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Competing perspectives on media ownership

As we identified at the start, there are at least four different ways of interpreting
the patterns of media ownership we have explored. The fundamental difference
concerns how far we believe that ownership of the media inevitably brings with it
control of media output.

Traditional Marxists

To understand this approach to the media it will be helpful to go back to your
work last year in Module 2 on Education. You looked at competing perspectives
on the role of education in society and part of this involved how Marxists saw the
education system very differently from functionalist theorists.

Go back to your work from last year. Write a paragraph which summarises the
Marxist view on the role of education. Try to include some concepts in your answer.

If you remember, Marxists saw society as being dominated by a group called the
ruling class (or bourgeoisie if you want the technical term). Because this group
was economically dominant it was able to control the various institutions of
society and to use them to encourage people to accept their way of thinking and
seeing the world (also known as the dominant ideology). In the past, religion was
used to encourage people to think in particular ways, and later on schools did the
same thing. So when they turn their attention to mass media, traditional Marxists
use the same type of analysis. They see the owners of media outlets as having
direct control over the output and using this control to spread their ideas to the
population. In this way the media are acting as agents of the ruling class.

To support this analysis traditional Marxists point to the very processes you
identified earlier. Media conglomeration means fewer and fewer people own more
and more media outlets and this gives them enormous power to control the flow
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of information to the general public. However, one of the key criticisms of this is
that ownership does not always lead to control. This is the point made by Golding
and Middleton (1991). They say there is a difference between allocative control
and operational control. Allocative control means owners run the business

side of the media but delegate editorial or content matters to others such as
editors, producers, etc. Operational control is where the owners are involved in
every aspect including determining media content. As page 106 of your textbook
points out, there is a very lively debate about how far Rupert Murdoch exercises
allocative or operational control over his different media interests.

Neo-Marxists

This is the name given to writers who have sought to update and refine basic
Marxist analysis to make it more relevant to the 20th and 21st centuries. Why did
such writers find it necessary to rewrite Marx?

One reason is that Marx included some fairly strong predictions in his work about
the fall of the capitalist economic system and its replacement with socialism.
When these failed to happen many of his critics used this to claim his whole
analysis of history was incorrect. Neo-Marxists wanted to show that many of the
ideas in the writings of Marx were useful and could be adapted to analyse modern
societies. Also Marx could not have imagined some of the huge changes in society
in the 20th century so his work needed to be updated. This is especially true of the
mass media which, as we noted in our introduction, are really a product of the
latter part of that century.

Read the section on neo-Marxists from your textbook (pages 106-7). Make notes
on how this approach is similar to traditional Marxists and on how they see the
media differently from this group.
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At the bottom of page 107 of your textbook there is an important body of
research quoted. This is the work conducted by the Glasgow University Media
Group (GUMG). They compared the way two sides in an industrial dispute, the
employers and the employees, were represented by the media. They detected a
subtle but important bias in favour of the employers which came across in a
number of ways:

B Focus of coverage. There was very little discussion of why the dispute was
taking place. Most attention was on the (negative) consequences.

B Time allocation. The employers’ side of the dispute was given greater length
of coverage.

B Location of interviews. Employers were interviewed in the peaceful and
quiet surroundings of an office and they were able to speak softly and slowly.
Employees were interviewed outside with traffic noise and often had to shout.

B Tone of interviews. Employers were encouraged to discuss the negative
impact of the dispute and were allowed to give their answers in full.
Employees were asked about the damage they were causing and were often
interrupted in their answers.

B Language. The employees were said to be making demands, issuing threats,
holding people to ransom. The employers were said to have made proposals,
offers and to be working towards a resolution.

The GUMG concluded that there was clear agenda setting going on and that the
overall message of media coverage was that one group (the employers) was in the
right and on the side of the general public, while the other group (the employees)
were not only in the wrong but were harming the general public.

Pluralists

The work of the GUMG and indeed of the neo-Marxists as a whole has been
strongly criticised by writers from a pluralist perspective. You may not have
heard of this approach before. It has some basic similarities to functionalism

but essentially it is a theory about how power is distributed throughout society.
Before we look at how they view the media it is important to grasp what the basic
pluralist view of society is. In order to do this you will need to use your textbook
and to look at a section within the Power and Politics chapter.
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Activity
1 Read the section on pluralism on pages 158-9 of your textbook. Make a list of

bullet points which summarises this view of society. Try to include points on how
it is different from Marxism.
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Log onto Kerboodle and print off the presentation on the different theories of
Ownership and Control from Chapter 1, and keep in your file for reference

Pluralists take the view that ownership of the media does not necessarily produce
media output which is simply the views or values of those owners. There are a
number of reasons for this:

B Market mechanism. This is mentioned on page 104 of your textbook.
Basically, media outputs have to be popular to survive. Any newspaper,
magazine or TV programme which does not sell will not last long in the
market place. In this way it is consumers who have a say and get the media
they demand.

B Audience participation. As page 105 of your text notes, the general public
has always had a chance to have their say by witting letters etc. In the new
media such participation in now easier and can be instant so the voice of the
audience can be heard.

B Division of ownership and control. Pluralists often argue that media
owners cannot possibly control all the output of their media and they are
forced to give day-to-day control over to editors and producers who make
decisions on content. Critics of this point say that people like editors will
still reflect the views of the owners, either because they come from a similar
background or because they want to safeguard their job. In one famous
example an editor of The Times (Harold Evans) was sacked by Rupert Murdoch
because he did not like the tone of some of his editorials.

B Legal constraints. There are some laws which attempt to ensure that there
is no bias and that media coverage is balanced. This is especially true at times
of elections where no single party can dominate news coverage. However,
this point is not very convincing. Most controls relate only to television, and
newspapers will often take political sides, even telling their readers how they
should vote. Also, with new media products legal controls are very difficult
to enforce. For example, websites and blogs from all over the world can be
accessed instantly and individual governments can do little to control them.

Postmodernists

This may also be quite a new version of sociology to you. You met it briefly in the
study of education. Basically, postmodernists believe that the world has changed
so much, and so rapidly, that old ways of understanding it are now out of date.
Not only Marxism and neo-Marxism but also pluralism describe the media in
terms which no longer apply because of the nature of modern society.

In particular, when discussing the media postmodernists use the term media
saturated. By this they mean that the media in its different forms have come

to dominate everyday life. A key theorist is Baudrillard, who coined the phrase
hyperreality. By this he means that we are bombarded by so much information
from the media that we can no longer distinguish between it and real life.
However, what is important for this discussion is that he believed that media
messages had no fixed meaning. They could be interpreted in different ways by
different people, indeed they could be interpreted in different ways by the same
person at different times. If this is the case it really doesn’t matter who owns
the media or who controls its output. This is because once this output is ‘out
there’—that is, has reached the public—it can be interpreted, changed and used in
whatever way people want to.
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A further point postmodernists would make is that control of the media has been
lost. This is partly due to the global nature of media products but also because

of the point we made earlier about citizen journalism. Media production is no
longer in the hands of professionals or experts. Each one of us has the potential to
cut a recording, make a film, write a journal, etc. In this sense the media are now
controlled by everyone, or to be more accurate, they are controlled by no- one as
access is now completely unlimited.

Active or passive audience?

Throughout our discussions one theme should have begun to emerge. It is one
which runs right through the study of the media. It is concerning the nature of
the audience and its relationship to the media.

Some theorists see the audience as essentially active. What they mean by this is
that the audience is able to interpret and use the media to suit their own needs.
People can make choices about what they watch, read and listen to. They can also
make decisions about whether to accept or reject messages from the media. In this
sense, people control the media rather than the media controlling them.

An alternative position is that the audience is basically passive. This means that
the media is able to exercise a high level of control over people and to influence
how they think and even how they act. In a sense people accept without question
what they see or hear and so it is a case of the media controlling people rather
than people being in control.

As a word of caution here, very few theorists see things quite a simply as this
distinction. Most accept that the relationship between the media and the audience
is a very complex one. So it is not a case of either the audience is active or it is
passive. The discussion is about which the audience is closer to; do they tend
more towards a passive acceptance of the media or do they incline more towards
being active and in control of how they use the media?

Go back over your work on this module. For each of the sociological positions you
have studied try to decide if they see the audience as basically active or passive.
Write down points to support your decisions.

Traditional Marxist
Active or passive audience?
Why?
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Neo-Marxist
Active or passive audience?
Why?

Pluralist
Active or passive audience?
Why?

Postmodernists
Active or passive audience?
Why?
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Log onto Kerboodle and complete student worksheets 1 and 2 from Unit 3,
Chapter 1 — Ownership and Control

Conclusion

We have seen that there are clearly some obvious trends in ownership of the
media, especially in the past 20 vears or so. What is less clear is the impact

that such trends as transnational corporations, cross-media ownership, media
conglomeration and vertical integration have on the audience. In addition, we
have introduced some of the main sociological theories of the media. We will
meet these again as we go through this module. Finally, we have encountered the
distinction between active and passive audiences, which is also a theme that will
recur as we continue our studies of the media.

I O

ASSi gnment a. Identify and briefly explain two ways Marxists view the mass media. (6 marks)

1

1

For part (a) there are a number of acceptable identifications including: there is a
concentration of ownership; the audience is passive; media reflects ruling class
interests; the rise of media conglomerates etc.

Each identification is worth one mark so your answer should be just a few words
for each.

Each explanation is worth up to two marks and should develop the point made in
the identification. A suitable explanation of a concentration of ownership would
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be that the media is increasingly owned by a few people who often own different
forms of media in different countries. This gives these individuals great power
over what people see or read.

b. Identify and briefly explain one way Marxists’ view of the media has been
criticised. (3 marks)

For part (b) there is also a range of acceptable identifications. These could include:
that ownership and control are often divided; market forces dictate media content;
media owners face legal restraints; and audiences are active rather than passive.

A suitable explanation of how ownership and control are divided would be that
owners own so much they cannot exercise day-to-day control over the output and
so control has passed to professionals such as editors or producers who may not
have the same opinions as the owners.

As the question refers only to Marxists then answers which either discuss
traditional or neo-Marxists can each be rewarded. Criticisms can come from a
pluralist or postmodernist perspective or be more general in nature.

c. Discuss to what extent we live in a ‘media saturated’” world. (18 marks)
Things to include:

As this question has a key term within it, “‘media saturated’, it is testing yvour
knowledge as to what sociological perspective this term is referring to. Therefore,
within the introduction, reference needs to be made to the post-modernist point
of view on mass media. Key sociological thinkers such as Baudrillard should be
mentioned.

Reference to the globalisation of media, e.g. ownership of mass media, satellite

TV, internet and advertising, are all good key concepts to include which support
the question. Examples such as Coca-Cola and McDonalds can be used to help
illustrate this ‘media-saturation’, as they are global household names. Reference
can also be made to the fact that we now construct our identity based on our
consumption patterns which are exacerbated through the mass media, rather than
looking at gender, social class or ethnicity.

12
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Mass Media

Unit 2 Globalisation and

Popular Culture

Y L
By the end of this unit you should be able to:

distinguish between the different types of culture: high, low,
mass and popular

examine the critique of mass culture from both a right-wing and
left-wing perspective

be aware of different theories on the nature and significance of
popular culture

examine the debate concerning the impact of globalisation on
popular culture.

Key terms:

Mass culture

High culture

Low culture

False needs

False consciousness
Popular culture
Public sphere
Media saturated
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Introduction

In this unit we explore some of the ideas we first met in Unit 3.1. We look in some
depth at a group of neo-Marxists called the Frankfurt School. We also explore

in greater detail pluralist and postmodernist perspectives on the media. The
particular emphasis is on the impact that mass media have on the society we live
in. Later units will look at how the media are said to affect individuals, but for
now the focus is on society as a whole. Once again we will encounter the debate
started in the last unit concerning active versus passive audiences.

Types of culture

You should remember from your AS studies that culture is a very broad concept
which refers to a way of life individuals or groups have. It is about norms and
values but it is also about behaviour and things like dress, leisure activities

and lifestyles. In the past sociologists made a distinction between high culture
(sometimes called elite culture) and low culture (also known in the past as folk
culture). The term elite refers to a small group who tend to have a dominant
position at the top of a given group or society (for example, the biggest football
teams in Europe are often described as elite clubs). So basically sociologists
claimed that different social groups or classes had a different set of values,
lifestyles and leisure pursuits; the high social classes have high culture, the lower
social classes have low culture. The following activity is aimed at exploring this
idea a little more.

Consider the following and decide if they are examples of high or low culture. This
can work well as a group activity if you choose to do it that way.

1 Attending the ballet and opera

2 Watching X Factor

3 Listening to Radio 4

4 Listening to commercial radio stations

5 Going to football matches

14
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6 Enjoying fine wine

7 Visiting art galleries

8 Playing darts and pool

9 Reading the Sun

10 Watching documentaries on BBC 2 and BBC 4.

Log onto Kerboodle and print off Intro into 3.2 - Culture and Globalisation from
Chapter 2 and keep in your files for reference

Mass culture

You may have had a degree of difficulty in categorising some of these. If you read
the second paragraph of the section ‘Mass culture theory’ from page 108 of your
textbook, you will see that it has been claimed that many parts of high and low
culture have been taken over by something called mass culture. You can find a
definition of this term on the same page.

You will also see that the advance of mass culture has been criticised by both
right-wing and left-wing theorists. If you read the short paragraph on page 108
you can see that the right-wing criticism boils down to three key points:

1. Mass culture threatens high culture which is superior in its forms such as
great literature, art, music, etc.

A2 Sociology Unit 3.2 15
© Nelson Thornes Distance Learning 2011



2. Also high culture should be protected because it is a force for good and shows
lower social groups what they should aspire to.

3. Mass culture is a form of dumbing down, so people cannot distinguish
between what is good and worthwhile and what is essentially worthless or
even damaging to society.

The left-wing critique of mass culture has been much more sustained. In the
activity below try to summarise it in a similar way.

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE RS
Activity

Read the section on left wing critics of mass culture on pages 108-9 of your
2 textbook and produce a summary of it in your own words.
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Log onto Kerboodle and complete student worksheet, mass media and mass
culture from Chapter 2 — Culture and Globalisation

Frankfurt School and mass culture

As you may have included in your summary, a key member of the Frankfurt
School of neo-Marxists was Herbert Marcuse. In his famous book, One-Dimensional
Man (1964), he described how the mass media had been central to the spread of
mass culture. He believed that the mass media created what he called a set of false
needs. What he meant was that the general public is convinced by things like
advertising and glamorous TV programmes that they not only want but actually
need a particular lifestyle mostly based on material possessions.

A useful illustration of this point (though not one he himself discussed) is
something like a pair of trainers. We might need something to wear on our feet
but what do many people want? There are brands, labels, new editions, etc., all
of which cost a lot of money. Also what is ‘in fashion’ changes over time so we
want more and more of the same thing. Ultimately who benefits from this? Well
it is the capitalist manufacturers who produce these goods. Because the media
has convinced people that they cannot do without these things, Marcuse called
them false needs.

A second way that the mass media control us by mass culture was identified by
Marcuse. It provides people with a diversion from economic reality. Essentially

it functions to take our minds off things and stop us from thinking about how
society is ordered and operates. It has been estimated that more people will vote

in American Idol than in the election of a president. Why is it that people are more
engaged in voting in a talent show than in helping to decide who will run their
country, control their economy and possibly take them to war? If he were alive
today Marcuse would see this as clear evidence of the media providing people with
what Marxists traditionally call false consciousness.

Pluralist and postmodernist views on mass culture

These perspectives are much less critical of mass culture than the neo-Marxists of
the Frankfurt School. Read about them from pages 109-10 of your textbook and
then complete the activity below.

Produce a summary of how pluralists and postmodernists view mass culture.
When you have done this, analyse their views and those of the Frankfurt School.
Which groups see the audience as active and which see them as passive? Make
sure you explain your answers.

A2 Sociology Unit 3.2 17
© Nelson Thornes Distance Learning 2011



Popular culture

Your textbook explains how the term mass culture has come to be associated
with something bad and harmful. In order to avoid this value judgment some
sociologists have chosen to use the term popular culture. This refers to those
things enjoyed by large numbers of people. While most popular culture is
produced and packaged by big business this does not have to mean that the
general public simply accepts it and consumes it without question. The audience
may be more active in selecting and making use of media output to suit their own
needs.

A good example of this is the work of Stuart Hall as described on page 110 of
vour textbook. He suggested three different ways the audience might respond to
media messages. When you are trying to remember things a useful learning aid is
something called mnemonics. This is where you use the initial of each point you
want to remember and the initials form a word or words. For Hall, the three ways
of responding to media messages were DON.

Dominant
Oppositional
Negotiated

The importance of Hall’s work is that it recognises the power of the media to
shape attitudes and lifestyles but also recognizses the power of the audience to
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react to the media in different ways. One interesting question is why do people
choose the response they do? Some research has suggested the more people know
about the issue the less they are likely to accept the dominant reading. Studies in
America have suggested that people are less likely to accept negative stereotypes
of different ethnic groups if they have had daily contact with them. By contrast
those with little or no contact often accepted media images as ‘the truth’. There
has also been research which has suggested people accept media messages which
fit in with their existing view of the world and reject those which clash with it. We
will return to these ideas in later units.

Globalisation

As page 111 of your textbook noted, the writer Anthony Giddens saw
globalisation as the key issue of our times. You can see the definition of this term
on page 111, but why did Giddens think it was such an important process? Well,
effectively he saw globalisation as little more than Americanisation, in other
words the culture of the USA was being exported and imposed on countries
throughout the world. Most of this was due to the activities of huge multinational
companies but it was supported by media outlets which promoted Western/
American culture as superior and an ideal that all others should strive for.

While not a Marxist himself, Giddens’ ideas closely mirror the notion of cultural
imperialism.

Use page 111 of your textbook to make a summary of what cultural imperialism
is. Also summarise how other writers, including Tomlinson, reject this theory.

A2 Sociology Unit 3.2 19
© Nelson Thornes Distance Learning 2011



The internet: a new global village?

If vou remember, the idea of the global village was introduced by Marshall
McLuhan in the 1960s where he felt mass communications were breaking down
physical and geographical barriers. Some theorists have argued that the spread
of the internet is making this idea a reality. Habermas talked about the public
sphere; by this he meant a place where people could come together and discuss
ideas free from the control of governments or other powerful institutions.
Computer mediated communication is the technical term to describe facilities
such as the internet and it is claimed that this helps create virtual communities
throughout the world where ideas and opinions can be shared. In a sense, more
traditional media are under threat from such forms of mass communication and it
is possible to resist media influences by making use of new media forms.

This is essentially an optimistic view of the possibilities which new media forms
offer us. However, there is an opposing pessimistic view. You can read about and
note these criticisms on page 113 of your textbook.

Baudrillard: media becomes reality

We briefly met this postmodernist theory before in Unit 3.1. He took an extreme
version of McLuhan’s communications theory and was especially interested in
how the media affect our perception of reality and the world. He concluded that
we live in a media saturated world where we experience something called ‘the
death of the real’. We live our lives in the realm of hyperreality, connecting more
and more deeply to things like television sitcoms, music videos, virtual reality
games, etc. These are things that merely simulate reality but for us they seem
more real than the real world. This may seem quite a strange line of argument but
consider the following.

First, a number of writers have expressed concern that young people now spend
so long on computers that they find it difficult to relate to other people; they
have failed to develop the inter-personal skills that we all learn by face-to-face
interaction with others. Linked to this the theorist Eugene Provenzo has claimed
that children get so used to violence in video games etc., that they associate it
with being stylish and as a form of personal empowerment. He claims their world
view is structured by the world they experience through the computer screen.
Secondly, there have been countless actors and actresses who recount how they
are constantly approached by members of the public who address them as their
screen characters. In some cases they refuse to accept that they are not the person
they associate them as. Indeed, in many instances so-called ‘baddies’ have been
attacked, sometimes verbally sometimes physically, by people for actions they
performed on film or on television.
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Think about Baudrillard’s idea that the media is now our reality. If possible,
discuss the two paragraphs above in a group. Can you think of any ways that the
ideas contained in them could be challenged or criticised?

Conclusion

We have seen that there is considerable debate about how the spread of mass
media has had an impact on the culture of society. Some critics see the impact as
negative and as destroying cultural differences both within societies and between
different societies. This is certainly what Giddens meant when he said globalisation
was really Americanisation. In a similar way neo-Marxists see the media as
having a negative impact by creating a set of false needs in people which only
benefits the owners of big businesses.

Not all theorists are so negative and it has been pointed out that the audience does
not always react in a passive way to media messages but in fact they consume
media products to meet their own set of needs. Others have seen the internet and
technological developments as opening up the media to everyone so that people
can make their own media and be in control rather than be controlled by them.

A2 Sociology Unit 3.2 21
© Nelson Thornes Distance Learning 2011



22

A2 Sociology Unit 3.2
© Nelson Thornes Distance Learning 2011





