote the magazine’s Jeff Howe. In today’s mass
communication environment, “You make it.... You
name it.... You work on it.... You find it” (Howe,
2007, p. 60).

Contemporary mass communication theorists
now confront a mass media system that operates in
a social world where individuals and audiences can
create and disseminate their own content and relish
making their own meaning. This means researchers
and theorists must explain, understand, or control a
mass communication process in which individuals
and audiences can produce their own effects—big
or small, immediate or long-term, sometimes wanted,
sometimes unintended.

There’ll be much more to say about this in
Chapter 11, but for now you should consider these
questions. Can you see a link between media literacy
and semiotic democracy (freedom to make person-
ally relevant meaning)? Do either Fiske or Moyers give
too much credit to people? That is, do we really enjoy
making our own meaning from media content? Will
we really use the Internet to write our own stories?
Do you find any significance in the fact that Howe
used the phrase “empowering individual consumers”
rather than “empowering individual citizens”? What is
it? Can you find hints of neo-Marxist theory in Fiske’s
comments? (Hint: Who constitutes his “subordi-
nate”?) If so, can you explain how he and Moyers
are making an essentially similar point about modern
mass media and their audiences?

semiotic democracy Individuals’ freedom to make their own
meaning from media content
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The limited-effects perspective was unable to understand or make predictions
about media’s role in cultural change. By flatly rejecting the possibility that media
can play an important role in such change, theorists were unable to make sense of
striking instances when the power of media appeared to be obvious. For example,
limited-effects theorists were forced to deny that media could have played a signifi-
cant role in the civil rights, anti—Vietnam War, women’s, and 1960s counterculture
movements. More recently, they cannot account for the media’s role in such high-
profile public debates as the rush to war in the wake of the 9/11 attacks and the
Obama administration’s campaign to reform the American healthcare system.
These theorists are equally at a loss to explain the social transformations that are
linked to the rise of the Internet. One possible cause of the limited-effects perspec-
tive’s failure to account for these obvious examples of large-scale media influence
rests in the idea of levels of analysis.

Social research problems can be studied at a number of levels, from the macro-
scopic “down” to the microscopic. Researchers, for example, can study media im-
pact on cultures, societies, or nations; organizations or groups; small groups; and
individuals. It should be possible to approach the issue of media effects at any of
these levels and discover comparable results. But the limited-effects researchers
tend to focus their attention on the microscopic level, especially on individuals,
from whom they can easily and efficiently collect data. When they have difficulty
consistently demonstrating effects at the micro level, they tend to dismiss the possi-
bility of effects at the cultural, or macroscopic, level.

For example, the limited-effects perspective denies that advertising imagery can
lead to significant cultural changes. Instead, it argues that advertising merely rein-
forces existing social trends. At best (or worst), advertisers or politicians merely
take advantage of these trends to serve their purposes. Thus, political candidates
might be successful in seizing on patriotism and racial backlash to promote their
campaigns in much the same way that product advertisers exploit what they think
are attitude trends among the baby boom generation or soccer moms. But who
would deny the significant cultural changes of running political campaigns in this
manner? Surely political leaders’ appeals to our baser tendencies must have some
effect on our democracy and our culture? Can you speak kindly of the quality of
discourse exhibited in today’s politics?

The limited-effects/reinforcement arguments might have been valid, but in their
early forms they were unnecessarily limited in scope. Today’s meaning-making the-
orists have developed reinforcement notions into a broader theory that identifies
important new categories of media influence. These argue that at any point in time
there are many conflicting or opposing social trends. Some will be easier to rein-
force using the marketing techniques available to advertisers. Potentially useful
trends can be undermined as public attention is drawn toward opposing ones.
From among the trends that can be easily reinforced by existing marketing techni-
ques, advertisers and political consultants are free to base their promotional com-
munication on those that are likely to best serve their short-term self-interests
rather than the long-term public good.

Thus, many potentially constructive social trends may fail to develop because
existing techniques can’t easily reinforce them or because opposing trends are rein-
forced by advertisers seeking immediate profits (or candidates seeking immediate
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votes). The very same Saturday morning cartoons promoting the sale of sugared
cereals could instead just as effectively encourage child viewers to consume health-
ier food. The very same political spot that sets race against race might just as effec-
tively raise important issues of diversity and community. Or to return to this
chapter’s opening, the very same wireless Internet that can encourage the creation
of new and important intellectual, cultural, and social communities unfettered by
time and geography, the same technology that can provide us with virtually unlim-
ited control over our mediated communication, can be overwhelmed by more ad-
vertising, greater commercialization, and increasing sponsor control.

For example, here, from the trade group Cellular Telecommunications and In-
ternet Association (CTIA), is a common view of our new digital media environ-
ment: “Early adopters of the Internet were driven by a desire to capture, build,
and share knowledge. It was all about capturing and sharing information.” This
situation has evolved for the better, proclaims the CTIA, now that we are con-
stantly connected: “In a mobile environment, it is not about research. It is about
instant gratification” (CTIA, 2004). The CTIA offered as an example of this in-
stant gratification discount coupons sent directly to your cell phone as you walk
by a store. Time and money saved as your phone alerts you to nearby bargains;
what a great idea! But do you like the idea of advertisers (or the government)
knowing precisely where you are every minute of the day? And just what does it
mean to you as a person, to us as a people, when the Internet fully evolves from
that old-fashioned medium for capturing and sharing knowledge into a new,
more modern means of instant gratification? We hope that you can add dozens
more questions to these two. If you do, they will be based in your experience,
raised by your expectations, framed by your values. And this is exactly how ques-
tions about mass communication have always been raised and answered. This is
exactly how mass communication theory has always been developed and
advanced.

ONGOING DEBATE OVER ISSUES

The popularity of cultural studies and the rise of meaning-making notions have in-
tensified disagreement over media effects. What are the consequences of routine ex-
posure to violent images and sexual behavior in videogames? How much do
television commercials for fast food and blockbuster movie tie-ins for candy and
corn chips contribute to our country’s epidemic of obesity? Does media coverage
of important issues such as war and the economy contribute to or diminish public
understanding and democratic discourse? Is there a relationship between kids’ me-
dia use and poor school performance? Between consumption levels and negative
health outcomes? Do sexy television shows contribute to rising rates of teen preg-
nancy? Does public corruption grow when town and city newspapers are forced to
cut staff or close altogether? How much responsibility must teen and fashion maga-
zines take for young girls’ dissatisfaction with their physical selves? Did online mu-
sic piracy kill the record industry, or did listeners tire of record companies’
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overreliance on formulaic music and overpriced CDs? How much freedom of the
press is too much—and who gets to decide?

Even though these and a thousand similar debates can stimulate increased re-
search and the development of better theories, they can also generate more heat
than light. We must better understand why it has been so hard to come to a clear
understanding of media influence and why it has been so easy to promote falla-
cious ideas about media.

The closing chapters of this book look at several emerging perspectives on me-
dia and how they translate into contemporary research efforts. We encourage you
to use these theories to develop your own positions on the issues and to defend
your views against alternate arguments. The theories in this book will remain ab-
stract ideas until you incorporate them into your own views about media and their
importance in your life. Ultimately, you are responsible for making media work for
you and for guarding against negative consequences.

In the first decades of the twenty-first century, we are entering a period in his-
tory not unlike that at the close of the nineteenth—an era in which an array of inno-
vative media technologies is being shaped into powerful new media institutions.
Have we learned enough from the past to face this challenging and uncertain future?
Will we merely watch as media entrepreneurs shape new media institutions to fill
gaps created by the collapse of existing institutions? Or will we be part of an effort
to shape new institutions that better serve our own needs and the long-term needs
of the communities in which we live? We invite you to address these questions as
you read this book, and we will pose them again as a final challenge.

SUMMARY

Mass communication theory, in fact all theory, is
a human construction, an active effort by com-
munities of scholars to make sense of their social
world. Scholarly communities differ in what they
want to accomplish with the theories they build
and champion. And because mass communica-
tion theory is built during specific social and po-
litical times and in specific technological and
media contexts, it is also dynamic; that is, mass
communication theories are ever changing.

As such, our contemporary understanding of
mass communication theory is the product of
four eras of development. The era of mass society
theory is characterized by overinflated fears of
media’s influence on “average” people and
overly optimistic views of their ability to bring
about social good. Powerful social and cultural
elites, who saw the traditional social order that

was serving them so well undermined by popular
media content, were the primary advocates of the
former view. Urban elites—the new capitalists
whose power was increasingly based on industri-
alization and urbanization—viewed technology,
including the mass media, as facilitating control
over the physical environment, expanding human
productivity, and generating new forms of mate-
rial wealth. Both ignored the fact that mass com-
munication’s power resides in the uses that
people make of it.

In the second era of mass communication the-
ory, the development of a scientific perspective
on mass communication led to the emergence of
the limited-effects perspective. To serve commer-
cial clients and help defend the country from the
threat of propaganda, communication research-
ers turned to administrative research and theory
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to guide their investigation of media’s influence.
This shift to empirical research discredited naive
mass society theories as “unscientific.” They
were replaced with limited-effects theories that
argued that because people could resist media’s
power and were influenced by competing factors
such as friends and family, mass communication
most often served to reinforce existing social
trends and strengthen rather than threaten the
status quo. Elite pluralism is an example of a
limited-effects theory. It says that democratic so-
ciety is made up of interlocking pluralistic groups
led by opinion leaders who rely on media for
information about politics and the social world.
These opinion leaders are well informed, even
though their followers are apathetic and igno-
rant. As a result, democracy works well.

But the idea that media could indeed have
large-scale cultural influence was not dead. In
this third era, mass communication theory turned
toward critical and cultural studies, driven primar-
ily by the cultural theorists of Europe who held to
neo-Marxist assumptions about the wielding of
power by economic and media elites. British cul-
tural studies, focusing on mass media’s role in pro-
moting a hegemonic worldview and a dominant

Critical Thinking Questions

1. How has convergence changed the way you
interact with or use mass media? Can you
identify “effects” that have occurred because
of that use? Do you typically media multi-
task, that is, consume two or more media at
the same time? If so, how do you think this
influences the presence or absence of possi-
ble effects? Can you offer any possible neg-
ative effects to balance any positive effects
that might have occurred from any of your
media use?

2. Do you accept that mass communication
significantly influences our society and
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culture, is an example of the critical cultural theo-
ries spawned during this era.

We are in the fourth era of mass communica-
tion theory, the emergence of meaning-making
perspectives. This era recognizes that mass com-
munication can indeed be powerful, or somewhat
powerful, or not powerful at all, because active
audience members can (and often do) use media
content to create meaningful experiences for
themselves. Framing theory, asserting that people
use expectations of the social world to make
sense of that world, and the media literacy move-
ment, calling for improvement in people’s ability
to access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate
media messages, are two examples of recent
meaning-making theory.

This process of mass communication theory’s
development has not been orderly, as you’ll see,
nor have all issues been settled. One continuing
source of disagreement among media researchers
resides in the matter of levels of analysis, where
researchers focus their attention in the search for
effects. Those who operate at the microscopic level
search for effects on individuals. Those who work
at the macroscopic level expect media’s influence to
manifest itself on larger social and cultural levels.

culture? How do you reconcile your answer
with Paul Lazarsfeld’s call for increased at-
tention to what he labeled critical research?
Once you reach the end of this text, revisit
this question to see if your thinking has
changed.

3. How skilled are you at making meaning
from media content? How media literate do
you think you are? Do you often make
meaning from content that is markedly dif-
ferent from that of your friends? If so, why
do you suppose this happens?
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THE ERA oF MAss SocCIETY

SECTION M c
AND ASS GVULTURE
1833 Benjamin Day’s New York Sun ushers in penny press
1836 Charles Babbage develops plans for a mechanical computer in England
1844 Samuel Morse invents telegraph
1876 Alexander Graham Bell invents telephone
1877 Thomas Edison demonstrates phonograph
1894 America’s first movie (kinetoscope) house opens
1895 Louis and Auguste Lumiére introduce single-screen motion picture exhibit
William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer embark on yellow journalism
1896 Hearst sends infamous telegram to reporter in Cuba
Press services founded
1912 Radio Act of 1912 signed into law
1915 Pulitzer endows prize that bears his name
1920 KDKA goes on the air
1922 Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion published
First commercial announcement broadcast on radio
1924 The American Society of Newspaper Editors’ Canons of Journalism adopted
1926 NBC begins network broadcasting
Talking pictures introduced
1927 Radio Act of 1927 creates the Federal Radio Commission
1928 Payne Fund’s Movies, Delinquency, and Crime published
1929 Communications Act passes, creates the Federal Communications Commission
42
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War of the Worlds broadcast
First public broadcast of television

World War Il erupts in Europe
Paperback book introduced in the United States
Paul Lazarsfeld’s voter studies begin in Erie County, Ohio

United States enters World War ||
British develop first binary computer

Carl Hovland conducts first war propaganda research
British develop Colossus, the first electronic digital computer, to break German war
code

World War Il ends
Gordon Allport and Leo Postman’s rumor study published

John Mauchly and John Atanasoff introduce ENIAC, the first “full-service” electronic
digital computer

Hutchins Commission issues report on press freedom
The Hollywood Ten called before the House Un-American Activities Committee
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THE Rise oF MEDIA INDUSTRIES
AND Mass SocieETy THEORY

CHAPTER

Singer Janet Jackson’s “wardrobe malfunction” during the halftime show of the
2004 Super Bowl football game reinflamed the endless debate about media’s
corrupting influence on society. Jackson’s three-quarters-of-a-second of exposed
breast produced congressional hearings on indecency in broadcasting and Kansas
Republican senator Sam Brownback’s claim that the pop star’s momentarily bared
breast “gave ammunition to terrorists in the ‘cultural war’ being waged in Iraq”
(Eggerton, 2004, p. 1). The Federal Communication Commission’s subsequent
crackdown on offensive content, including even “fleeting expletives” (offhand, live
comments caught on air), was eventually upheld in a 5 to 4 2009 Supreme Court
decision highlighted by Justice Antonin Scalia’s written dismay over “foul-mouthed
glitteratae from Hollywood” and the “coarsening of public entertainment” (Savage,
2009, p. A4).

Peek-a-boo half-time singers and cursing celebrities were not the only media ef-
fects controversies of the first decade of the new century. Among other things, the
American Psychological Association issued a national report documenting and con-
demning the “increasing commercialization of childhood” (Kunkel et al., 2004); the
scientific journal Pediatrics published one report tying teens’ consumption of online
and other media violence to subsequent “seriously violent behavior” (Ybarra et al.,
2008) and another linking exposure to sexual content on television to teen preg-
nancy (Chandra et al., 2008); the journal Archives of Pediatrics ¢& Adolescent
Medicine presented evidence of lagging language development in children as a
result of infant television viewing (Bryner, 2009); Circulation: Journal of the
American Heart Association published research demonstrating that every daily
hour spent watching television was linked to an 18 percent greater risk of dying
from heart disease, an 11 percent greater risk from all causes of death, and a 9 per-
cent greater risk of death from cancer (Dunstan et al., 2010); boycotts were called
against the Campbell Soup Company because its ad in the gay magazine The
Advocate gave “approval to the entire homosexual agenda” (Edwards, 2009); and
boycotts were also called against the NBC television network because of its
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coverage of the 2008 Athens Olympic Games, which showed actors in bodysuits
depicting “indecent” Greek classical nude statues (Epps, 2008).

A televised fraction-of-a-second glimpse of a woman’s breast corrupts the cul-
ture and gives aid to those killing American soldiers in the Middle East? An occa-
sional broadcast swear word produces a coarsened culture? Advertising can recruit
children to the cause of materialism, condemning them to living childhood as little
consumers-in-training? Watching television and going online creates violent kids,
gets teens pregnant, stunts language acquisition, and increases the risk of death?
Magazine ads lead to homosexuality, and televised Olympic Opening Ceremonies
are offensive? Some say yes; some say no.

For more than a century now, the role of media has been debated. Conservatives
lament the decline of values sped by a liberal media elite. Liberals fear the power of a
media system more in tune with the conservative values of its owners than of its audi-
ences. The school boards and city councils of hundreds of towns have debated instal-
ling filtering software on school and library computers, pitting advocates of free
expression against proponents of child protection. Journalistic organizations willingly
ceded much of their freedom to cover and report news of the war on terrorism to the
military with little public outcry. Controversial rappers are celebrated on television
while their music is banned on scores of radio stations because it is considered racist
and misogynistic. Think-tanks on the political right and left ponder the contribution
of talk radio to increases in ethnic and racial intolerance. A blue-ribbon panel recom-
mends that the networks be forbidden from predicting the winners in political elec-
tions because those announcements keep people away from the polls. Media
industries promise their sponsors significant impact for their advertising dollars but
claim their fare has little or no influence when challenged on issues of violence, gender
stereotyping, and drugs. Every company, government agency, and nonprofit group of

First Amendment 21V Size maintains or retains a public relations operation. Why would anyone bother

Guarantees free-  if media have little or no impact? Why would the First Amendment to our Constitu-
dom of speech, tion, our “First Freedom,” protect the expression of media industries if they have no
press, assembly, influence? Why do we grant media outlets and their personnel special protection if
and religion their contributions to our society are so insignificant?

OVERVIEW

Clearly, a lot is at stake when we debate the role of media. Controversy over media
influence can have far-reaching consequences for society and for media institutions.
In this chapter, we will trace the rise and fall of mass society theory, a perspective
on society that emerged at the end of the nineteenth century and was influential
through the first half of the twentieth century. As we explained in Chapter 2, mass
society theory is an all-encompassing perspective on Western industrial society that
attributes an influential but largely negative role to media. It views media as having
the power to profoundly shape our perceptions of the social world and to manipu-
late our actions, often without our conscious awareness. This theory assumes that
media influence must be controlled. The strategies for control, however, are as var-
ied as the theorists who offer them.

As we review the rise of mass society theory, we will highlight central assump-
tions and arguments, many of which have failed the test of time or of scientific study.
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Some issues first raised by mass society theorists still deserve attention. We will re-
turn to these arguments in later chapters and see how contemporary media critics
have used them.

The debate over media that we trace in this chapter is one aspect of what some
scholars have termed a culture war. This “war” is actually a society-wide debate
concerning the cultural foundations of the broader social order in which we all
live. The participants in this debate are drawn from all segments of society. Media
entrepreneurs are key players in this debate, because they have an important stake
in it. Production and distribution of some forms of content, such as violent or sex-
ually explicit material, can earn large profits for these entrepreneurs. This content
is controversial because it challenges and threatens to subvert the cultural norms
and values of some groups in the larger society. So when entrepreneurs choose to
produce and widely distribute content, their actions are opposed by the leaders of
groups whose norms and values are challenged. All sides claim the moral high
ground in this struggle over culture. Media entrepreneurs use a variety of argu-
ments to defend their actions: We live in a free society where citizens should be
able to have access to whatever fare they want; media are only assisting people so
they can exercise this freedom. Media defenders also argue that there is no clear ev-
idence that controversial content is harmful even if it is offensive. Finally, they em-
brace the freedom granted in the First Amendment to the Constitution. They
remind their critics that this freedom is fundamental to democracy.

Critics answer these arguments by defending the norms and values they see as
under attack. They argue that their groups will be harmed by distribution of im-
moral content. They charge that when press freedom is abused, when what they
consider higher values are threatened, then media must be censored. But, just who
determines which values are higher and who determines when they have been
threatened so severely that censorship is necessary?

THE BEGINNINGS

In 1896, William Randolph Hearst, a prominent newspaper publisher, sent an il-
lustrator to Cuba to cover the possible outbreak of war against Spain. Historian
Frank Luther Mott (1941, pp. 527-537) reported that the artist, upon his arrival,
sent this telegram:

HEARST, JOURNAL, NEW YORK
EVERYTHING IS QUIET. THERE IS NO TROUBLE HERE. THERE
WILL BE NO WAR. WISH TO RETURN.

The publisher’s reply was quick and to the point:

PLEASE REMAIN. YOU FURNISH THE PICTURES AND I'LL
FURNISH THE WAR. HEARST.

At the time, Hearst was publisher of one of the largest newspapers in New
York City as well as head of a chain of papers stretching as far west as San Fran-
cisco. He was a leader in the dominant medium of his era—the mass newspaper.
Every city on the U.S. East Coast had several large, highly competitive papers, as
did major cities across the continent. Competition, unfortunately, encouraged
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48 Section 2 The Era of Mass Society and Mass Culture

irresponsibility. Most urban newspapers resembled today’s weekly supermarket
scandal sheets like the National Enquirer.

Although there is new scholarship (Campbell, 2010) questioning whether Hearst
actually did send an illustrator to Havana to make up war stories that would sell
papers, his irresponsibility, apocryphal or otherwise, triggered harsh critical response.
The first mass media theories developed as a reaction against such practices—in
other words, against the excesses of a rapidly maturing, highly competitive media
industry.

This was a turbulent era in world history, one characterized by enormous social
change. Industrialization and urbanization were reshaping both Europe and the
United States. Most of this change was made possible by the invention and then
rapid dissemination of new forms of technology. But technological change occurred
with little consideration for its environmental, social, or psychological impact.

As with every instance of rapid social change, new social elites emerged, challeng-
ing the power of existing elites. In the late 1800s, increasing social control was wielded
by a handful of industrial entrepreneurs—men who created vast monopolies based on
factories, railroads, and the exploitation of natural resources. These men were re-
spected and feared. Some were denounced as robber barons because they used ques-
tionable business practices to amass large fortunes. The social change they wrought
could be rationalized as progress, but a high price was paid: workers were brutalized,
vast urban slums were created, and huge tracts of wilderness were ravaged.

Media were among the many technologies that shaped and were shaped by this
modern era. An industrial social order had great need for the fast and efficient dis-
tribution of information. The advantages of new media like the telegraph and tele-
phone were soon recognized, and each new communication technology was quickly
adopted—first by businesses and then by the public. During the 1860s, the tele-
graph was to the Civil War what twenty-four-hour cable news networks like CNN
were to the war in Iraq: It helped fuel and then satisfy widespread public interest in
fast-breaking news coverage of the conflict. By the time the Civil War ended, the

wire services telegraph had spawned a number of wire services—the first electronically based
News organiza- media networks—supplying news to affiliated papers spread across the nation.
tions that provide In the mid- and late nineteenth century, large urban populations’ growing de-
content to sub- mand for cheap media content drove the development of several new media: the
Scrilbing media penny press, the nickel magazine, and the dime novel. High-speed printing presses
outlets

and Linotype machines made it practical to mass-produce the printed word at very
low cost. Urban newspapers boomed all along the East Coast and in major trading
centers across the United States. Newspaper circulation wars broke out in many
large cities and led to the development of yellow journalism, a form of journalism
that seriously challenged the norms and values of most readers.

Intense competition swept aside many small-circulation and more specialized
print media. By increasing accessibility through lower prices, however, the new
mass newspapers were able to serve people who had never before had easy access
to print. Many papers succeeded because they attracted large numbers of readers
in urban slums: first-generation immigrants, barely literate in English, who wanted
their piece of the American dream. But these readers were not attracted by lengthy
treatises on important events of the day. They bought papers to read comic strips,
follow sports, and read largely fictitious accounts of trivial happenings.
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THE RISE OF YELLOW JOURNALISM

At the beginning of the twentieth century, every industry had its barons, and the
most notorious—if not the greatest—of the press lords was Hearst. Hearst special-
ized in buying up failing newspapers and transforming them into profitable enter-
prises. He demonstrated that the news business could be as profitable as railroads,
steel, or oil. One secret to his success was devising better strategies for luring low-
income readers. His newspapers combined a low-selling price with innovative new
forms of content that included lots of pictures, serialized stories, and comic strips.
Some experts even say that yellow journalism got its name from one of the first
comic strips: “The Yellow Kid.”

Like most yellow journalists, Hearst had little respect for reporting accuracy.
His papers routinely overdramatized even the most mundane events. With other
New York newspaper publishers, Hearst was blamed for initiating, through inflam-
matory coverage, the Spanish—-American War in 1898, goading Congress into de-
claring war over an unexplained explosion on the battleship Maine. Hearst’s
telegram to his illustrator (real or not) embodies much of what was wrong with
yellow journalism. Reporters typically gathered only sketchy details about events
and turned them over to editors who wrote exaggerated and largely fictitious ac-
counts. Not surprisingly, during this period the public status of reporters was
among the lowest for any profession or trade. By contrast, the printers who oper-
ated high-speed presses enjoyed greater respect as skilled technicians.

CYCLES OF MASS MEDIA DEVELOPMENT AND DECLINE

The rise of mass media in the 1900s followed a pattern of industrial development
that has been duplicated following every subsequent “revolution” in media technol-
ogy. Whenever important new media technologies appear, they destabilize existing
media industries, forcing large-scale and often very rapid restructuring. Large cor-
porations based on old technologies go into precipitous decline while a handful of
the upstart companies reaps enormous profits. We are witnessing another repetition
of this cycle with the rise of Microsoft, Google, YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter,
just a few of the new media giants challenging older media companies whose
income is derived from television, radio, and newspapers. To survive, older media
corporations are forced into cutthroat competition with each other and with the
companies that use new technology to deliver content to audiences. Sometimes
they succeed in preventing rapid decline, but more often they fail.

functional This process is called functional displacement. For example, over the past two
displacement decades we have witnessed the steady erosion of network television viewership
When the func- brought about by the growing popularity of cable and satellite television, DVDs,
tions of an exist-  and the Internet. At the same time, we are seeing the rise of new video content pro-
ing medium are viders, scores of cable channels and online news and entertainment outlets such as
replaced by a CNN, MSNBC, FOX News, Atom.com, Funny or Die, Salon, Huffington Post,

newer technology,
the older medium
finds new
functions

The Onion, and the iStore. The movie industry has experienced a strong resurgence
fueled by profits from DVDs, on-demand movies, and suburban theater revenues.
Functional displacement theory argues that if network television is to survive
amid all this change, it must find functions that it can serve better than any of the
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newer media. Most corporations controlling network television have already diver-
sified their holdings and purchased companies that operate the new media. For
example, whereas there was once NBC Television, there is now NBC Universal
Television Studios, NBC Universal Television Distribution, the NBC Television
Network, 27 local television stations, NBC Digital Media, cable channels MSNBC
(produced in conjunction with Microsoft), Bravo, Mun2TV, Trio, USA, and SyFy,
all-news cable channel CNBC, Spanish-language television network Telemundo
and its 14 stations, World Wide Web sites for each of these holdings, partial own-
ership of Internet video site Hulu, cable and satellite companies in Europe and
Asia, and theme parks used to promote NBC television programs. In 2010, these
entities became part of Comcast, the nation’s largest cable company and biggest
provider of broadband Internet into American homes. CBS, through its parent
company, Viacom, and ABC, through its parent, Disney, are also linked to a long
list of other media enterprises.

The success of new media often brings a strong critical reaction—especially
when media adopt questionable competitive strategies to produce content or attract
consumers. During the era of the penny press, mass newspapers quickly displaced
small-circulation, specialized papers, and many did so using highly suspect formu-
las for creating content. These strategies became even more questionable as compe-
tition increased for the attention of readers. Compared to yellow journalism,
current-day “trash TV” programs like Cops, Real Housewives of New Jersey, and
Jersey Shore are as tame as fluffy puppies. But yellow journalists justified their
practices by arguing that “everyone else is doing it” and “the public likes it or else
they wouldn’t buy it—we’re only giving the people what they want.”

New media industries often do specialize in giving people what they want—
even if the long-term consequences might be negative. We see this in the current con-
troversies over online indecency and hate speech. Unlike the “established” older
media, new media lack the ties to other traditional social institutions that encourage
or compel social responsibility. As each of the new media technologies developed,
and as industries grew up around them to ensure stable supplies of attractive (if
questionable) content, these technologies and industries necessarily displaced earlier
industries and forms of communication. Often social roles and relationships were
seriously disrupted as people adjusted to new media and their content. Most of these
problems were seemingly impossible to anticipate. For example, during the 1950s,
one of the first serious sociological studies of television’s impact on American life
found little evidence of disruption. The study noted that one of the most important
changes brought about by television was that people spent less time playing cards
with extended family members or friends. On the other hand, nuclear families actu-
ally spent more time together—mesmerized in front of the ghostly shadows on tiny
television screens. They spent less time talking with neighbors and friends. Research
by Wilbur Schramm, Jack Lyle, and Edwin Parker (1961) reported optimistically
that towns with television actually had higher levels of library use and lower comic
book sales than those with only radio. Given widespread public distrust of comic
books in the 1950s, these findings implied that television could be a positive force.
We see this pattern mirrored today—those who argue that the Internet will eventu-
ally produce a return to greater participatory democracy counter critics of controver-
sial online content. Some critics of the Internet worry that it will encourage social

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



oligopoly

The concentra-
tion of increasing
numbers of media
businesses in the
hands of a few
large companies

Chapter 3 The Rise of Media Industries and Mass Society Theory 51

isolation, whereas proponents celebrate the power of instant messaging and social
networking websites to keep people connected.

As media industries mature, they often become more socially responsible—more
willing to censor or limit distribution of controversial content and more concerned
about serving long-term public needs rather than pandering to short-term popular
passions. Cynics say that responsibility is achieved only when it will enhance rather
than impede profit making; that is, responsibility is possible only when cutthroat
competition gives way to oligopoly—a handful of surviving companies stop compet-
ing and agree to carve up the market and the profits. In this situation, companies can
turn their attention to public relations and eliminate the most offensive content pro-
duction practices (and, incidentally, ward off formal regulation).

During the 1920s, two of the most powerful yellow journalists did just that, re-
forming so much that they succeeded in making their names synonymous with public
service rather than bad journalism. The Pulitzer Prize and the work of the Hearst
Foundation are widely (and properly) credited with advancing the professionalization
of journalism and raising the ethical standards of the industry. Also during this de-
cade, the American Society of Newspaper Editors was formed and pledged to “tell
the truth about the news” in its famous Canons of Journalism (Schramm, 1960,
pp- 623-625). An irresponsible new media industry had transformed itself and come
of age. Again, we see this process in effect today. Most of the major Internet content
providers willingly submit their sites to evaluation and coding tied to popular and
freely distributed content-rating software, touting their commitment to meeting pub-
lic concerns over privacy and decency. After YouTube was purchased by Google,
presumably becoming less “guerilla” and more legitimate, it began to more systemat-
ically monitor content posted to its website and has greatly increased the amount of
content that it removes or to which it restricts access.

The history of mass media in the United States has been one of ebb and
flow between periods dominated by mature, socially responsible media industries
and competitive eras characterized by innovative and sometimes irresponsible prac-
tices. About the time that competition among mass newspapers was finally brought
under control, publishers faced challenges from powerful new entertainment
media—records, movies, and radio.

As these newer industries grew, they also experienced periods of intense com-
petition that tested or crossed moral and ethical boundaries. Censorship of the
movie industry was hotly debated throughout the 1930s. Government control of
radio was widely and frequently advocated. In time, each industry matured and
carved out a particular niche in the overall market for media content. Each devel-
oped codes of ethics and procedures for applying these codes. In almost every
case, these new industries faced serious threats of government regulation and cen-
sorship. In response, they chose to engage in self-regulation and self-censorship
rather than accept external controls. Of course, their self-imposed propriety was
much less restrictive than proposed government regulations, and the penalties for
violation were less serious. The rapid spread of television in the 1950s brought an-
other major restructuring of media. Today, yet another set of powerful communi-
cation technologies is transforming media. Personal computers and smart cell
phones deliver ever-increasing amounts of information anywhere we happen to be
via the Internet and World Wide Web. In less than a decade, these media have
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proven to be fundamental, even existential, threats to the survival of newspapers,
broadcast media, and the recording industry.

To meet the challenge of the Web, for example, the recording industry initially
followed a strategy that had failed many times in the past. It attacked the new me-
dia and their users, prosecuting for copyright violation people who downloaded
and shared music from the Internet, bringing lawsuits against Internet service pro-
viders and music-sharing services to force them to stop users from sharing music,

digital rights and imbedding its music with digital rights management code, rendering it impossi-
management ble to be copied for personal use or shared even if legally purchased (and therefore
Electronic protec-  encouraging even more illegal music downloading). Newspapers brought similar
tion of digitally litigation against radio stations in the 1920s, when it was common practice for

distributed media  hroadcasters to read newspaper stories on the air. The Hollywood studios futilely

content spent twenty years and millions of dollars using an array of legal strategies to fight
the rise of television. In the same way (and with the same results), television went
to court to stop cable television’s development, cable went to court to stop the
growth of direct satellite systems, Hollywood and the television industry went to
court to stop the spread of videocassette technology (“The VCR is to the American
film producer and the American public as the Boston Strangler is to the woman
home alone,” an industry executive told Congress in 1982; quoted in Barmann,
2004, p. E8), the recording industry went to court to limit the availability of digital
audiotape, and all the traditional media are now in court fighting the diffusion of
digital video recording systems such as TiVo. Functional displacement may be slo-
wed, but past history indicates that it can’t be stopped by lawsuits.

The most powerful forces influencing restructuring in American media indus-
tries are technological change, content innovation, and consumer demand. None
of these operates independently. During eras of rapid change such as we are now
experiencing, innovations in media technology force (or permit) rapid alterations
in both the form and type of media content we receive. Our demand for this con-
tent is also changing. Old media-use habits break down and new habits form as
emerging media provide new choices in content. Some of us rent more and more
DVDs, but others prefer cable television offerings or video downloaded on home
computers. Many of us get our news from television and radio, but growing num-
bers of us go online for our information about the doings of the world. Our use of
the Google search engine has made Google a verb (as in “to Google someone”)
and has created a multibillion-dollar enterprise.

MASS SOCIETY CRITICS AND THE DEBATE OVER MEDIA

With every change in the media industries, media critics have emerged to pose
questions about unethical practices and to voice concern about long-term negative
consequences. These critics raise important and appropriate issues. During the early
stages of development or restructuring, media industries are especially susceptible
to complaint. Although this criticism is often warranted, we must recognize that
many of the critics are not neutral observers having only the best interest of the
public in mind. Most critics are not objective scientists or dispassionate humanists
relying on systematic observation or well-developed theory for their positions.
Rather, their criticisms are to some extent rooted in their own self-interests.
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You can evaluate the criticism that accompanied the diffusion of media we now
find commonplace in the box entitled “Fearful Reactions to New Media.”

Even when individual critics are selfless, they are increasingly likely to be paid
by special interests for their work. Often their ideas or their research would go un-
noticed without promotion by special interests. For example, when television began
to compete with newspapers, the latter were filled with stories reporting the com-
plaints of television critics and researchers. During the 1970s, much of the research
critical of children’s television would have gone unnoticed by the general public
had it not been for the promotional work of Action for Children’s Television, a
grassroots activist organization heavily reliant on grants from the Markle, Ford,

and Carnegie Foundations.

The introduction of each new mass medium of the
twentieth century was greeted with derision, skepti-
cism, fear, and sometimes silliness. Here is a collec-
tion of the thinking of the times that welcomed
movies, talkies, radio, and television. Can you find
examples of mass society theory’s most obvious
characteristics—the conceit that the elite way is the
right way and condescension toward others?

Once you have read through these examples, go
online or to the library and find similar dire predictions
about the Internet and the Web. No doubt you've
already read or heard concerns about Internet addic-
tion, loss of parental authority, child pornography, on-
line gambling, poor writing skills and “mall speak”
from instant messenging, the loss of community, re-
duced attention spans, violent and offensive online
gaming, privacy invasion, and identity theft. Can you
identify other concerns associated with the coming of
the new communication technologies?

Movies and Talkies

When you first reflect that in New York City alone,
on a Sunday, 500,000 people go to moving pic-
ture shows, a majority of them perhaps children,
and that in the poorer quarters of town every
teacher testifies that the children now save their
pennies for picture shows instead of candy, you
cannot dismiss canned drama with a shrug of
contempt. It is a big factor in the lives of the
masses, to be reckoned with, if possible to be
made better, if used for good ends. Eighty

percent of present day theatrical audiences in this
country are canned drama audiences. Ten million
people attended professional baseball games in
America in 1908. Four million people attend
moving pictures theaters, it is said, every day.
$50,000,000 are invested in the industry. Chicago
has over 300 theaters, New York 300, St. Louis
205, Philadelphia 186, even conservative Boston
boasts more than 30. Almost 190 miles of film are
unrolled on the screens of America’s canned
drama theaters every day in the year. Here is an
industry to be controlled, an influence to be reck-
oned with.

Source: American Magazine, September, 1909, p. 498.

And if the speech recorded in the dialogue (of
talking pictures) is vulgar or ugly, its potentialities
for lowering the speech standard of the country
are almost incalculable. The fact that it is likely to
be heard by the less discriminating portion of the
public operates to increase its evil effects; for
among the regular attendants at moving picture
theaters there are to be found large groups from
among our foreign-born population, to whom it is
really vitally important that they hear only the best
speech.

Source: Commonweal, April 10, 1929, p. 653.

Radio

In general one criterion must be kept in mind:
the radio should do what the teacher cannot do;

(Continued)
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it ought not to do what the teacher can do better.
However radio may develop, | cannot conceive
of the time when a good teacher will not
continue to be the most important object in any
classroom.

Source: Education, December, 1936, p. 217.

Is radio to become a chief arm of education? Will
the classroom be abolished, and the child of the
future stuffed with facts as he sits at home or
even as he walks about the streets with his por-
table receiving set in his pocket?

Source: Century, June, 1924, p. 149.

Television

Seeing constant brutality, viciousness and unso-
cial acts results in hardness, intense selfishness,
even in mercilessness, proportionate to the
amount of exposure and its play on the native

cruelty toward helpless old people, to women and
other children.

Source: New Republic, November 1, 1954, p. 12.

Here, in concept at least, was the most magnifi-
cent of all forms of communication. Here was the
supreme triumph of invention, the dream of the
ages—something that could bring directly into the
home a moving image fused with sound-
reproducing action, language, and thought with-
out the loss of measurable time. Here was the
magic eye that could bring the wonders of enter-
tainment, information and education into the living
room. Here was a tool for the making of a more
enlightened democracy than the world had ever
seen. Yet out of the wizardry of the television tube
has come such an assault against the human
mind, such a mobilized attack on the imagination,
such an invasion against good taste as no other
communications medium has known, not ex-

cepting the motion picture or radio itself.
Source: Saturday Review, December 24, 1949, p. 20.

temperament of the child. Some cease to show
resentment to insults, to indignities, and even

Changes in media industries typically increase the pressure on other social in-
stitutions to change. Instability in the way we routinely communicate has unsettling
consequences for all other institutions. Typically, the leaders of these institutions
resent external pressures and are reluctant to change their way of doing things. In
our society, critics have interpreted the rise of the media industries as threatening
every other social institution, including political, religious, business, military, and
educational institutions. The constant calls for overhauling political campaign
financing are only one example. Social critics even accuse media of profoundly
altering families—the most basic social institution of all.

It’s hardly surprising, then, that leaders of these social institutions, and the
special interest groups they sponsor, have raised a constant stream of concern
about the power and harmful impact of media. As new media develop, critics
fight to prevent their growth or to control their structure. For example, the devel-
opment of television and later cable television were frozen for several years while
the Federal Communications Commission listened to the arguments of industry
critics. Although it is unfair to place all this criticism into a single category,
many of the views expressed are consistent with mass society theory. This venera-
ble theory has a long and checkered history. Mass society theory is actually many
different theories sharing some common assumptions about the role of media and
society.
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ASSUMPTIONS OF MASS SOCIETY THEORY

Mass society theory first appeared late in the nineteenth century as various tradi-
tional social elites struggled to make sense of the disruptive consequences of mod-
ernization. Some (that is, the landed aristocracy, small-town shopkeepers,
schoolteachers, the clergy, upper-class politicians) lost power or were overwhelmed
in their efforts to deal with social problems. For them, the mass media were sym-
bolic of all that was wrong with modern society. Mass newspapers of the yellow
journalism era were viewed as gigantic, monopolistic enterprises employing unethi-
cal practices to pander to semiliterate mass audiences. Leaders in education and re-
ligion resented media’s power to attract readers using content they considered
highly objectionable, vulgar, even sinful (Brantlinger, 1983).

The rise of the mass press after 1840 posed a direct threat to the political and
business establishment. Political newspapers were swept aside by the penny press in
the 1840s and 1850s and then buried by the yellow journalism of the 1880s and
1890s. The political ambitions of the leading yellow journalist, Hearst, posed a
very real threat to established politicians and businessmen. Hearst was a populist
of his own devising—a man likely to pursue whatever cause would increase his per-
sonal popularity and power, even at the expense of the professional politicians
around him. Hearst papers joined with other mass newspapers and magazines in
producing sensational news stories that savagely attacked opponents in business
and government. These accounts had strong reader appeal and came to be more
feared by their targets than today’s 60 Minutes crew.

Envy, discontent, and outright fear were often at the roots of mass society
thinking. These emotions undergirded the development of a theory that is both rad-
ically conservative and potentially revolutionary. It fears the emergence of a new
type of social order—a mass society—that would fundamentally and tragically
transform the social world. To prevent this, technological change generally and
changes in media specifically must be controlled or even reversed. A conservative
effort must be made to restore an idealized, older social order, or revolutionary ac-
tion must be taken so that technology and media are brought under elite control
and used to forge a new and better social order.

Mass society theory makes several basic assumptions about individuals, the
role of media, and the nature of social change. Here we list these assumptions and
then discuss each in some detail:

1. The media are a powerful force within society that can subvert essential norms
and values and thus undermine the social order. To deal with this threat media
must be brought under elite control.

2. Media are able to directly influence the minds of average people, transforming
their views of the social world.

3. Once people’s thinking is transformed by media, all sorts of bad long-term
consequences are likely to result—not only bringing ruin to individual lives but
also creating social problems on a vast scale.

4. Average people are vulnerable to media because in mass society they are cut
off and isolated from traditional social institutions that previously protected
them from manipulation.

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



56 Section 2 The Era of Mass Society and Mass Culture

5. The social chaos initiated by media will likely be resolved by establishment
of a totalitarian social order.

6. Mass media inevitably debase higher forms of culture, bringing about a
general decline in civilization.

The first assumption is that the media subvert essential norms and values and
threaten the social order. Thus, elite control of media is necessary. Opponents of
the new media have consistently proposed turning control of them over to elites
who will preserve or transform the social order. In Europe, this argument won out
during the 1920s, and broadcast media were placed under the control of govern-
ment agencies. These efforts had disastrous consequences when Hitler narrowly
won election in Germany. His Nazi party quickly turned radio into an effective
propaganda tool that helped consolidate his power. In the United States, many
schemes were proposed in the 1920s that would have turned control of broadcast-
ing over to churches, schools, or government agencies. Ultimately, a compromise
was reached and a free-enterprise broadcasting industry was created under the
more-or-less watchful eye of a government agency—the Federal Radio Commis-
sion, which later evolved into the Federal Communications Commission. Until
World War II, the compromise involved allowing nonprofit and government agen-
cies to produce a large amount of programming that was broadcast by the radio
networks during prime listening hours.

But why are the media so dangerous to society? What makes them threatening?
How are they able to subvert traditional norms and values? A second assumption
is that media have the power to reach out and directly influence the minds of aver-
age people so that their thinking is transformed (Davis, 1976). This is also known

direct-effects as the direct-effects assumption and has been hotly debated since the 1940s. James

assumption Carey offered this accurate articulation of mass society theory’s view of the influ-

The media, inand  ence of mass communication: “The media collectively, but in particularly the

of themselves, can  newer, illiterate media of radio and film, possessed extraordinary power to shape

produce direct the beliefs and conduct of ordinary men and women” (1996, p. 22). Although

effects each version of mass society theory has its own notion about the type of direct in-
fluence different media may have, all versions stress how dangerous this influence
can be and the extreme vulnerability of average people to immediate media-
induced changes. Average citizens are thought to be helpless before the manipula-
tive power of media content. For several generations now, critics have envisioned
innocent audiences of teenagers succumbing to gangster movies or rock-and-roll or
rap or videogames, gullible farmers converted to Fascism or Communism by radio
propagandists, naive grade-school children victimized by comic books or the Tele-
tubbies, unsuspecting adults transformed magically into couch potatoes by the
power of Survivor and Lost, mentally impaired elderly folks handing over their
last dime to televised insurance hucksters or greedy televangelists, and hate-filled
misfits fueling social discord with racist online treatises.

Although it is not hard to locate isolated examples that illustrate every one of
these conditions, it is misleading to regard any one of them as widespread. When
empirical researchers tried to measure the pervasiveness of effects like these in the
1940s and 1950s, they were surprised to discover how difficult it was to develop
conclusive evidence. People simply were not as vulnerable to direct manipulation
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as mass society critics wanted to assume. Often empirical researchers found that
other factors block direct media influence or severely limit it.

The third assumption is that once media transform people’s thinking, all sorts
of bad long-term consequences result—not only bringing ruin to individual lives
but also creating social problems on a vast scale (Marcuse, 1941). Over the years,
virtually every major social problem we have confronted has been linked in some
way to media—from prostitution and delinquency to urban violence and drug us-
age to the “defeat” in Vietnam and our loss of national pride. Tramps in the gutter
have had their work ethic destroyed by reading trashy novels. Teenage delinquents
have seen too many gangster movies. Disaffected housewives watched too many
soap operas, teenage girls hate their bodies because of beauty magazines, and drug
addicts have taken too seriously the underlying message in most advertising: the
good life is achieved through consumption of a product, not by hard work. There
is some truth in these criticisms, but they are also misleading. Media are only
one of the many technologies that have shaped and continue to shape modern life.
For these criticisms to be constructive, they must go beyond sweeping assertions. In
later chapters we will discuss how it is possible to construct more useful theories
addressing these problems by identifying the many factors related to media use
and media influence. Unfortunately, most early mass society theory failed to do
this, and many present-day critics repeat this error.

Mass society theory’s fourth assumption is that average people are vulnerable
to media because they have been cut off and isolated from traditional social institu-
tions that previously protected them from manipulation (Kreiling, 1984). The early
mass society theorists idealized the past and had romantic visions of what life must
have been like in medieval villages in Europe. Older social orders were thought to
have nurtured and protected people within communities whose culture gave mean-
ing to their lives. Although these views have some validity (most social orders have
some redeeming qualities), they neglect to consider the severe limitations of tradi-
tional premodern social orders. Most premodern social orders limited individual
development and creativity for most community members. People were routinely
compelled to do the jobs their parents and grandparents had done. People learned
specific social roles based on the accident of being born in a certain place at a cer-
tain time. The freedom to develop ourselves in ways that we find meaningful was
unknown. Folk communities were essentially closed systems in which traditional
culture structured social life from generation to generation. Even now, for example,
we hear people speak longingly of the traditional values of pretelevision America.
But small-town America of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s afforded few opportu-
nities to minorities, confined most women to homemaker roles, limited access to
higher education to a small elite, and imposed a host of other conditions that we
now view as unacceptable, if not unimaginable.

Yet the claims that mass society theorists make about the vulnerability to ma-
nipulation of isolated individuals are compelling. These arguments have been re-
stated in endless variations with every revolution in media technology. They assert
that when people are stripped of the protective cocoon provided by the traditional
community, they necessarily turn to media for the guidance and reassurance previ-
ously provided by their communities. Thus when people leave sheltered rural com-
munities and enter big cities, media can suddenly provide communication that
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replaces messages from social institutions that have been left behind. Media can be-
come the trusted and valued sources of messages about politics, entertainment, reli-
gion, education, and on and on. Thus, in the urban slums of nineteenth-century
America, as in twenty-first-century suburbia, news media compete to be our
friendly neighbors: “It’s like hearing it from a friend.” Scholars who have studied
the penny press and yellow journalism have argued that part of their success was
based on informal accounts of trivial events that effectively substituted for (func-
tionally replaced) small-town gossip (Mclntyre, 1975).

If you are skeptical about these mass society arguments, you might consider
your personal situation. Or you can look at your peers. In our social order, young
adults are expected to leave the sheltering influence of their families and communi-
ties. Unlike tradition-bound social orders, we expect that young adults can and
should seek new places where they can “find themselves” and develop new views
of the social world. They typically leave their homes and go away to college or to
places where they might find work. They are allowed or even expected to develop
personal identities that are independent of their families. When individuals face
these types of changes in their lives, they usually deal with them through various
forms of communication. How have you dealt with these changes? What about
your peers? Did you anticipate college life by reading about it, seeing movies, talk-
ing about it with siblings or friends in college? Since starting college, have you used
social networking websites to stay in touch with high school friends or to assist
you in communicating with a network of college friends? Are you using media to
explore how to develop your personal identity—to assess what you find meaningful
and valuable? What sorts of personal identities are encouraged by social network-
ing websites that give prominence to partying or sports?

The disintegration of traditional communities has unquestionably provided
many opportunities for media entrepreneurs. For example, storytelling was an im-
portant form of entertainment in many folk communities. As these communities de-
clined, a market opened up for different forms of mediated entertainment such as
movies, television, and videos. Should mass media be blamed for luring people
away from folk communities by offering more powerful forms of entertainment?
Or were media simply providing people with attractive content at a time when
folk communities had lost their ability to control their members? Trends toward
social isolation continue. Today, millions of American children grow up in single-
parent households where the parent often feels forced to rely on television as a con-
venient, low-cost babysitter. We can be nostalgic about two-parent households, but
it is more useful to work to understand and deal with the reality of what happens
when children grow up with the tube as their most constant companion.

It is also useful to recognize that the influence of media can fluctuate sharply in rel-
atively short periods. Certain media can indeed play more important roles during times
of social instability or national crisis. But this doesn’t mean that they are routinely or
consistently dominant in comparison with other institutions or organizations.

The fifth assumption is that the social chaos initiated by media will be resolved
by establishment of a totalitarian social order (Davis, 1976). This assumption was
developed during the 1930s and reached its peak of popularity in the United States
during the Red Scare of the 1950s. Mass society is envisioned as an inherently cha-
otic, highly unstable form of social order that will inevitably collapse and then be
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replaced by totalitarianism. Mass society, with its teeming hordes of isolated indivi-
duals, must give way to an even worse form of society—highly regimented, cen-
trally controlled, totalitarian society. Thus, to the extent that media promote the
rise of mass society, they increase the likelihood of totalitarianism.

From 1930 to 1960, mass society theorists outlined a classic scenario for the
degeneration of mass society into totalitarianism. This scenario describes rather
accurately, for example, the rise of Adolf Hitler in Germany. In times of rapid and
chaotic social change, demagogues arise who promise average people that important
social problems can be solved by joining extremist political movements. These dema-
gogues very effectively use media to manipulate average people and attract their sup-
port. As their movements gain strength, they place heavy political pressure on the
traditional elites. Compromises place increasing power in the hands of demagogues.
This power is exercised irresponsibly—political opposition is suppressed and demo-
cratic political institutions are undermined. Gradually, power is consolidated in the
hands of the most ruthless demagogue, and this person establishes a totalitarian state.

Fear of totalitarianism is a modern fear—a fear that people who value individual-
ism and democracy are most likely to experience. For such people, totalitarianism is a
nightmare society—one in which everything they value most has low priority. Gov-
ernment severely limits and monitors most forms of communication. Expression of in-
dividualism is minimized. Novelist George Orwell constructed an enduring vision of
this nightmare world in 1948. His novel 1984 effectively articulates the view of media
inherent in mass society theory. In Orwell’s world, Big Brother watches all citizens
through an eye on the top of their televisions. Televised propaganda is used to foment
hatred against external enemies and promote love of Big Brother. The hero of the
novel, Winston Smith, works at a job in which he literally rewrites history. He dis-
poses of old newspaper stories, photographs, and other documents deemed inconsis-
tent with current propaganda. All records of dissidents and “traitors” are wiped out.
Government engages in doublespeak—language whose meaning is so corrupted that
it has become useless as a medium of expression. “Peace” means “war.” “Freedom”
means “enslavement.” “Justice” means “inequity” and “prejudice.” Anyone who
deviates from the dictates of the regime is “re-educated,” that is, imprisoned. Orwell
describes the struggles and ultimate conversion of Winston Smith. At the conclusion
of the novel, proof of Smith’s loyalty is demonstrated by his spontaneous emotional
response to Big Brother on the telescreen. Smith’s individuality and critical ability
have been destroyed.

Throughout the twentieth century, fear of the spread of totalitarianism grew in
most democracies. For many, it symbolized everything that was loathsome and evil,
but others saw it as the “wave of the future.” Totalitarians dismissed democracy as
impossible because average people could never effectively govern themselves—they
were too apathetic and ignorant to do that. Cultivation of individuality led to inef-
ficiency, jealousy, and conflict. Democracies were perceived as inherently weak, un-
able to resist the inevitable rise of charismatic, strong, determined leaders. Across
Europe, in Latin America, and in Asia, fledgling democracies faltered and collapsed
as the economic Great Depression deepened. Fascism in Germany and Communism
in Russia provided examples of what could be accomplished by totalitarian rule.
The United States was not immune. Radical political movements arose, and their
influence spread rapidly. In several states, right-wing extremists were elected to
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political office. Pro-Fascist groups held gigantic public rallies to demonstrate their
support for Hitler. The supremacist and anti-Semitic writings of automaker Henry
Ford were translated and published in Nazi Germany. Radio propagandists like
Father Coughlin achieved notoriety and acceptance. Radicals fought for control of
labor unions. The thousand-year Reich envisioned by Hitler seemed a more realis-
tic outcome than the survival of democracy in modern nation-states.

Why was totalitarianism so successful? Why was it sweeping the world just as
the new mass media of radio and movies were becoming increasingly prominent?
Was there a connection? Were radio and movies to blame? Many mass society theor-
ists believed they were. Without these media, they thought, dictators couldn’t have
gained popularity or consolidated their power. They argued that the broadcast media
were ideally suited for directly persuading average people and welding vast numbers
of them into regimented, cohesive societies. Movies communicated powerful images
that instilled the positive and negative associations desired by dictators.

What these critics failed to note is that when the Nazis or Communists were
most successful, average people had strong reasons for wanting to believe the pro-
mises about jobs and personal security made by the extremists. Personal freedom
has little value when you are starving and a wheelbarrow full of money won’t buy a
loaf of bread. The success of Nazi or Communist propaganda was also dependent on
silencing critics and shutting down media that provided competing viewpoints.

One of the profound ironies of the efforts to oppose the rise of totalitarianism
is that these efforts often threatened to produce the very form of government they
were intended to prevent. In the United States, an important example of this is
Joseph McCarthy, an obscure Republican senator from Wisconsin who came to na-
tional prominence in the 1950s by claiming to oppose the spread of Communism
inside the U.S. government. Just how far should we go in the defense of democ-
racy? Are there times when we have to indefinitely suspend basic democratic prin-
ciples in order to “save” it? McCarthy argued that Communists were so close to
gaining control in the United States that it was necessary to purge many people
from government and the media. He claimed that if the rules of democracy were
followed, these evil people would escape discovery and bring down our political
system. McCarthy claimed to have a long list of names of Communists; he dramat-
ically displayed it to reporters and newsreel cameras. Journalists cooperated by
publishing his charges in front-page stories under banner headlines.

Media criticism of McCarthy was muted. Many journalists feared being la-
beled Communists if they opposed him. Indeed, McCarthy followers were very suc-
cessful in getting media practitioners fired from their jobs. Blacklists were
circulated, and threats were made against media organizations that hired those
named on them. Edward R. Murrow, the most prominent broadcast journalist of
the 1950s, is credited with stopping McCarthy’s rise with news investigations ques-
tioning his tactics and the substance of his charges. Should media be blamed for
causing McCarthy’s rise—or credited with stopping him? Read the box entitled
“Murrow versus McCarthy” before you answer this question.

Totalitarianism was the biggest fear aroused by mass society theorists, but they
also focused attention on a more subtle form of societal corruption—mass culture.
The sixth and final assumption of mass society theory, then, is that mass media in-
evitably debase higher forms of culture, bringing about a general decline in
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civilization (Davis, 1976). To understand this criticism, you must understand the
perspective held by Western cultural and educational elites during the past two cen-
turies. In the decades following the Enlightenment (an eighteenth-century European
social and philosophical movement stressing rational thought and progress through
science), these elites saw themselves as responsible for nurturing and promulgating
a higher form of culture, high culture, not only within their own societies but also
around the world. In retrospect, their perspective suffers from some serious limita-
tions. The literary canon, one of the tools used to promote high culture, consisted
mostly of works written by white, male, Western, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant
authors. Too often, elites believed that the “white man’s burden” was to bring civ-
ilization and high culture to uncivilized parts of the world—even if this meant sup-
pressing indigenous cultures and annihilating the people who practiced them. As
we saw in 1992, the five-hundredth anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s arrival
on the American continent, this event is no longer universally hailed as a giant step
in the march of civilization. People from all walks of life were openly questioning
his and other explorers’ brutality toward and destruction of indigenous peoples

and their functioning cultures.

The face-off between Tail-Gunner Joe, as Senator
McCarthy was called, and legendary newsman Ed-
ward R. Murrow has become the stuff of journalistic
legend as well as American history itself. It is also the
subject of a highly acclaimed movie, Good Night, and
Good Luck. The televised 1954 conflict and the 2005
film both highlight aspects of mass society theory—
as it existed then and as it is articulated today.

In true mass society theory fashion, the senator
played on people’s postwar insecurities. The Soviets
had “The Bomb,” Communism was taking hold around
the world, and not only were the Pinkos opposed to
Capitalism, they didn’t even believe in God. But Ameri-
can society was anxious because of much more than
the Red Threat. The years immediately after World War
Il saw dramatic upheaval in “traditional” America.
Women were entering the workforce. Racial minorities
demanded civil rights. People were abandoning the
countryside and moving to the cities. Young folks
were shouting for independence. And as was the
case during Durkheim and Ténnies’s time, new tech-
nologies were being introduced amid all this social
change, in this case new communication technologies
like network television, spectacular cinemascope mo-
vies (as well as gritty low-budget independent fims),

and FM radio (introducing black music to white teens).
McCarthy had little trouble convincing a scared public
that the media needed to be rid of subversives and
brought under stricter control. After all, traditional
American values were under assault!

But Murrow’s counter to McCarthy was another
traditional American value: freedom. He told his See
It Now audience (at the time and in the movie), “We
must not confuse dissent with disloyalty. We cannot
defend freedom abroad by deserting it at home.” As
history and the movie demonstrate, however, Mur-
row’s bosses, although committed to freedom and
eventually in full support of Murrow, were extremely
frightened. Like other media outlets of the time, they
understood that the people were worried, that many
shared the senator’s fears. To challenge him too
strongly risked alienating viewers and advertisers.
“The terror is right here in this room,” observed Mur-
row to his producer, Fred Friendly, as he and his
team were assembling materials for the McCarthy
broadcast. McCarthy had created in America what
film critic David Denby called “a noxious atmosphere
of intimidation” (2005, p. 95). Even the president,
Dwight Eisenhower, who privately loathed McCarthy
and his tactics, would not speak out against him.

(Continued)
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Many moviegoers and film critics, however, saw
Good Night, and Good Luck not as a historical
drama detailing a time in America when mass society
beliefs were in full sway and their political champion
was brought low by a courageous journalist (although
that is what happened). Instead, they saw it as com-
mentary on very modern concerns that concentration
of media ownership into fewer and fewer corporate
hands was rendering media once again inordinately
powerful, not because people in 2005 were any more
or less fearful than they were in 1954, but because
media professionals were. Ty Burr of the Boston
Globe called the movie “a puzzle: a hermetically
sealed period piece so intensely relevant to our cur-
rent state of affairs that it takes your breath away”
(2005, p. E13). USA Today’s Mike Clark labeled it
“the best movie ever about the in-bred tension be-
tween news-folk and their advertisers” (2005, p.
4E). The New Yorker's Denby wrote, “There is little
gravy in attacking Joe McCarthy in 2005.” He added
that Good Night, and Good Luck’s real “intention ap-
pears to be to deliver a blow to the patella of a
conglomerate-controlled press corps” (2005, p. 95).

But it was Murrow himself who spoke most pro-
phetically (according to today’s critics of media con-
centration) about our current media system. The film
ends with a speech Murrow delivered at a broadcas-
ters’ dinner in 1958. He said of his industry’s future:

We are currently wealthy, fat, comfortable, and
complacent. We have currently a built-in allergy to

unpleasant or disturbing information. Our mass
media reflect this. But unless we get up off our fat
surpluses and recognize that television in the main
is being used to distract, delude, amuse, and
insulate us, then television and those who finance
it, those who look at it, and those who work at it,
may see a totally different picture too late. (In Burr,
2005, p. E13)

Evidence of mass society theory thinking is fairly
obvious in Senator McCarthy’s attacks on media.
The times were right, both socially and technologically.
But what of the more modern fears over concentra-
tion? In 1954 Murrow’s network was frightened by
McCarthy, afraid of losing viewers, advertisers, and
as a result, revenues. Network executives did the right
thing nonetheless. Are things different now? Will highly
concentrated, profit-driven media companies stand up
for what’s right, even if it costs them money? More
than a few observers, including the three reviewers
cited here, read Good Night, and Good Luck, which
was written and directed by Hollywood's George
Clooney, a vocal war critic, as a powerful parable of
journalism’s failure to serve the American public in the
run-up to the invasion of Irag. Do you think the media
did its job before the invasion? Why or why not? Can
you find parallels between postwar America in the
1950s and post-9/11 America? If you think journalists
failed to serve the public well, why do you think this
happened? Would an Edward R. Murrow have made
a difference?

For defenders of high culture, mass media represented an insidious, corrosive
force in society—one that threatened their influence by popularizing ideas and
activities they considered trivial or demeaning. Rather than glorify gangsters (as
movies did in the 1930s), why not praise great educators or religious leaders?
Why pander to popular taste—why not seek to raise it to higher levels? Why give
people what they want instead of giving them what they need? Why trivialize great
art by turning it into cartoons (as Disney did in the 1930s)? Mass society theorists
raised these questions—and had long and overly abstract answers for them.

In Europe, these concerns were used to justified government supervision of
media through direct control or through indirect means such as public corpora-
tions like the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). As such, an important
model of public service media developed that rivaled the American model of pri-
vately operated media. European governments assumed responsibility for using
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media to advance high culture and provide a broad array of other public service
content. Broadcasts of symphony concerts and Shakespearean drama were in-
tended to enlighten the masses. Media were supposed to give people what they
needed rather than what they wanted. This earned the BBC the nickname “Auntie
Beebe.”

This debate over mass versus high culture is now becoming a worldwide de-
bate about the corrupting influence of American media content as it reaches every
corner of the globe. The people of many nations find troubling the norms and va-
lues inherent in U.S. content. American media entrepreneurs advocate opening
worldwide media markets to the inflow of inexpensive American-produced enter-
tainment. Why should poor and developing nations waste resources producing do-
mestic media fare when U.S. content is easily and readily accessible? Educated elites
in those nations worry about the power of this content to undermine their national
cultures. What Americans see as content extolling the freedom to pursue the American
Dream, these elites see as propaganda for the irresponsible American pursuit of selfish
and materialistic goals. But the United States makes no pretense of being a civilizing
force in the world—or does it? We don’t claim to have a political agenda when we
produce and distribute movies or use satellites to distribute television programs. And
after all, it’s only entertainment, isn’t it?

EARLY EXAMPLES OF MASS SOCIETY THEORY

Now we’ll summarize a few of the early examples of mass society theory. This set
of theories is by no means complete. Rather, these perspectives combine ideas de-
veloped by others and represent how people in a given culture at a particular point
in time thought about their social world. The examples we describe and discuss
were influential at the time they were written and provided important reference
points for later theorists. It is important to remember, too, that even where not spe-
cifically mentioned, the emerging mass media were clearly implicated in most
examples.

In subsequent chapters, we will deal with the development of later theories that
grew out of mass society theory. These continued to gain popularity until late in
the 1950s. By 1965, however, mass society theory, in its classic formulation, was
collapsing—inherent flaws had become obvious even to adamant supporters. Fear
of totalitarianism had ebbed (at least within academia), and if mass culture was go-
ing to cause the end of civilization, it was already too late (at least in the United
States).

In the last chapters of this book, we will consider important new theories that
articulate innovative thinking about popular culture—including ideas about the in-
fluence of U.S.-style mass entertainment in other nations. These inevitably draw on
older notions about mass society and mass culture, but most reject the simplistic
assumptions and criticisms of earlier eras. These newer theories no longer accept
elite high culture as the standard against which all others must be measured. Total-
itarianism is no longer feared as inevitable, but censorship of media by authoritar-
ian regimes is widespread. Current criticism tends to focus on the inherent biases of
media when it comes to developing new forms of culture. Media are no longer seen
as corrupting and degrading high culture. Rather, they are viewed as limiting or
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disrupting cultural development. Media don’t subvert culture, but they do play a
major and sometimes counterproductive role in cultural change. Fear of totalitari-
anism has been replaced worldwide by growing disillusionment with consumerism
and its power to undermine cultural and national identities.

Should current theories of popular culture be labeled as mass society theories?
Or should we officially declare mass society theory dead? Although some contem-
porary theorists clearly continue to draw on mass society notions, most are aware
of their limitations. Our preference here is to limit use of the term mass society
theory to formulations that (a) were developed before 1970 and (b) fail to account
for the findings of media effects research.

GEMEINSCHAFT AND GESELLSCHAFT

Among the originators of mass society notions was a German sociologist, Ferdinand
Tonnies. Tonnies sought to explain the critical difference between earlier forms of
social organization and European society as it existed in the late nineteenth cen-

gemeinschaft tury. He proposed a simple dichotomy—gemeinschaft, or folk community, and
In Ténnies’s con-  gesellschaft, or modern industrial society. In folk communities, people were
ception, tradi- bound together by strong ties of family, by tradition, and by rigid social roles—

tional folk

l basic social institutions were very powerful. Gemeinschaft “consisted of a dense net-
cultures

work of personal relationships based heavily on kinship and the direct, face-to-face
gesellschaft contact that occurs in a small, closed village. Norms were largely unwritten, and in-
In Ténnies’s con-  dividuals were bound to one another in a web of mutual interdependence that
ception, modern  touched all aspects of life” (Fukuyama, 1999, p. 57). In addition, “a collective has
industrial society  the character of a gemeinschaft insofar as its members think of the group as a gift
of nature created by a supernatural will” (Martindale, 1960, p. 83). Although folk
communities had important strengths as well as serious limitations, Tonnies empha-
sized the former. He argued that most people yearn for the order and meaning pro-
vided by folk communities. They often find life in modern societies troublesome and
meaningless. As far as mass society theorists were concerned, not only did the emerg-
ing mass media disrupt kinship and direct face-to-face contact, but they certainly
were not gifts of nature.

In gesellschaft, people are bound together by relatively weak social institutions
based on rational choices rather than tradition. Gesellschaft represents “the frame-
work of laws and other formal regulations that characterized large, urban indus-
trial societies. Social relationships were more formalized and impersonals
individuals did not depend on one another for support... and were therefore much
less morally obligated to one another” (Fukuyama, 1999, pp. 57-58). Naturally, it
was the established elites (the traditional wielders of power and the most vocal
champions of mass society theory) who stood to lose the most influence in the
move from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft, as “average” people came to depend less
on their influence and more on formalized and more objectively applied rules and
laws. For example, when you take a job, you sign a formal contract based on
your personal decision. You don’t sign it because you are bound by family tradi-
tion to work for a certain employer. You make a more or less rational choice.
You agree to perform a particular job in return for a salary. The contract lasts as
long as you and your employer meet its conditions. If you fail to show up for

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Chapter 3 The Rise of Media Industries and Mass Society Theory 65

work often enough, you’ll be fired. If your employer goes broke and can’t pay you,
you’ll stop working for him or her.

The marriage vow is another example of how important social institutions
have been affected by the transition to modernity. In folk communities, these vows
were defined as lifelong commitments that ended only with the death of spouses.
Marriage partners were chosen by the heads of families using criteria determined
by tradition and family needs. Marriage served as a means of linking networks of
extended families in ways that strengthened the overall community. It was about
assuming necessary obligations so the community would be sustained. If you vio-
lated marriage vows, you were likely to be ostracized by everyone in the commu-
nity. In these social orders, families endured crises and people found ways of
surviving within them.

In modern societies, the marriage contract is often treated as just another for-
mal arrangement based on personal decision—much like signing an employment
agreement. If the “pay” isn’t good enough, or if there is a better offer, why not
tear up the contract and move on? What community will be harmed by this action?
Who will impose sanctions? Today, marriage contracts are often violated, and
though offenders can endure many negative consequences, they are not condemned
by the society at large. For example, a divorced man, Ronald Reagan, became pres-
ident of the United States with almost no mention of that fact; Bill Clinton enjoyed
the highest public approval ratings of his presidency at the height of the adultery
scandal that led to his impeachment. A 2007 national poll revealed that only 39
percent of America’s registered voters would be less likely to vote for a candidate
because he or she had committed adultery. The remainder said marital infidelity
made no difference when judging a person’s worth for elective office (Luo, 2007).
As it was, three of the top contenders for the Republican spot on the 2008 presi-
dential ballot—Rudy Giuliani, John McCain, and Newt Gingrich, each presenting
himself to voters as a holder of traditional, conservative values—together had had
eight marriages.

Over the years, media have been continually accused of breaking down folk
communities (gemeinschaft) and encouraging the development of amoral, weak so-
cial institutions (gesellschaft). The late Reverend Jerry Falwell, founder of the
Moral Majority, and fellow televangelist Pat Robertson reflected this view in 2001
when they charged that the September 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon were the products, not of Islamic radicalism, but of the
“American cultural elite’s” systematic subversion of traditional family and social
values (Adbusters, 2002). Popular television shows prominently feature unwed cou-
ples living together, homosexual unions, and unwed mothers bearing children. Do
these programs merely reflect social changes, or are they somehow responsible for
them? As we’ll see throughout this text, there is no simple answer to this question.

MECHANICAL AND ORGANIC SOLIDARITY

French sociologist Emile Durkheim offered a theory with the same dichotomy as
that of Tonnies but with a fundamentally different interpretation of modern social
orders. Durkheim compared folk communities to machines in which people were
little more than cogs. These machines were very ordered and durable, but people
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were forced by a collective consensus to perform traditional social roles. Think for
a moment about all the family names used today that are derived from professions:
Farmer, Taylor, Hunter, Goldsmith, Forester, Toepfer and Shumacher (German for
Potter and Shoemaker), Barbiere and Panetta (Italian for Barber and Baker). Your
name was, literally, what you were: John the Smith. Or consider the many family
names that end in “son” or “sen.” People were identified by their father’s name:
Peterson is Peter’s son. People were bound by this consensus to one another like

mechanical the parts of a great engine—mechanical solidarity.
solidarity Durkheim compared modern social orders to animals rather than to machines.
In Durkheim’s As they grow, animals undergo profound changes in their physical form. They be-

conception, folk  gin life as babies and progress through several developmental stages on their way
cultures bound by 6 adulthood and old age. The bodies of animals are made up of many different
consensus and_ kinds of cells—skin, bone, blood—and these cells serve very different purposes.
trjdmonal social Similarly, modern social orders can undergo profound changes, and therefore the
roles people in them can grow and change along with the society at large. In Durkheim’s
theory, people are like the specialized cells of a body rather than like the cogs of a
machine. People perform specialized tasks and depend on the overall health of the
body for their personal survival. Unlike machines, animals are subject to diseases
and physical threats. But they are capable of using mental processes to anticipate
organic solidarity  threats and cope with them. Durkheim used the term organic solidarity to refer to
In Durkheim’s the social ties that bind modern social orders together.
conception, mod- Social orders with organic solidarity are characterized by specialization, divi-
ern social orders  gjon of labor, and interdependence (Martindale, 1960, p. 87). Be warned, though,
bound by cultur- ¢ 4 easy to confuse Durkheim’s labeling of mechanical and organic solidarity, be-
:(l)lzi;etgi::lated cause we naturally associate machines with modernity. Remember that he uses the
metaphor of the machine to refer to folk cultures—not modern society.

Durkheim’s praise for organic solidarity has been echoed in the many theories
that have extolled the virtues of new media and new technology. Proponents of
new media usually argue that communication technology will permit the formation
of important new social bonds. Keep in mind the frequent allusions to an Internet-
fueled “electronic democracy” in which the people can communicate directly with
their leaders. There will be “electronic town halls” where the people will be able
to decide what they want government to do for them. In the 2008 presidential cam-
paign, electronic democracy took on a new form when all of the major Democratic
and Republican candidates used Facebook and YouTube to aggressively and sys-
tematically promote their candidacies (Williams, 2007). And during the contentious
2009 health care reform debate, it was only the bravest legislators who did not
maintain a continuous Twitter feed to their constituents. Proponents of new media
assume that these new mediated relationships will be an improvement over older
forms of representative democracy. What do you think? Have you gained useful in-
sights about the candidates from Facebook or YouTube? Are you a better-informed
citizen?

It would be a mistake to view Durkheim as a naive optimist concerning the rise
of modern society. His most enduring book, Suicide (1951), documented rising sui-
cide rates in those countries where traditional religious and social institutions had
lost their preeminence. In these nations, Durkheim argued, people experienced
high levels of anomie, or normlessness. In his later work, Durkheim showed
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INSTANT ACCESS
Mass Society Theory

Strengths

1. Speculates about important effects

2. Highlights important structural changes and
conflicts in modern cultures

3. Draws attention to issues of media owner-
ship and ethics

Weaknesses

1. Is unscientific

2. Is unsystematic

3. Is promulgated by elites interested in preserv-
ing power

4. Underestimates intelligence and competence of

67

“average people”
5. Underestimates personal, societal, and cultural
barriers to direct media influence

growing concern for the declining strength of common morality (Ritzer, 1983,
p- 99). People were no longer bound by traditional values, but were free to follow
their personal passions and needs. Durkheim believed that these problems were
best viewed as social pathologies that could be diagnosed and cured by a social
physician—in other words, a sociologist like himself (Ritzer, 1983, p. 110). Unlike
conservatives who demanded a return to old social orders or radicals who called
for revolution, Durkheim believed that scientifically chosen reforms would solve
the problems inherent in modernity.

MASS SOCIETY THEORY IN CONTEMPORARY TIMES

Although mass society theory has very little support among contemporary mass
communication researchers and theorists, its basic assumptions of a corrupting me-
dia and helpless audiences have never completely disappeared. Attacks on the per-
vasive dysfunctional power of media have persisted and will persist as long as
dominant elites find their power challenged by media and as long as privately
owned media find it profitable to produce and distribute content that challenges
widely practiced social norms and values. Two contemporary writers provide clear
articulations of mass society theory as it is now expressed. In addition to moderniz-
ing mass society notions, they amply demonstrate mass society theory’s many
limitations (for example, distrust of “average people” and the presumption that
the authors’ values are the “right values”). Michael Medved in Hollywood wvs.
America: Popular Culture and the War on Traditional Values (1992) argues pre-
cisely what the title implies: American culture has declined because “the gate-
keeper/cleric has wandered away and the carnival barker/programmer has taken
his place” (p. 3). You may remember Medved from Chapter 2 as the film critic
who uncovered the homosexual agenda, environmentalism, disdain for the human
race, and support for the United Nations in the 2007 animated movie Happy Feet.
In Saving Childhood: Protecting Our Children from the National Assault on Inno-
cence, he warned that “nihilistic messages that frighten and corrupt now come at
our children from so many directions at once that childhood innocence barely
stands a chance” (Medved and Medved, 1998, p. 3).
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But mass society theory’s most influential contemporary champion may well be
British social critic, philosopher, and intellectual Roger Scruton. In An Intelligent
Person’s Guide to Modern Culture (2000), he makes clear mass society’s elitism
and support of elite culture:

This book presents a theory of modern culture, and a defense of culture in its higher
and more critical form. It is impossible to give a convincing defense of high culture to
a person who has none. I shall therefore assume that you, the reader, are both intelli-
gent and cultivated. You don’t have to be familiar with the entire canon of Western
literature, the full range of musical and artistic masterpieces or the critical reflections
which all these things have prompted. Who is? But it would be useful to have read Les
fleurs du mal by Baudelaire and T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land. 1 shall also presume some
familiarity with Mozart, Wagner, Manet, Poussin, Tennyson, Schoenberg, George
Herbert, Goethe, Marx, and Nietzsche. (p. x)

Scruton also weighs in on the decline of traditional values: “Something new
seems to be at work in the contemporary world—a process that is eating away the
very heart of social life, not merely by putting salesmanship in place of moral vir-
tue, but by putting everything—virtue included—on sale” (p. 55).

On popular culture:

Pop culture is ... an attempt to provide easy-going forms of social cohesion, without
the costly rites of passage that bring moral and emotional knowledge. It is a culture
which has demoted the aesthetic object, and elevated the advert in its place; it has
replaced imagination by fantasy and feeling by kitsch; and it has destroyed the old
forms of music and dancing, so as to replace them with a repetitious noise, whose
invariant harmonic and rhythmic textures sound all about us, replacing the dialect of
the tribe with the grammarless murmur of the species, and drowning out the unconfi-
dent stutterings of the fathers as they trudge away towards extinction. (p. 121)

And on the failings of higher education:

The gap between the culture acquired spontaneously by the young, and that which ...
should be imparted in the university, is so cavernously wide that the teacher is apt to
look ridiculous, as he perches on his theatrical pinnacle and beckons the youth across
to it. Indeed, it is easier to make the passage the other way, to join your young audi-
ence in the enchanted field of popular entertainment, and turn your intellectual guns
on the stately ruin across the chasm. (pp. 121-122)

Beyond the ongoing concern of those who see “traditional values” and aver-
age people jeopardized by new communication technologies, two other factors
have given new, albeit weak, life to current rearticulations of mass society theory.
The first is the phenomenally rapid diffusion of the Internet and the World Wide
Web; the second is changes in the way media companies are structured and
operated.

New forms of media, in this case the Internet and Web, mean new forms of
communication, which mean the development of new relationships and the crea-
tion of new centers of power and influence. You’ll recognize this as a near mirror
image of the situation that faced our society during the nineteenth and into the
early twentieth century, the incubation period of mass society theory. Today, in
many parts of the world, advances in media technology facilitate the formation of
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multinational alliances and trade relationships that challenge existing elites. Every-
where older social institutions are questioned and new social roles pioneered. Tra-
ditional forms of communication are abandoned, and new messages and the media
that carry them are embraced. We can see this conflict between the “old” and
“new” in a debate that continue to roil the Internet and the academy, the disap-
pearance of reading.

Technology writer Nicholas Carr ignited the controversy with his article enti-
tled “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” In it he argued, “It is clear that users are not
reading online in the traditional sense; indeed there are signs that new forms
of ‘reading’ are emerging as users ‘power browse’ horizontally through titles, con-
tents pages, and abstracts going for quick wins. It almost seems that they go online
to avoid reading in the traditional sense” (2008b, p. 57). Insisting that “deep
reading... is indistinguishable from deep thinking” (p. 62), he admitted that online
reading promotes efficiency, immediacy, and interaction, but “our ability to inter-
pret text, to make the rich mental connections that form when we read deeply and
without distraction, remains largely disengaged” (p. 58).

Technology writer Christine Rosen agreed, taking a more macro-level view:
“Enthusiasts and self-appointed experts assure us that this new digital literacy re-
presents an advance for mankind; the book is evolving, progressing, improving,
they argue, and every improvement demands an uneasy period of adjustment,” she
wrote. “Sophisticated forms of collaborative ‘information foraging’ will replace sol-
itary deep reading; the connected screen will replace the disconnected book. What
is ‘reading’ anyway, they ask, in a multimedia world like ours? We are increasingly
distractible, impatient, and convenience-obsessed—and the paper book just can’t
keep up. Shouldn’t we simply acknowledge that we are becoming people of the
screen, not people of the book?” (2008, p. 20).

Acclaimed novelist John Updike also spoke of cultural-level change: “Tastes
have coarsened. People read less; they’re less comfortable with the written word.
They’re less comfortable with novels. They don’t have a backward frame of refer-
ence that would enable them to appreciate things like irony and allusions. It’s
sad.... And who’s to blame? Well, everything’s to blame. Movies are to blame....
Television is to blame.... Now we have these cultural developments on the Internet,
and online, and the computer offering itself as a cultural tool, as a tool of distribut-
ing not just information but arts—and who knows what inroads will be made into
the world of the book” (Famed, 2009).

In response, educational psychologist Rand J. Spiro offered a more “modern”
view of reading. Young readers, he said, “aren’t as troubled as some of us older
folks are by reading that doesn’t go in a line. That’s a good thing because the
world doesn’t go in a line, and the world isn’t organized into separate compart-
ments or chapters.... It takes a long time to read a 400-page book. In a tenth of
the time the Internet allows a reader to cover a lot more of the topic from different
points of view” (in Rich, 2008, p. 14). Language and literacy scholar Donna Alver-
mann added, “Kids are using sound and images so they have a world of ideas to
put together that aren’t necessarily language oriented. Books aren’t out of the pic-
ture, but they’re only one way of experiencing information in the world today” (in
Rich, 2008, p. 15).
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The second factor in contemporary rearticulations of mass society theory in-

concentration volves concentration of ownership of different media companies in fewer and fewer
Ownership of hands. We’ve already seen that media industries, when facing challenges from new
different and technologies, undergo rapid restructuring. This is one of the reasons behind today’s

numerous media  da77]ing number and scope of media industry mergers. In the last several years
COMPpAnIes con- alone, AT&T and British Telecommunications entered into a $10 billion merger to
ensure their survival in the competitive telephone, cellular communication, cable
television, and Internet markets. With the same goals in mind, Westinghouse
bought CBS, Disney bought Capital Cities/ABC and Marvel Entertainment, and
Time Warner bought Turner Broadcasting. Seagram bought Polygram Music.
AT&T took over cable company TCI, bought another, Media One, and entered
partnerships with two more, Time Warner and Comcast. Comcast then took over
all of AT&T’s cable holdings and as we saw earlier, NBC Universal and its myriad
media holdings, producing a single entity, the world’s largest television company
delivering “one out of every five television hours” into American homes (Kang,
2009). News Corporation bought a major stake in DirectTV and all the media
holdings of the Wall Street Journal companies. Dominant search engine Google
bought dominant video-sharing site YouTube in 2006, dominant Internet advertis-
ing company DoubleClick in 2007, and dominant cell phone banner ad company
AdMob in 2009; software giant Microsoft acquired search engine Yahoo, “the
world’s most visited homepage,” in a 2009 takeover worth $44.6 billion. Each of
these deals produced giant communication companies with holdings across many
different forms of media reaching unimaginably large audiences across the globe.
According to journalist and media critic Ben Bagdikian (2004), the number of cor-
porations controlling most of the country’s newspapers, magazines, radio and tele-
vision stations, book publishers, and movie studios has shrunk from fifty, when he
wrote the first edition of his classic The Media Monopoly, to five today. He has
this to say about the concentration of ownership of media industries:

centrated in fewer
and fewer hands

Left to their own devices, a small number of the most powerful firms have taken control
of most of their countries’ printed and broadcast news and entertainment. They have
their own style of control, not by official edict or state terror, but by uniform economic
and political goals. They have their own way of narrowing political and cultural diver-
sity, not by promulgating official dogma, but by quietly emphasizing ideas and informa-
tion congenial to their profits and political preferences. Although they are not their
countries’ official political authorities, they have a disproportionate private influence over
the political authorities and over public policy. (Bagdikian, 1992, pp. 239-240)

Bagdikian, a strong proponent of media freedom, is no mass society theorist.
But his concern is shared by many who hold mass society views of an ever-
powerful media system wielding unassailable power over helpless people.

SUMMARY
Criticism of media and new media technology  entrepreneurs have countered criticisms from tra-
is not a new phenomenon. For more than a cen-  ditional elites and from media scholars. Although

tury now, new media industries have inspired  some concerns about media have faded, many
harsh criticism from a variety of sources. Media ~ remain. Critics still argue that the quality of
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much mass entertainment content has been low-
ered to satisfy audiences’ basest tastes and pas-
sions. Early news media attracted—and today’s
supermarket tabloids still attract—huge audi-
ences by printing speculative, overdramatized,
and gossipy stories. Through much of the last
two centuries, criticism of media took the form
of mass society theory. Tonnies and Durkheim
helped frame a debate over the fundamental na-
ture of modernity that has not ended. For mass
society theorists and media apologists, media
were symbolic of modernity—representing either
the worst or the best of modern life.

Early mass society theorists argued that media
are highly problematic forces that have the power
to directly reach and transform the thinking of
individuals so that the quality of their lives is
impaired and serious social problems are created.
Through media influence, people are atomized,
cut off from the civilizing influences of other
people or high culture. In these early theories,
totalitarianism inevitably results as ruthless,
power-hungry dictators seize control of media
to promote their ideology.

Initially, mass society theory gained wide accep-
tance—especially among traditional social elites
threatened by the rise of media industries. In
time, however, people questioned its unqualified
assertions about the media’s power to directly in-
fluence individuals. Mass society notions enjoyed

Critical Thinking Questions

1. Have you read 1984 or seen either Citizen
Kane (a fictionalized account of the life of
William Randolph Hearst) or Good Night,
and Good Luck? If so, can you identify ele-
ments of mass society thinking (or challenges
to it) in these movies?

2. Think about your first few months in
college. Relate your experience to the kinds
of social upheaval society faced in the
transformation from gemeinschaft to gesell-
schaft and from mechanical to organic
solidarity. Can you make an argument for
the proposition that media become particu-
larly attractive, useful, or powerful during

longer acceptance in Europe, where commitments
to traditional ways of life and high culture have
been stronger and where distrust of average people
and mass democracy runs deeper.

For the past sixty years, U.S. postpositivist me-
dia researchers have been skeptical of the power
of media to have direct effects. In subsequent
chapters, we will show how their skepticism
was grounded in empirical observation. In study
after study, researchers found it difficult to dem-
onstrate that media could directly and routinely
influence what people thought or did. But we will
also consider the limitations of this research and
why it fostered an inadequate understanding of
media’s role in society.

The debate about the role of media in modern
life has not ended. Though many U.S. scholars
were satisfied with the answers supplied by em-
pirical research, European theorists were not.
Many old questions about the power of media
have recently been revived, especially because of
the emergence of the Internet and the recent spate
of giant communication industry mergers. The
rising tide of hate speech and pornography on
the Internet has renewed other concerns. Cogent
new theories argue that media do play an impor-
tant role in the development and maintenance of
culture. The revival of this debate, as we’ll see in
later chapters, has reinvigorated media theory
and research.

these traumatic times? Can you argue
that longing for past securities may have
changed how you looked at the world
around you?

3. Roger Scruton wants to tell us what it means
to be an intelligent person. He assumes that
he can do this only if we already have a basic
understanding of the great works. “It would
be useful to have read Les fleurs du mal by
Baudelaire and T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land,” he
wrote; “I shall also presume some familiarity
with Mozart, Wagner, Manet, Poussin,
Tennyson, Schoenberg, George Herbert,
Goethe, Marx, and Nietzsche.” How many
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of these masters and masterworks are you different definitions of intelligence? What
familiar with? If you don’t know many of would you say to Scruton about his defini-
them, does that make you an unintelligent tion of an intelligent person should you run
person? Can you make an argument for in to him on campus?

Key Terms

First Amendment oligopoly Enlightenment organic solidarity

culture war digital rights gemeinschaft concentration

wire services management gesellschaft

functional direct-effects mechanical solidarity

displacement assumption
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THE Rise oF MEebpIA THEORY IN
THE AGE OF PROPAGANDA

CHAPTER

Imagine that you have gone back in time to the beginning of the twentieth century.
You live in a large metropolitan area along the East Coast of the United States, and
you are a second- or third-generation American. You are a white, middle-class,
Anglo-Saxon, Protestant. Your city is growing rapidly, with new neighborhoods
springing up daily to house waves of immigrants from poorer nations in Eastern
Europe and the Far East. These people speak strange languages and practice
strange cultures. Many claim to be Christians, but they don’t behave like any
Christians you’ve ever met. Most keep to themselves in ghetto neighborhoods in
which there are many social problems.

Most disturbing of all, these people seem to have no sense of what it means to
live in a free and democratic nation. They are governed by political bosses who
turn them out to vote for what you perceive to be corrupt party-machine candi-
dates. If you pay attention to gossip (or read the right books or magazines), you
hear about groups like the Mafia or Cosa Nostra. You also hear (or read in your
newspaper) that various extremist political groups are active in these ghettos,
spreading all sorts of discontent among these ignorant, irresponsible aliens. Many
of these nefarious groups are playing upon the newcomers’ loyalties to foreign na-
tions. What would you do about this situation?

Well, you might adopt a Conservative approach and start an America-
for-Americans movement to remove these foreigners from the sacred soil of your
homeland. If you are of a more liberal bent, you might be reluctant to send these
immigrants back to where they came from (even though they do represent a threat
to your way of life). As a forward-thinking person, you may want to convert these
people away from their obviously misguided beliefs about government. You are
aware that greedy employers are exploiting these people with sixteen-hour work-
days and child labor, but you believe that’s why they should join mainstream polit-
ical parties and work within the system. Perhaps, you figure, if they would only
abstain from alcohol and adopt more rational forms of religion that might help
them see their problems more clearly. This was how the political movement known
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OVERVIEW

muckraker
Crusading jour-
nalist, typically
challenging the
powerful onbehalf
of those less so

propaganda
No-holds-barred
use of communi-
cation to propa-
gate specific
beliefs and
expectations
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as Progressivism tried to help immigrants in the late 1800s, but, unfortunately,
most of these recent arrivals don’t seem to respond well to efforts designed to help
them. They reject both Conservative and Progressive efforts to reform them. Resis-
tance grows ever more determined and is accompanied by violence on both sides.
Labor unions are organized to oppose the power of monopoly capitalists. Strikes
become increasingly common and violent. Now what do you do? You could be-
come a prohibitionist and successfully ban the sale of liquor. But this only creates
a market for bootleggers, strengthening rather than reducing the power of orga-
nized crime. Political party bosses flourish. How will these newcomers ever become
true Americans and be absorbed into the American melting pot?

Now imagine that you are one of those aliens. How do you cope with life in
the world’s greatest democracy? You turn to your family and the friends of your
family. Your cousin is a member of the political machine. He promises a patronage
job—if you vote for his boss. You fight exploitation by joining labor unions that
promise to correct bad working conditions. Above all, you practice the culture
you grew up with, and you stay within the confines of the ghetto where that cul-
ture is practiced. You resent prohibition and see nothing wrong with occasionally
consuming alcohol. You listen to family members and local political bosses who
can do things for you and can be trusted to keep their promises.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the United States was a nation of many
cultures. At any given point in time, people in different racial and ethnic groups
were exploited and feared. Some of these groups escaped the ghettos, and their
children were absorbed into the amorphous American middle class. Others were
less successful. Some members of dominant cultural groups attempted to assist
these minority groups, but their efforts were only partially successful. Too often,
their work was actually self-serving—not selfless. They sought to protect their way
of life from the threats posed by these other cultures and lifestyles. This led them to
adopt solutions that sometimes made problems worse. Put yourself back there in
time. Take whichever role you choose. How comfortable would you be? What
would you do? How would you feel about the changes around you?

This situation was an ideal breeding ground for violent social conflict. The battle
was waged in the streets and through the ever-expanding mass media. Yellow jour-
nalists and muckrakers fought wars of words in the media; battle lines were drawn
between defenders of immigrant groups and representatives of existing elites, and
the coverage was not confined to polite newspaper editorials or human-interest fea-
ture stories. It was a fight for the heart and soul of the nation (Altschull, 1990;
Brownell, 1983). Nor was the struggle unique to the United States. In Europe, con-
flict across social-class lines was even more intense and deadly. These clashes led to
the development of extremist political groups that demanded an end to democracy
and the establishment of totalitarian states.

In the United States, advocates on all sides were convinced of the Truth and
Justice of their causes. Their way was the American way, the Right way, the only
True way. They were opposed by the forces of Evil and Chaos. These advocates
appealed to the strongest emotions—hate and fear. Mass-mediated propaganda



white
propaganda
Intentional sup-
pression of po-
tentially harmful
information and
ideas, combined
with deliberate
promotion of
positive informa-
tion or ideas to
distract attention
from problematic
events

Chapter 4 The Rise of Media Theory in the Age of Propaganda 75

spread throughout America, across Europe, and around the world. Everywhere it
deeply affected politics and culture.

In this chapter, we will discuss how political propaganda was used and then
survey some of the theories developed to understand and control it. With the nor-
mative theories discussed in the next chapter, these were the first true media theo-
ries. Mass society theory saw media as only one of many disruptive forces.
However, in propaganda theories, media became the focus of attention. Propa-
ganda theorists specifically analyzed media content and speculated about its influ-
ence. They wanted to understand and explain the ability of messages to persuade
and convert thousands or even millions of individuals to extreme viewpoints.

Propaganda commanded the attention of early media theorists because it
threatened to undermine the very foundation of the U.S. political system and of
democratic governments everywhere. By the late 1930s, many, if not most, Ameri-
can leaders were convinced that democracy wouldn’t survive if extremist political
propaganda was allowed to be freely distributed. But censorship of propaganda
meant imposing significant limitations on that essential principle of Western de-
mocracy, communication freedom. This posed a terrible dilemma. Strict censorship
might also undermine democracy. In this chapter we will trace how propaganda
theorists attempted to address and resolve this dilemma.

At first, some experts were optimistic that the American public could be educated
to resist propaganda. After all, propaganda violates the most basic rules of fair dem-
ocratic political communication. Propaganda freely uses lies and deception to per-
suade. If people could be taught to critically evaluate propaganda messages, they
could learn how to reject them as unfair and false. These experts believed that public
education could save democracy. Nevertheless, optimism about the power of public
education faded as both Nazism and Communism spread from Europe to America
during the 1930s. More and more Americans, especially first-generation immigrants
from Europe, turned away from mainstream politicians and instead chose to listen
to leaders who espoused totalitarian ideals and visions of social justice and jobs.
Social movements sprang up based on propaganda imported more or less directly
from Europe. In the United States, rallies were held to celebrate Adolf Hitler or
Joseph Stalin and to denigrate inferior races and Wall Street bosses.

Propaganda experts became convinced that even if public education were a
practical means of resisting propaganda, it would simply take too long. It might
also teach people to resist all forms of propaganda at a time when some powerful
elites saw as necessary the use of propaganda of their own making to promote de-
mocracy. Time was running out as the Depression deepened. It appeared likely that
a Nazi or Communist leader would seize power before public education had a
chance to succeed. So propaganda theorists abandoned idealism in favor of strate-
gies they regarded as realistic and scientific. Propaganda must be resisted by what-
ever means possible. Even though the threat of propaganda was great, there might
be a silver lining to this cloud. If we could find a way to harness the power of pro-
paganda to promote good and just ideals, then we would not only survive its threat
but have a tool to help build a better social order. This was the promise of what
came to be called white propaganda—a strategy that used propaganda techniques
to fight “bad” propaganda and promote objectives that elites considered good.
After World War II ended, these white propaganda techniques provided a basis
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for the development of strategic (promotional) communication methods that are
widely used today in advertising and public relations. In fact, propaganda theory
is experiencing a resurgence of interest precisely for this reason: the techniques
used in these modern promotional efforts appear to many observers to be even
more effective in the contemporary world of corporate media ownership (Laitinen
and Rakos, 1997).

THE ORIGIN OF PROPAGANDA

Propaganda was not an American invention. The term originated with the Roman
Catholic Congregatio de Propaganda Fide (Committee for the Propagation of the
Faith), an order of the church established by a papal bull in 1622. The Propaganda
Fide was originally founded in an effort to suppress the Protestant Reformation.
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the meaning of propaganda
was debated. Was propaganda necessarily bad or was it a good form of communi-
cation that could be corrupted? Many forms of communication seek to persuade
people—were all of them propaganda? Gradually, the term propaganda came to re-
fer to a certain type of communication strategy. It involves the no-holds-barred use
of communication to propagate specific beliefs and expectations. The ultimate goal
of propagandists is to change the way people act and to leave them believing that
those actions are voluntary, that the newly adopted behaviors—and the opinions
underlying them—are their own (Pratkanis and Aronson, 1992, p. 9). To accom-
plish this, though, propagandists must first change the way people conceive of
themselves and their social world. A variety of communication techniques is used
to guide and transform those beliefs. During the 1930s, the new media of radio
and movies provided propagandists with powerful new tools.
Fritz Hippler, head of Nazi Germany’s film propaganda division, said that the
secret to effective propaganda is to (a) simplify a complex issue and (b) repeat that
simplification over and over again (World War 11, 1982). J. Michael Sproule (1994)
argues that effective propaganda is covert: it “persuades people without seeming to
do so” (p. 3); features “the massive orchestration of communication” (p. 4); and em-
phasizes “tricky language designed to discourage reflective thought” (p. 5). The pro-
pagandist believes that the end justifies the means. Therefore, it is not only right but
necessary that half-truths and even outright lies be used to convince people to aban-
don ideas that are “wrong” and to adopt those favored by the propagandist. Propa-
disinformation gandists also rely on disinformation to discredit their opposition. They spread false
False information  information about opposition groups and their objectives. Often the source of this
spread about the  fa]se information is concealed so that it can’t be traced to the propagandist.
opposition to dis- As U.S. theorists studied propaganda, they came to differentiate black, white,
credit it and gray propaganda, but definitions of these types of propaganda varied
black propaganda  (Snowball, 1999; Becker, 1949). Black propaganda was usually defined as involv-

Deliberate and ing deliberate and strategic transmission of lies—its use was well illustrated by the
strategic trans- Nazis. According to Howard Becker, a sociologist who worked as an Office of
mission of lies Strategic Services propagandist during World War II, black propaganda always

misrepresented the source of the message so that it appeared to come from an
“inside,” trustworthy source with whom its target had a close relationship. Deliber-
ately propagated rumors or gossip would fit this definition. White propaganda
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was, as we have seen, usually defined as involving intentional suppression of con-
tradictory information and ideas, combined with deliberate promotion of highly
consistent information or ideas that support the objectives of the propagandist.
Sometimes white propaganda was used to draw attention away from problematic
events or to provide interpretations of events that were useful for the propagandist.
Becker asserts that to be white propaganda, it must be openly identified as coming
from an “outside” source—one that doesn’t have a close relationship to the target
of the propaganda.

Gray propaganda involved transmission of information or ideas that might or
might not be false. The propagandist simply made no effort to determine their va-
lidity and actually avoided doing so—especially if dissemination of the content
would serve his or her interest. Becker argues that the truth or falsity of propa-
ganda is often hard to establish, so it isn’t practical to use veracity as a criterion
for differentiating types of propaganda. He asserts that during World War II,
the Office of War Information was restricted to transmitting white propaganda
(intended for American and friendly overseas audiences), whereas the Office of
Strategic Services could transmit only black propaganda (aimed at unfriendly for-
eign audiences). The work of these two agencies was loosely coordinated by
Psychological Warfare, an armed services organization. Today we find the attribu-
tion of labels like “black” and “white” to the concepts of bad and good propa-
ganda offensive. But remember one of this book’s constant themes: These ideas are
products of their times.

Propagandists then and now live in an either/or, good/evil world. American
propagandists in the 1930s had two clear alternatives. On one side were truth, jus-
tice, and freedom—in short, the American way—and on the other side were false-
hood, evil, and slavery—totalitarianism. Of course, Communist and Nazi
propagandists had their own versions of truth, justice, and freedom. For them the
American vision of Utopia was at best naive and at worst likely to lead to racial
pollution and cultural degradation. The Nazis used propaganda to cultivate ex-
treme fear and hatred of minority groups. In Mein Kampf (1933), Hitler traced
the problems of post-World War I Germany to the Jewish people and other ethnic
or racial minorities. Unlike the American elites, he saw no reason to bother con-
verting or deporting these groups—they were Evil Incarnate and therefore should
be exterminated. Nazi propaganda films, of which director Hippler’s hate-filled
The Eternal Jew is a noted example, used powerful negative imagery to equate
Jews with rats and to associate mental illness with grotesque physical deformity,
whereas positive images were associated with blond, blue-eyed people.

Thus, for the totalitarian propagandist, mass media were a very practical means
of mass manipulation—an effective mechanism for controlling large populations. If
people came to share the views of the propagandist, they were said to be converted:
they abandoned old views and took on those promoted by propaganda. Once consen-
sus was created, elites could then take the actions that it permitted or dictated. They
could carry out the “will of the people,” who have become, in the words of journal-
ism and social critic Todd Gitlin, “cognoscenti of their own bamboozlement” (1991).

Propagandists typically held elitist and paternalistic views about their
audiences. They believed that people needed to be converted for their “own
good”—not just to serve the interest of the propagandist. Propagandists often
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78 Section 2 The Era of Mass Society and Mass Culture

blamed the people for the necessity of engaging in lies and manipulation. They
thought people so irrational, so illiterate, or so inattentive that it was necessary to
coerce, seduce, or trick them into learning bits of misinformation. The propagan-
dists’ argument was simple: If only people were more rational or intelligent,
we could just sit down and explain things to them, person to person. But most
aren’t—especially the ones who need the most help. Most people are children
when it comes to important affairs like politics. How can we expect them to listen
to reason? It’s just not possible. In the post—=World War II United States, for exam-

engineering of ple, this became known as the engineering of consent, a term coined by “the father

consent of modern public relations,” Edward L. Bernays. Sproule quotes Bernays as want-
Official use of ing to expand freedom of press and speech to include the government’s “freedom
communication

to persuade.... Only by mastering the techniques of communication can leadership
be exercised fruitfully in the vast complex that is modern democracy,” because in a
democracy, results “do not just happen” (Sproule, 1997, p. 213).

The propagandist also uses similar reasoning for suppressing opposition mes-
sages: Average people are just too gullible. They will be taken in by the lies and
tricks of others. If opponents are allowed to freely communicate their messages, a
standoff will result in which no one wins. Propagandists are convinced of the
validity of their cause, so they must stop opponents from blocking their actions.
You can test your thinking about the engineering of consent in the box entitled
“Engineering Consent: WMD and the War in Iraq.”

campaigns to
reach “good”
ends

A nation divided over the wisdom of the 20083 inva-
sion of Irag found itself even more torn when, after
months of war and the loss of tens of thousands of
lives, the main justifications for the invasion and
occupation—Irag’s possession of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD)—proved to be false (Powers,
2003). Had the United States been victimized by
poor or inadequate intelligence, or had our leaders
intentionally overestimated the threat in order to
lead us into a conflict they sought for other reasons
(Suskind, 2004; Clarke, 2004; Bamford, 2004)? The
debate raged in homes, at work, on editorial pages,
and in several congressional hearings. Typically,
those who favored the invasion blamed poor intelli-
gence; those who opposed it saw something a bit
less benign at work—the no-holds-barred use of
communication to propagate the belief that our coun-
try was at risk from a madman who possessed WMD
and the expectation that he would use them against
us—in other words, propaganda.

The tone of the debate shifted, however, when
in May 2003 Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul
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Wolfowitz, one of the war’s architects and primary
advocates, told an interviewer for Vanity Fair that
“from the outset, contrary to so many claims from
the White House, Irag’s supposed cache of WMD
had never been the most important casus belli. It
was simply one of several reasons. ‘For bureaucratic
reasons we settled on one issue, weapons of mass
destruction, because it was the one reason everyone
could agree on’” (Black, 2003, p. 1A).

To the war’s opponents, many of whom doubted
the existence of Iragi WMD all along, this admission
was vindication of their opposition to the conflict. It
too closely mirrored Nazi Germany’s second-in-
command Hermann Goering’s recipe for marshaling
public support for conflict:

It is always a simple matter to drag people

along whether it is a democracy, or a fascist dic-
tatorship, or a parliament, or a communist dicta-
torship. Voice or no voice, the people can always
be brought to the bidding of the leaders. This is

easy. All you have to do is tell them they are being

(Continued)
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ENGINEERING CoNSeENT: WMD anp THE WAR IN IRAQ

attacked, and denounce the pacifists for lack of
patriotism and exposing the country to danger. It
works the same in every country. (In Crowther,
2004, p. 12)

But to many of the war’s supporters this was
betrayal. They had believed their government, and
their government had misled them. Michael Getler,
ombudsman for the Washington Post (an early sup-
porter of the invasion), explained, “Almost everything
we were told [by the administration] before the war,
other than Saddam Hussein is bad, has turned
out.... not to be the case: the weapons of mass de-
struction, the imagery of nuclear mushroom clouds,
the links between al-Qaida and Saddam, the wel-
come, the resistance, the costs, the number of
troops needed” (quoted in Rich, 2004, p. 12). More
dramatically, Vanity Fair editor Graydon Carter con-
curred: “All the manufactured justifications for going
to war crumbled on a bloody bone pile of deception
and dissolution” (2004, p. 62).

Still other war supporters argued that the manufac-
tured justifications really didn’t matter. The war was a
good thing—it removed a madman from power, freed
the Iragi people, and would bring democracy to the
Middle East. In other words, they accepted Edward
Bernays’s idea of the need for the government to en-
gineer consent—the “freedom to persuade ... be-
cause in a democracy, results ‘do not just happen’
(quoted in Sproule, 1997, p. 213). They accepted
Lasswell's fatalism, that in our modern society “it is
no longer possible to fuse the waywardness of indivi-
duals in the furnace of the war dance.... A new flame
must burn out the canker of dissent and temper the
steel of bellicose enthusiasm. The name of this new

hammer and anvil of social solidarity is propaganda”
(Lasswell, 1927a, pp. 220-221). Six years after the
invasion, former British Prime Minister Tony Blair ad-
mitted that this was the Allies’ goal all along. He told
the BBC that Saddam Hussein’s presence in the
Middle East was enough of a threat to justify the
war, but “obviously you would have had to use and
deploy different arguments about the nature of the
threat” (in Ritchie, 2009).

What do you think? Do you believe that the gov-
ernment has the right (or obligation) to engineer your
consent, because “in a democracy, results don’t just
happen?” Do you agree with Goering, that use of the
“we’re being threatened” master symbol works the
same in all countries? Do you think that it is appro-
priate for our leaders to propagandize us into the
“furnace of the war dance” and actively suppress
“the canker of dissent”? In a democracy, can dissent
ever be a “canker”? Or do you agree with Canadian
scholar Stanley Cunningham, who argues that gov-
ernment propaganda is always a “disservice” to de-
mocracy because

it plays upon perplexity; it cultivates confusion;

it poses as information and knowledge; it gener-
ates belief systems and tenacious convictions;

it prefers credibility and belief states to knowledge;
it supplies ersatz assurances and certainties; it
skews perceptions; it systematically disregards
superior epistemic values such as truth, under-
standing and knowledge; it discourages reasoning
and a healthy respect for rigor, evidence, and
procedural safeguards; it promotes the easy ac-
ceptance of unexamined belief and supine igno-
rance. (2000, p. 6)

79

PROPAGANDA COMES TO THE UNITED STATES

Americans first began to give serious consideration to the power of propaganda in
the years following World War 1. The war had demonstrated that modern propa-
ganda techniques could be used with startling effectiveness to assemble massive ar-
mies and to maintain civilian morale through long years of warfare. Never before
had so many people been mobilized to fight a war. Never before had so many
died with so little to show for it over such a long period of time and under such
harsh conditions. Earlier wars had been quickly settled by decisive battles. But in
this war, massive armies confronted each other along a front that extended for
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hundreds of miles. From their trenches they bombarded each other and launched
occasional attacks that ended in futility.

Harold Lasswell, a political scientist who developed several early theories of
media, expressed considerable respect for the propaganda efforts marshaled in the
cause of the First World War. He wrote:

When all allowances have been made and all extravagant estimates pared to the bone,
the fact remains that propaganda is one of the most powerful instrumentalities in the
modern world. . . . In the Great Society [modern industrial society] it is no longer pos-
sible to fuse the waywardness of individuals in the furnace of the war dance; a newer
and subtler instrument must weld thousands and even millions of human beings into
one amalgamated mass of hate and will and hope. A new flame must burn out the
canker of dissent and temper the steel of bellicose enthusiasm. The name of this new
hammer and anvil of social solidarity is propaganda. (1927a, pp. 220-221)

Many social researchers in the 1920s and 1930s shared these views. Propa-
ganda was an essential tool that had to be used to effectively manage modern so-
cial orders, especially when they are in deadly competition with other nations that
rely on propaganda to mobilize their masses.

After World War I, the propaganda battle continued, and inevitably it spread
beyond Europe, as nations sought to spread their influence and new political move-
ments attracted members. During the 1920s, radio and movies provided powerful
new media for propaganda messages. Hitler’s rise to power in Germany was accom-
panied by consolidation of his control over all forms of media—beginning with ra-
dio and the film industry and ending with newspapers. In the United States, the
battle lines in the propaganda war were quickly drawn. On one side were the elites
dominating major social institutions and organizations, including the major political
parties, businesses, schools, and universities. On the other side was a broad range of
social movements and small extremist political groups. Many were local variants of
Fascist, Socialist, or Communist groups that in Europe were much larger and more
significant. From the point of view of the old-line elites, these groups were highly
suspect. Foreign subversion was a growing fear. The elites believed the influence of
these movements and groups had to be curbed before they ruined our way of life.

Extremist propagandists, whether foreign-based or domestically grown, found it
increasingly easy to reach and persuade audiences during the 1930s. Only a part of
this success, however, can be directly attributed to the rise of the powerful new me-
dia. In the United States, large newspapers, movies, and radio were controlled mainly
by the existing elites. Extremists were often forced to rely on older media like pamph-
lets, handbills, and political rallies. When the social conditions were right and people
were receptive to propaganda messages, however, even older, smaller media could be
quite effective. And conditions were right. Remember the discussion of gemeinschaft
and gesellschaft from the previous chapter. Mass society theorists and the elites they
supported believed that “average people” were particularly open to demagogic pro-
paganda because those “unfortunates” lived in a rapidly industrializing world char-
acterized by psychological and cultural isolation and the loss of the security once
sustained by traditional, binding, and informal social rules and obligations. As the
economic depression deepened in the 1930s, many people no longer had jobs to pro-
vide an income to support their families and their relationships with others.
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American elites therefore watched with increasing horror as extremist political
groups consolidated their power in Europe and proceeded to establish totalitarian
governments wielding enormous control over vast populations. How could they re-
main complacent when madmen like Hitler’s propaganda chief, Joseph Goebbels,
could openly espouse such antidemocratic ideas as “It would not be impossible to
prove with sufficient repetition and psychological understanding of the people con-
cerned that a square is in fact a circle. What after all are a square and a circle?
They are mere words and words can be molded until they clothe ideas in disguise”
(quoted in Thomson, 1977, p. 111) and “In politics power prevails, not moral
claims of justice” (quoted in Herzstein, 1978, p. 69)? Fear grew that Fascist or
Communist groups could and would come to power in the United States. In several
American universities, researchers began to systematically study both foreign and
domestic propaganda—searching for clues to what made it effective. Support
for this research came from a variety of government agencies and private founda-
tions, most notably military intelligence agencies and the Rockefeller Foundation
(Gary, 1996).

We will review the propaganda theories of three of the most prolific, imagina-
tive, and complex thinkers of their time: Harold Lasswell, Walter Lippmann, and
John Dewey. Given the number of books these men wrote, it is impossible to pro-
vide a complete presentation of their work. Instead, we will highlight some of their
most influential and widely publicized ideas. In nearly every case, these men later
refined or even rejected some of these ideas. Our objective in presenting their theo-
ries is to show how thinking about media evolved during a very critical period in
world history—not to demean these individuals or to denigrate their work.

Most of the propaganda theories that developed during the 1930s were
strongly influenced by two theories: behaviorism and Freudianism. Some combined
both. Before presenting the ideas of the major propaganda theorists, we will first
look at the two theories that often guided their thinking.

BEHAVIORISM

John B. Watson, an animal experimentalist who argued that all human action is
merely a conditioned response to external environmental stimuli, first popularized

behaviorism stimulus-response psychology. Watson’s theory became known as behaviorism in
The notion that  recognition of its narrow focus on isolated human behaviors. Behaviorists rejected
all human action  psychology’s widely held assumption that higher mental processes (that is, con-
is a conditioned  gcjous thought or reflection) ordinarily control human action. In contrast to such

response to ex-
ternal environ-
mental stimuli

“mentalist” views, behaviorists argued that the only purpose served by conscious-
ness was to rationalize behaviors after they are triggered by external stimuli. Beha-
viorists attempted to purge all mentalist terms from their theories and to deal
strictly with observable variables—environmental stimuli on the one hand and be-
haviors on the other. By studying the associations that existed between specific sti-
muli and specific behaviors, behaviorists hoped to discover previously unknown
causes for action. One of the central notions in behaviorism was the idea of condi-
tioning. Behaviorists argued that most human behavior is the result of conditioning
by the external environment. We are conditioned to act in certain ways by positive
and negative stimuli—we act to gain rewards or avoid punishments.
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magic bullet
theory

Idea that propa-
ganda is powerful
enough to pene-
trate most peo-
ple’s defenses and
condition them to
act in ways that
are useful to the

Early mass communication theorists, who saw the media as providing external
stimuli that triggered immediate responses, frequently used behaviorist notions. For
example, these ideas could be applied to the analysis of the Nazi propaganda films
described earlier. The powerful, ugly images presented of Jews or the mentally ill
were expected to trigger negative responses in their German audiences. Repeated
exposure to these images would condition them to have a negative response when-
ever they see or think about Jews. These behaviorist notions were used by some
theorists to develop what has come to be known as magic bullet theory, the idea
that propaganda can be powerful enough to penetrate most people’s defenses and
condition them to act in ways useful to the propagandist. As we shall see, most
propaganda theorists rejected such ideas as too simplistic. There was more to pro-
paganda than conditioning.

propagandist

FREUDIANISM

Freudianism Freudianism, on the other hand, was very different from behaviorism, though
Freud’s notion Sigmund Freud shared Watson’s skepticism concerning people’s ability to exercise
that human

behavior is the
product of the
conflict between
an individual’s
Id, Ego, and
Superego

Ego
In Freudianism,
the rational mind

Id

In Freudianism,
the egocentric
pleasure-seeking
part of the mind

Superego

In Freudianism,
the internalized
set of cultural
rules
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effective conscious or rational control over their actions. Freud spent considerable
time counseling middle-class women who suffered from hysteria. During hysterical
fits, seemingly ordinary individuals would suddenly “break down” and display
uncontrolled and highly emotional behavior. It was not uncommon for quiet and
passive women to “break down” in public places. They would scream, have fits of
crying, or become violent. Often these outbursts occurred at times when the likeli-
hood of embarrassment and trouble for themselves and others was at its highest.
What could be causing this irrational behavior?

To explain hysteria, Freud reasoned that the self that guides action must be
fragmented into conflicting parts. Normally one part, the rational mind, or Ego, is
in control, but sometimes other parts become dominant. Freud speculated that
human action is often the product of another, darker side of the self—the Id. This
is the egocentric pleasure-seeking part of ourselves that the Ego must struggle to
keep under control. The Ego relies on an internalized set of cultural rules (the
Superego) for guidance. Caught between the primitive Id and the overly restrictive
Superego, the Ego fights a losing battle. When the Ego loses control to the Id,
hysteria or worse results. When the Superego becomes dominant and the Id is
completely suppressed, people turn into unemotional, depressed social automatons
who simply do what others demand.

Propaganda theorists used Freudian notions to develop very pessimistic inter-
pretations of media influence. For example, propaganda would be most effective if
it could appeal directly to the Id and short-circuit or bypass the Ego. Alternatively,
if through effective propaganda efforts the cultural rules (the Superego) moved the
self in the direction of the Id, people’s darker impulses would become normal—a
strategy that some propaganda theorists believe was skillfully used by the Nazis.

Behaviorism and Freudianism were combined to create propaganda theories
that viewed the average individual as incapable of rational self-control. These theo-
ries saw people as highly vulnerable to media manipulation using propaganda; me-
dia stimuli and the Id could trigger actions that the Ego and the Superego were
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powerless to stop. Afterward, the Ego merely rationalizes actions that it couldn’t
control and experiences guilt about them. Accordingly, media could have instanta-
neous society-wide influence on even the most educated, thoughtful people.

HAROLD LASSWELL’S PROPAGANDA THEORY

Lasswell’s theory of propaganda blended ideas borrowed from behaviorism and
Freudianism into a particularly pessimistic vision of media and their role in forging
modern social orders. Lasswell was one of the first political scientists to recognize
the usefulness of various psychological theories and to demonstrate how they could
be applied to understanding politics. The power of propaganda was not so much
the result of the substance or appeal of specific messages but, rather, the result of
the vulnerable state of mind of average people. This state of mind can be assessed
using psychological theories. Lasswell argued that economic depression and escalat-
ing political conflict had induced widespread psychosis, and this made most people
susceptible to even crude forms of propaganda. When average people are con-
fronted daily by powerful threats to their personal lives, they turn to propaganda
for reassurance and a way to overcome the threat.

In Lasswell’s view, democracy has a fatal flaw. It seeks to locate truth and
make decisions through openly conducted debates about issues. But if these debates
escalate into verbal or even physical conflict between advocates for different ideas,
then widespread psychosis will result. Spectators to these conflicts will be trauma-
tized by them. According to Floyd Matson (1964, pp. 90-93), Lasswell concluded
that even relatively benign forms of political conflict were inherently pathological.
When conflict escalates to the level it did in Germany during the Depression, an en-
tire nation could become psychologically unbalanced and vulnerable to manipula-
tion. Lasswell argued that the solution was for social researchers to find ways to
“obviate conflict.” This necessitates controlling those forms of political communi-
cation that lead to conflict. In Lasswell’s view, even routine forms of political de-
bate could escalate into conflicts threatening the social order. Matson stated, “In
short, according to Lasswell’s psychopathology of politics, the presumption in any
individual case must be that political action is maladjustive, political participation
is irrational, and political expression is irrelevant” (1964, p. 91). But how do you
maintain a democratic social order if any form of political debate or demonstration
is problematic? Lasswell had an answer to this question: replace public discourse
with democratic propaganda.

Lasswell rejected simplistic behaviorist notions about propaganda effects. Here
is how he described the task of the propagandist in a 1927 article:

The strategy of propaganda, which has been phrased in cultural terms, can readily be
described in the language of stimulus-response. Translated into this vocabulary, which
is especially intelligible to some, the propagandist may be said to be concerned with the
multiplication of those stimuli which are best calculated to evoke the desired responses,
and with the nullification of those stimuli which are likely to instigate the undesired re-
sponses. Putting the same thing into terms of social suggestion, the problem of the pro-
pagandist is to multiply all the suggestions favorable to the attitudes which he wishes
to produce and strengthen, and to restrict all suggestions which are unfavorable to
them. (1927b, p. 620)
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In other words, a few well-targeted messages couldn’t bring down a democratic
social order. He argued that propaganda was more than merely using media to lie
to people in order to gain temporary control over them. People need to be slowly
prepared to accept radically different ideas and actions. Communicators need a
well-developed, long-term campaign strategy (“multiplication of those stimuli”) in
which new ideas and images are carefully introduced and then cultivated. Symbols
must be created, and people must be gradually taught to associate specific emotions
such as love or hate with these symbols. If these cultivation strategies are success-

master (or collec-  ful, they create what Lasswell referred to as master (or collective) symbols

tive) symbols (Lasswell, 1934). Master symbols are associated with strong emotions and possess
Symbols that are the power to stimulate beneficial large-scale mass action if they are used wisely. In
associated with contrast to behaviorist notions, Lasswell’s theory envisioned a long and quite

strong emotions
and possess the
power to stimu-
late large-scale

sophisticated conditioning process. Exposure to one or two extremist messages
would not likely have significant effects. And propaganda messages can be deliv-
ered through many different media, not just radio or newspapers. Lasswell wrote:

mass action The form in which the significant symbols are embodied to reach the public may be
spoken, written, pictorial, or musical, and the number of stimulus carriers is infinite.
If the propagandist identifies himself imaginatively with the life of his subjects in a
particular situation, he is able to explore several channels of approach. Consider, for
a moment, the people who ride the street cars. They may be reached by placards
posted inside the car, by posters on the billboards along the track, by newspapers
which they read, by conversations which they overhear, by leaflets which are openly
or surreptitiously slipped into their hands, by street demonstrations at halting places,
and no doubt by other means. Of these possible occasions there are no end. (1927b,
p. 631)

Lasswell argued that successful social movements gain power by propagating
master symbols over a period of months and years using a variety of media. For
example, the emotions we experience when we see the American flag or hear the
national anthem are not the result of a single previous exposure. Rather, we have
observed the flag and heard the anthem in countless past situations in which a lim-
ited range of emotions were induced and experienced. The flag and the anthem
have acquired emotional meaning because of all these previous experiences. When
we see the flag on television with the anthem in the background, some of these
emotions may be aroused and reinforced. Once established, such master symbols
can be used in many different types of propaganda. In the case of the flag, it is
used continually during political campaigns as a means of suggesting that political
candidates are patriotic and can be trusted to defend the nation.

Lasswell believed that past propagation of most master symbols had been more
or less haphazard. For every successful propagandist, there were hundreds who
failed. Although he respected the cunning way that the Nazis used propaganda, he
was not convinced that they really understood what they were doing. He respected
cial science—based  J0seph Goebbels, the chief Nazi propagandist, because he had a Ph.D., but he re-
clite charged with garded Hitler as a mad genius who relied on intuition to guide his use of propa-
protecting vulner- ~ ganda. When it came to using media, Hitler was an evil artist but not a scientist.
able average peo-  Lasswell proposed combating Hitler with a new science of propaganda. Power to
ple from harmful ~ control delivery of propaganda through the mass media would be placed in the
propaganda hands of a new elite, a scientific technocracy who would pledge to use its

scientific
technocracy
An educated so-
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knowledge for good rather than evil—to save democracy rather than destroy
it. Lasswell and his colleagues developed a term to refer to this strategy for
using propaganda. They called it the “science of democracy” (Smith, 1941). But
could a democratic social order be forged by propaganda? Wouldn’t essential
principles of democracy be sacrificed? Is democracy possible without public
discourse?

In a world where rational political debate is impossible because average
people are prisoners of their own conditioning and psychoses (remember behav-
iorism and Freudianism) and therefore subject to manipulation by propagandists,
Lasswell argued, the only hope for us as a nation rested with social scientists who
could harness the power of propaganda for Good rather than Evil. It is not
surprising, then, that many of the early media researchers took their task very
seriously. They believed that nothing less than the fate of the world lay in
their hands.

Lasswell’s propaganda-for-good was adopted by the Office of War Informa-
tion as its basic strategy during World War II. In the Cold War that followed that
global hot war, using agencies such as the Voice of America, the United States
Information Agency, the Office of International Information and Educational
Exchange, and the State Department, it served as the foundation for numerous
official efforts to counter Communism and spread democracy (Sproule, 1997,
pp. 213-215). Not all of Lasswell’s contemporaries, however, were taken by his
call for elite control of media. Floyd Matson, a severe critic of Lasswell’s theory,
complained that Lasswell’s “contemplative analysis of ‘skill politics and skill revo-
lution’ has disclosed to Lasswell that in our own time the most potent of all skills
is that of propaganda, of symbolic manipulation and myth-making—and hence
that the dominant elite must be the one which possesses or can capture this skill”
(Matson, 1964, p. 87).

WALTER LIPPMANN’S THEORY OF PUBLIC OPINION FORMATION

Throughout the 1930s, many other members of the social elite, especially those at
major universities, shared Lasswell’s vision of a benevolent social science-led tech-
nocracy. They believed that physical science and social science held the keys to
fighting totalitarianism and preserving democracy. As such, Lasswell’s work com-
manded the attention of leading academics and opinion leaders, including one of
the most powerful opinion makers of the time—Walter Lippmann, a nationally
syndicated columnist for the New York Times.

Lippmann shared Lasswell’s skepticism about the ability of average people to
make sense of their social world and to make rational decisions about their actions.
In Public Opinion (1922), he pointed out the discrepancies that necessarily exist
between “the world outside and the pictures in our heads.” Because these discre-
pancies were inevitable, Lippmann doubted that average people could govern them-
selves as classic democratic theory assumed they could. The world of the 1930s
was an especially complex place, and the political forces were very dangerous.
People simply couldn’t learn enough from media to help them understand it all.
Even if journalists took their responsibility seriously, they couldn’t overcome the
psychological and social barriers that prevented average people from developing
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useful pictures in their heads. Political essayist Eric Alterman quoted and summa-
rized Lippmann’s position:

Writing in the early twenties, Lippmann famously compared the average citizen to a
deaf spectator sitting in the back row. He does not know what is happening, why it is
happening, what ought to happen. “He lives in a world he cannot see, does not under-
stand and is unable to direct.” Journalism, with its weakness for sensationalism, made
things worse. Governance was better left to a “specialized class of men” with inside in-
formation. No one expects a steel-worker to understand physics, so why should he be
expected to understand politics? (2008, p. 10)

These ideas raised serious questions about the viability of democracy and the
role of a free press in it. What do you do in a democracy if you can’t trust the people
to cast informed votes? What good is a free press if it is impossible to effectively
transmit enough of the most vital forms of information to the public? What can you
do if people are so traumatized by dealing with everyday problems that they have no
time to think about global issues? The fact that Lippmann made his living working
as a newspaper columnist lent credibility to his pessimism. In advancing these argu-
ments, he directly contradicted the Libertarian assumptions (free speech and free
press; see Chapter 5) that were the intellectual foundation of the U.S. media system.

Like Lasswell, Lippmann believed that propaganda posed such a severe chal-
lenge that drastic changes in our political system were required. The public was
vulnerable to propaganda, so some mechanism or agency was needed to protect
them from it. A benign but enormously potent form of media control was necessary.
Self-censorship by media probably wouldn’t be sufficient. Lippmann shared Lass-
well’s conclusion that the best solution to these problems was to place control of
information gathering and distribution in the hands of a benevolent technocracy—
a scientific elite—who could be trusted to use scientific methods to sort fact from
fiction and make good decisions about who should receive various messages. To
accomplish this, Lippmann proposed the establishment of a quasi-governmental
intelligence bureau that would carefully evaluate information and supply it to other
elites for decision making. This bureau could also determine which information
should be transmitted through the mass media and which information people were
better off not knowing.

REACTION AGAINST EARLY PROPAGANDA THEORY

Lasswell and Lippmann’s propaganda theories seemed to carry the weight of real-
world proof—the globe had been engulfed by a devastating world war, The War
to End All Wars in fact, yet global turmoil continued to rage. These conflicts were
infused with sophisticated and apparently successful propaganda. Yet there was
opposition. One prominent critic of propaganda theory was philosopher John
Dewey. In a series of lectures (Dewey, 1927), he outlined his objections to Lipp-
mann’s views. Throughout his long career, Dewey was a tireless and prolific de-
fender of public education as the most effective means of defending democracy
against totalitarianism. He refused to accept the need for a technocracy that would
use scientific methods to protect people from themselves. Rather, he argued that
people could learn to defend themselves if they were only taught the correct de-
fenses. He asserted that even rudimentary public education could enable people to
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resist propaganda methods. Dewey “took violent issue” with Lippmann’s “trust in
the beneficence of elites.” ““A class of experts,” Dewey argued, ‘is inevitably too re-
moved from common interests as to become a class of private interests and private
knowledge.’... He saw democracy as less about information than conversation. The
media’s job, in Dewey’s conception, was ‘to interest the public in the public inter-
est’” (Alterman, 2008, p. 10).

Dewey’s critics saw him as an idealist who talked a lot about reforming educa-
tion without actually doing much himself to implement concrete reforms (Altschull,
1990, p. 230). Dewey did no better when it came to reforming the media. He ar-
gued that newspapers needed to do more than simply serve as bulletin boards for
information about current happenings. He issued a challenge to journalists to do
more to stimulate public interest in politics and world affairs—to motivate people
to actively seek out information and then talk about it with others. Newspapers
should serve as vehicles for public education and debate. They should focus more
on ideas and philosophy and less on descriptions of isolated actions. They should
teach critical thinking skills and structure public discussion of important issues.
His efforts to found such a publication never got very far, however.

Dewey based his arguments on Pragmatism, a school of philosophical theory
emphasizing the practical function of knowledge as an instrument for adapting to
reality and controlling it. We’ll take a closer look at this theory in Chapter 11.
James Carey (1989, pp. 83-84) contends that Dewey’s ideas have continuing value.
He argues that Dewey anticipated many of the concerns now being raised by cul-
tural studies theories. And as you’ll also read in Chapter 11, Dewey’s belief that
educating people to think critically about media content and how they use it is at
the heart of the media literacy movement and current concerns about public educa-
tion and public discourse.

In one very important respect, Dewey’s ideas about the relationship between
communities and media were quite innovative. Lasswell and Lippmann saw media
as external agencies, as conveyor belts delivering quantities of information to iso-
lated audience members. In Chapter 7 we will consider Lasswell’s classic linear
model of mass communication: who says what to whom through what medium
with what effect. Dewey believed models like this were far too simplistic. They ig-
nored the fact that effective media must be well integrated into the communities
they serve; media are at the center of the complex network of relationships that
define a community. Media should be understood not as external agents but as ser-
vants that facilitate public discussion and debate, as guardians and facilitators of
the public forum in which democratic politics are conducted.

Dewey believed that communities, not isolated individuals, use communication
(and the media of communication) to create and maintain the culture that bonds
and sustains them. When media assume the role of external agents and work to
manipulate the “pictures in people’s heads,” they lose their power to serve as cred-
ible facilitators and guardians of public debate; they become just another competi-
tor for our attention. The potentially productive interdependence between the
community and media is disrupted, and the public forum itself is likely to be de-
stroyed. This argument concerning the disconnection of media from communities
is now of considerable interest (see Chapters 10 and 11) and foreshadows contem-
porary debate over the proper role of media in communities.
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INSTANT ACCESS
Propaganda Theory

Strengths Weaknesses

1. Is first systematic theory of mass 1. Underestimates abilities of average people to
communication evaluate messages

2. Focuses attention on why media might 2. Ignores personal, social, and cultural factors
have powerful effects that limit media effects

3. Identifies personal, social, and cultural 3. Overestimates the speed and range of media
factors that can enhance media’s power to effects

have effects
4. Focuses attention on the use of campaigns
to cultivate symbols

THE INSTITUTE FOR PROPAGANDA ANALYSIS

Should the power of propaganda be used for democratic ends (the Lasswell/Lipp-
mann view), or because propaganda, by its very existence, was antidemocratic,
was education the best way to deal with it (the Dewey view)? The disagreement
over the proper place of propaganda in a democracy was no theoretical exercise.
Social scientists believed the fate of the country, the world in fact, rested on its
outcome.

In 1937, the threat of external propaganda was so great that a group of social
scientists, journalists, and educators founded the Institute for Propaganda Analysis
with the goal of orchestrating a nationwide educational effort to combat its effects.
During the four years of its existence, the institute was quite productive, generating
numerous pamphlets, books, and articles explaining how propaganda works (read
more about propaganda techniques in the box entitled “Applying the Seven Propa-
ganda Techniques”). The institute was successful in developing an antipropaganda
curriculum adopted by high schools and adult education programs across the coun-
try. It was so successful that it came under attack for undermining the effectiveness
of propaganda techniques seen as essential to defending democracy.

In 1941, an opponent and a defender of the institute’s educational efforts faced
off in the pages of Public Opinion Quarterly, a journal that devoted considerable
attention to propaganda during the 1930s and 1940s. Bruce L. Smith questioned
the value of propaganda analysis, that is, education, because he believed it fostered
cynicism that could actually lead most students toward authoritarian views. At the
time he wrote this article, he headed the U.S. Justice Department’s efforts to censor
propaganda and arrest foreign agents who engaged in it. He argued:

Students at first become tremendously interested in the sportive side of launching an
attack on “propaganda devices.” . . . After this first excitement, they tend to become
morally indignant, at least in most cases, about the sheer quantity of fraud and mis-
leading utterance to which they have been exposed all their lives, especially in paid
advertising and in political speeches. At this point they have a tendency to espouse
some program or other of violent censorship and even suppression of those who issue
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“antisocial” propaganda. They demand a Board of Public Opinion Censors, with wide
and confiscatory powers. At this level of opposition to free speech many of them re-
main, even if it is pointed out to them that censorship of anyone who claims to support
democracy is in no way compatible with the traditions and program of the American

people. (Smith, 1941, p. 251)

The Institute of Propaganda Analysis had at its core
the goal of identifying common propaganda techni-
ques and teaching average people about them so
they could defend themselves against the propagan-
dist’s work. The institute regularly sent out informa-
tion fliers and published books to teach people how
to think, rather than what to think.

It identified seven propaganda “tricks of the trade”:

1. Name-calling: By using negative labels and bad
names, propagandists create distrust toward their
subjects. Name-calling is a substitute for arguing
an idea’s merits.

2. Glittering generalities: Typically in the guise of
slogans or simple catchphrases, propagandists
use vague, sweeping statements without offering
supporting evidence.

3. Transfer: Propagandists claim the approval of
some one or thing as theirs, hoping that the pub-
lic’s support for that “authority” will transfer to
them.

4. Testimonial: Propagandists use respected people
to endorse their ideas, hoping that stamp-of-approval
will move the public closer to their goals.

5. Plain folks: The propagandist is always “just a
regular guy or gal, just like you or me,” or “just one
of you,” or “just a simple working stiff.” The public
can trust this humble soul because his or her
ideas are “of the people.”

6. Bandwagon: Propagandists claim widespread
support, appealing to people’s desire to be on the
winning side. They offer no evidence or even lie
about the level of support they claim their idea
enjoys.

7. Card-stacking: Propagandists make the best
case possible for their side and the worst case pos-
sible for any alternatives; they “stack the cards”
against the public reaching an informed decision.

Your turn. Take these seven techniques and apply
them to a controversial contemporary issue that

interests you (e.g., gun control, reproductive choice,
health care reform, media deregulation, immigration re-
form). Take a position in the debate and analyze the
appeals of the side with which you disagree (that’s pro-
paganda, of course). Then subject your side’s appeals
to the same analysis. What do you find? Or you can
choose an identifiable public personality who speaks
strongly or regularly on public issues (a politician or me-
dia personality, for example). Apply the same steps.

A trio of mass communication researchers at
Indiana University did just this. Mike Conway, Maria
Elizabeth Grabe, and Kevin Grieves (2007) used the
Institute of Propaganda Analysis’s seven techniques
to analyze 115 episodes (six months’ worth) of “Talking
Points Memo,” the editorial portion of the television
program The O’Reilly Factor. You can see the research
itself at http://journalism.indiana.edu/papers/oreilly.
html. These researchers chose the Fox Cable News
show for their study for three reasons. First, host Bill
O’Reilly labels his program the “No Spin Zone,” and
they wanted to test that assertion. Second, a 2005
Annenberg Public Policy Center survey found that
40 percent of American adults consider O’Reilly a jour-
nalist (compared, for example, to 30 percent who see
Bob Woodward of the Washington Post and Water-
gate fame as a journalist). They thought it interesting
that a “journalist” might utilize propaganda techniques.
Third, O’Reilly is one of the most powerful voices in the
media today, so he was worthy of study.

In brief, the researchers discovered that O’Reilly
employed six of the seven tricks of the trade nearly
thirteen times in each minute of his editorials. For exam-
ple, he calls some person or group a bad name every
6.8 seconds. Watch an episode or two of this program
to see if this analysis makes sense to you. Can you
argue that one person’s propaganda is another’s
truth? Compare the Indiana University results to the
results of your own study. What conclusions can you
draw about the seven techniques? About using them
to search for the presence of propaganda?

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.


http://journalism.indiana.edu/papers/oreilly

920 Section 2 The Era of Mass Society and Mass Culture

Smith was cynical in his assessment of the ability of ordinary students to learn
how to deal with propaganda on a day-to-day basis. Only a few could be expected
to be “far-sighted” and able to develop the “intellectual vitality” to “undertake the
lifelong burden of preserving free speech.” His argument was that the burden
would prove to be so heavy that those who carried it would demand censorship
rather than education as the solution to combating propaganda. Smith saw the
American social order as inherently, and properly, elitist—a democracy of the few
because the many had little ability to participate effectively. Average people must
necessarily be governed by a paternalistic elite. But if education wouldn’t work,
then what was the alternative? According to Smith (1941, p. 252), “The teacher,
therefore, needs to look ahead. To be sure, democracy demands that we constantly
and vigorously practice propaganda analysis (education). But we must also look
beyond it to the establishment of a ‘science of democracy,” of which propaganda
analysis is but one indispensable part.”

But what was the “science of democracy” and how would it be superior to
propaganda analysis’s educational approach? Smith explained:

1

Students frightened by their recent discovery of the gullibility and irrationality of the
great mass of mankind cannot be expected to retain much faith in the value of social
control by democratic discussion. To preserve and develop this faith, it is necessary to
encourage them to analyze and appraise the potency of such common mechanisms of
wishful thinking as regression, rationalization, repression, projection, sadism, and mas-
ochism. It is not necessary, however, to clutter up their vocabularies with a great num-
ber of terms like these in order to put over the essential points. What is needed is a
concise, structuralized picture of individual human motives, comparable with the struc-
turalized picture of society already drawn. (Smith, 1941, p. 258)

What Smith was proposing was a form of “democratic propaganda” that
could be used to combat the cynicism generated by propaganda analysis. Students
who suddenly realized just how gullible they and others were and how systemati-
cally they were being manipulated had to be reassured that there were elite experts
who understood this phenomenon and had developed concepts to deal with it. But
since these concepts were too hard and too complicated to explain, they needed to
be simplified into a “concise, structuralized picture” that didn’t “clutter up the vo-
cabularies with a great number of terms.” In other words, they needed to be sub-
jected to “good” propaganda; in Bernays’s terms, they needed to have their consent
engineered.

Clyde Miller, an education professor at Columbia University and secretary for
the Institute for Propaganda Analysis, found Smith’s call for good or democratic
propaganda unpersuasive:

In propaganda analysis the Institute has been emphasizing an objective, scientific ap-
proach to controversial issues and, as an integral part of that approach, has been trying
to build—to use Mr. Smith’s phrase—“a vigorous faith in the values and ultimate tri-
umph of democratic practice.” Mr. Smith states that many teachers have been making
early attempts to build “propaganda resistance” among their students. True. It is not
propaganda resistance, however valuable as that may be at times in dealing with anti-
democratic propagandas, which is stressed in the educational program of the Institute
for Propaganda Analysis; it is understanding of why and how propaganda works—
how it relates to our fears and hopes, our hates and loves, our mental and emotional
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conditioning, our basic needs. . . . As Secretary of the Institute for Propaganda Analy-
sis, I can assure Mr. Smith that I have not heard of any students demanding authori-
tarianism as a means of dealing with propaganda, but I do know for a fact that the
educational program has caused many thousands of teachers and students to have a
surer faith in the present and ultimate values of the scientific method and democratic
practices. (Miller, 1941, pp. 657-659)

Miller also defended the effectiveness of the Institute’s efforts to combat Fas-
cism, racism, and class hatred. He shared many of Smith’s views about why propa-
ganda is effective, but he remained convinced that propaganda could best be
defeated by teaching students to understand how propaganda works—not by using
democratic propaganda to oppose bad or undemocratic propaganda:

In the task of combating the unscientific theories of racism, which Hitler and Goebbels
have utilized so effectively to create class hatreds, the Institute may be doing its best
work. No student, once he has gone through the recommended educational program of
the Institute, is likely to succumb to propaganda causing him to hate Jews as Jews and
Negroes as Negroes. This approach does immunize students against propagandas incit-
ing to hatred based on racial and religious differences. The process of scientific analysis
in combination with a faith which holds fast to the values of democracy is the most
powerful instrument for combating the wave of Ku Klux Klanism that is developing
rapidly as a result of war tensions. (Miller, 1941, p. 664)

Who won this debate? Did Miller manage to persuade other elites that educa-
tion was the best strategy for dealing with propaganda, or did Smith’s views win
out? About the time that Miller’s article appeared, the Institute for Propaganda
Analysis published a newsletter entitled “We Say Au Revoir.” It announced that it
had been persuaded that for the good of the war effort, it should cease all activi-
ties. You will read much about these “democratic propaganda” campaigns such as
the Why We Fight films in later chapters. And even when World War II ended and
other wars—the Korean and the Cold—began, the Institute for Propaganda Analy-
sis never reopened, and John Dewey’s calls for education were similarly marginal-
ized. The task of defending democracy was handed over to Lasswell and his
colleagues. The “science of democracy” ushered in an era of propaganda-for-good,
or democratic propaganda.

MODERN PROPAGANDA THEORY

Consider the Hippler and Sproule characterizations of propaganda from earlier in
this chapter: simplify a complex issue and repeat that simplification; use covert,
massively orchestrated communication; and use tricky language to discourage re-
flective thought. Some contemporary critical theorists argue that propaganda con-
forming to these rules is alive and well today and that it is practiced with a
stealth, sophistication, and effectiveness unparalleled in history. They point to a
number of “natural beliefs” that have been so well propagandized that meaningful
public discourse about them has become difficult if not impossible. Political dis-
course and advertising are frequent areas of modern propaganda study, and the
central argument of this modern propaganda theory is that powerful elites so thor-
oughly control the mass media and their content that they have little trouble im-
posing their Truth on the culture.
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Close your eyes and think welfare. Did you envision large corporations accept-
ing government handouts, special tax breaks for businesses, companies building
ships and planes that the military does not want? Or did you picture a single
mother, a woman of color, cheating the taxpayers so she can stay home and watch
Jerry Springer? This narrowing of public discourse and debate is examined in
works such as historian Herb Schiller’s Culture, Inc.: The Corporate Takeover of
Public Expression (1989); communication theorist Robert McChesney’s Corporate
Media and the Threat to Democracy (1997) and The Problem of the Media (2004);
mass communication researchers Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Paul Waldman’s The
Press Effect (2003); and linguist Noam Chomsky’s American Power and the New
Mandarins (1969), Deterring Democracy (1991), and with Edward S. Herman,
Manufacturing Consent (Herman and Chomsky, 1988). All offer a common per-
spective. In Jamieson and Waldman’s words, it is, “‘Facts’ can be difficult to dis-
cern and relate to the public, particularly in a context in which the news is driven
by politicians and other interested parties who selectively offer some pieces of in-
formation while suppressing others” (xiii).

Take one such “interested party,” advertisers and their advertising, as an ex-
ample. Different ads may tout one product over another, but all presume the logic
and rightness of consumption and capitalism. Our need for “more stuff” is rarely
questioned: the connection between wealth/consumption and success/acceptance is
never challenged; and concern about damage to the environment caused by, first,
the manufacture of products and second, their disposal, is excluded from the de-
bate. The point is not that consumption and capitalism are innately bad, but that
as in all successful propaganda efforts, the alternatives are rarely considered.
When alternatives are considered, those who raise them are viewed as out of the
mainstream or peculiar. By extension, this failure to consider alternatives benefits
those same economic elites most responsible for limiting that consideration and re-
flection. Sproule has written thoughtfully and persuasively on advertising as propa-
ganda in Channels of Propaganda (1994) and Propaganda and Democracy: The
American Experience of Media and Mass Persuasion (1997).

This current reconsideration of propaganda theory comes primarily from criti-
cal theorists and, as a result, its orientation tends to be from the political Left
(Chapter 2). For example, economist and media analyst Edward S. Herman identi-
fied five filters that ensure the “multi-leveled capability of powerful business and
government entities and collectives (for example, the Business Roundtable; U.S.
Chamber of Commerce; industry lobbies and front groups) to exert power over
the flow of information” (1996, p. 117). These filters enable powerful business
and government elites “to mobilize an elite consensus, to give the appearance of
democratic consent, and to create enough confusion, misunderstanding, and apathy
in the general population to allow elite programs to go forward” (p. 118). The first
two of Herman’s elite-supporting filters are ownership and advertising, which
“have made bottom line considerations more controlling. . . . The professional au-
tonomy of journalists has been reduced” (p. 124). The next two are sourcing and
flack, increasingly effective because “a reduction in the resources devoted to jour-
nalism means that those who subsidize the media by providing sources for copy
gain greater leverage” (p. 125). Here he is specifically speaking of the power of
corporate and government public relations. Finally, the fifth filter motivating media
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toward propagandists’ support of the status quo is the media’s “belief in the ‘mira-
cle of the market.” There is now an almost religious faith in the market, at least
among the elite, so that regardless of the evidence, markets are assumed benevolent
and non-market mechanisms are suspect” (p. 125). These themes, as you will see in
Chapters 8 and 11, accurately mirror many of the core assumptions of critical cul-
tural theory.

Behaviorists Richard Laitinen and Richard Rakos (1997) offer another critical
view of contemporary propaganda. They argue that modern propaganda—in their
definition, “the control of behavior by media manipulation” (p. 237)—is facilitated
by three factors: an audience “that is enmeshed and engulfed in a harried lifestyle,
less well-informed, and less politically involved, . . . the use of sophisticated polling
and survey procedures, whose results are used by the propagandists to increase
their influence, . . . [and] the incorporation of media companies into megaconglo-
merates” (pp. 238-239). These factors combine to put untold influence in the
hands of powerful business and governmental elites without the public’s awareness.
Laitinen and Rakos wrote:

In contemporary democracies, the absence of oppressive government control of infor-
mation is typically considered a fundamental characteristic of a “free society.” How-
ever, the lack of aversive control does not mean that information is “free” of
controlling functions. On the contrary, current mechanisms of influence, through direct
economic and indirect political contingencies, pose an even greater threat to behavioral
diversity than do historically tyrannical forms. Information today is more systematic,
continuous, consistent, unobtrusive, and ultimately powerful. (1997, p. 237)

There is also renewed interest in propaganda theory from the political Right.
This conservative interest in propaganda takes the form of a critique of liberal me-
dia bias (see, for example, Coulter, 2002, 2006; Goldberg, 2002, 2003, 2009;
Morris and McGann, 2008). Other than surveys indicating that a majority of jour-
nalists vote Democratic, there is little serious scholarship behind this assertion. In
fact, what research there is tends to negate the liberal media bias thesis, as the large
majority of media outlet managers and owners tend to vote Republican, the major-
ity of the country’s syndicated newspaper columnists write with a conservative
bent, and the majority of “newsmakers” on network and cable public affairs talk
shows are politically right-of-center (Alterman, 2003). McChesney commented:

The fundamental error in the conservative notion of the “liberal” media [is] it posits
that editors and journalists have almost complete control over what goes into

news. . . . In conservative “analysis,” the institutional factors of corporate ownership,
profit-motivation, and advertising support have no effect on media content. . . . The
notion that journalism can regularly produce a product that violates the fundamental
interests of media owners and advertisers and do so with impunity simply has no evi-
dence behind it. (1997, p. 60)

LIBERTARIANISM REBORN

By the end of the 1930s, pessimism about the future of democracy was widespread.
Most members of the old-line elites were convinced that totalitarianism couldn’t be
stopped. They pointed to theories like those of Lasswell and Lippmann as proof
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that average people could not be trusted. The only hope for the future lay with

technocracy and science.

In the next chapter, we will trace the development of theories that arose in op-
position to these technocratic views. Advocates of these emerging ideas didn’t base

Libertarianism

A normative the-
ory that sees peo-
ple as good and
rational and able
to judge good
ideas from bad

that are still widely held.

SUMMARY

The first half of the twentieth century was a
highly traumatic period in which the basic prin-
ciples of democracy were tested. The power of
mass media was demonstrated by totalitarian
propagandists who used media to convert mil-
lions to their ideas. Though Nazi and Communist
propagandists wielded media with apparent ef-
fectiveness, the basis for their power over mass
audiences was not well understood. Early theor-
ists combined Freudianism and behaviorism to
argue that propaganda messages were like magic
bullets easily and instantly penetrating even the
strongest defenses. No one was safe from their
power to convert. Later theorists like Harold
Lasswell held that propaganda typically influ-
enced people in slow and subtle ways. It created
new master symbols that could be used to induce
new forms of thought and action. Both magic
bullet and Lasswell’s theories assumed that me-
dia could operate as external agents and be used
as tools to manipulate essentially passive mass
audiences. Also believing in the propaganda
power of mass media was columnist Walter Lipp-
mann, whose skepticism at the self-governance
abilities of average people and distrust of lazy
media professionals brought him to the conclu-
sion that the inevitably incomplete and inaccu-
rate “pictures in people’s heads” posed a threat
to democracy.
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their views of media on social science; rather, they wanted to revive older notions
of democracy and media. If modern democracy was being threatened, then maybe
the threat was the result of having strayed too far from old values and ideals. Per-
haps these could be restored and modern social institutions could somehow be pu-
rified and renewed. Theorists sought to make the Libertarianism of the Founding
Fathers once again relevant to democracy. In doing so, they created views of media

There was disagreement among propaganda
theorists on how to deal with its threat to “our
way of life.” Advocates of a “science of democ-
racy” thought the best way to protect average
people from bad (antidemocratic) propaganda
was to use good (democratic) propaganda. A sci-
entific technocracy could be developed to ensure
the dissemination of good propaganda. Others,
despite their fear of propaganda, believed that
propaganda analysis, like that undertaken at the
Institute for Propaganda Analysis, was the only
truly democratic way to deal with propaganda.
That is, rather than use “good” propaganda,
teach average people how propaganda operates
so they can defend themselves against it. John
Dewey’s solution to propaganda’s threat relied
on traditional notions of democracy. Because
people were in fact good and rational, the
counter to propaganda was not control of media
by a technocratic elite, but more education of the
public.

Contemporary propaganda theory, centered
in critical theory, argues that public discourse is
shaped and limited by powerful elites to serve
their own ends. Advertising’s underlying theme
that consumption and capitalism are beneficial
is another area of interest to propaganda
theorists.
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Critical Thinking Questions

1. This chapter spent a good deal of time on the

does he mean by this? Can you relate this

debate over the proper role of propaganda in
a democracy. Where do you stand? Should
those who “know better” use powerful pro-
paganda techniques for the public good, or is
propaganda inherently antidemocratic?
Reread the box concerning engineering of
consent and the invasion of Iraq. Can you
identify those who take the Lasswell/
Lippmann view and those who might favor
Dewey and the Institute of Propaganda
Analysis’s perspective?

. Founding Father Benjamin Franklin said that
Americans who would exchange a bit of
freedom in order to secure a bit of security
deserve neither freedom nor security. What

sentiment to the debate over the role of
propaganda in a democracy? Where would
Franklin have stood on the issue?

. Can the traditional news media ever be truly

“liberal,” given their corporate ownership?
Doesn’t the now widely accepted view that
the media failed the country in the run-up to
the invasion of Iraq prove that they are
anything but liberal? Why or why not? What
about the media’s failure to detect the
looming financial crisis that nearly brought
down the global economy? Wouldn’t a
media with an anti-corporate bias—that is, a
liberal media—been more vigilant?

Key Terms

muckraker
propaganda

white propaganda
disinformation

black propaganda

gray propaganda
engineering of consent
behaviorism

magic bullet theory

Freudianism

Ego scientific technocracy
Superego Pragmatism
Id Libertarianism

master (or collective)
symbols
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NoRMATIVE THEORIES OF Mass
COMMUNICATION

CHAPTER

At around half past nine on the morning of April 16, 2007, a deranged young man
gunned down two students in a dormitory at Virginia Tech University. He would
later that day use his automatic weapons to kill thirty more people on that idyllic
campus. Between the two attacks, however, the shooter took the time to mail a
package to NBC News. Arriving at the broadcast network’s New York headquar-
ters at eleven in the morning two days later, the parcel included a twenty-
five-minute self-made videotape and forty-three photographs. Accompanying these
visuals, all featuring the angry, gun- and knife-wielding murderer, was a twenty-
three-page manifesto. The network debated what to do with this material. By six
o’clock that night, the regularly scheduled start of its evening national news pro-
gram, NBC’s news professionals had made their decision. That night’s coverage of
the rampage included two minutes of video, seven photographs, and thirty-seven
sentences from the written screed. “We hit the brake pedal,” said NBC News pres-
ident Steve Capus. Brian Williams, anchor of the NBC Nightly News, admitted
that his own family could not watch the repeatedly shown images. But he added,
“However uncomfortable it is, it proves this was journalism. This was news and a
material advance in the story.” Not only was it “journalism,” offered Capus, but in
showing restraint in the airing of the images, writings, and video of the murder,
NBC practiced “good journalism” (NBC President, 2007). The airing was proper,
said NBC’s Capus, “The news-value question is long gone. Every journalist is
united on this” (in Gizbert, 2007).

Not every journalist. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) did not
air any of the NBC footage. CBC news chief Tony Burman explained:

[NBC’s] handling of these tapes was a mistake. As I watched last night, sickened as
I'm sure most viewers were, I imagined what kind of impact this broadcast would
have on similarly deranged people. In horrific but real ways, this is their 15 seconds
of fame. I had this awful and sad feeling that there were parents watching these
excerpts on NBC who were unaware that they will lose their children in some future
copycat killing triggered by these broadcasts. (in Gizbert, 2007)

96
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Media critic Todd Gitlin was likewise saddened by NBC’s coverage. He wrote
that killers like the Virginia Tech gunman are “endlessly bitter men” who “turn
themselves into walking arsenals.” Gitlin continued:

They turn themselves into broadcasters as well. These killers are in the communication
business. They will send messages to prove that they are not, after all, tiny. They claim
recognition as giants, virulent in their potency. They are going to force the whole
world to suffer their purported greatness. And the means toward this end are double:
The killers are going to kill whomever they please, and they are going to make the rest
of the world know it.

Having left behind a record of depravity, the killer is then going to exit. He will
vanish into an eternity of fame. As his markers, he will leave corpses behind. He will
be unforgettable—not only a killer, but a great killer. And in a world saturated with
media, a great killer must also be a famous killer. Notoriety is immortality. So to com-
plete his glorious task, he turns to his accomplices—the media.... The broadcasters do
not share the killer’s purpose, exactly, but they serve it. (Gitlin, 2007)

How did the broadcasters “serve” the killer’s purpose? On the day of the shoot-
ing, both CBS and NBC News sent their best-known personalities, their prime-time
anchors, to the campus for “live reporting,” guaranteeing increased viewership. To
heighten the drama, all news networks—broadcast and cable—repeatedly used on-
screen graphics declaring the senseless murders a “massacre” and a “bloodbath.”
“This story didn’t need any sensationalism,” said ABC News senior vice president
Paul Slavin, “but people are always looking for that extra rating point” (in Gross-
man, 2007, p. 15).

How would you balance “that extra rating point” against the very real possi-
bility of a copycat killer? After all, the Virginia Tech gunman gave credit in the
video he mailed to NBC to the Columbine High School killers as his “comrades in
rejection.”

Modern media-saturated society is rife with conflicts such as this. They may
appear to be less dramatic, but given the central role our media system plays in
the conduct of our lives and the maintenance of our democracy, their resolution is
no less significant. Here is a recent sampling. The Kaiser Family Foundation issued
a report entitled Food for Thought: Television Food Advertising to Children in the
United States, identifying snack and fast-food advertising as a major contributor to
childhood obesity and calling for restrictions on this type of marketing (Kaiser,
2007). Pediatricians, teachers, parents, and politicians quickly took up the cause,
but better parental supervision would obviate the need for government intrusion,
said marketers.

A battle also erupted between journalists calling for investigations into the
mistreatment of detainees during the “War on Terror” and those who thought it
unwise. The Atlantic’s Andrew Sullivan insisted that as the voice of the people,
the media had an obligation to investigate the “pre-eminent moral question in
American politics,” the “question of torture—and the United States’ embrace of
inhumanity as a core American value” (2009). Salon’s Glenn Greenwald com-
mented on what he saw as the media’s failure: “It should be emphasized that
yet again, it is not the Congress or the establishment media which is uncovering
these abuses and forcing disclosure of government misconduct. Rather, it is the
ACLU [and] other human rights organizations that has had to fill the void left
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by those failed institutions” (2009b). But syndicated columnist Peggy Noonan
countered, telling ABC News, “Some things in life need to be mysterious. Some-
times you need to just keep walking” (in Alterman, 2009a, p. 10), and Chuck
Todd, Chief White House Correspondent and political director for NBC News,
called investigations into the torture and death of hundreds of detainees little
more than “cable catnip” (in Kapur, 2009). There was even controversy over
many outlets’ refusal to use the word torture when describing methods used by
American interrogators that when used by foreign countries they readily labeled
as such (Drum, 2009).

In 2009, Congress and the public demanded to know why the media had
missed the looming financial crisis that devastated the world economy. Many ac-
cused the media, enthralled by powerful CEOs and their companies’ advertising
dollars, of abetting the disaster (Starkman, 2009). Financial reporters countered,
“No one knew; they lied to us; we’re only as good as our sources” (Mitchell,
2009, p. 16).

The New York Times kept secret for eight months the abduction in Afghani-
stan of its reporter David Rohde, enlisting forty other news organizations in the
news blackout. After Rohde escaped, “a major debate ignited in and out of the
journalism community about how responsible the coordinated secret had been.
Was sitting on a story for so long mainly because a colleague was involved a
breach of journalistic ethics” (Strupp, 2009, p. 6)?

Here’s another controversial issue. The Associated Press distributed a horrify-
ing photograph of a Marine in Afghanistan, badly wounded and dying. Several
papers ran the image; Americans must see the real cost of war, they reasoned.
They were attacked as unpatriotic. Just as many outlets refused to use the photo-
graph, agreeing with Defense Secretary Robert Gates that publishing the image
was disrespectful and compassionless (McMichael, 2009). They were attacked as
Pentagon apologists.

Two more examples: The Washington Post announced “salons” where, for a
fee, “stakeholders” in the critical topics of the day could engage in “news-driven
and off-the-record conversation” with its reporters (Wasserman, 2009), and a
Columbia, South Carolina, newspaper, The State, revealed that it had been holding
e-mail messages sent between Governor Mark Sanford and his Argentinean lover
for six months before the adulterous affair was ultimately revealed (Arango and
Stelter, 2009).

Despite seemingly well-reasoned journalistic explanations for each of these
actions, each was met with fierce challenge. These controversies are not easily
resolved, and perhaps they should not be. Each houses the conflict between our
basic belief in freedom of press and expression and our desire to build a humane,
meaningful society in which all people can live safely and with dignity.

As we saw in Chapter 3, this conflict is not new, nor is the question of
whose values should prevail in its resolution. This is precisely why we value our
First Freedom: it protects (or should protect) the resolving debate. As we saw in
Chapter 4, in the first half of the twentieth century many people inside and outside
the media industries were so mistrustful of the people and the press that curtail-
ment of our freedom of press and expression had significant support among many
elites. Who could blame them?
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OVERVIEW

During the era of yellow journalism, most media professionals cared very little for
the niceties of accuracy, objectivity, and public sensitivities. But in the first decades
of the twentieth century, a crusade began among some media industry people and
various social elites to clean up the media and make them more respectable and
credible. The watchword of this crusade was professionalism, and its goal was
elimination of shoddy and irresponsible content.

Some sort of theory was needed to guide this task of media reform. The goal of
this theory would be to answer questions such as these:

¢ Should media do something more than merely distribute whatever content will
earn them the greatest profits in the shortest time?

e Are there some essential public services that media should provide even if no
immediate profits can be earned?

¢ Should media become involved in identifying and solving social problems?

e Is it necessary or advisable that media serve as watchdogs and protect consu-
mers against business fraud and corrupt bureaucrats?

e What should we expect media to do for us in times of crisis?

These broad questions about the role of media are linked to issues concerning
the day-to-day operation of media. How should media management and produc-
tion jobs be structured? What moral and ethical standards should guide media
professionals? Do they have any obligation beyond personal and professional
self-interest? Exactly what constitutes being a journalist? Are there any circum-
stances when it is appropriate or even necessary to invade people’s privacy or risk
ruining their reputations? If someone threatens to commit suicide in front of a tele-
vision camera, what should a reporter do—get it on tape or try to stop it? Should a
newspaper print a story about unethical business practices even if the company in-
volved is one of its biggest advertisers? Should television networks broadcast a
highly rated program even if it routinely contains high levels of violence?

Answers to questions like these are found in normative theory—a type of the-
ory that describes an ideal way for a media system to be structured and operated.
Normative theories are different from most of the theories we will study in this
book. They don’t describe things as they are, nor do they provide scientific expla-
nations or predictions. Instead, they describe the way things should be if some ideal
values or principles are to be realized. Normative theories come from many
sources. Sometimes media practitioners themselves develop them. Sometimes social
critics or academics do. Most normative theories develop over time and contain
elements drawn from previous theories. This is especially true of the normative the-
ory that currently guides mass media in the United States: It is a synthesis of ideas
developed over the past three centuries.

This chapter examines a variety of normative theories of media, including some
that are questionable or even objectionable. We proceed from earlier forms of nor-
mative theory to more recent examples. Our attention is on the normative theory
that is predominantly used to guide and legitimize most media operation in the
United States: social responsibility theory. For a long time the debate about norma-
tive theory was muted in the United States. Social responsibility theory seemingly
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provided such an ideal standard for media that further debate was considered
unnecessary. But the past thirty years have seen unprecedented growth and
consolidation of control in the media industries, and as a result, gigantic con-
glomerates—conceivably more committed to the bottom line than to social
responsibility—dominate the production and distribution of media content. In addi-
tion, the Internet has greatly expanded the number and variety of “media outlets,”
all with varying commitments to traditional standards of social responsibility.

In this chapter, we will assess why social responsibility theory has had endur-
ing appeal for American media practitioners. We contrast it with theories popular
in other parts of the world. Then we speculate about its future, as its assumptions
are regularly challenged by an ever-evolving media landscape and new relationships
between content creators and providers and their audiences. As new industries
based on new media technologies emerge, will social responsibility theory continue
to guide them or will alternatives develop? Social responsibility theory is suited to a
particular era of national development and to specific types of media. As the media
industries change, this guiding theory might very well have to be substantially re-
vised or replaced.

Take a few minutes now, before you read the remainder of this chapter, to
think about your views concerning the role of media for yourself, your community,
your state, your nation, and your world. What are the most important things that
media should and shouldn’t do? What standards of behavior should media practi-
tioners follow as they perform these tasks? Just what makes someone a “journal-
ist”? Is it permissible to do beneficial things but use questionable or unethical
practices? For example, should reporters deliberately lie or engage in burglary to
expose corrupt business practices? What about using a hidden camera to catch a
corrupt politician taking a bribe? What about the high percentage of entertainment
programming on television? Should there be less entertainment and more content
that informs and educates? Should reporters unquestioningly accept and pass on
official government statements about controversial matters? Should radio stations
broadcast rap music containing lyrics that many listeners consider ugly and de-
meaning? If you were at NBC News when the parcel arrived from the Virginia
lief in Libertar- Tech shooter, what would you have done with the materials? Would you have
ianism’s faith in 2 @dded other variables, beyond ratings and the possibility of a copycat, to your
good and rational ~ decision-making equation? Might you have considered the public’s right to know?
public and totally ~ The feelings of the victims’ families? The obligation of journalism to encourage
unregulated public discourse, in this case of gun control or mental health care in the United
media States? Knowingly or not, your decisions would be based in normative theory.

radical
Libertarianism
The absolute be-

THE ORIGIN OF NORMATIVE THEORIES OF MEDIA

First Amendment
absolutists
Those who be-

lieve in the strict-

Since the beginning of the last century, the role of mass media in American society,
as we’ve already seen, has been hotly debated. Sharply conflicting views have been
expressed. At one extreme are people who argue for radical Libertarian ideals.
est sense that They believe that there should be no laws governing media operations. They are
media should be ~ First Amendment absolutists, who take the notion of “free press” quite literally to
completely mean that all forms of media must be totally unregulated. These people accept as
unregulated gospel that the First Amendment dictate—*“Congress shall make no law
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abridging the freedom of speech or of the press”—means exactly what it says. As
Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black succinctly stated, “No law means no law.”

At the other extreme are people who believe in direct regulation of media,
most often by a government agency or commission. These include advocates of
technocratic control, people like Harold Lasswell and Walter Lippmann. They
argue that media practitioners can’t be trusted to communicate responsibly or to
use media effectively to serve vital public needs—especially during times of war or
social upheaval. Some sort of oversight or control is necessary to ensure that im-
portant public needs are satisfied. In some cases, this may mean providing provoc-
ative information; in others, withholding such information.

As we saw in Chapter 4, advocates of control based their arguments on propa-
ganda theories. The threat posed by propaganda was so great that they believed
information gathering and transmission had to be placed under the control of wise
people—technocrats who could be trusted to act in the public interest. These tech-
nocrats would be highly trained and have professional values and skills that
guaranteed that media content would serve socially valuable purposes—for exam-
ple, stopping the spread of terrorism or informing people about natural disasters
or a disease like AIDS.

Other proponents of regulation based their views on mass society theory
(Chapter 3). They were troubled by the power of media content to undermine high
culture with trivial forms of entertainment. Their complaints often centered on the
way that sex and violence were presented by media. These regulation proponents
also objected to the trivialization of what they consider important moral values.

Thus, both propaganda and mass society theories can be used to lobby for me-
dia regulation. Both perspectives view media as powerful, subversive forces that
must be brought under the control of wise people, those who can be trusted to act
in the public interest. But who should be trusted to censor media? Social scientists?
Religious leaders? The military? The police? Congress? The Federal Communications
Commission? Although many powerful people believed in the necessity of controlling
media, they couldn’t reach consensus about who should do it. Media practitioners
were able to negotiate compromises by pointing out the dangers of regulation and
by offering to engage in self-regulation—to become more socially responsible.

Advocates of regulation were opposed by people who favored various forms of
Libertarianism. Eventually, social responsibility theory emerged from this debate. It
represents a compromise between views favoring government control of media and
those favoring total press freedom. This didn’t satisfy everyone, but it did have
broad appeal, especially within the media industries. Even today, most mainstream
media practitioners use some variant of social responsibility theory to justify their
actions. To fully understand social responsibility theory, we must review the ideas
and events that led to its development.

THE ORIGIN OF LIBERTARIAN THOUGHT

Modern Libertarian thought can be traced back to sixteenth-century Europe—an era
when feudal aristocracies exercised arbitrary power over the lives of most people.
This era was also rocked by major social upheaval. International trade and urbaniza-
tion undermined the power of these rural aristocracies and several social and
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authoritarian
theory
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control of a gov-
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self-righting
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Milton’s idea that
in a fair debate,
good and truthful
arguments will
win out over lies
and deceit
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political movements sprang up, most notably the Protestant Reformation that de-
manded greater freedom for individuals over their own lives and thoughts (Altschull,
1990).

Libertarian theory arose in opposition to authoritarian theory—an idea that
placed all forms of communication under the control of a governing elite or authori-
ties (Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm, 1956). Authorities justified their control as a
means to protect and preserve a divinely ordained social order. In most countries,
this control rested in the hands of a king, who in turn granted royal charters or li-
censes to media practitioners. These practitioners could be jailed for violating their
charters, and charters or licenses could be revoked. Censorship of all types, therefore,
was easily possible. Authoritarian control tended to be exercised in arbitrary, erratic
ways. Sometimes considerable freedom might exist to publicize minority viewpoints
and culture, as long as authorities didn’t perceive a direct threat to their power. Un-
like totalitarianism, authoritarian theory doesn’t prioritize cultivation of a homoge-
neous national culture. It only requires acquiescence to a governing elite.

In rebelling against authoritarian theory, early Libertarians argued that if indi-
viduals could be freed from the arbitrary limits on communication imposed by
church and state, they would “naturally” follow the dictates of their conscience,
seek truth, engage in public debate, and ultimately create a better life for them-
selves and others (McQuail, 1987; Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm, 1956). Liber-
tarians blamed authorities for preserving unnatural, arbitrary social orders. They
believed strongly in the power of unrestricted public debate and discussion to cre-
ate more natural ways of structuring society. Many early Libertarians were Protes-
tants rebelling against church restrictions on their freedom to communicate. They
believed that without these restrictions, individuals could follow their conscience,
communicate accordingly, and ultimately come to a knowledge of the Truth.

In Areopagitica, a powerful Libertarian tract published in 1644, John Milton
asserted that in a fair debate, good and truthful arguments will always win out
over lies and deceit. It followed that if this were true, a new and better social order
could be forged using public debate. This idea came to be referred to as Milton’s
self-righting principle, and it continues to be widely cited by contemporary media
professionals as a rationale for preserving media freedom (Altschull, 1990). It is a
fundamental principle within social responsibility theory. Unfortunately, most early
Libertarians had a rather unrealistic view of how long it would take to find the
“truth” and establish an ideal social order. This ideal order was not necessarily a
democracy, and it might not always permit communication freedom. Milton, for
example, came to argue that the “truth” had been found by Oliver Cromwell, and
its validity had been demonstrated by his battlefield victories. Because he was con-
vinced that Cromwell had created the ideal social order, Milton was willing to
serve as the chief censor in Cromwell’s regime. He expressed few regrets about lim-
iting what Catholic leaders could communicate (Altschull, 1990). As far as Milton
was concerned, Catholic ideas had been demonstrated to be false and therefore
should be censored so right-thinking people wouldn’t be confused by them.

When it became clear during the eighteenth century that definitive forms of
“truth” couldn’t be quickly or easily established, some Libertarians became
discouraged. Occasionally they drifted back and forth between Libertarian and
authoritarian views. Even Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of
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Independence, wavered in his commitment to press freedom and his faith in the
self-righting principle. Jefferson, who famously affirmed Milton’s self-righting prin-
ciple in a letter to a friend—“Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a
government without newspapers or newspapers without government, I should not
hesitate to prefer the latter” (quoted in Altschull, 1990, p. 117)—voiced deep frus-
tration with scurrilous newspaper criticism during the second term of his presi-
dency. Nevertheless, he placed Libertarian ideals at the heart of the United States’
long-term experiment with democratic self-government. The revolution of the
American Colonies against Britain was legitimized by those ideals. As Jefferson
himself wrote in 1779, “That truth is great and will prevail if left to herself, that
she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from
the conflict, unless by human interposition disarmed of her natural weapons, free
argument and debate” (in Packer, 2006b, p. 59).

John Keane (1991) identified three fundamental concepts underpinning the
Founders’ belief in press freedom:

1. Theology: media should serve as a forum allowing people to deduce between
good and evil.

2. Individual rights: press freedom is the strongest, if not the only, guarantee of
liberty from political elites.

3. Attainment of truth: falsehoods must be countered; ideas must be challenged
and tested or they will become dogma.

As such, the newly formed United States was one of the first nations to explic-
itly adopt Libertarian principles, as it did in the Declaration of Independence and

Bill of Rights the Bill of Rights. The latter asserts that all individuals have natural rights that no
The first ten government, community, or group can unduly infringe upon or take away. Various
amendments to forms of communication freedom—speech, press, and assembly—are listed as
the U.S.

among the most important of these rights. The ability to express dissent, to band
together with others to resist laws that people find to be wrong, to print or broad-
cast ideas, opinions, and beliefs—these rights are proclaimed as central to demo-
cratic self-government. You can test your own commitment to freedom of
expression in the box entitled “A Stirring Defense of Free Expression.”

Despite the priority given to communication freedom, however, it is important
to recognize that many restrictions—accepted by media practitioners and media
consumers alike—have been placed on communication. Libel laws protect against
the publication of information that will damage reputations. Judges can issue gag
orders to stop the publication of information they think will interfere with a defen-
dant’s right to a fair trial. Other laws and regulations protect against false advertis-
ing, child pornography, and offensive language. The limits to communication
freedom are constantly renegotiated.

In some eras, the balance shifts toward expanding communication freedom,
but at other times, most notably in times of war, freedom is curtailed. In the wake
of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, for example, Congress passed legisla-
tion known as the Patriot Act that imposed a variety of restrictions on Americans’
communication freedom. And whenever new media technologies are invented, it is
necessary to decide how they should be regulated. The debate over communication
freedom never ends, as we see today in the ongoing and heated debates over

Constitution
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Concurring with the majority in the 1927 Supreme
Court decision in Whitney v. California, Justice Louis
Brandeis penned this stunning defense for freedom
of expression:

Those who won our independence believed that
the final end of the State was to make men free
to develop their faculties; and that in its govern-
ment the deliberative forces should prevail over
the arbitrary. They valued liberty both as an end
and as a means. They believed liberty to be the
secret of happiness and courage to be the
secret of liberty. They believed that freedom to
think as you will and speak as you think are
means indispensable to the discovery and
spread of political truth; that without free speech
and assembly discussion would be futile; that
with them, discussion affords ordinarily ade-
quate protection against the dissemination of
noxious doctrine; that the greatest menace to
freedom is an inert people; that public discus-
sion is a political duty; and that this should be a
fundamental principle of the American govern-
ment. They recognized the risks to which all
human institutions are subject. But they knew
that order cannot be secured merely through
fear of punishment for its infraction; that it is
hazardous to discourage thought, hope, and
imagination; that fear breeds repression; that
repression breeds hate; that hate menaces sta-
ble government; that the path of safety lies in the
opportunity to discuss freely supposed grie-
vances and proposed remedies; and that the
fitting remedy for evil counsels is good ones.

Believing in the power of reason as applied
through public discussion, they eschewed si-
lence coerced by law—the argument of force in
its worst form. Recognizing the occasional tyr-
annies of governing majorities, they amended
the Constitution so that free speech and as-
sembly should be guaranteed. (Gillmor and
Barron, 1974, pp. 21-22)

Of course you see and support the wisdom of
Justice Brandeis’s powerful enunciation of our First
Freedom. But the world was a much different place
in 1927. In the wake of the terrorist attacks on the
United States on September 11, 2001, many people
questioned if freedom of speech, press, assembly, in
fact, “freedom to think as you will and speak as you
think” were luxuries we could still afford. Attorney
General John Ashcroft told reporters that media pro-
fessionals who question his decisions and tactics in
defending the country against further attack “aid ter-
rorists” and “give ammunition to America’s enemies”
(quoted in Naureckas, 2002, p. 2). When the late-
night talk show Politically Incorrect was dropped by
several ABC stations and eventually canceled by the
network because of host Bill Maher’'s comments crit-
ical of U.S. military action, White House press secre-
tary Ari Fleischer told journalists that those events
“are reminders to all Americans that they need to
watch what they say, watch what they do” (quoted
in Hart and Ackerman, 2002, p. 6). Dissent equals aid
to terrorists? Americans watching what they say,
what they do? Can you reconcile these comments
with  the impassioned arguments of Justice
Brandeis?

Internet music and video file-sharing, offensive media content (remember the Janet
Jackson wardrobe malfunction from Chapter 3), press access to military activities
in times of armed conflict, and the right of domestic Islamic groups to engage in ac-
tivities that others worry may threaten national security.

Why is it necessary to place limits on communication freedom? The most com-
mon reason for limiting communication freedom is a conflict over basic rights. The
Bill of Rights guarantees citizens many different rights in addition to communica-
tion freedom. But where do the rights guaranteed to you end and those of another
person begin? Do you have the right to shout “Fire!” in a crowded movie theater if
there is no fire? The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that you don’t. If you did, many
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other people would be hurt—don’t they have a right to be protected against your
irresponsible behavior? Similar questions arise when groups attempt to stir up
hatred and resentment against racial or ethnic minorities. Does a group opposing
abortion have the right to place the names, addresses, and photographs of doctors
who perform the procedure on its website, calling them murderers, all in the for-
mat of a wanted poster, complete with “reward”? Does it have the right to publish
the names, ages, and school addresses of those doctors’ children? Does a member
of the Ku Klux Klan have the right to tell lies about African Americans or gays?
Shouldn’t such irresponsible forms of communication be controlled? Over the
years, the U.S. Congress, state legislatures, and even many municipalities have ad-
dressed these types of questions. They have written laws to restrict communication
freedom so that other, seemingly equally important rights might be guaranteed.
Courts have upheld many of these laws, and others have been struck down because
they deemed communication freedom more important.

THE MARKETPLACE OF IDEAS: A NEW FORM
OF RADICAL LIBERTARIANISM

marketplace of
ideas

In Libertarianism,
the notion that all
ideas should be
put before the
public, and the
public will choose
the best from that
“marketplace”

laissez-faire
doctrine

The idea that
government shall
allow business to
operate freely and
without official
intrusion

Though Libertarian thought in the United States dates from the country’s founding,
it has undergone many transformations. An important variant emerged in the
1800s during the penny press and yellow journalism eras. Throughout this period,
public confidence in both business and government was shaken by recurring
economic depressions, widespread corruption, and injustice. As we noted in
Chapter 3, large companies led by robber barons—most notably in the oil, railroad,
and steel industries—created nationwide monopolies to charge unfair prices and reap
enormous profits. Workers were paid low salaries and forced to labor under difficult
or hazardous conditions. Public respect for newspapers also ebbed as publishers pur-
sued profits and created news to sell papers. They ignored or suppressed news about
the robber barons. Several social movements, especially the Progressive (liberal) and
Populist (champion of average folks) movements sprang up to call for new laws and
greater government regulation (Brownell, 1983; Altschull, 1990). Congress enacted
antitrust legislation to break up the big monopolies.

Libertarians feared that these laws and regulations would go too far. Wanting
to rekindle public support for Libertarian ideals, media practitioners developed a
cogent response to Progressive and Populist criticisms. They argued that media
should be regarded as a self-regulating marketplace of ideas. This theory is a varia-
tion of a fundamental principle of capitalism—the notion of a self-regulating mar-
ket. In classical capitalist theory as formulated by Adam Smith, there is little need
for the government to regulate markets. An open and competitive marketplace
should regulate itself. If a product is in high demand, prices will “naturally” rise
as consumers compete to buy it. This encourages other manufacturers to produce
the product. Once demand is met by increased manufacturing, the price falls. If
one manufacturer charges too much for a product, competitors will cut their prices
to attract buyers. No government interference is necessary to protect consumers or
to force manufacturers to meet consumer needs. Another term used to refer to these
ideas is the laissez-faire doctrine.
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According to the marketplace-of-ideas theory, the laissez-faire doctrine should
be applied to mass media; that is, if ideas are “traded” freely among people, the
correct or best ideas should prevail. The ideas compete, and the best will be
“bought.” They will earn profits that will encourage others to compete and market
similar good ideas. Bad ideas will have no buyers and thus there will be no incen-
tive to produce and market them. But there are some difficulties in applying this
logic to our large contemporary media. Media content is far less tangible than
other consumer products. The meaning of individual messages can vary tremen-
dously from one person to the next. Just what is being traded when news stories
or television dramas are “bought” and “sold”? When we buy a newspaper, we
don’t buy individual stories; we buy packages of them bundled with features like
comics and horoscopes. We can choose to ignore anything in the package that we
find offensive. But there is no direct connection between our purchase of the paper
and the fact that we may or may not find some useful ideas in it. When we watch
television, we don’t pay a fee to the networks. Yet buying and selling are clearly in-
volved with network programs. Advertisers buy time on these shows and then use
the programs as vehicles for their messages. When they buy time, they buy access
to the audience for the show; they do not necessarily buy the rightness or correct-
ness of the program’s ideas. Sponsors pay more to advertise on programs with
large or demographically attractive audiences, not for programs with better ideas
in them. Clearly, the media marketplace is a bit more complicated than the market-
place for refrigerators or toothpaste, as you can investigate in the box entitled
“Which Model of the Marketplace?”

In the American media system, the marketplace of ideas was supposed to work
like this: Someone comes up with a good idea and then transmits it through some
form of mass communication. If other people like it, they buy the message. When
people buy the message, they pay for its production and distribution costs. Once
these costs are covered, the message producer earns a profit. If people don’t like
the message, they don’t buy it, and the producer goes broke trying to produce and
distribute it. If people are wise message consumers, the producers of the best
and most useful messages will become rich and develop large media enterprises,
and the producers of bad messages will fail. Useless media will go out of business.
If the purveyors of good ideas succeed, these ideas should become more easily
available at lower cost. Producers will compete to supply them. Similarly, the cost
of bad ideas should rise and access to them should diminish. Eventually, truth
should win out in the marketplace of ideas, just as it should triumph in the public
forum envisioned by the early Libertarians. According to marketplace-of-ideas the-
ory, the self-righting principle should apply to mass media content as well as to
public debate.

The marketplace of ideas is self-regulating, so there is no need for a govern-
ment agency to censor messages. Audiences won’t buy bad messages, and therefore
irresponsible producers will go out of business. But what if advertiser support per-
mits bad messages to be distributed for free? Will people be less discriminating if
they don’t have to pay directly to receive these messages? What if the bad messages
are distributed as part of a large bundle of messages (e.g., a newspaper or television
news program; a package of cable television channels)? If you want the good mes-
sages, you also pay to subsidize the bad messages. What is bad for you might be
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THINKING

WHicH MobEL oF THE MARKETPLACE?

The marketplace-of-ideas theory sees the operation What do these models imply about the quality of
of the mass media system as analogous to that of candy in the United States? What do they say about
the self-regulating product market. Take this example the quality of television?

and judge for yourself the goodness-of-fit.

Product Producer Product Consumer

Model 1 A product produces a product as efficiently for its consumers, who wield the

producer and inexpensively as possible ultimate power: to buy or not to buy.

Model 2 Hershey’s produces candy efficiently and for people like us. If we buy the
inexpensively on a production line candy, Hershey’s continues to

make similar candy in a similar way.

Model 3 NBC produces people using programs for advertisers. If they buy NBC’s

(their production line) product, NBC continues to produce

similar audiences in similar ways.

Marketplace-of-ldeas Theory

Strengths Weaknesses

. Limits government control 1. Mistakenly equates media content with more tangible con-
. Allows “natural” fluctuations sumer products
in tastes, ideals, and 2. Puts too much trust in profit-motivated media operators
discourse 3. Ignores the fact that content that is intentionally “bought”
. Puts trust in the audience is often accompanied by other, sometimes unwanted
. Assumes “good” content will content
ultimately prevail . Has an overly optimistic view of audiences’ media
consumption skills
. Mistakenly assumes audience—not advertiser—is
consumer
. Definition of “good” is not universal (for example, what is
“good” for the majority might be bad for a minority)

good for someone else. You might not like horoscopes or soap operas, but you
have friends who do.

Just how useful is the marketplace-of-ideas theory? After all, government regu-
lation of the consumer marketplace is now generally accepted as necessary. Few
people question the need for consumer protection laws or laws regulating unfair
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business practices. The consumer marketplace benefited from regulation, so why
not regulate the marketplace of ideas? Since 1930, media critics have asked this
question more and more frequently, and the recent rampant concentration of media
companies and rapid diffusion of digital technologies have added new urgency to
the call for government intervention.

Even so, marketplace-of-ideas theory enjoys significant support within the media
industries. That support resides in the “duality” inherent in the marketplace-of-ideas
philosophy, one that “has allowed widely divergent interpretations of the metaphor
to develop” (Napoli, 1999, p. 151). Media policy researcher Philip Napoli identified
two interpretations of the marketplace of ideas. He wrote:

Economic theory-based interpretations of the marketplace of ideas emphasize efficiency,
consumer satisfaction, and competition. Whereas democratic theory-based interpreta-
tions emphasize citizen knowledge, informed decision making, and effective self-
government. Within discussions of the marketplace-of-ideas metaphor, economic
theory-based interpretations typically have been associated with arguments against gov-
ernment regulation of the communications industry, whereas democratic theory-based
interpretations typically have been associated with calls for such regulation. (Napoli,
1999, pp. 151-152)

Media practitioners are satisfied with this distinction because, as numerous re-
searchers have demonstrated (e.g., Lavey, 1993; Simon, Atwater, and Alexander,
1988), government—especially agencies such as the Federal Communications Com-
mission and the Federal Trade Commission, which regulates advertising—“histori-
cally has devoted much greater empirical attention to the economic effects of its
policies than to the social and political effects” (Napoli, 1999, p. 165).

GOVERNMENT REGULATION OF MEDIA

During the 1920s and 1930s, a new normative theory of mass communication be-
gan to emerge that rejected both radical Libertarianism and technocratic control.
One source of this theory was congressional hearings over government regulation
of radio. In 1927, these debates led to the establishment of the Federal Radio Com-
mission, which was the forerunner of the Federal Communications Commission. As
the debates raged, some people—especially Progressive and Populist politicians—
argued that the excesses of yellow journalism proved that self-regulation wasn’t en-
ough. Overdramatized and fictitious news was so profitable that publishers and
broadcasters couldn’t resist producing it. Without some sort of regulation, radio
was not likely to serve the public interest as well as it should. Even so, Progressives
were cautious about turning control of radio over to government technocrats.
A compromise solution was needed.

By the 1920s, the American public had come to accept government regulation
of public utilities as a means of ending wasteful competition while preserving pri-
vate enterprise. Before government regulation of power and telephone companies,
cities were blanketed with competing networks of wires. Anyone who wanted to
talk to people on other networks had to buy phones from all the competing com-
panies. The cost of building entirely independent networks increased the cost of
phone service and electricity. The solution to these problems was to allow one
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company to have a monopoly on supplying these needed services. In return for the
grant of that monopoly, the company accepted government regulation of prices
and services. In this way, public utilities were created with government commis-
sions to oversee their operation. Could a government commission be used to regu-
late radio as a public utility? The answer was yes. In fact, Secretary of Commerce
(later President) Herbert Hoover himself was moved to remark that this was one
of the few instances in history where the country—industry and public alike—was
unanimous in its desire for more regulation (Barnouw, 1966).

In the debate over the establishment of the Federal Radio Commission (FRC),
Secretary Hoover championed one especially important philosophy—the airwaves
belong to the people. If airwaves are public property like other national resources
(national forests, for example), then privately operated stations can never own
them. Instead, they must be licensed from the people and used in the public inter-
est. If license holders violate the public trust, their licenses can be revoked. The
FRC was created to act on behalf of the public. But some historians claim that the
“compromise solution” between Populist demands for freedom and technocrats’
calls for control produced a somewhat limited definition of the “public interest.”
In fact, they argue, the intent of the legislation creating the FRC, the Radio Act of
1927, was not to encourage an open forum for public debate because such a free-
wheeling discussion was considered a threat to the very “public interest, conve-
nience, and necessity” that Congress wanted broadcasters to serve. Congress
specifically designed the 1927 act to “deny the public access to the ideas of their
enemies, such as unions, socialists, communists, evolutionists, improper thinkers,
non-Christians, and immigrants.... Broadcasters could have free speech as long as
they served the public interest by denying access to speakers who did not serve the
public interest as they [Congress] defined it” (Goodman, 2001).

Nonetheless, the relative success of the FRC encouraged efforts to regulate
other media industries. Government censorship of movies was widely advocated,
especially by religious groups. Over time, the movie industry adopted various
forms of self-censorship in an effort to avoid government regulation. As the threat
of propaganda grew, even regulation of newspapers was seriously considered. In
1942, for example, the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press was estab-
lished to weigh the merits of and necessity for newspaper regulation (we’ll say
more about this later).

PROFESSIONALIZATION OF JOURNALISM

As pressure for government regulation of media mounted in the 1920s, industry
leaders responded with efforts to professionalize. As noted in Chapter 3, Joseph
Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst established professional awards. Leaders in
the newspaper industry lobbied for and occasionally subsidized the establishment
of professional schools to train media practitioners. Rather than cede control of
media to a government agency, media managers went on record with pledges to
serve public needs. In 1923, the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE)
adopted a set of professional standards entitled The Canons of Journalism (which
were replaced in 1975 by the ASNE Statement of Principles). Since then, virtually
every association of media practitioners has adopted similar standards. In doing
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so, these associations are emulating professionals in fields like law and medicine.
These standards typically commit media practitioners to serving the public as effec-
tively as possible.

Industry codes of ethics began to formalize another important conception
about the role of media—that of a watchdog guarding the welfare of the public.
Muckraking journalists first articulated this role around the turn of the twentieth
century. This idea assumes that media should continually scan the social world
and alert the public to problems. Initially, yellow journalists greeted this view of
media with skepticism. Would investigations of corruption sell more newspapers
than sensational news about trivial events? The answer was yes. Muckraking inves-
tigations of corruption proved so popular that newspapers specializing in them
came to dominate the markets in some large cities. The Scripps Howard newspaper
chain adopted the lighthouse as its symbol and chose the phrase “Give light and
the people will find their own way” as its motto. Gradually, the watchdog role
was widely accepted as a necessary and appropriate one for news media.

In some ambitious formulations of this role, the media are envisioned as inde-

Fourth Estate pendent watchdogs, a social institution, the Fourth Estate of government, charged
Media as an in-  with making certain that all other institutions—the three branches of government,
dependent social  buysiness, religion, education, and family—serve the public. In the words of social
institution that critic and veteran journalist Bill Moyers (2001, p. 13), properly functioning media

ensures that other
institutions serve

the public

are needed “to keep our leaders honest and to arm the powerless with the informa-
tion they need to protect themselves against the tyranny of the powerful, whether
that tyranny is political or commercial.” This perspective assumes that once people
are informed about wrongdoing, incompetence, or inefficiency, they will take ac-
tion against it. But there has always been concern that the watchdog might be sub-
verted by the powerful, becoming a lapdog. Or the watchdog could become
irresponsible and vicious. Criticisms of government or business could be exagger-
ated to sell newspapers. Both these concerns are evident in James Curran’s call for
a rethinking of the “traditional public watchdog definition of the media, in the
context of an expanding broadcasting system.” He wrote:

While the watchdog role of the media is important, it is perhaps quixotic to argue that
it should be paramount. This conventional view derives from a period when the “me-
dia” were highly politicized and adversarial. Most modern media are now given over
mainly to entertainment. Coverage of public affairs accounts for only a small part of
even news media content, and only a proportion of this takes the form of critical scru-
tiny of government.... The traditional approach appears time-worn in another way. It
defines the watchdog role of the media as applying only to the state. This antiquated
formulation derives from a period when the state was unrepresentative, corrupt and
potentially despotic, and free speech and a free press were viewed as a defense against
absolutism.... [Yet] as a consequence of the take-over boom of the last three decades, a
large number of media enterprises are now tied to core sectors of finance and industrial
capital. (1991, p. 86)

So what type of watchdog coverage should we expect from media when most
are owned by the very corporations they could be expected to criticize? And how
likely is it that these media will criticize governments having the power to make de-
cisions that affect their profits? Is it still reasonable to expect our profit-oriented
press to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable?
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LIMITATIONS OF PROFESSIONALIZATION

video news
release

Report produced
by an outside
organization,
typically a public
relations firm,
that is distributed
free of charge to
television stations

In joining the trend toward professionalization, media practitioners, like doctors
and lawyers before them, pledged to uphold standards of professional practice.
They promised to weed out irresponsible people and give recognition to those who
excel. Those who violated standards would be censured. In extreme cases, they
could be barred from professional practice. And as an alternative to direct govern-
ment regulation, media professionalization worked rather well. Certain limitations,
however, lead to recurring problems:

1. Professionals in every field, including journalism, have been reluctant to
identify and censure colleagues who violate professional standards. To do so is
often seen as admitting that embarrassing problems exist. Public trust in all media
professionals might be shaken if too many people are barred from practice. Profes-
sional societies tend to operate as closed groups in which members are protected
against outside threats and criticism. Attacks from outsiders are routinely dismissed
as unwarranted, even when evidence against a practitioner mounts. Often action is
taken only in extreme cases, when it cannot be avoided. Even then, news media
either avoid covering the case or provide brief and superficial coverage.

This problem is amply demonstrated by New York Times reporter Judith Miller
and her reporting on weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in the run-up to the 2003
invasion of Iraq (Okrent, 2004). Well after her own newspaper’s disavowal of her
“flawed journalism” once Coalition forces failed to turn up the WMD her sources
had assured her were in fact there, several of Miller’s one-time colleagues admitted
that they were suspicious of much of her work on the issue, but they remained quiet
because of Miller’s close ties with the paper’s senior editors. But one Times writer,
Craig Pyes, who had teamed with Miller for a series on the terrorist group al Qaeda,
did attempt to alert the paper’s editors to his concerns, asking that his byline not ap-
pear on one article. “m not willing to work further on this project with Judy
Miller,” he wrote; “I do not trust her work, her judgment, or her conduct. She is an
advocate, and her actions threaten the integrity of the enterprise, and of everyone
who works with her. She has turned in a draft of a story ... that is little more than
dictation from government sources over several days, filled with unproven assertions
and factual inaccuracies” (in Kurtz, 2005). Because Miller was a Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning journalist with contacts high in the administration, the Times ignored this warn-
ing, continuing to run her “well-sourced” stories on its front page. Miller was
“allowed to resign” only after she and her paper could no longer withstand the scru-
tiny and criticism that followed her role, however insignificant, in the illegal outing
of undercover CIA agent Valerie Plame in 2005.

2. Professional standards can be overly abstract and ambiguous. They can be
difficult to implement and enforce. Mission statements and broad codes of ethics
are notoriously vague. The Radio-Television News Directors Association’s Code of
Ethics and Professional Conduct (2000), for example, instructs its members to
“pursue truth aggressively and present the news accurately, in context, and
completely as possible.” But news directors must make choices concerning alloca-
tion of resources. Increasingly, the news we see consists of corporate and govern-
ment public relations video news releases (VNRs). In fact, almost every American
local television news operation makes use of these outsider-provided public
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relations pieces, and one recent study of seventy-seven stations discovered that not
a single one disclosed the source of the VNR (Farsetta, 2006). How do editors de-
cide when to stop airing VNRs and start engaging in independent digging and re-
porting? There might be no reason to doubt the truth of a VNR unless a reporter
takes the time to conduct an independent investigation.

But what if an independent journalistic investigation leads a large advertiser to
cancel its account with the station? Why risk producing stories that might prove
embarrassing to someone or some organization? In the news business, telling
the truth can sometimes be difficult and expensive. Professional standards are
vague, so nothing forces journalists to endanger relationships with friendly sources
or their profit margins. And in fact, it is a poorly kept broadcast industry
secret that many stations maintain printed lists of people and issues that are
untouchable—they may not be covered—“for fear of alienating an advertiser”
(Potter, 2001, p. 68).

3. In contrast with medicine and law, media professionalization doesn’t include
standards for professional training and licensing. Other professions mandate that
practitioners receive long and closely monitored professional training. For example,
doctors and lawyers undergo from four to ten years of specialized training in addi-
tion to completing four years of college. But media practitioners are unwilling to
set requirements for professional training and have strongly resisted efforts to li-
cense journalists. They argue that these requirements would inevitably be used by
government to control the press. If the press is to remain free from control, it must
be free to hire anyone—no matter how untrained or unqualified. Anyone should be
able to claim the title of journalist, start a newspaper, and exercise his or her rights
to free press. No government agency should be able to step in and shut down a pa-
per just because some of its reporters or editors are unlicensed.

Since journalists refuse to set specific requirements for practicing their craft,

bloggers they are now having difficulty differentiating what they do from what bloggers do.
Writers who Internet bloggers can (and do) easily argue that they are engaging in another form
maintain blogs, of journalism—citizen journalism. Most make no pretence about doing original

regularly updated  pewsgathering. They depend on journalists to do that. They spend their time moni-
online journals of toring news coverage from a broad range of sources. They follow discussions and
news and opinion 11 1 about news events on the Internet. Bloggers “add value” to the news by re-
flecting on and raising questions about it. Much of what they write is highly specu-
lative and reflects their values. They make no effort to be objective or even-handed
in their treatment of news. Is what they do journalism? Does it serve to inform the
public? Later in this chapter we will discuss recent efforts to establish a code of
ethics for bloggers. Will this make them journalists? Similar issues arise concerning
comedy shows that focus on news, such as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart.
Is Stewart a journalist? Why not? Earlier we noted that viewers of his program
are better informed about politics than the viewers of most news programs pro-
duced by “real” journalists. He conducts nightly interviews with newsmakers, often
with directness rare even for “real” journalists. So what does it mean to be a
“journalist”?
Arguments against specialized training and licensing of media practitioners fail
to consider how these standards are enforced in other professions. Licensing has
not brought doctors and lawyers directly under government control. Even when
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government agencies issue licenses, professional associations effectively control the
standards used to determine who will get a license.

4. In contrast with other professions, media practitioners tend to have less in-
dependent control over their work. Media practitioners don’t work as autonomous
practitioners and therefore have difficulty assuming personal responsibility for their
work. They tend to work in big, hierarchically structured bureaucracies. Individual
reporters, editors, producers, and directors have only a limited ability to control
what they do. Reporters are given assignments by editors, advertising designers
work for account executives, and television anchors and camera operators follow
the instructions of news directors. Editors, account managers, and directors are all
responsible to higher management. In these large bureaucracies, it is difficult to as-
sign responsibility. Those at lower levels can claim that they are only “following
orders,” whereas people at higher levels can simply disavow any knowledge of
what was going on below them. Earlier we discussed the example provided by Ju-
dith Miller and her problematic news writing about Iraq prior to the start of the
war. Miller’s editors claimed ignorance of her actions. Her colleagues suspected
what she was doing but chose to ignore it. So is Miller fully responsible for mis-
leading coverage, or do her colleagues and supervisors share blame?

5. In the media industries, violation of professional standards rarely has imme-
diate, directly observable consequences. Thus it is hard for critics to cite violations
or to identify the harm that has been done. When doctors fail, people die. When
lawyers fail, people go to jail unnecessarily. The results of unethical or incompetent
media practice are harder to see. “The media blew both of the major catastrophes
of our time,” wrote Greg Mitchell, editor-in-chief of Editor & Publisher, “I speak,
of course, of the Iraq war and the financial meltdown.” The outcome of “missing
stories of this enormity” naturally had “consequences that will echo ... for dec-
ades,” but at the time of the initial failed reporting there was little way to know
that would be the case (2009, p. 16).

Cable news network MSNBC offers one example. Two of its personalities, Phil
Donohue and Ashleigh Banfield, were the only journalists to lose their jobs over
their coverage of the Iraq war: Donohue for inviting war skeptics onto his talk
show and Banfield for criticizing the lack of depth of war coverage (Cohen, 2008;
Greenwald, 2008). MSNBC’s morning news show host Joe Scarborough, however,
remained in his anchor’s chair despite war commentary that proved not only to be
wrong but critical of reporting that would, in fact, turn out to be accurate. Scar-
borough editorialized soon after the invasion, “I doubt that the journalists at the
New York Times and NPR or at ABC or at CNN are going to ever admit just
how wrong their negative pronouncements [on the war] were” (in “The Final
Word,” 2006).

Sometimes, unethical conduct might even do some good. The classic case of
Janet Cooke is instructive. Cooke, a reporter for the Washington Post, wrote a
series of news stories about ghetto children that was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize
in 1980 (Altschull, 1990, pp. 361-364). Later these stories were found to be based
on fabricated interviews. Cooke took personal details and comments from several
people and then wove them together to create a fictitious interviewee. The resulting
stories had great dramatic impact, educating readers about the reality of drugs in
the inner city and spurring official action to clean up particularly troublesome
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areas. Nevertheless, her reports violated professional standards of truth and accu-
racy. Cooke was fired, and the Pulitzer Prize was returned. The Post expressed pro-
found embarrassment, and its legendary editor, Ben Bradlee, called it the worst
failure of his long career.

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY THEORY OF THE PRESS:
A POSTWAR COMPROMISE

Chicago School
Social researchers
at the University
of Chicago in the
1940s who envi-
sioned modern
cities as “Great
Communities”
made up of hun-
dreds of interre-
lated small
groups

pluralistic groups
In a Great Com-
munity, the vari-
ous segments
defined by
specific unifying
characteristics
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Despite moves toward professionalization and self-regulation, pressure for greater
government regulation of media mounted throughout World War II and contin-
ued during the anti-Communist agitation that followed. In response, Henry Luce,
CEO of Time Inc., provided funding for an independent commission to make
recommendations concerning the role of the press. The Hutchins Commission
on Freedom of the Press was established in 1942 and released a major report of
its findings in 1947 (Davis, 1990; Mclntyre, 1987). Its members consisted of lea-
ders from many areas of society, including academics, politicians, and heads of
social groups.

Commission members were sharply divided between those who held strongly
Libertarian views and those who thought some form of press regulation was nec-
essary. Those who favored regulation were fearful that the “marketplace of
ideas” was much too vulnerable to subversion by antidemocratic forces. Several
of these proponents of regulation were guided by notions about public communi-
cation developed by social researchers at the University of Chicago—the Chicago
School. The Chicago School envisioned modern cities as “Great Communities”
composed of hundreds of small social groups—everything from neighborhood
social organizations to citywide associations. For these Great Communities to
develop, all the constituent groups had to work together and contribute. These
were referred to as pluralistic groups in recognition of their cultural and racial di-
versity (Davis, 1990).

The Chicago School opposed marketplace-of-ideas notions and argued that un-
regulated mass media inevitably served the interests and tastes of large or socially
dominant groups. Small, weak, pluralistic groups would be either neglected or deni-
grated. (Recall the “compromise” that produced the Radio Act of 1927 discussed
earlier.) This perspective also held that ruthless elites could use media as a means of
gaining personal political power. These demagogues could manipulate media to trans-
mit propaganda to fuel hatred and fear among a majority and unite them against mi-
norities. Hitler’s use of media to arouse hatred of the Jews served as a prime example.

To prevent this tyranny by the majority and to mandate support for pluralistic
groups, some commission members favored creation of a public agency—a press
council—made up of people much like themselves and having the power to prevent
publication of hate propaganda. In the view of these Hutchins Commission mem-
bers, this “new and independent agency [would] appraise and report annually
upon the performance of the press.” It would base that appraisal on its comparison
of “the accomplishments of the press with the aspirations which the people have
for it” (in Bates, 2001). This agency might, for example, have required that news-
papers devote a certain portion of their coverage to minority groups. Or it might
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have required that these groups be given regular columns in which they could pub-
lish whatever they wanted.

Commission members recognized that such regulations might impose addi-
tional costs on newspapers. If this happened, government subsidies might cover
these expenses. By serving pluralistic groups, media would strengthen them and en-
able them to contribute to the Great Community. This fostering of pluralism and
restraint on propaganda was seen as essential to preventing the spread of totalitari-
anism in the United States.

Although the majority of the Hutchins Commission members had some sym-
pathy for Chicago School ideas, they opposed any direct form of press regulation
(Davis 1990; MclIntyre, 1987). This meant they faced a serious dilemma. On
the one hand, they recognized that the marketplace of ideas was not self-
regulating and that the media were doing less than they could to provide services
to minority groups. However, they feared that any form of press regulation
would open the door to official control of media—the very thing they were trying
to prevent.

The situation seemed dire at the time. Without some form of regulation, a
ruthless and cunning demagogue might be able to use hate propaganda to gain
power in the United States. However, establishing a national press council might
put too much control in the hands of existing elites, and they might abuse it. Ulti-
mately, the Hutchins Commission members decided to place their faith in media
practitioners, calling on them to redouble their efforts to serve the public.

[They] endorsed professional responsibility ... [as] a way of reconciling market flaws
with the traditional conception of the democratic role of the media. [The Hutchins
Commission’s report] asserted journalists’ commitment to higher goals—neutrality, de-
tachment, a commitment to truth. It involved the adoption of certain procedures for
verifying facts, drawing on different sources, presenting rival interpretations. In this
way, the pluralism of opinion and information, once secured through the clash of ad-
versaries in the free market, could be recreated through the “internal pluralism” of
monopolistic media. Market pressures to sensationalize and trivialize the presentation
of news could be offset by a commitment to inform. (Curran, 1991, p. 98)

The synthesis of ideas put forward in the Hutchins Commission report has be-
come known as the Social Responsibility Theory of the Press (Siebert, Peterson,
and Schramm, 1956). It emphasized the need for an independent press that scruti-
nizes other social institutions and provides objective, accurate news reports. The
most innovative feature of social responsibility theory was its call for media to be
responsible for fostering productive and creative “Great Communities.” It said
that media should do this by prioritizing cultural pluralism—by becoming the voice
of all the people—not just elite groups or groups that had dominated national, re-
gional, or local culture in the past.

In some respects, social responsibility theory is a radical statement. Instead of
demanding that media be free to print or transmit whatever their owners want, so-
cial responsibility theory imposes a burden on media practitioners. As the commis-
sion argued, “The press is not free if those who operate it behave as though their
position conferred on them the privilege of being deaf to ideas which the processes
of free speech have brought to public attention” (quoted in Bates, 2001).
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Social responsibility theory appealed to the idealism of individual media practi-
tioners and tried to unite them in the service of cultural pluralism—even when this
might reduce their profits or antagonize existing social elites. Social responsibility
theory challenged media professionals’ ingenuity to develop new ways of serving
their communities. It encouraged them to see themselves as front-line participants
in the battle to preserve democracy in a world drifting inexorably toward totalitar-
ianism. By helping pluralistic groups, media were building a wall to protect democ-
racy from external and internal foes. Denis McQuail (1987) summarized the basic
principles of social responsibility theory as follows:

®  Media should accept and fulfill certain obligations to society.

®  These obligations are mainly to be met by setting high or professional stan-
dards of informativeness, truth, accuracy, objectivity, and balance.

® In accepting and applying these obligations, media should be self-regulating
within the framework of law and established institutions.

¢ The media should avoid whatever might lead to crime, violence, or civil
disorder or give offense to minority groups.

¢ The media as a whole should be pluralist and reflect the diversity of their
society, giving access to various points of view and to rights of reply.

e Society and the public have a right to expect high standards of performance,
and intervention can be justified to secure the, or a, public good.

* Journalists and media professionals should be accountable to society as well as
to employers and the market.

THE COLD WAR TESTS SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY THEORY

The first major test of social responsibility theory occurred during the 1950s with
the rise of anti-Communist sentiments at the time of the Cold War. Mainland
China fell to the Communists in 1949. Almost simultaneously, most of Eastern
Europe was coming under Communist control in a series of staged popular upris-
ings and coups. Spies who stole important secrets from the United States aided
Soviet development of nuclear weapons. World War II had stopped one form of
totalitarianism but had unleashed another that appeared to be even stronger and
more deadly. A generation of American politicians, including Richard Nixon and
John F. Kennedy, gained national prominence by aggressively opposing the spread
of Soviet Communism.

Joseph McCarthy led the vanguard opposing Communism, as discussed in
Chapter 3. Though McCarthy presented himself as a crusader for democracy, he
soon exhibited all the traits of the classic demagogue. He successfully used propa-
ganda techniques to draw national attention to himself and to stimulate wide-
spread public hatred and suspicion of people or minorities whom he linked, most
often inaccurately, to Communism. McCarthy charged that many in both govern-
ment and the media were Communist agents or sympathizers, and he drew strong
support from anti-Communist groups across the nation. The House Un-American
Activities Committee (HUAC) launched congressional investigations of media
practitioners.
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Media executives responded to pressure from anti-Communist groups and
from Congress by blacklisting many people who were accused, even in the absence
of evidence, of Communist leanings. Prominent practitioners were barred from
working in the media. Ultimately, there was little evidence of any widespread con-
spiracy to subvert democracy in the United States. Though there were Soviet agents
at work in the United States, their numbers and effectiveness were never as great as
the anti-Communist groups asserted.

This Red Scare episode illustrates how difficult it can be for journalists to ad-
here to social responsibility theory in crisis situations. Most reporters initially
hailed McCarthy as someone taking a heroic stand against the Red Menace. His
dramatic pronouncements provided ideal material for big headlines and popular
front-page news stories. As long as McCarthy confined his witch-hunt to Reds in
federal bureaucracies, many journalists printed his charges without criticism.
When he began to look for “Pinkos” and Communist sympathizers in the media,
many began to have misgivings. But by then his popularity was so great that it
was risky for them to oppose him, so most cowered. Months of congressional hear-
ings passed before significant media criticism of McCarthy appeared. Many credit
Edward R. Murrow with taking the initiative to produce a television news docu-
mentary that finally exposed McCarthy’s propaganda tactics to public scrutiny.

How should media have reacted if they took social responsibility theory seri-
ously? Should they have made a greater effort earlier to investigate the truth of
McCarthy’s frequent and dramatic allegations? They would have risked charges
that they were pro-Communist or the unwitting dupes of the Communists. By wait-
ing, they risked the possibility that McCarthy would seize political power and use
it to suppress all forms of dissent, including media criticism. Without a journalist
of Murrow’s stature to confront McCarthy, the United States might have turned
toward McCarthy’s brand of Fascism.

USING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY THEORY
TO GUIDE PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

The ideals of social responsibility theory have proved quite durable, even if their
full implications are rarely understood by working journalists. In fact, many scho-
lars argue, “social responsibility doctrine has always been relegated to the fringes
of journalism education and the newsroom. More than sixty years after the
Hutchins Commission report, news personnel generally remain hostile to its focus
on the public good and on broad-based reporting about significant events of the
day” (Christians, Ferre, and Fackler, 1993, p. 38). Furthermore, in the competing
“ethos of news as business [and] that of news as socially responsible institution”
(Lind and Rockier, 2001, p. 119), social responsibility often comes in second. In
our current era of large media corporations, “Friends of the ‘liberty of the press’
must recognize that communication markets restrict freedom of communication
by generating barriers to entry, monopoly and restrictions upon choice, and by
shifting the prevailing definition of information from that of a public good to
that of a privately appropriated commodity” (Keane, 1991, pp. 88-89, emphasis
in original).
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So, if social responsibility theory is to remain a viable normative theory,
greater effort might be needed to implement it. Compared with the vast amount of
research conducted on media effects, relatively little work has examined whether
existing news production practices actually serve societal goals as intended. For ex-
ample, one primary goal is communicating accurate information about important
events to average people. The findings of research on this goal are mixed. Evidence
indicates that people don’t learn much from news reports and what they do learn is
quickly forgotten (Graber, 1987). People become easily confused by stories that are
poorly structured or use dramatic but irrelevant pictures. Findings from this re-
search have had little or no impact on the practice of journalism. These findings
have been largely ignored or misinterpreted by media practitioners (Davis and
Robinson, 1989).

In the 1970s and 1980s, sociologists published a series of studies that raised
important questions about the value of routine news production practices (Bennett,
1988; Epstein, 1973; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Glasgow University Media
Group, 1976, 1980; Tuchman, 1978). Most of this research has been ignored or
dismissed by journalists as biased, irrelevant, and misguided. It deserves a more
careful reading. Gaye Tuchman, for example, presents a well-developed argument
concerning the role played by media in the discovery and cultivation of social
movements. She conceptualizes news production practices as “strategic rituals”
and believes that these practices appear to satisfy the requirements imposed by so-
cial responsibility norms but fall far short of achieving their purpose. For example,
journalists ritualistically construct “balanced” stories in which they contrast oppos-
ing views. However, these rites might actually undermine rather than advance plu-
ralism. She maintains that “balanced stories” about minority groups frequently
contain statements from social or political leaders that subtly or blatantly denigrate
groups and their ideas. The emotionally charged opinions of little-known group
leaders are contrasted with reasoned pronouncements from well-known credible of-
ficials. Reporters make little effort to create a context for new groups’ broader
goals or culture. Instead, their reports tend to focus on dramatic events staged by
isolated group members.

Tuchman cites early news coverage of the women’s movement in the 1960s
and early 1970s to illustrate her criticisms. The movement achieved national
prominence with a protest outside the 1968 Miss America pageant in Atlantic
City, at which bras were purportedly burned. Feminists threw Playboy magazines,
high-heeled shoes, and girdles—“items they felt were symbolic of women’s
oppression”—into a “Freedom Trash Can,” but they burned no bras (Levy, 2009,
p. 78). Yet news reports unfairly labeled the women’s movement an extremist
group akin to the “radicals” who were burning draft cards (hence the burning
bras). Instead of assisting the movement and enabling it to contribute to the larger
society, these stories and those that followed hindered it. They frustrated rather
than advanced pluralism. Journalist Daniel Schorr (1992) offered a personal
recollection from the civil rights movement that perfectly demonstrates Tuchman’s
ideas:

I found [in the mid-1960s] that I was more likely to get on the CBS Evening News
with a black militant talking the language of “Burn, baby, burn!” ... [Then], in early
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February 1968, the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. came to Washington.... I came to his
news conference with a CBS camera crew prepared to do what TV reporters do—get
the most threatening sound bite I could to ensure a place on the evening news lineup.
I succeeded in eliciting from him phrases on the possibility of “disruptive protests”
directed at the Johnson Administration and Congress.

As 1 waited for my camera crew to pack up, I noticed that King remained seated
behind a table in an almost empty room, looking depressed. Approaching him, I asked
why he seemed so morose.

“Because of you,” he said, “and because of your colleagues in television. You try
to provoke me to threaten violence and, if I don’t, then you will put on television those
who do. And by putting them on television, you will elect them our leaders. And if
there is violence, will you think about your part in bringing it about?” (p. 5C)

IS THERE STILL A ROLE FOR SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY THEORY?

local origination
(or mandatory
access) rule

Rule requiring
local cable televi-
sion companies to
carry community-
based access
channels

Although U.S. media have developed many professional practices in an effort to
conform to the ideals of social responsibility theory, the long-term objective—the
creation of “Great Communities”—has never seemed more elusive. Our cities have
undergone decades of urban renewal, yet slums remain, and in some cities they
continue to spread. There have been national “wars” to combat poverty, crime,
pollution, disease (from polio to cancer to AIDS), and drugs, but the quality of life
for many Americans has not improved. Ethnic and racial subcultures are still
widely misunderstood. Minority group members continue to be discriminated
against and harassed. It is estimated that there are 12 million illegal immigrants in
the United States whose work is critical to the economy but whom most Americans
distrust and would deport if possible. There is evidence that hate groups are in-
creasing in size and that their propaganda is effectively reaching larger audiences.
Politicians still find it possible to win elections by stirring up public fear of various
minorities.

Does this mean that social responsibility theory is wrong? Has it been poorly
implemented? What responsibility can or should media practitioners assume on be-
half of the Great Communities they serve? More important, how should this re-
sponsibility be exercised? With helicopters circling over riot scenes? With
inflammatory coverage of hate groups? With boring coverage of the routine work
of neighborhood associations? With sensational coverage of political candidates
when they demean and stereotype minorities? With endless listing of bad news
about crime and disease? Was there merit in the Chicago School arguments con-
cerning coverage of pluralistic groups? If so, what forms might that coverage take?
Should group members be allowed some direct control of what is printed about
them in newspapers or broadcast on television?

Our society’s experience with local access channels on cable television suggests
that it is not easy to use media to support pluralistic groups. In 1972, the Federal
Communications Commission for the first time required local cable companies to
provide local access channels in an effort to serve pluralistic groups, and although
these local origination (or mandatory access) rules have been altered, suspended,
and otherwise tinkered with during the last forty years, they have generally failed
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INSTANT ACCESS

Libertarianism

Strengths Weaknesses

1. Values media freedom 1. Is overly optimistic about media’s willingness to
2. Is consistent with U.S. media traditions meet responsibilities

3. Values individuals 2. Is overly optimistic about individuals’ ethics and
4. Precludes government control of media rationality

3. Ignores need for reasonable control of media

4. Ignores dilemmas posed by conflicting free-
doms (for example, free press versus personal
privacy)

to serve their intended purpose. Very few people watch the access channels, and
few groups use them.

Many observers believe that social responsibility theory will be given new
strength by emerging technologies that allow communities greater power to dissem-

low power FM inate information. The FCC licenses low power FM radio stations (LPFM),
radio (LPFM) community-based, noncommercial stations broadcasting over small areas, typically
Community- 3 to 7 miles. The more than 825 stations currently on-air are operated by commu-
based, noncom- nity groups, labor unions, churches, and other nonprofit groups usually absent from
mercial stations the airwaves. Cable television, though never approaching the reempowering-

broadeasting over  the_public revolution predicted for it in the 1960s, has at least made literally
small areas, typi-  hyndreds of channels available, many of which are dedicated to ethnic and specific-
cally 3 to 7 miles 1 erest communities. Now, with the near total diffusion of the Internet and World
Wide Web, audience size and ability to make a profit have become unimportant con-
cerns for literally millions of “voices.” The website for a tribe of Native Americans,
for example, sits electronically side-by-side with those of the most powerful media
organizations. What many theorists fear, however, is that this wealth of voices—
Balkanize each speaking to its own community—will Balkanize the larger U.S. culture. That
Dividing a coun- 5 rather than all Americans reading and viewing conscientiously produced content
try, culture, or about all the Great Communities that make the United States as wonderfully diverse
society into and pluralistic as it is, communities will talk only to people residing within their bor-
antagonistic ders. The values, wants, needs, and ideas of others will be ignored.

They see the passing of the mass market national magazine in the face of tele-
vision’s 1950s assault on its ad revenues and audiences as the first step in the de-
mise of their hope for Great Communities. Whereas the entire nation once read
the Saturday Evening Post, individual-taste publics now read Ski, Wired, Mondo
2000, Model Airplane Builder, Ebony, and Organic Farmer. When cable began to
provide scores of alternatives to the big three commercial television networks, they
expressed the same fears. In the early 1970s, ABC, NBC, and CBS commanded
more than 90 percent of the viewing audience. Today, they draw fewer than
60 percent. The Internet has exacerbated this trend, prompting journalist Bree
Nordenson to argue that “shared public knowledge is receding, as is the likelihood

subgroups
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INSTANT ACCESS
Social Responsibility Theory

Strengths

1.
2.
3.

o O

Values media responsibility

Values audience responsibility

Limits government intrusion in media
operation

. Allows reasonable government control of

media

. Values diversity and pluralism
. Aids the “powerless”
. Appeals to the best instincts of media

practitioners and audiences

. Is consistent with U.S. legal tradition

Weaknesses

1. Is overly optimistic about media’s willingness
to meet responsibility

2. Is overly optimistic about individual
responsibility

3. Underestimates power of profit motivation and
competition

4. Legitimizes status quo

that we come in contact with beliefs that contradict our own. Personalized home
pages, newsfeeds, and e-mail alerts, as well as special-interest publications lead us
to create what sociologist Todd Gitlin disparagingly referred to as ‘my news, my
world.” Serendipitous news—accidently encountered information—is far less fre-
quent in a world of TiVo and online customization tools” (2008, p. 37). William
Gibson, author of Neuromancer and guru to the cybergeneration, predicts that
there will indeed be Great Communities, but they will be communities built around
brands—Planet Nike and the World of Pepsi—rather than around common values
and aspirations (Trench, 1990).

Since the report of the Hutchins Commission on Press Freedom in 1947, and
despite these profound changes in the nature of the American media system, there
has been relatively little effort to develop a more contemporary normative theory
of media in the United States. Social responsibility theory emerged at a time of
world crisis, when democracy itself was clearly threatened. Will the end of the
Cold War and increasing globalization and consolidation of media industries bring
forth or require a new normative theory? How must this theory be rethought and
restructured to reflect the new media environment where anyone can be a pub-
lisher? It is useful to examine some alternative normative theories practiced in other
parts of the world. We will do this after a discussion of the Internet community’s
efforts to produce a theory of social responsibility for its members.

THE PUBLIC INTEREST IN THE INTERNET ERA

More than 196 million Americans use the Internet; computers sit in more than 80
percent of their homes and 92 percent of these have Internet access. In a typical
month, more than 70 million individuals, or 36 percent of all U.S. net users, will
visit a newspaper website, spending 2.7 billion minutes on 3.5 billion page views
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(Sass, 2009a; “Home Internet,” 2009). Internet news sites MSNBC, Yahoo News,
CNN, and AOL News each attract more unique monthly visitors than the 18 million
of the top newspaper site, the New York Times (“Nielsen: Newspapers,” 2009).

There are, however, millions of other “news” sites, blogs—regularly updated
online journals, many offering news and commentary as well as links to related or
supporting information on the Web. Search engine Technorati has indexed more
than 130 million blogs worldwide, 1.5 million of which are updated at least weekly
(“State of,” 2008). While the vast majority may quickly go dormant, and many are
no doubt personal diaries, family gathering sites, and other idiosyncratic outlets,
many more are “citizen publishers,” “stand-alone journalists,” and “networks of
dedicated amateurs” who do meaningful journalism (Stepp, 2006, p. 62). “Free-
dom of the press now belongs not just to those who own printing presses,” wrote
journalism scholar Ann Cooper, “but also to those who use cell phones, video
cameras, blogging software, and other technology to deliver news and views to the
world” (2008, p. 45). But are these newly empowered citizens actually journalists?
Perhaps, as one angry news source labeled them to investigative reporter Jane
Mayer, they are merely “Cheeto-eating people in the basement working in their un-
derwear” (2009, p. 50).

Despite continued denigration, primarily from traditional journalism elites,
blogs have assumed a growing news gathering and dissemination function in our
society as well as a central role in our democracy’s public discourse. They have be-
come mainstream. Bloggers are routinely granted official access to major news
events such as Presidential press conferences and Supreme Court hearings; bloggers
have a professional association, the Online News Association (at www.cyberjourn
alist.net), and a code of ethics; online journalists are eligible for Pulitzer Prizes;
and in 2009, in order to include online journalists among their members, both the
Radio and Television News Directors Association (RTNDA) and the American
Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) changed names. The RTNDA became the
RTDNA—the Radio Television Digital News Association—and the ASNE dropped
“paper” from its name to become the American Society of News Editors. As such,
blogs are forcing a major reconsideration not only of the practice of journalism,
but of social responsibility and the public interest.

Here’s an example. One day, on NBC’s Meet the Press, the New York Times’s
Tom Friedman told the television audience, “The Internet is an open sewer of un-
treated, unfiltered information, left, right, center, up, down.... And I always felt,
you know, when modems first came out, when that was how we got connected to
the Internet, that every modem sold in America should actually come with a warn-
ing from the surgeon general that would have said, §udgment not included,” OK?
That you have to upload the old-fashioned way.” Salon blogger Glenn Greenwald
responded that it was the many failures of the “old-fashioned way” that paved the
road for bloggers’ new roles. It was “traditional” journalism, he wrote, that pro-
duced the news “that Saddam Hussein had purchased aluminum tubes that were
used to build nuclear weapons ... dismissed European objections to the invasion
as ‘not Serious’; demonized war opposition as coming from ‘knee-jerk liberals and
pacifists’; justified the war with the demented desire to make Iragis ‘Suck On This’
[Friedman’s own words]; ... called for France to be removed from the U.N.

i

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.


http://www.cyberjourn

enterprise
reporting
Original report-
ing, typically
initiated by a
specific media
outlet

Chapter 5 Normative Theories of Mass Communication 123

Security Council; ... uncritically repeated what they were told by the U.S. military
to disseminate myths about Jessica Lynch’s heroic firefight and Pat Tillman’s tragic
death at the hands of Taliban monsters ... [and] spent a week screaming to the
country that government tests showed Saddam was likely responsible for the an-
thrax attacks” (Greenwald, 2009a). Columbia Journalism Review managing editor
Brent Cunningham added that “traditional” journalism failed not only in the run-
up to the war in Iraq, but as the groundwork for the global financial meltdown
was being laid during the “1990s, when investment regulation was quietly disman-
tled (Glass-Steagall), NAFTA was enshrined without a thorough public airing of
probable consequences, the World Trade Organization protests were treated as
street theater, and first the Internet wizards and then Wall Street’s titans were
elevated to the altar of infallibility” (2009, p. 32).

Most American media outlets allow—even encourage—their writers to main-
tain blogs to better engage readers. The New York Times, for example, has more
than sixty news and opinion blogs on its Website. The Washington Post supports
media reporter Howard Kurtz’s blogging on mass communication issues among its
more than eighty Post-affiliated blogs. The New Yorker magazine gives prominent
blog space to political essayist Hendrik Hertzberg. The A#lantic is home to one of
the country’s most influential bloggers, Andrew Sullivan. The L.A. Times’s Hector
Tobar blogs about Latin America. Almost every local newspaper and broadcaster
offers online readers at least a few—if not many—blogs, either from its existing
personnel or from topic-specific experts. Some of this work echoes the parent com-
pany’s content; much provides additional, even alternative view material. But these
establishment media blogs generally operate under the same standards of practice
and professionalism as do their parent outlets. The question of service in the public
interest on the Internet, then, is really about the operation of independent news and
commentary blogs—that is, citizen journalists.

Some of the best-known and most influential blogs are Moveon.org, The Huf-
fington Post, The Daily Kos, Crooks and Liars, and Salon’s Glenn Greenwald
(more or less on the political Left) and Wizbang, Little Green Footballs, and Buzz-
Machine (more or less on the political Right). Many blogs are general interest and
others are issue specific. Altercation and Truthdig, for example, focus on media
performance commentary, and 247wallst.com and Footnoted.org deal with the
economy. Democracy Arsenal offers sophisticated analyses of national security de-
bates and issues. All invite comment, dissent, addition, and correction as well as
links to related sites and data. Beyond responding to individual postings, most
blogs give readers their own opportunity to blog: Crooks & Liars provides “Open
Thread,” Talking Points Memo has TPMCafe, and Salon hosts Open Salon, Table
Talk, and The Well.

One oft-cited criticism of blogs is that they do not practice “real” journalism;
they rely on the efforts of established news-gathering organizations. Most do not
have the time and money to do original enterprise reporting—investigatory stories
initiated by a specific media outlet. Significant resources are necessary, explains
Mother Jones co-editor Clara Jeffery, “to be able to send people down rabbit holes
without guarantee of the story” (in Dumenco, 2009). It was an “old line” media
outlet, the Washington Post, not bloggers, for example, that dedicated hundreds of
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In Fall, 2009, Carolyn Maloney of New York an-
nounced that her House of Representatives Joint
Economic Committee would undertake hearings “to
examine the treacherous economic landscape news-
papers face” with these words: “It is no secret that
the newspaper industry has fallen on hard times
which have only been exacerbated by the painful
economic woes our country is still working its way
out of. Digital media, bloggers, news aggregators,
and citizen journalists all on the Internet have forever
altered the speed at which news and ideas are dis-
seminated. And while there are many out there
chronicling what ails our country’s newspapers, com-
munity dailies continue to shut down their presses,
and not nearly enough is being done to find ways
to preserve these institutions” (Maloney, 2009). In
the Senate, the Commerce Committee’s communi-
cation subcommittee proposed the Newspaper
Revitalization Act which would grant newspapers
nonprofit status similar to that enjoyed by churches,
hospitals, and schools. Newspapers’ ad and sub-
scription revenue would be tax-exempt and dona-
tions to these publications would be tax-deductible.
Papers, however, would be forbidden from endorsing
political candidates. President Obama said he was
“open” to such legislation, and several states were
already working on other ways to save newspapers.
Washington, for example, reduced its business tax
on printers and publishers by 40 percent, and
Connecticut offered papers a combination of tax
breaks, training funds, and financing opportunities
(O’Brien, 2009).

These efforts were based on the view that journal-
ism, because it is essential to the functioning of
democracy and the maintenance of our way of life,
is a public good, something our “society needs and
people want but market forces are now incapable of
generating in sufficient quality or quantity” (Nichols
and McChesney, 2010, p. 13). However, the U.S.
public was not inclined to bail newspapers out. In
fact, two-thirds of Americans believe news stories
are often inaccurate and three-quarters think they’re
biased (Smillie, 2009); newspapers have registered
the steepest decline in customer satisfaction of any
industry in the fifteen years of the annual American
Customer Satisfaction Index (Fine, 2009).
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Beyond dissatisfaction with the performance of
the newspaper industry, justified or not, there was
also opposition to government support for the me-
dium based on the belief that there should be sepa-
ration of newspapers and government lest papers
bend to the needs and interests of their official ben-
efactors. But, argue supporters of government sub-
sidy, we already expect newspapers to resist
bending to the needs and interests of their benefac-
tors (advertisers), and our nation already has a two-
century-long history of subsidizing newspapers in
particular, through postal subsidies and the federal
tax code (Pérez-Pefa, 2010), and journalism in gen-
eral, such as the Corporation for Public Broadcast-
ing, spectrum space for broadcasters, and the
underwriting of journalism higher education. More-
over, they contend, public subsidy has not damaged
Britain’s BBC, arguably the most respected journalis-
tic enterprise on the globe.

Still, if there was little interest in “saving newspa-
pers,” surely, in a great democracy such as ours,
there is interest in “saving the news.” “What is really
threatened by the decline of newspapers and the re-
lated rise of online media is reporting—on-the-ground
reporting by trained journalists who know the subject,
have developed sources on all sides, strive for objec-
tivity, and are working with editors who check their
facts, steer them in the right direction, and are a fur-
ther check against unwarranted assumptions, sloppy
thinking and reporting, and conscious or uncon-
scious bias,” argued Salon’s Gary Kamiya (2009).

Technologist Clay Shirky was even more direct:
“So who covers all that news if some significant frac-
tion of the currently employed newspaper people
lose their jobs? | don’t know. Nobody knows. We're
collectively living through 1500 [after the invention of
the printing press], when it’s easier to see what’s
broken than what will replace it.” He continued,
“Society doesn’t need newspapers. What we need
is journalism.... When we shift our attention from
‘save newspapers’ to ‘save society’, the imperative
changes from ‘preserve the current institutions’ to
‘do whatever works™ (2009).

One solution that might work is “to do what other
mature democracies have long done: fully fund our
public media with tax dollars” argued former PBS

(Continued)
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station president Wililam Baker. Making the public-
good argument, he likened “efforts to solve the
news crisis [to] a national infrastructure project....
We don't leave it up to private nonprofits to maintain
our roads and bridges, outfit the Army, or provide
public transportation.” He might have added univer-
sal public education, the police, and the fire depart-
ment to his list of public goods. But cognizant of
minimal public support for the Newspaper Revitaliza-
tion Act (51 percent of the public was opposed;
Rasmussen, 2009), Baker predicted that “calling in
the resources of the central government to bear on
any national problem is sure to be obscured by the
fog of ideological and partisan distractions” produc-
ing “hysterical, clamoring opposition to ‘socialized
media’ or ‘government takeover of the news’
(2009, p. 22).

Perhaps private nonprofits might save journalism.
Between 2005 and 2009, more than 180 American
foundations gave nearly $128 milion to news and
information projects, half of that amount going spe-
cifically for investigative journalism (Lewis, 2009). The
Knight and the Sandler Foundations, for example,
underwrite Spot.us, a website that invites journalists
to pitch stories to people who then contribute small
amounts of money to those they deem worthy, a
practice known as community-funded (or crowd-
funded) journalism. These foundations also fund
ProPublica, a nonprofit investigative reporting group
that partners with for-profit news outlets to do stories
those media might not otherwise cover. In 2009 it
teamed with CBS to report on the spending of fed-
eral stimulus money and with the New York Times on
coverage of the American reconstruction effort in
Irag. The Knight Foundation, through its New Voices
program administered by the Institute for Interactive
Journalism at American University, also provides
grants to aid the launch of local news organizations.
Backyard News, serving six Harrisburg, Pennsylvania
suburbs, and GrossePointToday.com in Michigan are
two examples. The Center for Independent Media
and its national portal, the Washington Independent,
support a number of state-based political news

websites, including the Colorado Independent and
the Minnesota Independent.

Scores of other local, nonprofit journalism sites,
using a variety of funding schemes and employing
varying mixes of professional and citizen journalists,
also operate. Among the more successful are
MinnPost.com,  NewdJerseyNewsroom.com, and
Pressforthepeople.com. So extensive has the collec-
tion of nonprofit news organizations become (an ex-
haustive list is available at www.hks.harvard.edu/
hauser/engage/artsculturemedia/nonprofit-news-
organizations/index.html) that twenty of the biggest
met in July, 2009 to issue the “Pocantico Declaration.”
Named after the conference center on the Rockefeller
estate outside New York City where they gathered, it
announced, “We have hereby established, for the first
time ever, an Investigative News Network of nonprofit
news publishers throughout the United States of
America.” Among its assumptions was that the num-
ber of “member organizations—and thus the subject
range, sheer volume, and potential public impact of
available content—will increase substantially over the
ensuing months” and “the network will inevitably be-
come international” (Lewis, 2009, p. 17).

It is too early to tell which financial model or mod-
els wil “save journalism,” but something must.
Watching layoffs decimate his profession, former
New York Times reporter Chris Hedges wrote, “A de-
mocracy survives when its citizens have access to
trustworthy and impartial sources of information,
when it can discern lies from truth. Take this away
and a democracy dies. The fusion of news and en-
tertainment, the rise of a class of celebrity journalists
on television who define reporting by their access to
the famous and the powerful, the retreat by many
readers into the ideological ghettos of the Internet,
and the ruthless drive by corporations to destroy
the traditional news business are leaving us deaf,
dumb and blind” (2008).

community-funded (or crowdfunded) journalism Journal-
ists propose projects online to people who then contribute to
those they deem worthy
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thousands of dollars and countless hours to the investigation and reporting of the
substandard care received by wounded veterans at Walter Reed Army Medical
Center in 2007. Few can match the two years, $400,000, and army of reporters,
editors, and staff that the New York Times dedicated to its account of doctors eu-
thanizing elderly patients in a New Orleans hospital during the worst days of the
Hurricane Katrina disaster (Jeffery, 2009).

But even this is changing. Many blogs do indeed engage in original journalism
and many maintain paid, professional staffs. For example, journalists at
Thuthout.org belong to The Newspaper Guild/Communications Workers of
America. The Huffington Post, among its paid reporters and editors, employs a
ten-reporter investigation team that produces stories that once run on its own blog
are available and free to any other media outlet. Talking Points Memo, the blog
that broke the story of the illegal firing of U.S. attorneys, ultimately leading to the
resignation of Attorney General Alberto Gonzales (McLeary, 2007), has professional
reporters in its TPMuckrakers unit. Watchdog sites like The Smoking Gun and Fact-
Check undertake tasks once considered essential to good journalism—wading
through government and corporate reports and documents, filing Freedom of Infor-
mation lawsuits to force the publication of materials governments want kept hidden,
and measuring government and corporate statements against objective reality—that
in the face of declining profits and increased concentration of ownership are disap-
pearing from traditional media outlets (Chapter 4).

The question facing blogs and their social responsibility, then, is really no lon-
ger whether they practice journalism. It is whether or not they can remain indepen-
dent of the pressures that seem to limit more traditional outlets. “Blogging has
entered the mainstream, which—as with every new medium in history—looks to
its pioneers suspiciously like death,” argued technology blogger Nick Carr
(2008a). Not death, but constant reinvigoration, responded Atlantic Monthly’s An-
drew Sullivan. Blogging, he wrote, “is generating a new and quintessentially post-
modern idiom that’s enabling writers to express themselves in ways that have
never been seen or understood before. Its truths are provisional, and its ethos col-
lective and messy. Yet the interaction it enables between writer and reader is un-
precedented, visceral, and sometimes brutal. And make no mistake: it heralds a
golden era for journalism” (2008, p. 106). You can read more about several con-
troversial efforts to support Web-based news gathering and revitalize traditional
news organizations’ commitment to news in the box entitled “Saving Newspapers
or Saving Journalism?”

OTHER NORMATIVE THEORIES

Denis McQuail (1987) cites other normative theories of media developed in other
parts of the world. Each assigns a particular social role to media. Developmental
media theory advocates media support for an existing political regime and its ef-
forts to bring about national economic development. Several developing South
American countries—Honduras and Brazil, for example—exemplify developmen-
tal media theory. By supporting government development efforts, media aid
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society at large. This theory argues that until a nation is well established and its
economic development well under way, media must be supportive rather than
critical of government. Journalists must not pick apart government efforts to
promote development but, rather, assist government in implementing its policies.
U.S. journalists have been critical of this view. They believe that it is an updated
version of authoritarian theory and that media should never surrender the power
to criticize government policies, even if voicing those criticisms risks causing them
to fail.

Democratic-participant theory advocates media support for cultural pluralism
at a grassroots level. Media are to be used to stimulate and empower pluralistic
groups. Unlike social responsibility theory, which assumes that mass media can
perform this function, democratic-participant theory calls for development of inno-
vative “small” media that can be directly controlled by group members. If they
cannot afford such media, then the government should provide them subsidies so
they can do so. Government should identify and fund existing small media and es-
tablish training programs to teach group members how to operate small media.
Most Scandinavian countries practice some form of democratic-participant theory.

William Hachten (1992) provided a different perspective on normative theories
used by various countries and political systems. He identified five “concepts”:
(1) Western, (2) development, (3) revolutionary, (4) authoritarian, and (5) commu-
nism. The Western concept, exemplified by the United States, Great Britain, and
most other well-developed industrial nations, combines aspects of Libertarianism
and social responsibility theory. It recognizes that there are no completely free me-
dia systems and that even in the most profit-oriented media systems, there
exists not only a public expectation of service and responsibility, but an official ex-
pectation as well, one backed by “significant communication related activities of
government”—in other words, regulation (Stevenson, 1994, p. 109).

The development concept describes systems in which government and media
work in concert to ensure that media aid the planned, beneficial development of a
given nation. This concept is exemplified by the media systems of most developing na-
tions in Africa, Asia, the former Eastern bloc of Europe, and Latin America. Media
and government officials work together to produce content that meets specific cultural
and societal needs—for example, disease eradication and the dissemination of new
farming techniques. There is more government involvement in the operation of the me-
dia than there is in the Western concept, but little overt official censorship and control.

The revolutionary concept describes a system in which media are used in the
service of revolution. No country officially embraces this concept, but that does
not mean that the people and media practitioners cannot use a nation’s communi-
cation technologies to upset the government. The goals of media in the revolution-
ary concept are to end government monopoly over information, building an
opposition to the existing government, destroying the legitimacy of an existing gov-
ernment, and bringing down that government (Stevenson, 1994). The revolutionary
concept was in clear evidence in the Polish democracy movement— Solidarity—and
its adroit manipulation of that country’s media system in its 1989 overthrow of its
Communist regime and in the banding together of most of the big media outlets in
Yugoslavia in opposition to its undemocratic leader Slobodan Milosevic.
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More recently, Iran’s “Green Revolution” demonstrates how the Internet is
forcing a reconsideration of the revolutionary concept just as it has led to new
thinking on social responsibility theory. The tools of revolutionary media had long
been opposition pamphlets and newspapers, loud-speaker trucks, clandestine radio
and television broadcasts from inside and outside a country’s borders, and even
guerilla takeover of government-controlled media. These methods are usually
thwarted by arrests, military crackdowns, and electronic blocking of broadcast sig-
nals. So when Iranian citizens from all walks of life took to the streets in the Sum-
mer of 2009 to protest what they saw as the illegitimate re-election of President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the government, after expelling or placing under house
arrest all foreign journalists, shuttered opposition papers like Yas-e-No, blocked
Farsi-language satellite transmissions from dissident immigrants working out of
Los Angeles at AFN Farsi-Net, and used its own state-run radio and television sta-
tions to first ignore the protests and then blame them on outside Western agitators
hostile to Iran (Johnson, 2009).

Rather than stop the insurrection, these moves pushed the protesters to make
even greater and more effective use of the Internet, especially Twitter and You-
Tube. Using cell phones to direct people to Twitter (#IranElection), thousands of
dissidents were instantly mobilized into hundreds of daily demonstrations and
nightly roof-top protests, shouting “Allahu Akbar” (God is Great) in defiance of
the government. Hours of often violent and bloody cell phone video made their
way onto YouTube and then to media outlets across the globe. Kelly Golnoush
Niknejad’s Tebran Bureau (www.tehranbureau.com) offered a stream of Twitter
feeds, videos, e-mail reports, and other messages “from the front” in original En-
glish or English translation meant for all readers inside and outside Iran but espe-
cially for use by traditional global media outlets. The Iranian immigrant, a
graduate of Columbia University’s journalism school, produced this outlet of revo-
lutionary voices from her living room in Newton, Massachusetts (Smith, 2009).

When the government began airing the trials of jailed dissidents, the opposition
turned to YouTube to broadcast contrasting images of the prisoners before their
arrests with those showing the effects of the torture that produced their false con-
fessions. “And so a spectacle that was meant to produce compliance and terror
has instead stoked fury and derision,” wrote reporter Laura Secor, “The regime
has lost control of the political discussion within Iran, which is focusing on the
abuse of prisoners rather than on the perfidy of foreigners or the futility of resis-
tance” (2009, p. 26). And if there is one norm that all revolutionary media hope
to upset, it is authority’s control over political discussion.

Because there are now only three remaining communist countries (North
Korea, China, and Cuba), the authoritarian and communism concepts are typically
discussed as one. Both advocate the complete domination of media by the govern-
ment for the purpose of forcing those media to serve, in the case of the authoritar-
ian system, the government’s desires, and in the case of the communism concept,
the Communist Party’s.

Recently, however, some scholars have been arguing for a less category-based,
more flexible approach to normative theory. Chengju Huang, for example, argued
for a transitional media approach to evaluating specific media systems, because
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“the post—Cold War era in the information age is witnessing an accelerated social
and media transition across the world.” As such, media researchers “confront
more mixed social and media systems than the standard ones described by various
normative models” (2003, p. 456). This approach would be nonnormative, making
media system “change and adaptation its primary orientation.” It would accept
change and adaptation as “a historical process occurring through both revolution
and evolution.” And it would be culturally open-minded, maintaining “that media
transition in various societies may take different paths in different political, cul-
tural, and socioeconomic contexts, and therefore may lead to different and often
complex media systems” (pp. 455-456). Naturally, it is the changing world politi-
cal environment, advances in communication technologies (especially “borderless”
technologies such as satellite and the Internet), and rapid globalization encouraging
this call for a more flexible approach to evaluating a given media system against
that society’s hypothetical ideal (the basis for normative theory).

SUMMARY

During the 1940s, social responsibility theory
emerged as the predominant normative theory of
media practice in the United States. It represented a
compromise between radical Libertarian views
and calls for technocratic control. Social responsi-
bility theory put control of media content in the
hands of media practitioners, who were expected
to act in the public interest. No means existed,
however, to compel them to serve the public.
They were free to decide what services were needed
and to monitor the effectiveness of those services.

Since its articulation by the Hutchins Commis-
sion, most media practitioners have at least been
introduced to the basic ideals of social responsi-
bility theory. As such, when they are questioned
about their work, most provide explanations
based on social responsibility notions. In addi-
tion, many different news production practices
have been developed in an effort to implement
these ideas. Still, there seems to be little enthusi-
asm among many media professionals for social
responsibility theory’s focus on the public good
and on broad-based reporting about significant
events. In addition, as the conflict between social
responsibility and profitability continues to grow
in our increasingly concentrated and commercial-
ized media, responsibility becomes less central to
the mission of many media organizations.

Media critics such as Gaye Tuchman (1978)
and W. Lance Bennett (1988) have charged that
media coverage of minority groups and social
movements actually impedes or subverts group
activities. They argue that ritualistic balancing
of news combined with overdramatized coverage
has popularized false impressions of groups or
reinforced negative stereotypes. Groups get little
real assistance from media. Most media services
are aimed at demographic segments favored by
advertisers—not at those groups in greatest
need of help. Media have chronicled the decay
of cities but have done little to create “Great
Communities.” Their target audiences are gener-
ally in the affluent suburbs, not the inner-city
ghettos. The harshest critics of social responsibil-
ity theory argue that this ideology simply legiti-
mizes and rationalizes the status quo (Altschull,
1990). We will consider these criticisms more
fully in Chapter 10.

Despite little revamping or reexamination, so-
cial responsibility theory remains the normative
theory guiding most media operation in the
United States today. But recent changes in media
technology and world politics make it reasonable
to reassess social responsibility theory’s usefulness
as currently applied. New media such as niche
cable channels and LPFM are available to ethnic
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or other minority groups at low cost, and the In-
ternet has made it possible for even the smallest
groups to enter their voices into the marketplace
of ideas. But some critics see the rise of many such
small groups as a Balkanization of the larger U.S.
culture. Before we can judge the validity of this
worry, however, the normative theory on which
our media system is grounded must be reformu-
lated, especially given technological and economic
changes reshaping the media. This will require a
critical reexamination of social responsibility the-
ory and careful consideration of alternatives.
Alternative normative theories, however, al-
ready exist, although they may not be a good fit
for our political and social system. Developmental
media theory advocates media support for an

Critical Thinking Questions

1. Do you read news blogs? If so, which ones?
Which engage primarily in commentary and
which do original reporting? Do you trust
these online news sites more or less than you
do more traditional media outlets? Why or
why not? Do you agree with Nick Carr that
blogs have lost their fire, or are you with
Andrew Sullivan in thinking that their unique
writer-reader relationship creates something
so different from what was once considered
reporting that they will usher in “a golden era
for journalism”? Defend your answer.

2. Libertarianism is based on the self-righting
principle—if all the information is available,
good ideas will survive and bad ideas will
die. But this also assumes that the “debate”
between the ideas is fair. Do you think fair-
ness can be achieved in contemporary mass

Key Terms

First Amendment
absolutists

social responsibility
theory

radical Libertarian technocratic control
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existing political regime in its efforts to foster
national economic development. Democratic-
participant theory advocates media support for
grassroots cultural pluralism. Hachten offered
five concepts: (1) Western, combining Libertarian
and social responsibility ideals; (2) development,
something akin to developmental media theory;
(3) revolutionary, in which the people and media
professionals use mass media to challenge an ex-
isting regime; and (4) authoritarian and (5) com-
munism, in which media serve the dictates of
those in power. Recently, however, there have
been calls for a less category-based and more flex-
ible approach to normative theories, a transitional
media approach to evaluating a given society’s
media system.

media? Libertarianism also assumes that
people are good and rational, that they can
tell good ideas from bad ideas. Do you think
this highly of your fellow citizens? Why or
why not?

3. Social responsibility theory assumes a press
that balances profit and service under the
watch of an interested public. Many critics,
as you’ve read, believe the media have
favored profit over service as the public has
remained disinterested. But if journalism
becomes the product of a primarily non-
profit or philanthropic system, how might
social responsibility theory have to be
reconfigured? What will it mean if profit is
no longer essential? What additional de-
mands, if any, will this place on the public?

authoritarian theory marketplace of ideas

self-righting principle laissez-faire doctrine

Bill of Rights Fourth Estate



video news releases
bloggers

Chicago School
pluralistic groups

local origination (or
mandatory access)
rule

Chapter 5 Normative Theories of Mass Communication 131

low power FM radio
(LPFM)

Balkanize
enterprise reporting

developmental media
theory

democratic-
participant theory

community-funded
(or crowdfunded)
Western concept journalism
development concept

revolutionary concept

transitional media
approach

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



FrRom LimiTeD-EFFECTS

SECTION c c
TO GVRITICAL GULTURAL
THEORIES: FERMENT
IN THE FIELD
1455 Johann Gutenberg invents printing press
1644 Milton’s Aeropagetica published
1690 Publick Occurrences, first newspaper in America
1704 First newspaper ad appears
1741 First magazines appear in the Colonies
1790 Bill of Rights and First Amendment adopted
1833 Benjamin Day’s New York Sun ushers in penny press
1836 Charles Babbage develops plans for a mechanical computer in England
1844 Samuel Morse invents telegraph
1876 Alexander Graham Bell invents telephone
1877 Thomas Edison demonstrates phonograph
1894 America’s first movie (kinetoscope) house opens
1895 Louis and Auguste Lumiere introduce single-screen motion picture exhibit
William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer embark on yellow journalism
1896 Hearst sends infamous telegram to reporter in Cuba
Press services founded
1912 Radio Act of 1912 passed
132
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Pulitzer endows prize that bears his name
KDKA goes on the air

Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion published
First commercial announcement broadcast on radio

The American Society of Newspaper Editors’ Canons of Journalism adopted

NBC begins network broadcasting
Talking pictures introduced

Radio Act of 1927 creates the Federal Radio Commission

Payne Fund’s Movies, Delinquency, and Crime published

Communications Act passes, creates the Federal Communications Commission
War of the Worlds broadcast

First public broadcast of television
World War Il erupts in Europe
Paperback book introduced in the United States

Paul Lazarsfeld’s voter studies begin in Erie County, Ohio
United States enters World War I
British develop first binary computer

Carl Hovland conducts first war propaganda research
British develop Colossus, the first electronic digital computer, to break German
war code

World War Il ends
Gordon Allport and Leo Postman’s rumor study published

John Mauchly and John Atanasoff introduce ENIAC, the first “full-service” electronic
digital computer

Hutchins Commission issues report on press freedom
The Hollywood Ten called before the House Un-American Activities Committee

Norbert Wiener’s Cybernetics published
Cable television invented

George Orwell’s 7984 published
Carl Hovland, Arthur Lumsdaine, and Fred Sheffield’'s Experiments in Mass
Communication published

Harold Innis’s The Bias of Communication published
Edward R. Murrow’s See It Now premieres
UNIVAC becomes the first successful commercial computer

Carl Hovland, Irving Janis, and Harold Kelley’s Communication and Persuasion
published

Murrow challenges McCarthy on television

Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz’s Personal Influence published
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1957 C. Wright Mills’s Power Elite published
Soviet Union launches Sputnik, Earth’s first human-constructed satellite
Leon Festinger’s Cognitive Dissonance published

1958 Television quiz show scandal erupts
1959 C. Wright Mills’s The Sociological Imagination published
1960 John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon meet in the Great Debates

Television in 90 percent of all U.S. homes
Joseph Klapper’s Effects of Mass Communication published

1961 V. O. Key’s Public Opinion and American Democracy published
Kennedy makes nation’s first live TV presidential press conference
Schramm team’s Television in the Lives of Our Children published

1962 Festinger’s cognitive dissonance article appears
Sidney Kraus'’s Great Debates published
Air Force commissions Paul Baran to develop a national computer network

1963 JFK assassinated
Albert Bandura’s aggressive modeling experiments first appear
Networks begin one-half-hour newscasts
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THE Rise oF LimiTeD-EFFECTS
THEORY

CHAPTER

Two wars—one imaginary, one real—helped move mass communication theory
away from notions of powerful and subversive mass media to a more moderate and
benign view. What was to become the discipline’s long adherence to limited-effects
thinking began on a peaceful evening in late October, 1938. On that night, many
Americans were listening to a ballroom dance music program on the CBS radio
network when the show was interrupted by a series of news bulletins. Early an-
nouncements told of strange astronomical observations and sightings of lights in
the sky. The reports grew steadily more ominous. An alien spaceship had landed
and was attacking the military forces that surrounded it. Transmissions from the
scene ended suddenly, followed by an appeal from the Secretary of the Interior
for calm in the face of the alien threat. In cities across the nation, Americans
reacted with alarm.

In that year, the medium of radio was still new, but it had become enormously
popular. Expansive national networks had been established only a few years ear-
lier. Listeners were starting to rely on the new medium for news, which was free
and easily accessible and provided compelling on-the-spot reports of fast-breaking
situations. In a very troubled era, with many unusual and threatening events, such
as impending war in Europe, people listened to radio for the latest reports of
threatening news. Orson Welles, a young radio program producer, conceived a
radio theater program in which simulated news bulletins would be used to play a
Halloween joke on the entire nation. Borrowing freely from a novel by H. G. Wells
entitled War of the Worlds, Welles and scriptwriter Howard Koch created a radio
drama in which listeners heard a series of compelling eyewitness reports of an alien
invasion. Afraid that the program might be too dull, Koch embellished the script with
allusions and authentic detail (Lowery and DeFleur, 1995).

The last half of the program recounted the aftermath of the invasion. News bul-
letins gave way to a monologue from the sole human survivor, telling of the aliens’
ultimate defeat by earthly bacteria. Because this portion of the program was clearly
fantasy, Welles saw no need to provide announcements of the program’s fictitious
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nature. For many listeners, it was too late anyway. As soon as they heard the early
bulletins, they fled their homes and aroused their neighbors.

Many observers saw the invasion-from-Mars panic as definitive proof of mass
society theory. If a single radio program could induce such widespread panic, obvi-
ously concerted propaganda campaigns could do much worse. The American masses
were clearly at the mercy of any demagogue who could gain control of the airwaves.
Eventually some bully would seize the opportunity and take power, as Adolf Hitler
had done in Germany. A demagogue would use propaganda to win a close election,
and once he gained sufficient control, he would crush political opposition.

At Princeton University, a group of social researchers set out to determine why
the Welles broadcast had been so influential (Cantril, Gaudet, and Herzog, 1940).
Their research found that many people acted too hastily after hearing only the first
fragmentary reports of the invasion. They trusted without question the simulated
news bulletins, especially the eyewitness reports and interviews with phony experts
with official-sounding but fictitious titles. The people who were most upset by the
program didn’t stay glued to their radios waiting for updates. In that era, before
portable and car radios had become commonplace, these people lost touch with the
program once they left their homes. Word of mouth spread news of the ersatz inva-
sion through entire neighborhoods. Often people who heard about the invasion
from others didn’t think to turn on their radios to check out the news for them-
selves. They trusted their neighbors and acted. Even though the researchers found
considerable evidence of panic, they also found that most people were not taken in
by Welles’s practical joke. Most people had enough critical ability that they easily
checked the validity of the broadcast, so they had little trouble disconfirming news
of the invasion. Only listeners who tuned in late and for just a few minutes were
likely to be upset. The researchers concluded that these people had one or more psy-
chological traits that made them especially susceptible to media influence: emotional
insecurity, phobic personality, lack of self-confidence, and fatalism.

OVERVIEW

The War of the Worlds researchers, led by Hadley Cantril, were part of a vanguard
of social scientists who transformed our view of how media influence society.
Within twenty years of Welles’s broadcast, the way many scholars looked at mass
media had been radically altered. They no longer feared media as potential instru-
ments of political oppression and manipulation, but instead portrayed mass com-
munication as a relatively benign force with much potential for social good.
Researchers gradually came to see media’s power over the public as limited—so
limited that no government regulations were deemed necessary to prevent manipu-
lation. They viewed the public itself as resistant to persuasion and extremist manip-
ulation. The belief grew that most people were influenced by other people rather
than by the media; opinion leaders in every community and at every level of society
were responsible for guiding and stabilizing public views on everything from poli-
tics to fashion and shopping. Only a very small minority of people had psychologi-
cal traits that made them vulnerable to direct manipulation by media. Media were
conceptualized as relatively powerless in shaping public opinion in the face of more
potent intervening variables like people’s individual differences and their group
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memberships. This new view of media arose and persisted even after the new
medium of television transformed and dominated the media landscape.

How and why did such a radical transformation in media theory take place in
such a relatively short period of time? In this chapter, we trace the rise of what
became the dominant perspective in U.S. media research for several decades. We
describe the work of researchers led by Paul Lazarsfeld, Cantril’s colleague at
Princeton University. Lazarsfeld later moved to Columbia University, where he pio-
neered the use of sophisticated surveys to measure media influence on how people
thought and acted. These surveys seemed to provide definitive evidence that media
rarely had a powerful direct influence on individuals. The effects that did occur were
quite limited in scope—affecting only a few people or influencing less important
thoughts or actions. Later research showed similar findings and led to development of
a perspective on media that was referred to as the limited-effects perspective.

We also review experimental studies of the persuasive power of media, focus-
ing on the work of Carl Hovland. Like Lazarsfeld, Hovland was a methodological
innovator who introduced new standards for evaluating media influence. He too
found that media lacked the power to instantly convert average people away from
strongly held beliefs. Even in laboratory situations where the potential for media
influence was exaggerated, he could demonstrate only modest effects. Hovland
and his team identified many factors that appeared to limit media influence.

Finally, we consider how proponents of limited effects were able to establish
this perspective as the dominant way of looking at media. Data from an impressive
array of elaborate empirical studies were assembled into an important series of
classic reports (e.g., Bauer and Bauer, 1960; Campbell et al., 1960; DeFleur and
Larsen, 1958; Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955; Klapper, 1960). These reports seemed to
provide definitive evidence of limited effects.

As we trace the rise of the limited-effects perspective and the development of
middle-range theories of mass communication, it is important to note the parallels
to our own times (as well as the important differences). As there was for the theor-
ists in the 1930s and 1940s, there is seemingly obvious evidence all around us of
the power of media to alter our experience of the social world. In the first seven
days following the massive 2010 earthquake in Haiti, for example, dramatic
reporting from the scene moved tens of thousands of Americans to pick up their
cell phones and donate by text message $22 million to the Red Cross relief effort
(Heath, 2010). How can this be explained if media are not capable of having pow-
erful effects? But it is not only in times of crisis that we turn to media as a means
of making sense of what is going on and trying to anticipate what might happen
in the future. The more we depend on media to do this, the more we effectively
place our faith in them to guide us, and the more likely it is that they will influence
our lives. To what extent should media be held responsible for altering our views
of the social world? To what extent should we be held responsible if we choose to
trust the media to provide useful information? It is important to recognize that this
apparent power of the media is not inherent in the technology itself or even in the
specific media content being transmitted. The power lies in ourselves—in the way
we choose to allow media to affect our lives. This is the essential insight that
comes out of the limited-effects perspective—an insight that continues to have rele-
vance as we seek to assess the role of media today.
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As you read this chapter, you will be introduced to a perspective on the role
of media in society that differs profoundly from the mass society and propaganda
perspectives discussed in earlier chapters. Concern about the power and role of
propaganda in society fades away and is replaced by interest in the processes that
determine whether or not mass communication will have specific effects on certain
types of individuals. Does this mean that propaganda disappeared after World War
II? Was the postwar world suddenly free from messages designed to serve special
interests? The Cold War was at its peak in the 1950s. Widespread fear of
Communism was combined with fear of nuclear war. Americans were constantly
being reminded to build shelters and be prepared for the bombs likely to fall at
any time. School children watched government-issued films that urged them to
“duck and cover” under their desks during nuclear bomb attacks.

Some contemporary researchers have begun to question Cold War propaganda
efforts and the role played by communications researchers in planning and study-
ing them. Timothy Glander (2000), for example, has argued that the rise of mass
communication research during the Cold War was the result of a collaboration
among media researchers who became colleagues during World War II and then
supported each other in later years. These people effectively channeled government
and foundation funding toward favored mass communication research. In
Glander’s view, these researchers consciously abandoned any interest in systematic
public education such as Dewey had advocated in the 1930s. Funding that might
have been used to educate the public about the Cold War instead went toward
funding effects research that Glander argues was intended to find ways to manipu-
late the public in the service of elite objectives. Campaigns were launched to deni-
grate the Soviet Union and Communism and to promote preparations for nuclear
war. Other scholars (Park and Pooley, 2008) who have examined the development
of mass communication research in the United States during that period confirm
most of Glander’s assertions. They provide evidence that the focus on media effects
was consistent with ideological biases prevalent in the United States at the time. As
we will see in Chapter 8, American researchers in the 1950s and 1960s saw
European theory as heavily biased by neo-Marxist theory but considered their
own work to be objective because it was grounded in empirical research. We’ll
have more to say about these assertions in later chapters.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF LIMITED-EFFECTS THEORY

The people who developed limited-effects theory during the 1940s and 1950s
were primarily methodologists—not theorists. In this chapter we focus attention
on two such men, Paul Lazarsfeld and Carl Hovland. There were a number of
others who worked with them and were influenced by them. Hovland’s wartime
colleagues included Irving Janis, Arthur Lumsdaine, Nathan Macoby, and Fred
Sheffield. Lazarsfeld worked with Hadley Cantril, Bernard Berelson, Hazel
Gaudet, and Harold Mendelsohn. Both Hovland and Lazarsfeld were convinced
that we could best assess the influence of media by employing objective empirical
methods to measure it. They argued that new research methods such as experi-
ments and surveys made it possible to directly observe and draw objective
conclusions about the effects of media. These conclusions would guide the
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construction of more useful theory that was grounded in systematic observation,
not wild speculation.

Both Lazarsfeld and Hovland were trained in the empirical research methods
that had been developed in psychology. In addition, Lazarsfeld spent time as a
social statistician in Austria and was trained in survey research methods. Working
independently, they demonstrated how their research techniques could be adapted
to the study of media effects. Both were successful in convincing others of the use-
fulness and validity of their approach. With ongoing backing from the Rockefeller
Foundation, Lazarsfeld secured government and private funding that enabled him
to conduct expensive large-scale studies at Columbia University of media influence.
After conducting propaganda experiments during World War II—the real war
mentioned at the start of this chapter—Hovland established a research center at
Yale, where hundreds of persuasion experiments were conducted for more than a
decade. Both Columbia and Yale became very influential research centers, attracting
and educating some of the most prominent social researchers of the time.

Neither Lazarsfeld nor Hovland set out to overturn the way mass communica-
tion was understood. They had broader objectives. During the war years, they were
drawn into media studies as part of the larger effort to understand the power
of propaganda and the threat it posed. Government agencies looked to them for
advice concerning how to mobilize Americans to fight the Germans and the
Japanese. Unlike many colleagues, who automatically assumed that media were quite
powerful, Lazarsfeld and Hovland were determined to conduct empirical research
that might reveal how media influence worked. They hoped that if media’s power
could be better understood, it might be controlled and used toward good ends.

Lazarsfeld and Hovland were part of a new generation of empirical social
researchers who argued that scientific methods provided the essential means to
understand the social world and to control media’s power over society. These
researchers sought to remake their academic disciplines: to convert sociology, psy-
chology, political science, and even history into true social sciences. They cited the
tremendous accomplishments made in the physical sciences. Fields like physics and
chemistry vividly demonstrated the ability of science to understand and control the
physical world. Some of the most striking examples could be found in new military
technology: amazing aircraft, highly destructive bombs, and unstoppable tanks.
These weapons could be used for either good or evil, to defend democracy or bol-
ster totalitarianism. Like Harold Lasswell (Chapter 4), these would-be social scien-
tists believed that if democracy were to survive, it would have to produce the best
scientists, and these people would have to do a better job of harnessing technology
to advance that political ideology.

As the new social scientists conducted their research, they found that media
were not as powerful as mass society or propaganda theory had suggested. Media
influence over public opinion or attitudes often proved hard to locate. Media influ-
ence was typically less important than that of factors such as social status or educa-
tion. Those media effects that were found seemed to be isolated and were
sometimes contradictory. Despite the weak findings—study after study provided
growing insight into the limited power of media—funding for additional research
was easy to secure. Much of this support was provided by a government anxious
to maintain its control in a fearful nation under siege from Communist ideology
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and nuclear weapons that render today’s threats from stateless Islamic radicals pale
by comparison (Pooley, 2008).

During the 1950s, as the limited-effects perspective began to take shape, new
social research centers modeled after those at Yale and Columbia opened across the
United States. One of the early leaders in the field, Wilbur Schramm, was personally
responsible for establishing communication research centers at the University of
Illinois, Stanford University, and the University of Hawaii. By 1960, many of the
“classic studies” of limited effects had been published and become required reading
for the first generation of doctoral students in the newly created field of mass com-
munication research. This new perspective dominated during the 1960s; it remained
quite strong through the 1970s, and its influence echoes even today.

Did the creators of the limited-effects perspective believe that the power of
media was limited? Recently, historians have argued that the same researchers
who published limited-effects findings were also accepting large government con-
tracts to design and test propaganda, which they obviously thought to be effective
(Park and Pooley, 2008). During the Cold War much of this propaganda was
targeted at Third World populations also targeted by the Communists. These
researchers were also accepting contracts to improve the effectiveness of domestic
Civil Defense propaganda.

As we discuss the early research, we will illustrate the factors that combined to
make development of the perspective possible. We list these factors here, and we
will refer to them in later sections.

1. The refinement and broad acceptance of empirical social research methods
was an essential factor in the emergence of the limited-effects perspective.
Throughout this period, empirical research methods were effectively promoted
as an ideal means of measuring, describing, and ultimately explaining social
phenomena. A generation of empirical social scientists working in several
academic disciplines declared them to be the only “scientific” way of dealing
with social phenomena. They dismissed other approaches as overly speculative,
unsystematic, or too subjective (see the discussion of postpositivism in Chapter 1).
Because so few people at the time understood the limitations of empirical
research methods, they often uncritically accepted the findings and conclusions
derived from them. When these outcomes conflicted with past theories, the
older theories were questioned and rejected, often on the basis of a handful of
inconclusive findings.

2. Empirical social researchers successfully branded people who advocated mass
society and propaganda notions as “unscientific.” They accused mass society
theory advocates of being fuzzy-minded humanists, doomsayers, political
ideologues, or biased against media. Also, mass society and propaganda
notions lost some of their broad appeal as the threat of propaganda seemed
to fade in the late 1950s and 1960s. Within social science departments, study
of propaganda was abandoned in favor of public opinion research.

3. Social researchers exploited the commercial potential of the new research
methods and gained the support of private industry. One of the first articles
Lazarsfeld wrote after arriving in the United States was about the use of survey
research methods as a tool for advertisers (Kornhauser and Lazarsfeld, 1933).
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Researchers promoted surveys and experiments as a means of probing media
audiences and interpreting consumer attitudes and behaviors. Most of
Hovland’s persuasion studies had more or less direct application to advertising
and marketing. As we saw in Chapter 2, Lazarsfeld coined the term
administrative research to refer to these applications. He persuasively argued
for the use of empirical research to guide administrative decision making.

4. The development of empirical social research was strongly backed by various
private and government foundations, most notably the Rockefeller Foundation
and the National Science Foundation. This support was crucial, particularly
in the early stages, because large-scale empirical research required much more
funding than previous forms of social research had required. Without support
from the Rockefeller Foundation, Lazarsfeld might never have come to the
United States or have been able to develop and demonstrate the validity of his
approach. Without the government funding provided during the Cold War,
large mass communication research centers might never have been established
at major universities. The generation of empirical researchers trained in these
centers might never have come to dominate the field during the 1970s and 1980s.

5. As empirical research demonstrated its usefulness, media companies began to
sponsor and eventually conduct their own empirical research on media. In
time, both CBS and NBC formed their own social research departments and
employed many outside researchers as consultants. Two of the most influential
early media researchers were Frank Stanton and Joseph Klapper—the former
collaborated with Lazarsfeld on numerous research projects in the 1940s, and
the latter was Lazarsfeld’s student. Both Stanton and Klapper rose to become
executives at CBS. As media corporations grew larger and earned sizable
profits, they could afford to fund empirical research—especially when that
research helped to justify the status quo and block moves to regulate their
operations. Media funding and support were vital to the development of
commercial audience ratings services such as Nielsen and Arbitron. These
companies pioneered the use of survey research methods to measure the size
of audiences and guide administrative decision making in areas such as
advertising and marketing.

Media support was also crucial to the growth of various national polling
services, such as Gallup, Harris, and Roper. Media coverage of polls and
ratings data helped establish their credibility in the face of widespread
commonsense criticism. During the 1940s and 1950s, most people were
skeptical about the usefulness of data gathered from small samples. They
wondered, for example, how pollsters could survey just 300 or 1200 people
and draw conclusions about an entire city or nation. To answer these
questions, media reported that opinion polls and ratings were valid because
they were based on “scientific” samples. Often, there was little explanation
of what the term scientific meant in this context.

6. Empirical social researchers successfully established their approach within
the various social research disciplines—political science, history, social
psychology, sociology, and economics. These disciplines, in turn, shaped the
development of communication research. During the 1960s and 1970s, several
communication areas—for example, advertising and journalism—rapidly
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expanded to meet growing student interest in studying communication and
preparing for careers in related industries. As these areas developed, empirical
social researchers from the more established social sciences provided leadership.
Social science theories and research methods borrowed from the more established
disciplines assumed an important—often dominant—role in structuring research
conducted in university journalism, advertising, speech communication, and
broadcasting departments. Empirical research became widely accepted as the
most scientific way to study communication, even though it proved difficult to
find conclusive evidence of media influence. Communication researchers working
in hundreds of small academic departments spread across the United States relied
on better-funded colleagues at major universities to lead the field.

THE TWO-STEP FLOW OF INFORMATION AND INFLUENCE

inductive

An approach to
theory construc-
tion that sees
research beginning
with empirical
observation rather
than speculation

middle-range
theory

A theory com-
posed of empirical
generalizations
based on empirical
fact
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Lazarsfeld was not a theorist, yet by promoting empirical research, he did more
than any of his peers to transform social theory generally and media theory specifi-
cally. Lazarsfeld believed theory must be strongly grounded in empirical facts. He
was concerned that macroscopic social theories, including the various mass society
and propaganda theories, were too speculative. He preferred a highly inductive
approach to theory construction—that is, research should begin with empirical
observation of important phenomena, not with armchair speculation. After the
facts are gathered, they are sifted, and the most important pieces of information are
selected. This information is used to construct empirical generalizations—assertions
about the relationships between variables. Then researchers can gather more data to
see whether these generalizations are valid.

This research approach is cautious and inherently conservative. It avoids
sweeping generalizations that go beyond empirical observations and demands that
theory construction be “disciplined” by data collection and analysis (observation
leads to research ... and more research ... and more research leads to theory devel-
opment). Theory, therefore, is never too far removed from the data on which
it is based. The research process proceeds slowly—building step-by-step on one
data-collection effort after another. You’ll recognize this from Chapter 1 as the epis-
temology of postpositivism. Eventually, researchers will find and test a large number
of empirical generalizations.

Theory is gradually created by combining generalizations to build what
Robert Merton (1967) referred to as middle-range theory (see Chapter 7 for a
fuller discussion). Unlike earlier forms of grand social theory—mass society theory
or the propaganda theories, for example—middle-range theory comprises empirical
generalizations that are solidly based on empirical facts. At the time, most social
researchers thought that this was how theories were developed in the physical
sciences. By emulating physical scientists, social scientists hoped they would be just as
successful in controlling the phenomena that interested them. If so, the scientific meth-
ods that produced nuclear bombs might also eliminate poverty, war, and racism.

During the presidential election campaign of 1940, pitting incumbent Franklin
Delano Roosevelt against Republican Wendell Willkie, Lazarsfeld had his first
major opportunity to test the validity of his approach. He designed and carried
out what was, at the time, the most elaborate mass communication field
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experiment ever conducted. Lazarsfeld assembled a large research team in May
1940 and sent it to Erie County, Ohio—a relatively remote region surrounding
and including the town of Sandusky, west of Cleveland along the shores of Lake
Erie. The total population of the county was 43,000, and it was chosen because it
was considered to be an average American locality. Though Sandusky residents
tended to vote Democratic, the surrounding rural area was strongly Republican.
By the time the research team left in November, it had personally interviewed
more than 3,000 people in their homes. Six hundred were selected to be in a panel
that was interviewed seven times—once every month from May until November.
The researchers estimated that an interviewer visited one out of every three of the
county’s households (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1944).

In his data analysis, Lazarsfeld focused attention on changes in voting deci-
sions. As people were interviewed each month, their choice of candidates was com-
pared with the previous month’s choice. During the six months, several types of
changes were possible. Lazarsfeld created a label for each. Early deciders chose a
candidate in May and never changed during the entire campaign. Waverers chose
one candidate, then were undecided or switched to another candidate, but in the
end they voted for their first choice. Converts chose one candidate but then voted
for his opponent—they had been converted from one political ideology to another.
Crystallizers had not chosen a candidate in May but made a choice by November.
Their choice was predictable, based on their political party affiliation, their social
status, and whether they lived on a farm or in the city. Lazarsfeld reasoned that
for these people, mass media simply served as a means of helping them sort out a
choice that was to some extent predetermined by their social situation.

Lazarsfeld used a very long and detailed questionnaire dealing extensively with
exposure to specific mass media content, such as candidate speeches on radio. This
focus was not surprising given his considerable background and interest in radio
research. If propaganda was as powerful as propaganda theories predicted, his
research should have allowed him to pinpoint media influence. If these notions

INSTANT ACCESS
Two-Step Flow Theory

Strengths Weaknesses

1. Focuses attention on the environment in which 1. Is limited to its time (1940s) and media

effects can and can’t occur

environment (no television)

2. Stresses importance of opinion leaders in 2. Uses reported behavior (voting) as only test
formation of public opinion of media effects
3. Is based on inductive rather than deductive 3. Downplays reinforcement as an important
reasoning media effect
4. Effectively challenges simplistic notions of 4. Uses survey methods that underestimate
direct effects media impact
5. Later research demonstrates a multistep flow
of influence
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were valid, he reasoned that he should have found that most voters were either
converts or waverers. He should have observed people switching back and forth
between candidates as they consumed the candidates’ latest media messages. Those
who showed the most change should have been the heaviest users of media.

But Lazarsfeld’s results directly contradicted notions based on propaganda the-
ory. Fifty-three percent of the voters were early deciders. They chose one candidate
in May and never changed. Twenty-eight percent were crystallizers—they eventu-
ally made a choice consistent with their position in society and stayed with it.
Fifteen percent were waverers, and only eight percent were converts. Lazarsfeld
could find little evidence that media played an important role in influencing the
crystallizers, the waverers, or the converts. Media use by those in the latter two cat-
egories was lower than average, and very few of them reported being specifically
influenced by media messages. Instead, these voters were much more likely to say
that they had been influenced by other people. Many were politically apathetic.
They failed to make clear-cut voting decisions because they had such low interest.
Often they decided to vote as the people closest to them voted—not as radio
speeches or newspaper editorials told them to vote.

Lazarsfeld concluded that the most important influence of mass media was to
reinforce a vote choice that had already been made. Media simply gave people more
reasons for choosing a candidate whom they (and the people around them) already
favored. For some voters—the crystallizers, for example—media helped activate exist-
ing party loyalties and reminded them how people like themselves were going to vote.
Republicans who had never heard of Willkie were able to at least learn his name and
a few reasons why he would make a good president. On the other hand, Lazarsfeld
found very little evidence that media converted people. Instead, the converts were
often people with divided loyalties; as Lazarsfeld described this situation, they were
“cross-pressured.” They had group ties or social status that pulled them in opposing
directions. Willkie was Catholic, so religion pulled some people toward him and
pushed others away. Most Republican voters were rural Protestants; to vote for
Willkie, they had to ignore his religion. The same was true of urban Catholic
Democrats; they had to ignore religion to vote for Roosevelt.

By 1944, Lazarsfeld seemed quite convinced that media were unimportant
during election campaigns. In a coauthored article summarizing his views on the pre-
diction of political behavior in U.S. elections, he makes no reference to any form of
mass communication (Lazarsfeld and Franzen, 1945). Changes in vote decisions
are attributed to social and psychological variables, not exposure to media.

But if media weren’t directly influencing voting decisions, what was their role?
As Lazarsfeld worked with his data, he began to formulate an empirical generaliza-
tion that ultimately had enormous importance for media theory. He noticed that
some of the hard-core early deciders were also the heaviest users of media. They
even made a point of seeking out and listening to opposition speeches. On the
other hand, the people who made the least use of media were most likely to report
that they relied on others for help in making a voting decision. Lazarsfeld reasoned
that the “heavy user/early deciders” might be the same people whose advice was
being sought by more apathetic voters. These “heavy user/early deciders” might be
sophisticated media users who held well-developed political views and used media
wisely and critically. They might be capable of listening to and evaluating
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opposition speeches. Rather than be converted themselves, they might actually gain
information that would help them advise others so that they would be more resis-
tant to conversion. Thus, these heavy users might act as gatekeepers—screening
information and only passing on items that would help others share their views.
Lazarsfeld chose the term opinion leader to refer to these individuals. He labeled
those who turned to opinion leaders for advice as opinion followers.

Lazarsfeld designed subsequent research to directly investigate the empirical
generalizations emerging from the 1940 research. He refused to speculate about
the attributes of opinion leaders or their role—he wanted empirical facts
(Summers, 2006b). In 1945 he sent a research team to Decatur, Illinois, to inter-
view more than 800 women about how they made decisions about fashion, prod-
uct brands, movies, and politics. Decatur, a city in the heartland of America, was
widely viewed as representative of most small- to medium-sized cities. His research-
ers used a “snowball” sampling technique, contacting an initial sample of women.
During the interviews, they asked these women if they had influenced or been influ-
enced by other people in their thinking about international, national, or community
affairs or news events. The researchers then followed up, conducting interviews
with those who had been identified as influential. In this way Lazarsfeld tried to
empirically locate women who served as opinion leaders. Their nomination by
themselves or others was taken as factual evidence of their opinion-leader status.

More than ten years passed before the Decatur research was published. During
some of this time, the field director of the project, C. Wright Mills, was tasked with
writing the research report. In 1947, with the report more than sixteen months
overdue, “Mills was living in a cabin in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. He wrote
to Lazarsfeld to say that he had decided, once and for all, that the tables and fig-
ures made no sense.... He was going to set aside the tabulation machinery and
he was going to write the goddamned book then and there” (Pooley, 2006, p. 31).
To Lazarsfeld this was scientifically unacceptable, so he fired Mills. Several years
later, Lazarsfeld turned to one of his graduate students, Elihu Katz, and together
they used the Decatur data as the basis for their 1955 Personal Influence. It for-
mally advanced two-step flow theory—a middle-range theory that influenced com-
munication research for more than two decades. But what if Mills had published
the book he planned to write? How would he have used the data? Would his
views have had an impact on media research? Later in this chapter we will discuss
Mills and explain how his work directly challenged Lazarsfeld’s research methods
and approach to theory construction. In many ways, Mills’s thinking presaged the
challenges to postpositivist research that were to gain prominence in the 1980s.

Katz and Lazarsfeld provided a very positive depiction of American society
and assigned a restricted and benign role to media. They reported that opinion
leaders existed at all levels of society and that the flow of their influence tended to be
horizontal rather than vertical. Opinion leaders influenced people like themselves
rather than those above or below them in the social order. Opinion leaders differed
from followers in many of their personal attributes—they were more gregarious,
used media more, were more socially active—but they often shared the same social
status.

Pooley (2006) argues that Personal Influence did more than introduce an inno-
vative way of understanding why the power of media is limited. In its first fifteen
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pages, Personal Influence offered a summary of the history of propaganda research
that provided boilerplate language that would be used in media theory textbooks
and literature reviews written over the next five decades. These few pages dismissed
pre—~World War II theory and research as naive and overly speculative, erroneously
grounded in the myth of media power. They promoted empirical research as pro-
viding more accurate findings that encouraged useful skepticism of media’s power.

LIMITATIONS IN THE LAZARSFELD APPROACH

The Lazarsfeld research approach has several important limitations that its defen-
ders have been slow to recognize. Although these limitations don’t invalidate specific
findings, they do force us to be very careful in their interpretation. We’ll examine
several specific limitations, but a closer look at the Decatur research provides a use-
ful introduction.

When the Decatur research was undertaken, men dominated American politics;
why did Lazarsfeld choose to study political communication among housewives?
Was there a theoretical or methodological reason for this focus? And why study lead-
ership in fashion, movies, and marketing? Why not focus on more serious issues
facing the nation during World War II, such as rationing or Fascist ideology? The
answer is that the company that paid for the research, MacFadden Publications, was
not interested in men or in serious social issues. It was interested in how women
make fashion, movie, and marketing decisions, because as a publisher of magazines
aimed primarily at lower- and middle-class women, MacFadden was losing advertis-
ing. Prevailing thought among advertisers at the time was that high-society women
served as “taste leaders” for all other women. As such, there was little reason for
them to buy space in MacFadden’s downscale publications. Lazarsfeld’s opinion-
leadership findings disproved that assumption, indicating the necessity of advertising
to opinion leaders at all levels of society. But in designing research to serve the inter-
ests of MacFadden, did Lazarsfeld make too many compromises? In hindsight, we
now see that some administrative, limited-effects research of the time suffered this
“deficiency.” Now, the specific limitations:

1. Surveys can’t measure how people actually use media on a day-to-day basis.
Surveys can only record how people report their use of media. As our
experience with surveys has grown, we have identified some common biases in
reports of media use. For example, more-educated people tend to underestimate
media influence on their decisions, whereas less-educated people might
overestimate it. Estimates of influence tend to be strongly linked to people’s
perceptions of various media. For example, because television is widely viewed
by educated people as a less socially acceptable medium (that is, the boob
tube), they are less willing to admit to using it and being influenced by it.

2. Surveys are a very expensive and cumbersome way to study people’s use of
specific media content, such as their reading of certain news stories or their
viewing of specific television programs. Since Lazarsfeld’s early work, most
research has dealt with overall patterns of media use rather than use of specific
content. Critics charge that this means that media content is being ignored.
The impact of powerful individual messages isn’t routinely assessed, only the
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amount of use routinely made of a given medium. We can learn a great deal

from studying patterns of media use. There are important research questions,
however, that can be addressed only if use and influence of specific content is
studied.

3. The research design and data analysis procedures Lazarsfeld developed are
inherently conservative in assessing the media’s power. Media influence is
gauged by the amount of change media cause in an effect variable (e.g., voting
decision) after statistically controlling a set of social and demographic variables.
Under these conditions, media are rarely found to be strong predictors of effects.
Overall patterns of media use tend to be strongly associated with social and
demographic variables like age, sex, social status, and education. When these
variables are statistically controlled, there is little impact (variance) left for media-
use patterns to explain. Does this mean that media use really isn’t very powerful?
Or is such a conclusion a methodological artifact—something that appears to be
true only because a research method leads to biased or incomplete observations?

4. Subsequent research on the two-step flow has produced highly contradictory
findings. Most theorists who still find this conceptualization useful talk about
multistep flows. These flows have been found to differ greatly according to the
type of information being transmitted and the social conditions that exist at
a particular time (Rogers, 1983). Although information flow from media to
audiences has general patterns, these patterns are subject to constant change.
Powerful messages could radically alter patterns of flow.

5. Surveys can be useful for studying changes over time, but they are a relatively
crude technique. In 1940, Lazarsfeld interviewed people once a month.
Considerable change could occur during a thirty-day period that isn’t measured.
People tend to selectively remember and report what they think they should
be doing rather than what they actually do. They could very well misreport
listening or reading that took place days earlier. If surveys are taken more often
and at closer intervals, they can become intrusive. But the primary reason these
surveys aren’t conducted frequently is that they are too expensive.

6. Surveys omit many potentially important variables by focusing only on what
can be easily or reliably measured using existing techniques. Too often,
these variables—for example, how a person was raised—are dismissed as
unimportant or unduly speculative. Because they are hard or impossible to
measure, their very existence can be questioned. This greatly limits theory
construction because entire categories of variables are necessarily eliminated.

7. The period during which Lazarsfeld conducted his research made it unlikely
that he would observe the effects that he tried to measure. The primary
effect that he looked for in his voting research was whether people changed their
decisions about whom to vote for in 1940. It’s not surprising that very few people
altered their voting preferences during the summer and fall of 1940, as Nazi troops
invaded much of Western Europe. For example, if a national election had been
held in the immediate aftermath of American troops’ apparent easy victory in
Iraq in spring 2003 instead of in the fall of 2007—as U.S. casualties mounted,
Iraq was torn by sectarian fighting, and most members of the “coalition of the
willing” had withdrawn their forces—it’s likely that the overwhelmingly high
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approval ratings for President Bush would have translated into a landslide election
victory for his Republican Party. In this hypothetical spring election, would the
failure of a Democrat challenge to the Republicans have been convincing evidence
of the weakness of media during all political campaigns?

LIMITED-EFFECTS THEORY

Two popular labels for the perspective on media that developed out of Lazarsfeld’s
work are indirect-effects theory and limited-effects theory. They call attention to
key generalizations about the role of media in society. Here are some of the most

important generalizations emerging from the limited-effects research work con-
ducted between 1945 and 1960.

indirect-effects
theory

When media do
seem to have an
effect, that effect

is “filtered” 1. Media rarely influence individuals directly. Research findings consistently
through other indicated that most people are sheltered from direct media manipulation by their
parts of the soci- family, friends, coworkers, and social groups. People tend to ignore political
ety, for example, media content, and their attitudes are not easily changed by what they read,
through friends hear, or see. If they encounter new ideas or information, they turn to others for
or social groups advice and critical interpretation. This generalization and the findings on which
limited-effects it is based contradict mass society and propaganda theory notions that view
theory people as isolated and highly vulnerable to direct manipulation.
The theory that 2. There is a two-step flow of media influence. This generalization asserts that
media have mini- media will be influential only if the opinion leaders who guide others are
mal or limited influenced first. Because these opinion leaders are sophisticated, critical media
effects because users, they are not easily manipulated by media content. They act as effective
those ef;ecl:s are gatekeepers and form a barrier to media influence. Opinion followers
i}r:;f:;eof H}:ezi_ constantly turn to opinion leaders for guidance and reassurance.
ating or interven- 3+ BY the time most people become adults, they have developed strongly held
ing variables group commitments such as political party and religious affiliations. These
affiliations provide an effective barrier against media influence. Media use tends
to be consistent with these commitments. For example, voters with Republican
affiliations subscribe to Republican magazines and listen mostly to Republican
politicians on radio.
4. When media effects do occur, they are modest and isolated. Research consistently

showed that media-induced changes in attitudes or actions were rare. When such
changes did occur, they could be explained by unusual circumstances. Individuals
who changed were found to have been cut off from the normal influence of
other people, or their long-term group commitments were undermined by crisis.

FROM PROPAGANDA RESEARCH TO ATTITUDE-CHANGE THEORIES

Although persuasion and attitude change have been speculated about almost since
the beginning of recorded history, systematic study of these phenomena began
only in the twentieth century, and World War II provided the “laboratory” for the
development of a cohesive body of thought on attitude change and, by obvious ex-
tension, media and attitude change. As we saw in Chapter 4, the United States
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entered that conflict convinced it was as much a propaganda battle as it was a
shooting war. The Nazis had demonstrated the power of the Big Lie. America
needed to be able to mount an effective counteroffensive. Before the United States
could confront the Japanese and the Germans on the battlefield, however, it had
to change people’s opinions on the home front. During the 1930s, there were pow-
erful isolationist and pacifist sentiments in the country. These movements were so
strong that in the election of 1940, Roosevelt promised to keep the United States
out of the war, even though the Nazis were quickly conquering much of Western
Europe. Aid to Britain was handled secretly. Until the bombing of Pearl Harbor,
American and Japanese diplomats were engaged in peace negotiations.

Thus the war provided three important motivations for people interested in
what would come to be known as attitude-change research. First, the success of the
Nazi propaganda efforts in Europe challenged the democratic and very American
notion of the people’s wisdom. It seemed quite likely that powerful bad ideas could
overwhelm inadequately defended good ideas. Strategies were needed to counter
Nazi propaganda and defend American values. Early in the war, for example, Carl
J. Friedrich (1943), a consultant to the Office of War Information, outlined the mili-
tary’s ongoing research strategy: detect psychological barriers to persuasion and
assess how effectively a given set of messages could overcome those barriers.

A second war-provided research motivation was actually more imperative.
Large numbers of men and women from all parts of the country and from all
sorts of backgrounds had been rapidly recruited, trained, and tossed together in
the armed forces. The military needed to determine what these soldiers were think-
ing and to find a way to intellectually and emotionally bind them—Yankee and
Southerner, Easterner and Westerner, city boy and country girl—to the cause.

The third motivation was simple convenience: Whereas the military saw sol-
diers in training, psychologists saw research subjects—well-tracked research sub-
jects. The availability of many people about whom large amounts of background
information had already been collected proved significant because it helped define
the research direction of what we now call attitude-change theory. Major General
Frederick Osborn, director of the army’s Information and Education Division,
enthused, “Never before had modern methods of social science been employed on
so large a scale, by such competent technicians. [The data collection’s] value to the
social scientist may be as great as its value to the military for whom the original
research was done” (Stouffer et al., 1949, p. vii). Equally important to those social
scientists was that this groundbreaking research set the tenor for their work for the
next two decades. By the time the war ended, concern about propaganda and propa-
ganda effects had given way to concern about mass communication and mass media
effects. The study of attitude change was an important focus in this research.

CARL HOVLAND AND THE EXPERIMENTAL SECTION

The army’s Information and Education Division had a research branch. Inside the
research branch was the Experimental Section, headed by psychologist Hovland.
Its primary mission “was to make experimental evaluations of the effectiveness
of various programs of the Information and Education Division” (Hovland,
Lumsdaine, and Sheffield, 1949, p. v). At first, the Experimental Section focused
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on documentary films and the war department’s orientation movie series, Why We
Fight, produced by Hollywood director Frank Capra. But because of the military’s
increasing use of media, the Experimental Section also studied “other media ...
quite diverse in character” (p. vi). As the researchers themselves wrote, “The diver-
sity of topics covered by the research of the Experimental Section made it unfeasi-
ble to publish a single cohesive account of all the studies. However, it did appear
possible to integrate the group of studies on the effects of motion pictures, film
strips, and radio programs into a systematic treatment concerning the effectiveness
of mass communication media” (p. vii). The researchers called their account
Experiments in Mass Communication, and it bore the mark of group leader Hovland.

With his background in behaviorism and learning theory, Hovland’s strength
was in identifying elements in media content that might influence attitudes and

controlled devising straightforward experiments employing controlled variation to assess the
variation strength of these elements. Hovland took some piece of stimulus material (a film,
Systematic isola-  for example) and systematically isolated and varied its potentially important

tion and manipu-  elements independently and in combination to assess their effects.

lation of elements To meet the military’s immediate needs, the Experimental Section began with
evaluation research, simply testing whether the Why We Fight film series met its
indoctrinational goals. Prevailing notions about the power of propaganda implied
that the researchers would find dramatic shifts in attitude as a result of viewing the
films. According to mass society or propaganda theory, every soldier, no matter what
his or her background or personality, should have been easily manipulated by the
messages in the films. Military training should have induced an ideal form of mass
society experience. Individual soldiers were torn from their families, jobs, and social
groups. They were isolated individuals, supposedly highly vulnerable to propaganda.

Nevertheless, Hovland’s group found that the military’s propaganda wasn’t
as powerful as had been assumed. The researchers discovered that although the
movies were successful in increasing knowledge about the subjects in the films,
they were not highly effective in influencing attitudes and motivations (their pri-
mary function). Even the most effective films primarily strengthened (reinforced)
existing attitudes. Conversions were rare. Typically, only the attitudes specifically
targeted by the films showed any change. More global attitudes, such as optimism
or pessimism about the war, were resistant to change.

The fact that the films produced little attitude change and that what change did
occur was influenced by people’s individual differences directly contradicted mass
society theory and its assumption that media could radically change even strongly
held beliefs and attitudes. If isolated soldiers being hurriedly prepared for battle
were resistant to the most sophisticated propaganda available, were average people
likely to be more susceptible? As with Lazarsfeld’s research, these empirical facts
contradicted the prevailing theoretical perspective and implied that it would be
necessary to develop new conceptualizations.

A second outcome of the initial evaluation work was important in determining
the direction of future attitude-change theory. In examining one of the three films
in the series, the fifty-minute The Battle of Britain, Hovland and his colleagues
found that, although initially more effective in imparting factual information than
in changing attitudes about the British, as time passed, factual knowledge decreased
but attitudes toward the British actually became more positive. Time, the

in an experiment

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Chapter 6 The Rise of Limited-Effects Theory 151

researchers discovered, was a key variable in attitude change. Possibly propaganda
effects were not as instantaneous as mass society theory or behaviorist notions sug-
gested. Hovland’s group formulated various explanations for these slow shifts in
attitude. But with no precise way to scientifically answer the question of why the
passage of time produced increased attitude change in the direction of the original
media stimulus, Hovland and his research team developed a new type of research
design—controlled variation experiments—“to obtain findings having a greater
degree of generalizability. The method used is that of systematically varying certain
specified factors while other factors are controlled. This makes it possible to deter-
mine the effectiveness of the particular factors varied” (Hovland, Lumsdame, and
Sheffield, 1949, p. 179).

One of the most important variables the researchers examined was the presenta-
tion of one or two sides of a persuasive argument. Using two versions of a radio pro-
gram, they presented a one-sided argument (that the war would be a long one) and a
two-sided argument (the war would be long, but the alternative view that the war
would be short was also addressed). Of course, those who heard either version showed
more attitude change than those who had heard no broadcast, but there was no differ-
ence in attitude change between the groups who had listened to the two versions.
Hovland had anticipated this. Accordingly, he had assessed the participants’ initial
points of view, and here he did find attitude change. What he demonstrated was that
one-sided messages were more effective with people already in favor of the message;
two-sided presentations were more effective with those holding divergent perspectives.
In addition, Hovland looked at educational level and discovered that the two-sided
presentation was more effective with those people who had more schooling.

Thus, this group of psychologists determined that attitude change was a very
complex phenomenon and that attributes of the messages themselves can and often
did interact with attributes of the people receiving them. An enormous number of
significant research questions suddenly could be posed. What happens, for example,
when two-sided presentations are directed toward people who are initially predis-
posed against a position but have low levels of education? Such questions fueled sev-
eral decades of persuasion research and challenged two generations of researchers.

THE COMMUNICATION RESEARCH PROGRAM

The concept of attitude change was so complex that Hovland proposed and con-
ducted a systematic program of research that occupied him and his colleagues in
the postwar years. He established the Communication Research Program at Yale
University, which was funded by the Rockefeller Foundation. Its work centered on
many of the variables Hovland considered central to attitude change. He and his
colleagues systematically explored the power of both communicator and message
attributes to cause changes in attitudes, and they examined how audience attributes
mediated these effects (made effects more or less likely).

This work produced scores of scientific articles and a number of significant books
on attitude and attitude change, but the most seminal was the 1953 Communication
and Persuasion. Although a close reading of the original work is the best way to grasp
the full extent of its findings, a general overview of this important research offers some
indication of the complexity of persuasion and attitude change.
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Examining the communicator, Hovland and his group studied the power of
source credibility, which they divided into trustworthiness and expertness. As you
might expect, they found that high-credibility communicators produced increased
amounts of attitude change; low-credibility communicators produced less attitude
change.

Looking at the content of the communication, Hovland and his group exam-
ined two general aspects of content: the nature of the appeal itself and its organiza-
tion. Focusing specifically on fear-arousing appeals, the Yale group tested the
logical assumption that stronger, fear-arousing presentations will lead to greater
attitude change. This relationship was found to be true to some extent, but variables
such as the vividness of the threat’s description and the audience’s state of alarm,
evaluation of the communicator, and already-held knowledge about the subject
either mitigated or heightened attitude change.

The Hovland group’s look at the organization of the arguments was a bit more
straightforward. Should a communicator explicitly state an argument’s conclusions
or leave them implicit? In general, the explicit statement of the argument’s conclu-
sion is more effective, but not invariably. The trustworthiness of the communicator,
the intelligence level of the audience, the nature of the issue at hand and its
importance to the audience, and the initial level of agreement between audience
and communicator all altered the persuasive power of a message.

Regardless of how well a persuasive message is crafted, not all people are influ-
enced by it to the same degree, so the Yale group assessed how audience attributes
could mediate effects. Inquiry centered on the personal importance of the audi-
ence’s group memberships and individual personality differences among people
that might increase or reduce their susceptibility to persuasion.

Testing the power of what they called “counternorm communications,”
Hovland and his cohorts demonstrated that the more highly people value their mem-
bership in a group, the more closely their attitudes will conform to those of the
group and, therefore, the more resistant they will be to changes in those attitudes.
If you attend a Big Ten university and closely follow your school’s sports teams, it
isn’t very likely that anyone will be able to persuade you that the Atlantic Coast
Conference fields superior athletes. If you attend that same Big Ten university but
care little about its sports programs, you might be a more likely target for opinion
change, particularly if your team loses to an Atlantic Coast Conference team in a
dramatic fashion.

The question of individual differences in susceptibility to persuasion is not
about a person’s willingness to be persuaded on a given issue. In persuasion
research, individual differences refers to those personality attributes or factors that
render someone generally susceptible to influence. Intelligence is a good example.
It is easy to assume that those who are more intelligent would be less susceptible
to persuasive arguments, but this isn’t the case. These people are more likely to
be persuaded if the message they receive is from a credible source and based on
solid logical arguments. Self-esteem, aggressiveness, and social withdrawal were
several of the other individual characteristics the Yale group tested. But, as with
intelligence, each failed to produce the straightforward, unambiguous relationship
that might have seemed warranted based on commonsense expectations. Why?
None of a person’s personality characteristics operates apart from his or her
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evaluation of the communicator, judgments of the message, or understanding of the
social reward or punishment that might accompany acceptance or rejection of a
given attitude. As we’ll see, these research findings and the perspective on attitude
change they fostered were to color our understanding of media effects for decades.

MASS COMMUNICATION RESEARCH AND THE FOCUS
ON MEDIA EFFECTS

individual
differences
Individuals’ dif-
ferent psychologi-
cal make-ups that
cause media
influence to vary
from person to
person

From the 1950s to the 1990s, persuasion research provided a dominant strategy for
conducting inquiry on media. This represented an important shift away from con-
cerns about the role of propaganda in society and toward a focus on what happens
when people are exposed to various forms of media content. Following the models
provided by the early persuasion studies as well as those of Lazarsfeld’s group, em-
pirical media research focused heavily on the study of media effects. Melvin DeFleur
(1970, p. 118) wrote: “The all-consuming question that has dominated research
and the development of contemporary theory in the study of the mass media can
be summed up in simple terms—namely, ‘what has been their effect?” That is,
how have the media influenced us as individuals in terms of persuading us?”

The study of media effects was obviously a worthwhile focus for research, but
should it have been the dominant focus? In their pursuit of insights into media
effects processes, researchers were turning their attention away from larger ques-
tions about the role of media in society. Despite Lazarsfeld’s warning, they were
focused on administrative rather than critical issues. Some researchers defended
this emphasis on effects by arguing that larger questions can’t be answered by
empirical research. Others maintained that they could address these larger ques-
tions only after they had a thorough understanding of the basic processes underly-
ing media effects. The pursuit of this understanding has occupied many mass
communication researchers over the past eighty years. Effects research articles still
fill the pages of most of the major academic journals devoted to mass communica-
tion research. The rise of new forms of media has sparked a new round of research
to see if these media have effects that are different from legacy media.

Although the individual findings of effects research were enormously varied
and even contradictory, two interrelated sets of empirical generalizations emerged:
(1) The influence of mass media is rarely direct, because it is almost always medi-
ated by individual differences; and (2) the influence of mass media is rarely direct,
because it is almost always mediated by group membership or relationships. These
sets of generalizations emerged out of both survey and experimental research. They
identify two factors that normally can serve as effective barriers to media influence,
but they can also increase the likelihood of influence. Both sets of generalizations
are consistent with the limited-effects perspective and thus serve to buttress it.
Study after study confirmed their existence and expanded our understanding of
how they operate. Over time, these sets of generalizations gave rise to middle-
range theories of media effects, which are as follows:

1. Individual differences theory argues that because people vary greatly in
their psychological makeup and because they have different perceptions of
things, media influence differs from person to person. More specifically,

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage L earning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



154

social categories
The idea that
members of given
groups or aggre-
gates will respond
to media stimuli
in more or less
uniform ways

Section 3 From Limited-Effects to Critical Cultural Theories: Ferment in the Field

“media messages contain particular stimulus attributes that have differential
interaction with personality characteristics of members of the audience”
(DeFleur, 1970, p. 122).

2. Social categories theory “assumes that there are broad collectives, aggregates,
or social categories in urban-industrial societies whose behavior in the face of
a given set of stimuli is more or less uniform” (DeFleur, 1970, pp. 122-123).
In addition, people with similar backgrounds (e.g., age, gender, income level,
religious affiliation) will have similar patterns of media exposure and similar
reactions to that exposure.

THE SELECTIVE PROCESSES

cognitive
consistency

The idea that
people con-
sciously and
unconsciously
work to preserve
their existing
views

cognitive
dissonance
Information that
is inconsistent
with a person’s
already-held atti-
tudes creates psy-
chological dis-
comfort, or
dissonance

selective processes
Exposure (atten-
tion), retention,
and perception;
psychological
processes
designed to
reduce dissonance
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One central tenet of attitude-change theory that was adopted (in one way or an-
other or under one name or another) by influential mass communication theorists
from Lazarsfeld to Klapper to DeFleur is the idea of cognitive consistency. We
noted earlier that Lazarsfeld found that people seemed to seek out media messages
consistent with the values and beliefs of those around them. This finding implied
that people tried to preserve their existing views by avoiding messages that chal-
lenged them. As persuasion research proceeded, researchers sought more direct evi-
dence. Cognitive consistency is “a tendency (on the part of individuals) to
maintain, or to return to, a state of cognitive balance, and ... this tendency toward
equilibrium determines ... the kind of persuasive communication to which the indi-
vidual may be receptive” (Rosnow and Robinson, 1967, p. 299). These same
authors wrote: “Although the consistency hypothesis is fundamental in numerous
theoretical formulations, ... of all the consistency-type formulations, it is Leon Fes-
tinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance which has been the object of greatest interest
and controversy” (1967, pp. 299-300).

Festinger explained that the bedrock premise of dissonance theory is that infor-
mation that i