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Preface 

This whole volume is one long argument1.  It is an argument against conservatism.  It is 
not particularly an argument for liberalism.  Liberalism can be many things.  But it is definitely 
an argument against conservatism.  The conservatism I oppose is sometimes referred to as the 
“Iron Law of Oligarchy” –  perhaps one of the most persistent difficulties in how humans 
organize themselves.  The phenomenon results once some individuals get into a position of 
leadership and power within their group or society and they start to devote their energies to 
structuring things so it stays that way.  As a result we frequently encounter outlandish historical 
inventions such as the “divine right of kings” and self-serving bureaucracies which are much 
more intent on expanding their institutional power than accomplishing the goals for which they 
were originally created.  But this is not a book about social structure broadly conceived, but 
rather about a very particular and only occasionally studied subset of social structures – the 
institutions of public communication in modern industrial societies.  This volume starts with a 
singular question -- How do practices, institutions and norms evolve to structure the flow of 
communication in society?  In attempting to answer the question we confront again and again the 
observation that these structures tend to develop a very conservative bias – that is, that those in 
positions of authority get nervous about the prospects of new ideas for fear that they could 
undermine extant authority.  Accordingly, various divine and other cultural resources are 
routinely invoked to censor and condemn that which might violate traditional norms, the 
politically incorrect, the enemy propaganda, the salacious, the seditious.  A public sphere that is 
systematically resistant to potentially useful new ideas in times of dynamic change, although 
perfectly understandable in terms of human and social nature, is not a good ideal type.  
Sometimes the old ideas are best.  If so, let a fully informed, robust and open debate determine 
the merits.  Meet bad ideas with counterpoint rather than censorship or intimidation.  A truly and 
functionally open marketplace of ideas, that is, a level playing field in the public sphere is the 
normative bearing point of our argument.  So that’s it -- one long argument in short form.  It gets 
more complicated, of course, when we consider the dynamics of commercial media firms fixated 
on maximizing audience size, arcane regulations on the carriage of broadcast signals on local 
cable systems, and the practical impossibility of enforcing copyright protection in a world of 
digital networks.  To try to keep things manageable we will focus primarily on the American 
case, but the ramifications of the argument are clearly global is scope and scale.  The good news 
is that the digital revolution is really shaking things up and raising new questions about old 
norms. 
                                                 
1 With apologies to Mr. Darwin. 
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“The Information Revolution is causing a scientific  

revolution in communication research”  
Everett Rogers (1986) 

 
 “Rather than waiting for media companies to deliver relevant content at appropriate 

times, customers are increasingly reaching out to pull content to them when they want.”  
John Hagel and John Seely Brown (2005) 

 
 “The business of biology is survival and procreation not truth or accuracy.” 

David Huron (2006) 
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This is a study of a revolution in mass communication.  It examines how the diffusion of 
computer-based media technologies is gradually but fundamentally transforming the relationship 
between the audience member and the media.  It is a shift from ‘push’ to ‘pull.’ Where once 
audience members could only pick from a few headlines or channels, they are now free to pose 
virtually any query imaginable in a search engine and in turn peruse a virtually unlimited global 
collection of articles, books and videos.  It is also a shift from one-way to two-way mass 
communication – that is, from broadcasting and publishing to social networking.   

Although this represents a revolutionary restructuring, it does not necessarily mean that 
as a result the public is better informed, less culturally or politically polarized or more engaged 
in public life.  It is not a case of technological determinism.  The social impact of the 
communication revolution, fortunately, is yet to be determined – it depends on how the taken-
for-granted practices of media use, and the institutions and norms of mass communication 
ultimately evolve – the actual structure of communication.  These practices, institutions and 
norms are in mid-transition and potentially subject to our individual and collective choice.   

A Revolution in Communication Science? 

Over the last century communication scholarship has focused almost obsessively on the 
power of one-way mass communication to persuade and inform.  The received history of this 
literature posits an initial period focusing on propaganda and strong hypodermic-needle like 
effects, followed by a middle period, a reconsideration based on some accumulated finding of so-
called ‘minimal effects’, and the current period – a return to a conception of strong social and 
psychological effects of the mass media.  In an important article published in 2008 by W. Lance 
Bennett and Shanto Iyengar, these distinguished scholars identified a pressing need to reassess 
the big-effects—minimal-effects debate in the light of the new media revolution and the 
increased capacity of the audience member to filter and select from a dramatically expanded 
media environment. They titled the piece: “A New Era of Minimal Effects? The Changing 
Foundations of Political Communication.”  They are on solid ground in urging a reexamination 
of the communication research paradigm and they are in good company.  (Rogers 1986; Bryant 
1993; Newhagen & Rafaeli 1996; Chaffee & Metzger 2001; Napoli 2010)  It raises the prospect 
of what might be characterized as a paradigm shift or at least an evolving paradigm in the way 
we understand the dynamics of the public sphere.   

But Bennett & Iyengar fall into the trap of using an outdated and awkward conceptual 
tool to organize and motivate this reexamination – the binary conception of big effects versus 
minimal effects.  The sophisticated capacity of the human cognitive system to select, filter, 
interpret and forget from initially a limited and now an expanded stream of mediated text and 
images has not changed.  Most American adults have heard the Star Spangled Banner many 
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hundreds or even thousands of times.  Yet only a third of them can recall the words (Corso 
2008).  (Among younger Americans it is only one in seven.)  Only half of American adults can 
identify the name of a Senator or the Representative from their district, again despite many 
hundreds, sometimes thousands of media references and numerous billboards, yard signs and 
bumper stickers. (Delli Carpini & Keeter 1996)  At the same time the details of a celebrity 
divorce, a political scandal or a dramatic crime may be well known (and frequently discussed) 
among all but a culturally isolated few.  It is not that media effects are either characteristically 
strong or characteristically minimal – they are characteristically highly variable.  And the 
source of that variation is deeply and subtlety intertwined in the enduring structure of 
communication, a primary focus in this book – the routine practices, established institutions and 
evolved cultural norms of mass communication.   

Accordingly we propose a strategy of abandoning the alternative celebration and 
vilification of the potential power of the media to a more scientifically focused inquiry into the 
conditions under which media effects both large and small are or are not in evidence.  If there is 
to be a discipline of communication science it will almost certainly focus on the structural 
conditions that enhance and inhibit communication effects rather than a defensive posture against 
those who claim that typical media effects strike them as somehow surprisingly small.  Science 
studies variation and there is no shortage of that in, for example, the impact of media campaigns 
– billions are spent each year in promoting products, political candidates and public service 
campaigns sometimes with dramatic effect, sometimes with no effect at all, and surprisingly 
often with demonstrable effects the opposite of those intended. (Yzer, et al. 2003)  The 
variability and as yet only partially understood conditionality of communication effects will be a 
central theme ahead.   

Communication scholars are prone to pronouncements.  Numerous books and articles 
from both the social scientific and cultural studies traditions routinely beseech media executives 
and regulators to change their evil ways and heed the latest research.  Media executives and 
regulators in turn simply ignore these complaints, utterly ignore them.  The economic and 
political pressures on media business practices and public policy are unambiguous and strong.  
Most academics have not developed the skills necessary to communicate with media 
professionals in a way that might resonate with their paradigm of professional practice.  In fact 
the disconnect between communication scholarship and media industry practice is often 
celebrated in the academy as the exercise of an independent critical voice unencumbered by an 
‘administrative’ perspective.  Perhaps so, but it is a voice unheard by anybody except those 
doing the speaking and their students.   

What makes the current historical stage of media evolution particularly intriguing is a 
rare opportunity for communication scholarship to be both critical and relevant.  Traditional 
media practices based on push advertising and common denominator cultural fare are in 
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economic jeopardy.  When the usually way of doing things in broadcasting and publishing does 
not work, executives are not only motivated to listen carefully, they may ask some probing and 
useful questions.  At the conclusion of a 600-page examination of the effects of television on the 
human behavior concluded in 1978, the lead author George Comstock readily admitted that 
policy recommendations they had derived were not likely to stir up much attention because the 
audience was not dissatisfied with what they were getting and the broadcasting industry was 
economically and politically powerful.  Such caveats are no longer warranted.   

We are witnessing a fundamental structural transformation of public communication.  In 
broad historical terms this could be termed the fifth revolution after the invention of speech a few 
hundred thousand years ago, the development of writing five thousand years ago, the printing 
press in the fifteenth century and the development of broadcasting at the beginning of the 
twentieth.  It is useful to think about the latest tablet computers and smart phones in these broad 
historical terms because although the technologies have changed dramatically, the basic 
dynamics of the evolved human cognitive system have not.  I argue that the key to understanding 
how the new media will be used and how the media institutions will evolve is to better 
understand the attentional dynamics of the human mind. What do individuals want to know?  
What do they enjoy?  And why?  Indeed that is the fundamental challenge to independent 
scholarship in communications – not just to figure out what audiences will pay for but to 
understand how public communication can be designed to serve public goals.  Collective goals 
are delicate and fragile to derive in the first place and then, in turn, to sustain in the face of 
historical developments and institutional frustrations.  If the structure of the public sphere is not 
carefully designed and sustained, polarization and paralysis may set in. 

The last century of psychological research has powerfully demonstrated a long list of 
hard-wired and systematic biases in the human cognitive system.  We tend interpret information 
in a way that confirms our preconceptions.  We give more weight to negative experiences than 
positive ones.  We attend more to the potential loss of an object than that the prospect of gaining 
an object.  We prefer the familiar.  We pay a lot of attention to sex and to violence.  These and 
related cognitive biases will be addressed in more detail in the pages ahead, particularly chapters 
four and five. 

Such systematic patterns of cognitive preference and distortion may make sense in terms 
of the evolutionary survival of individuals in small tribes of hunters and gatherers.  However, 
these systematic cognitive misconceptions now represent a significant threat to our collective 
survival in an era of instant global communication, airborne terrorism and missile-based nuclear 
warheads.  So, unsurprisingly, it is not the case that scientific pursuits are independent of and 
isolated from normative concerns.  There is a clear and perhaps even urgent normative challenge 
to communication science at the dawn of the third millennium – help to design technical systems, 
institutions and norms of mass communication to counterbalance our bad institutional habits and 
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inevitable cognitive biases as best we can.  The quotation from psychological researcher David 
Huron at the beginning this chapter captures the issue at hand succinctly – “The business of 
biology is survival and procreation not truth and accuracy.”     If our evolving systems of news 
and entertainment are to sustain a collective movement toward something like truth and 
accuracy, we cannot expect it to happen ‘naturally’ although clearly we would like it to. From 
deep in the soul of 2500 years of western culture we would like to believe that a fair minded jury 
of our peers will seek justice and that the electorate will deliberate thoughtfully and choose the 
best candidate.  We would like to think that the public would not be persuaded by a trumped up 
cause to initiate war.  We would like to assert that we are not subject to pressures of groupthink 
and wishful thinking.  But such premises, if not simply naïve, are obviously incomplete.  The 
challenge to those who would take up the systematic study of individual and collective 
communication should be clear.  It is a classic Kuhnian paradigm with the requisite puzzle – how 
do we design norms and institutions for the public sphere that take into account our individual 
and collective cognitive patterns that distort our ability to match up means and ends.  The 
Kuhnian model of what he calls normal science posits that the requisite puzzle is matched to a 
series of research methodologies designed to ”solve” the puzzle.  In the case of communication 
research, the methods are not well matched to the puzzles at hand.  In fact, it could be argued that 
they are matched to the wrong puzzle – one focusing on the urge to demonstrate large media 
effects, and accordingly to justify the research enterprise.  The historical roots of the focus on 
large media effects and propaganda are the focus of chapter one.  The resultant mismatch 
between puzzles and methods is the subject of chapter two. 

The Evolution of Human Communication 

In the natural order of things mass communication is a very recent development.  If 
human existence on earth were compressed into one 24-hour interval, the emergence of writing 
would come at 8 minutes before midnight, Gutenberg’s popularization of movable type and mass 
printing at 46 seconds before midnight, and finally the telephone, radio, television and Internet 
all within seconds of midnight. Given that speech and writing are such recent inventions, it 
would seem that the human mind would be working at close to capacity in processing the 
information from conversations with friends and family members and an occasional few 
paragraphs of text. How could it be possible to process the barrage of images and language 
brought to us by high-speed printing and the electronic media? The television set throws forth 
3,600 images a minute on each channel. Radio on average generates just under 100 words per 
minute, totaling between 3,000 and 5,000 words broadcast by radio each minute of each day in 
the typical American household. The average daily newspaper contains 150,000 words and 
hundreds of graphic images.  Magazines and books add to the flow of information on a similar 
scale. In historical perspective, it is clearly an information explosion.  Is there evidence that the 
audience is stunned or numbed by information overload?  This will be a central focus of the third 
chapter.  The answer, by the way, is that there is very little such evidence of dysfunctional 
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information overload although the topic continues to engage journalists and academics (Gitlin 
2002; Ritchell 2010) 

Common sense would suggest that such an onslaught of symbols, sounds and images 
would be overwhelming.  Indeed the European medical societies demonstrated similar concerns 
a century and a half ago when in discovering that the new railroad technologies would reach 
speeds over 20 miles an hour they recommended that fences the height of the train be erected on 
both sides and painted a neutral gray so the occupants of the train would not be overwhelmed by 
the fast moving scenery otherwise visible through the train’s windows (Roach 2010).   Alas, as 
with the case of the respected physicians of early nineteenth century Europe, such concerns are 
misplaced.   It is not that the human cognitive system was pre-hardwired to deal with fast trains, 
or with high definition televisions and smartphones.  It is that the human cognitive system’s 
signature quality is its plastic adaptability and selective attentiveness (LeDoux 2002).  And such 
capacities are at the top of the list of qualities that sustain long-term survival in a changing 
world.   

There is an understandable resistance among many scholars to the use of evolutionary 
psychology in coming to understand the structure of human communication (Rumford 2003).  It 
appears to be reductionist and crudely deterministic in its approach to explanation (Barrett 2001).   
It appears to leave little room for human agency (Fejes 1984).   Perhaps that was true for some 
early overenthusiastic champions of evolutionary psychology.  There is no intent here to dismiss 
or minimize human agency or responsibility, quite the contrary.  Our analysis is based on the 
premise that increased awareness of perceptual biases in the evolved human cognitive system 
and the related reproduction and reinforcement in inequality and injustice in the workings of our 
institutions and norms obligates us on several dimensions to respond.  The contributions of the 
evolutionary literature to our understanding of human attention and comprehension are so 
significant and revealing, we would be remiss not to take advantage of them.  Genes are not 
destiny.  But the strong impulse to dismiss work in this area by aligning it with similar 
proclamations of deterministic nonsense is unfortunate.  Most new work in the field of culture 
and cognition, however, emphasizes a sophisticated notion of co-evolution of cultural forms and 
cognitive patterns, so critics will have less to complain about. (Durham 1991; d’Andrade 1995; 
Richerson & Boyd 2005)   

What do individuals want to know?  What do they enjoy?  The short answer is that we are 
programmed to pay attention to elements in our environment that are relevant to our survival, or 
rather were relevant to our survival in a half million years (roughly 20,000 generations) of 
hunting and gathering in the forests and grasslands.  Because unlike most of our genetic 
predecessors early humans hunted in coordinated groups, we are accordingly particularly 
sensitive to cues from our peers and are quick to punish deviance from group norms that may 
have disrupted coordination.  We have strong impulses for tribal identification and a mixture of 
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fear and aversion for those outside the tribe.  And because our elders’ agile minds had learned 
important survival-related lessons about the environment and because we had limited speech 
skills and no capacity yet for written language, we evolved a way for conveying information to 
peers and successive generations – the narrative form.  Our brains are in some respects hardwired 
for stories.  Clearly it is harder to memorize an unconnected list of several dozen pieces of 
information that to remember the story of the brave hunters in the woods who prudently avoided 
eating those poisonous red berries before killing the dragon.  Communication scholar Pamela 
Shoemaker has developed the thesis that we are indeed ‘hardwired for news’ (1996).   We are 
naturally curious about our environment, especially potentially threatening elements in it.  We 
often hear complaints about the news media’s obsession with the negative – ‘if it bleeds, it 
leads,’ natural disasters, murders and mayhem.  Shoemaker argues we should not be surprised.  
But her argument is more nuanced.  Her answer to the question what makes a story newsworthy 
is deviance.  (Note that journalism continues to rely heavily on the notion of a news story – a 
narrative format of sequential events and lessons learned.)   A good story requires a good villain.  
And if our environment has not provided an obvious one, our cognitive impulse is inclined to 
create one.  Our obsession with celebrity does allow us the witness the lifestyles of the rich and 
famous, but our interest redoubles when celebrities are deviant – perhaps as romances collapse or 
alcoholism consumes.  Many of us are insatiable consumers of such tidbits of environmental 
information (Backer et al. 2007).   

With my colleagues George Marcus and Michael MacKuen, I have been testing a cluster 
of propositions under the heading Affective Intelligence Theory. (Marcus, Neuman & MacKuen 
2000; Neuman et al. 2007)   The motivating notion behind this research is that the brain is 
designed not just to attend to threatening elements in the environment but is optimized to 
distinguish between familiar and novel environmental cues.  We have developed routines and 
habits for dealing with familiar negative cues.  An unfamiliar cue, however, requires appraisal 
and our conscious attention swings into action to calculate an appropriate response.  We have 
found in a series of experiments and surveys that when a political object or event is perceived as 
novel, individuals are more prone to seek further information and to deliberate and consider 
alternatives. 

Communication has Structure   

Human communication is a particularly ephemeral phenomenon.  The average adult, it is 
reported, utters approximately 16,000 words a day.  That’s a lot of communication, especially 
when one multiplies that out by the world population of over 6 billion souls.  (The result is 9.6 
followed by 16 zeros, a rather difficult quantity to comprehend.)  Of course, most of day-to-day 
human verbal exchange is concrete, interpersonal and routine rather than an exchange of 
observations about the public and the political.  In the next chapter we will report on the portion 
of human attention in the average day that engages mass communication (also a review of some 
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very large numbers).  We do not yet know what proportion of an individual’s attention in an 
average day attends to matters outside the local and concrete to matters of collective concern – 
the region, nation and the world.  But just as the culturally evolved habits of the day’s routine of 
sleeping, preparing meals, working and socializing in various cultures are highly structured – the 
flow of information in the public sphere is highly structured by routines and institutions.    

This is a book about that structure and these introductory paragraphs are an 
acknowledgement that the task ahead is frustratingly difficult.  Difficult for three reasons – 

1) The quantities and flows of information and communication are extraordinarily large. 

2) The words and symbols exchanged are ephemeral, vibrations in the air, scattered 
electromagnetic waves and splotches of ink on paper.  (The movement to digital 
communication leads to all sorts of digital footprints and thus a somewhat less 
ephemeral character to human symbolic exchange – more on that later.) 

3) The words and symbols are polysemic.  The intended meaning of the message sent 
and the interpretation of the message received are not always in synchrony and 
neither the message as intended or as interpreted is necessarily accessible to a 
scientific observer. 

We identify three critical elements of the structure of public communication – Practices, 
Institutions and Norms.  Practices refer to the evolved habits of individuals in attending to news 
and public culture – reading the newspaper, listening to the radio in the car, spending some time 
online or watching television after dinner and so on.  Bourdieu uses the term habitus to identify 
this important element of social structure and our concept focuses on the habitus in the domain 
of public attention.  The term Institution refers to the public and private organizations that collect 
and disseminate information and respond professionally to the marketplace for arts and 
entertainment.  We use the notion of Norms to identify the evolved values and rationales for 
routine practices of media professionals and audience members. 

The structure of communication has a taken-for-granted quality about it that obscures its 
character even for communication researchers.  This is true from reading the newspaper in the 
morning over coffee or on the train, to listening to the radio the car during the commute and 
watching TV after dinner and, of course, speaking your native language with friends and family 
and speaking the language of your youth with your parents back in the old country.  It is all taken 
as the natural order of things.  Further, the evolved norms of what is and is not newsworthy, and 
the fundamental disjuncture between your motives in attending to the media (some mix of 
motivations to be entertained and informed) and those of the professional producers of mass 
communication who are highly incented to simply maximize audience size and income from 
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advertising or box office, regardless of absence or presence of any prospects of edification, 
education or even meaningful entertainment. 

Some scholars define communication as the successful conveyance of meaning from one 
entity to another.  The receiver needs not only to get the message but to interpret it as intended.  
But such an approach would preclude one of the most essential elements of the human 
communication process -- the fact the message perceived is often at some variance from the 
message as intended by the sender.  In public communication there is in fact a distribution of 
perceptions by audience members.  Communication research has traditionally sought a measure 
of central tendency (for example, average attitude change) to asses effects and almost never a 
measure of variation (for example, the standard deviation of changes in attitude position) to 
characterize this clearly central element of the communication process.    It turns out that the 
expectation of the sender that the message will be interpreted as the senders intend (that is, 
interprets the message as they do) is also a systematic and demonstrable cognitive bias in human 
communication.   I identify this deeply ingrained bias as the Fundamental Cognitive Fallacy.  We 
will review this phenomenon in more detail ahead, but briefly note an illustrative experiment 
conducted at Stanford in 1990.   Elizabeth Newton then a doctoral student in psychology 
experimented with a simple game in which she assigned people to one of two roles: "tappers" or 
"listeners." Tappers picked from a list twenty-five well-known songs, such as "Happy Birthday 
to You" and "The Star- Spangled Banner."  Each tapper would tap out the rhythm on a table and 
the listener was supposed to guess the song from the rhythm being tapped.  The tappers 
expressed great confidence that the songs would be easy to guess – they posited at least 50% of 
the time, and because they could hear the song playing in their head as they tapped they could 
not help but perceive that melody would be ‘heard’ as they hear it.  In total, 120 songs were 
tapped out but listeners guessed only 3 out of the 120.  Tappers were stunned when listeners did 
not get it.  “How could you be so stupid,” one blurted out. (Newton 1990; Heath & Heath 2007)  
The phenomena (and the participants’ reactions) are amusing enough, but such systematic 
cognitive biases (and their collective equivalent and the social and cultural levels) are central to 
the serious business of understanding how communication structures work and how they 
constrain and amplify the flow of ideas in society. 

Let us begin with a few definitions.  The concept of communication has been notoriously 
resistant to the development of a straightforward definition. (see, for example, Hauser 1996 6-10; 
Cherry 1980;  Peters 1999; Littlejohn & Foss 2005)  The scholarly kerfuffle over definitions is 
predictable as the choice of definitions has ramifications for the ensuing direction of research 
leading each school of research to promote its own favored starting point.  Our definition is 
among the most straightforward and derived from Claude Shannon’s path breaking work in 
information theory (Shannon & Weaver 1949).  Communication is simply the process of moving 
information among entities.  Critics of such definitions are skeptical of what they view as an 
overly simple model of mechanical transmission.  But the definition is not an endpoint; it is just a 
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starting point.  We will attempt to show that, despite the skepticism, a simple starting point turns 
out to be an advantage in addressing broader and more complex socially grounded questions in 
turn.   

As noted above (and as emphasized in Shannon’s work) the process of moving 
information is frequently unsuccessful.  Indeed it is one of the elements that makes theory 
building in this domain interesting.  But this definition remains incomplete without a 
corresponding definition of information.  Information is the reduction of uncertainty.  In 
information theory the starting point for talking about uncertainty is the simple binary case – yes 
or no, one if by land, two if by sea, either zero or one – the binary bit, the basis of how 
computers work and the root of statistical analysis.   Given that this line of inquiry engages a bit 
of mathematics we will set it off in an appendix for those so inclined.  But the basic argument 
can be made without the math.  The more complex exchanges of information, a stream of 
symbols, sounds and images – a political speech, a play, a movie, a novel, an exchange of love 
letters—hardly seems capable of being reduced to a series of ones and zeros, but obviously it 
can, as the dawn of the digital age demonstrates so frequently throughout our day.  That is, the 
messages themselves, the speeches and novels, can be reduced to a bit stream.  But how a speech 
is received and interpreted by an audience member, how a text is decoded… these are another 
matter.   

The scientific study of human communication is not a study of all forms of human 
behavior.  It focuses on the unique properties and ramification of the connection, perhaps briefly, 
between and sender and receiver connected by a shared stream of symbols.  The behavior and 
motivations of the senders are subject to analysis.  The interpretations and subsequent behavior 
of the receivers are subject to analysis.  For tested theory to accumulate we need some broad 
categories of analysis to permit the identification of regularities and systemic patterns when 
several individuals are linked by communication or typically a dispersed audience is watching a 
television show or a presidential address.  One starting point for analysis is a simple one, again a 
binary choice, did the other individual or a given audience member behaviorally respond as the 
sender intended.  Did the receiver accept the invitation to marriage?  Did the listener decide to 
vote for the politician?  Did the audience member make a mental note to buy the product 
advertised?  From a micro analytic perspective those are the key questions for the participants, 
but as observers we ask a broader question-- How do practices, institutions and norms evolve to 
structure the flow of communication in society?  This is the Kuhnian puzzle at the core of 
communication studies.  How do some social problems become the common concern and topic 
of conversation by virtually all members of a social group while other equal or perhaps even 
more serious social problems are taken for granted or ignored?  How is that a few individuals 
within a society, usually entertainers and athletes, become celebrities who are universally known 
and whose every personal achievement or misfortunate is a powerful magnet for public interest?  
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At the same time, many extraordinarily powerful economic and political executives may remain 
unknown and relatively unconstrained by public attention.   

We start here with first principles of a science of communication designed to be 
responsive to the challenges of the human condition.  It is entirely possible that in the 
coevolution of the human genome and modern cultural structures we have inadvertently evolved 
structures of communication that marginalize the views of minorities and that minimize their 
capacity to speak, that reproduce inequality and resist useful innovation, that lead to polarization 
and reinforce the resolution of differences by violent means, and that systematically distort the 
capacity for successful communication among humans and reinforce cognitive distortions in our 
collective perception of our environment.  Perhaps such dysfunctionalities are characteristic of 
only some institutions and then only some of the time.  Even then we have a lot of work to do.  
Or as they say in the movies, when the immense size of the circling shark has become evident – 
we’re gonna need a bigger boat. 

Communication Structure, Structuralism and Structuration 

The concept of the structure of communication is akin to the concept of social structure 
and accordingly is often drawn into several longstanding controversies in the history of social 
theory.  For a good portion of the last century there has been a fascinating pattern of a dramatic 
rise and then a correspondingly dramatic decline in enthusiasm for what has come to be termed a 
structuralist approach, structural functionalism or simply structuralism.  It is a term with broad 
philosophical resonance and its intellectual roots are rich and complex drawing on semiotics, 
linguistics, anthropology, Marxism, sociology and even literary criticism (Levy-Strauss 1963; 
Merton 1975; Henaff 1998).  As is often the case with intellectual enthusiasms, devotees of the 
movement may have exaggerated its promise and pushed some of the ideas to extremes and 
provoked something of a critical storm.  And, as is often the case, the critics also have a point.  
The primary critique was a deeply felt resistance to the notion of structural determinism, or as 
they saw it, a crude over-determinism which ignored other factors (Giddens 1984; Alexander 
1998).   By emphasizing structural communalities in comparing institutions and structures, critics 
noted, structuralists are prone to ignore significant and unique characteristics of an historical 
period or specific regime.  Perhaps most deeply felt by the critics was an aversion to the 
structuralists perceived minimization of human agency, knowledgeable individual choice and 
free will.    

The relative scholarly emphasis in turn on the exercise of human choice and then on 
social, cultural and economic constraints upon human choice will probably continue to cycle as 
predictably as the seasons.  And scholars being scholars, they will bitterly attack the insensitivies 
of those perceived to be on the wrong side the intellectual fashion they favor.  Hopefully, it 
remains possible to put the concept of structure to work and attempt to assess the special 
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properties of communication structure and in turn propose techniques for assessing whether the 
practices, institutions and norms of public communication serve or evidently ill-serve agreed 
upon public ends without becoming swallowed by the tides of philosophical debate about free 
will.  Our task is not to prove that communication structure is all-powerful and determining.  It is 
a question rather than an answer, a starting point, a hypothesis.  And it is fundamentally 
grounded in the examination of historical process-- How have practices, institutions and norms 
evolved to structure the flow of communication in society, how will they change, how should 
they change?  

We are going to exploit a concept developed some years ago by a sociological colleague 
and try to apply it to the process of how, without vigilance, open marketplaces of ideas can 
become less open.  The term is structuration.  Anthony Giddens developed the notion notably in 
The Constitution of Society published in 1984 to address the puzzle of how in their daily 
behaviors both the rich and the poor tend to reproduce structures of inequality.  Giddens was 
addressing much broader historical phenomena but his conception has several particularly 
attractive and useful elements.  It identifies a dynamic process.  The duality of individual 
behavior and social structure interact over time.  It is historically grounded, clearly focused in 
social relations in modern industrial society.  It posits a dual level of analysis considering both 
individual psychological behavior and structural institutional elements and their interaction.  And 
it is normatively grounded, drawing attention to patterns of inequity in social institutions. 

Accordingly we posit that practices, institutions and norms evolve to organize the flow of 
communication in society according to a subtle and complex process of structuration which is 
subject to an unfortunate conservatizing bias in the marketplace of ideas.  Economic theorists 
promote the idea of markets to protect dynamism in the exchange of goods and services.  The 
fundamental idea is that new competitors are incented to compete with the old.  Political theorists 
promote the idea of democracy wherein fair elections and a circulation of elites permits 
dynamism and some measure of public control of public institutions and policies.  We do not yet 
have an equivalent and agreed upon model of analysis in communication theory.  Perhaps we 
should. 
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Four Paradoxes 

1. The Paradox of Information Profusion – In an age of abundant information and 
increasingly complex social and technical information systems, individuals are by 
definition only able to attend to a shrinking portion of the surrounding information 
environment and increasingly dependent on others and technical systems for locating 
what they seek in the information abundance. 

2. The Paradox of Polysemy – Human communication is fundamentally and 
inevitably ambiguous and polysemic.  People tend to underestimate the ambiguity of 
the messages they send and that they receive.  In most cases individuals overestimate 
the persuasive effectiveness of information to which they are averse and 
underestimate the persuasive effectiveness of information about which they are 
enthusiastic. 

3. The Polarization Paradox – As with many other areas of human endeavor, symbol 
systems get bound up with various aspects of human identity and centrally held 
values, and accordingly their interpretation often becomes polarized and contested.      

4. Pluralism --The Paradox of the Public Sphere – Given the paradoxical character 
of evolved human communication behavior and the self-interested and self-
reproducing character of most public and private institutions of public 
communication, is it possible that such institutional systems be restructured to 
optimally protect an open marketplace of ideas and flexible and responsive public 
institutions? 

The Four P’s 

Scientific inquiry in a particular domain according to the widely cited Kuhnian model of 
scientific process tends to follow a paradigmatic path to resolve an acknowledged puzzle or 
paradox of some sort.  Puzzles are matched with a method or set of methods as a community of 
researchers struggles to find a suitable resolution and then move on to the next question or as is 
often the case, the resultant puzzle.   Sometimes the puzzle is formulated as a fundamental 
question – what is the nature of light -- is it a particle or a wave?  Sometimes the puzzle if 
formulated with a more practical or functional goal associated – for example, we examine the 
dynamics of cancer so we might more successfully treat the disease.  Alchemists struggled for 
centuries with the explicit goal of turning lead into gold by combining it with sulfur and 
quicksilver in a special oven called an Athanor.  They did not succeed, of course, because it is 
not possible to transform an element with 82 protons into one with 79 protons by strictly 
chemical means; it would require modern particle accelerators and a rather difficult trick of 

molecular manipulation.   But apparently working with an irresolvable paradigm and method did 
not discourage its practitioners.  Active alchemic research thrived from its earliest days in 
Mesopotamia and Egypt through Greco-Roman times through Islamic culture to the 18th century 
in Europe where it ultimately evolved into modern chemistry.  Turning lead into gold was not 
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motivated by simple greed (although perhaps that helps a bit).  It was widely felt that if a 
technique for purifying metals could be developed it could be applied to the perfection of the 
human soul, a noble incentive indeed (Eliade 1979; Lindberg 2007). 

Likewise the evolution of our thinking from the geocentric to the heliocentric solar 
system was not simply a matter of a revised theory and more modern telescopes; our scientific 
inquiries were deeply intertwined with our understanding of our place in the universe.  The 
scientific process and technical invention are imbedded with our normative concerns and 
historically grounded collective challenges.  The next chapter will ground our argument in a 
detailed historical examination of how concern about the negative impacts of propaganda and 
brainwashing particularly growing out of the Second World War and the fascist efforts to control 
and manipulate public opinion in Europe became the basis for systematic social scientific 
research on media effects and attitude change.  The following chapters will develop the argument 
that evolving historical conditions may nudge communication theorizing along.  We need not 
completely abandon the concerns and the evolved research traditions of the last century, but 
rather expand and refine them in the light of new global conditions and particularly the changing 
technical infrastructure of interpersonal and mass communication.   The allure of alliteration 
leads us to propose the Four P’s – Profusion, Polysemy, Polarization and Pluralism.   

Profusion --the first problematique, the explosive profusion of electronic communication 
is the relatively new phenomenon linked to the expanding capacities of our communication 
infrastructure.  If individuals develop skills with spam filters, search engines, friend lists, voice 
mail and TiVos, the dramatically expanded flow of communication need not be problematic as 
individuals successfully tame the information tide.   But the dynamics of informational supply 
and demand are likely to represent an ongoing issue worthy of attention.  At a more clearly 
normative level, the question becomes will people be able to learn what they need to know -- will 
the capacities for communication be structured for a better informed public?  These questions are 
the focus of Chapter 3 – The Paradox of Profusion. 

One element of this paradox is unambiguous and starkly true – it is a mathematical 
inevitability that as the amount of accumulated knowledge increases the ratio of what is 
potentially knowable to what an individual can reasonably know will increase.  This is reflected, 
of course, in the technical complexity of our environment.  When we made our own soap and 
pumped water at the well, we understood the environment we created and could fix things when 
they broke as we may have built them in the first place.  Not true with GPS navigators and cell 
phones.  We rely on technical specialists for survival in our environment and perhaps spend a 
reasonable amount of time on hold on a customer service line awaiting their enlightenment.  In 
our professional lives all is specialization.  For much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
every member of a college faculty were expected to be literate in classical Latin and Greek and 
each professor could teach virtually any of the math, history, language or literature classes.  The 
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basic elements of the liberal arts curriculum derived from Trivium and Quadrivium of the Middle 
Ages had changed little in last eight centuries.  But as the sciences flourished, specialization and 
departmentalization took over and the curriculum was revolutionized and the remarkably new 
idea of the elective course became institutionalized. (Veysey 1965; Rudolph 1993)  We will 
review how issues of specialization and the fragmentation of expertise influence the dynamics of 
collective choice and the public sphere.  We have moved from push to pull and from one-way to 
two-way communication.  We have moved from the Encyclopedia Britannica where the anointed 
few experts would expound to Wikipedia were virtually anybody so inclined can expound.   And 
miraculously it seems to work.  Assessments of the technical accuracy of Britannica and 
Wikipedia reveal the level of inaccuracy is quite small and about the same in each (Giles 2005).   

The Wikipedia case is telling, a hallmark of the new media environment.  It may strike us 
as unlikely that an encyclopedia written by volunteer amateurs and hobbyists would result in a 
complete and accurate accounting.  For a century we became accustomed to relying on the few 
anointed professionals, the CBS television networks’ avuncular Walter Cronkite who explains 
with a comforting voice -- “That’s the way it is” or Life Magazine’s equally influential and 
iconic photographs.  The fact that these spokespersons of the public sphere and arbiters of public 
taste were almost exclusively all commercial firms would strike most citizens as utterly natural 
although the occasional intellectual critic might see it otherwise (Habermas 1989; Williams 
1974; Chomsky 2004).  There were brief flirtations with two-way communication including 
citizens band radio and public access channels on cable television but none of these experiments 
seemed to be able to sustain itself with an enduring identity and audience.   The industrial 
character of publishing and the limited spectrum for broadcasting seemed to dictate that the 
number of voices would be few and that they would be commercial.  The vaguely acknowledged 
notion that commercial entities just give audiences “what they want” because of the economics 
seemed to reinforce this natural order. 

The Internet and new media revolution, however, changes everything.  The blogosphere 
is immense; it is overwhelmingly non-professional; it is growing; and it is self-sustaining.    
Estimates vary but have recently pegged the size of the blogosphere at between 150 and 200 
million reasonably active blogs with over 100,000 new blogs introduced each day and several 
million essay-style posts per day (not including the many more millions of short 140-character 
Twitter postings) (Winn 2008).  Importantly, if you have a particular issue of concern and want 
to find out what the bloggers are saying, you can – there are extensive blog-focused search 
engines and trend summaries available.  The numbers are difficult to comprehend and the 
environment is very dynamic responding sometimes explosively to new information and issues.  
It is truly an open marketplace of ideas -- sometimes unruly and rude, sometimes deliberative 
and even poetic.  How this vibrant domain of opinion, information and misinformation has and 
may continue to interact with the mainstream media and the shared public agenda is a critical 
question we will address in the pages ahead. 
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Polysemy -- the fact that a string of words or images can engender more than a single 
meaning is hardly a new concept or one that requires a new media revolution to make its 
significance evident.  But polysemy is at the core of the process of communication and evolved 
traditions of communication scholarship continue to struggle with it.  The humanist tradition in 
communication research takes polysemy very seriously indeed which is a good start.  But 
unfortunately taking polysemy seriously seems to result in not taking systematic scientific 
assessment of human communication seriously.  Perhaps this results from disappointment at how 
simplistic most experimental and survey designs tend to be.  They routinely ignore the polysemic 
character of personal and mass communication behaviors.  The empirical research traditions 
routinely treat persuasive messages (vote for candidate X, buy product Y) or entertainment 
programming (perhaps modeling violent behavior, or consuming behavior) as having a singular 
message and semantic interpretations outside of the officially identified ‘message-as sent’ is 
simply treated as random error and ignored.  For example, in measuring political campaign 
effects, analysts routinely contrast campaign advertising expenditures and corresponding 
proportions of election voting even though it is widely acknowledged that some political ad 
campaigns are profoundly effective, others worthless and many, ironically, counter-productive   
(West 1997; Kaid 2004).  It is an understandable strategy for conducting research.  Polysemy is 
inconvenient.  It makes systematic assessment troublingly complex.  We will address this issue 
in the second chapter on methodological strategies and in the fourth chapter on the dynamics of 
polysemy itself. 

Working polysemy explicitly back into scientific modeling of communication processes 
is central to the issue of communication conditionality – it is an acknowledgement that a 
potential resonance in meaning between message as sent and as received is a variable rather than 
a constant, a variable, we argue, at the theoretical core of communicative practice.  As we will 
note in passing throughout this manuscript and in some detail in an appendix, Claude Shannon’s 
elementary mathematical model of communication formally models the level of errors in 
transmission between senders and receivers (Shannon & Weaver 1949).  And for a decade and a 
half, social scientific communication researchers toyed with the idea of building from Shannon’s 
starting point but eventually abandoned the enterprise (Smith 1966; Rogers 1994).  The likely 
reason for this is that Shannon had developed a very specific and technically limited definition of 
noise as interference, one that made perfect sense for a Bell Labs engineer – random noise, 
electronic static.  But human interaction and institutionalized communication systems display a 
much more interesting pattern of interference, not random but systematic interference, what 
would be labeled bias or structured filtering rather than random noise.  The challenge of 
communication in the public sphere is not that the listener cannot hear the speaker above 
arbitrary noise in the environment, but that listeners systematically interpret, reinterpret, ignore 
and reframe the speaker’s utterance. 
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Polysemy and ambiguity are central to the communication process.  As Leeds-Hurwitz 
notes, “Codes are by their very nature full of gaps, inconsistencies and are subject to constant 
change.”  (1993 p. 66)  Indeed, human beings are hardwired to pay close attention to 
miscommunication – it is at the core of what humans consider to be comedic.  We will address 
this also in more detail later, but briefly – audience members relish being in on what is intended 
while characters in the narrative misunderstand.  Some exaggerated misunderstanding is usually 
at the core of the situation comedy or theatrical farce, and the classic formulation of a joke – the 
punch line reveals that what the listener had assumed from the beginning is now turned on its 
head. (Zillmann 2000)  

Polarization  --  In 1957 three psychologists published a monograph entitled The 
Measurement of Meaning. (Osgood, Suci & Tannenbaum)  It attracted a fair amount of attention 
at the time as a very creative and novel approach to designing survey questions using pairs of 
polar adjectives, a technique they labeled the semantic differential.  They discovered when they 
matched randomly selected paired adjectives up with randomly selected nouns and surveyed an 
English speaking population that an underlying and fundamental semantic structure emerged.  
They selected the word ‘father,’ for example, and asked respondents to identify the meaning of 
the word on a variety of randomly selected polar scales fast…..slow, hard….soft,  large….small, 
and so on.  As with this example, the pairing often did not make particular sense.  Nonetheless, a 
clearly defined structure of three underlying dimensions emerged.   Later they confirmed that the 
same structure evolved in other languages and cultures around the world – a fundamental 
structure of meaning in human communication.  This was indeed an important discovery.  The 
first dimension is labeled Evaluation. Is the object or concept at hand good or bad, beneficial or 
harmful, safe or dangerous?   It is the most frequently employed dimension of semantic 
evaluation.  The second dimension is Potency.  Is the object strong or weak, tenacious or 
yielding, large or small?  The third dimension is Activity.  Is the object active or passive, 
dynamic or static, vibrant or still? 

The curious history of this little corner of communication scholarship is that the book was 
interpreted as a contribution to survey item design but not particularly relevant to communication 
and psychology.  That may be in part a result of the detailed technical style in which the original 
manuscript was written.  The survey technique after a brief period of experimentation is no 
longer frequently used and the fundamental findings on how the evolved human cognitive 
system structures the world it perceives is only infrequently noted.  Apparently it was not 
immediately clear to Osgood and his associates and their early readers how dramatic the findings 
are and how they could contribute to a refined paradigm of communication science. 

Returning to these findings from a perspective of evolutionary psychology, what 
dimensions of evaluation and attribution would one expect small tribes of hunting and gathering 
early humans to use as they invent and refine language for communication and for survival?  It 
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may seem rather crude, but the first question at hand in confronting a new object is – is this a 
potential resource or a threat?  Can I eat it, or will it eat me?  Friend or foe?  Good or bad?  Not 
an unreasonable starting point for sharing communication with your family and tribe.  If the 
object is a threat, is it strong or weak, is it active or passive?  All important strategic dimensions 
of meaning unambiguously connected to the prospects of survival.  If the object is friendly and a 
potential sexual partner is it strong, healthy and active? 

Humans continue to be fundamentally tribal in their way of viewing the world around 
them.  The key concept here is identity -- ethnicity, religion, gender, age, regional or national 
identity.  The first question asked, in effect, is the evaluative dimension-- good or bad, on my 
team or on the other team, that is, the other tribe, or the other species.  People polarize.  Groups 
polarize.  It is human nature, actually animal nature, as demonstrated, for example, by warring 
ant colonies whose territorial borders are characterized by dramatic and distinctly violent 
combat. 

Tribal competition, academic competition, athletic competition, commercial competition 
– perhaps a reasonable practice for sustaining the capacity for survival.  Global nuclear war, 
ethnic genocide, religiously inspired terrorism among competing theological sects -- perhaps not 
so good.  The fundamental challenge to interpersonal and particularly to collective 
communication and the structure of public sphere itself is confronting the deeply ingrained 
propensity for polarization. 

Pluralism – The previous paradox focuses on the interaction of identity and opinion and 
the resultant propensity for conflict.  The next paradox, pluralism, is derived from this propensity 
for polarization and focuses at the collective level, the public sphere and posits the challenge – 
what institutional arrangements work best to promote an open marketplace of ideas, a healthy 
competition of alternative policy perspectives that is neither paralyzed by conflict nor offers the 
awkward stability resulting from the dominance of a particular ideology or dominant identity 
group.  Truly pluralistic politics is difficult to maintain.  When the system tips to one side the 
pressures often increase toward imbalance rather than self-correction.  If a majority is to be 
tolerant and perhaps even supportive of the expressed views of a minority, it requires a great deal 
of structural discipline.  As various groups within or among societies attain economic and 
military power and, in turn, political power, it would be naïve to expect that the dominant groups 
would not use their accumulated resources to bias the structure of the public sphere to their 
advantage and the advantage of their heirs.  A century ago Max Weber’s student Robert Michels 
formalized this slippery slope problem of elite control of public institutions as the “iron law of 
oligarchy.”  (Michels 1911)  Michels studied how union leaders in Europe initially elected from 
the membership to represent and execute the membership’s views would in time increasingly 
privilege their roles as institutional leaders and the needs of institutional self-reproduction over 
member’s interests that motivated the creation of the institution in the first place.  Michels’ iron 
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law is a natural enough phenomenon in human history evident in virtually all domains of 
collective human behavior from religious to political, cultural and military institutions. 

In chapter 6 we will address these issues in some detail.  We will put forward the concept 
of an open marketplace of ideas as the ideal type public sphere and much like the field of 
economics from which the market metaphor is drawn, we will review the many complexities of 
how markets (in this case markets of ideas) may be biased, inefficient, and unable to maintain 
open competition among participants.  For example, there is no practical limitation to the number 
of physical products in an economic market.  But just as the individual human mind has a 
practical limit to the number objects or ideas it can consider at a single time (it turns out the 
number is approximately seven things) there is a limit to the capacity of the public agenda.  New 
issues push out old ones (Miller 1956; Neuman 1990).  Publics tire of problems that resist 
solution (Downs 1972).  Clearly the dynamics of public opinion in aggregate have different 
properties that the dynamics of an individual’s thought and opinion about public issues, and we 
will review both the parallels and the disjunctures.   Given the paradox of profusion and the 
explosive growth of specialized expertise, a centrally important question becomes the dynamics 
of ‘issue publics’ groups of concerned and informed members of the general public who are 
tracking issues that are otherwise ‘below the radar’ of public and media attention. 

In the Shadow of the Tower of Babel 

Authors sometimes obsess over book covers.  Given the complexities of a book-length 
argument, is it in any way possible to capture the central idea in a compelling image?  I found 
mine early in the process of putting this book together.  An iconic image and a compelling story 
of human frustration in communication – the tower of Babel.    In the book of Genesis we find – 

Now the whole earth had one language and few words. And as men migrated from 
the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. And they said 
to one another, "Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly." And they 
had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. Then they said, "Come, let us build 
ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name 
for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth."  

And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the sons of men had 
built. And the Lord said, "Behold, they are one people, and they have all one 
language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; and nothing that 
they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go down, and 
there confuse their language, that they may not understand one another's speech."  

So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the face of the earth, and they 
left off building the city. Therefore its name was called Babel, because there the 
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Lord confused the language of all the earth; and from there the Lord scattered 
them abroad over the face of the earth.  Genesis 11.   

The Babel myth intriguingly helps to highlight several of the central premises of our argument.   

First and foremost, it draws attention to the two core issues of the paradox of polysemy -- 
a) that symbolic communication among humans is problematic and frequently punctuated by 
systematic miscommunication, and b) that humankind instinctively expects otherwise: that what 
they utter naturally should be fully understood.  The frustrating and frequently experienced 
problematic character of communication requires an elaborate narrative explanation. 

Second it highlights the polarization paradox – communication is infused with tribal and 
cultural identity.  The Greek form of the name Bāb-ilim from the native Akkadian which means 
"Gate of the God" a fitting name for a respectful religious shrine like many others.  The Hebrew 
version of the name of the city and the tower, Bavel, draws from the Hebrew verb balal which 
means to confuse or confound.  It may well be, as some scholars have suggested, that some 
elements of this famous story evolved from a play on words in the process of multiple 
translations. 

Third the historical and literary resonance of the story illustrates the supply and demand 
dynamic at work in the production and consumption of popular culture.  There are basic 
questions about existence -- life and death, good and evil -- that human beings in whatever 
diverse cultural setting around the world commonly yearn to better understand.  The human 
psyche relishes and is well supplied with stories of powerful gods and heroic humans, of glorious 
military victories and admonishing lessons of human hubris.  The story of Babel, of course, is a 
story of God’s retribution for, in this case, a bit of architectural hubris in imagining a tower to the 
heavens.  But it also provides an appropriately mythic answer to a question the ancients and 
moderns are likely to ask.  If humans could communicate successfully, the tower would be only 
the beginning, “nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them.”   

That is a pretty strong premise.  But it mirrors the Garden of Eden mythology in 
explaining why so many of the challenges of life are difficult.  Our ancestors misbehaved so we 
are banned from the paradise we would prefer to imagine is our natural due.  In the Babel myth 
our ancestors living together peacefully and communicating effortlessly in Mesopotamia – what 
we would take to be the expected and natural state of affairs - carelessly exhibited undue pride 
and God intervened to confuse their speech and scatter them about the earth.  Some scholars are 
convinced that the Babel story itself was adapted from the Sumerian epic "Enmerkar and the 
Lord of Aratta” that circulated in public lore of the time from the third millennium BCE. 
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A more natural explanation of the divergence of language of people living apart over 
time, however, might be illustrated by reviewing the evolving English translations of this 
passage in the Hebrew Bible over time. 

Basic English version (1949) 

Come, let us go down and take away the sense of their language, so that they will not be 
able to make themselves clear to one another.  

King James version (1611) 

Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand 
one another's speech. 

Tyndale version (1536) 

Come on let vs descende and myngell theire tonge even there that one vnderstonde not 
what a nother sayeth.  

Wycliffe version (1395) – (Middle English) 

therfor come ye, go we doun, and scheende we there the tunge of hem, that ech man here 
not the voys of his neiybore. 

So modern linguists and anthropologists would assert that the divergence over time and 
over distance of language and culture and the resultant sectarian and military confrontations is an 
entirely natural phenomenon that need not require direct divine intervention for an explanation  
(Diamond 1992; Pinker 2000; Hauser 1996; Richerson & Boyd 2005; D’Andrade 1995). 

The best evidence suggests there really was a Tower of Babel and its geographic and 
historical location provides further irony.  It was, as its name suggests, in Babylon, a center of 
culture and commerce, indeed a communication hub, for much of the first millennium BCE in 
Southern Mesopotamia, modern day Al Hillah which is about 50 miles south of Baghdad.  The 
fragments of the base of the tower were ignored for two further millennia until one Saddam 
Hussein started to rebuild a tower in his own honor, having his name as supreme leader inscribed 
on each brick as was the custom in Nebuchadnezzar’s time (McBride 1999).  Again forces 
intervened to interrupt Prime Minister Hussein’s arguably hubristic plans, the American invasion 
of Iraq in 2003.  Unfortunately, the American and allied forces were no more responsive to 
archeological sensitivities than the Iraqis and built a helicopter landing pad on the site (BBC 
2005).  There are hundreds of references to Babylon in the Bible but they refer not to the ancient 
city or tower but an evolved cultural symbol of all that is evil, ungodly and that which diminishes 
human aspiration and achievement.  How curiously appropriate.   

This brief excursion into the history and lore of the Biblical era has a purpose.  It sets the 
stage for our inquiry in a broader historical perspective.  Because our expectations that others 
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will understand our speech and perhaps as well our point of view are so strong, we need to invent 
an elaborate narrative to explain why human communication so often fails.  Every few centuries 
through migration and invasion adjoining cultures and peoples would confront each other.  We 
pause to consider the ramifications for a globe where virtually all of the once separate cultures 
and identities become electronically and economically intertwined.  

Partial to Paradox 

This book represents something of an aggregation of a five decades professional work.  I 
have been interviewing and experimenting, tracking history and technology, puzzling over policy 
and politics since the 1960s.  My first book, based on my dissertation was entitled The Paradox 
of Mass Politics and attempted to understand how the democratic process works as well as it 
does given the celebrated inattentiveness of the average citizen who not unsurprisingly prefers 
the sports pages and gossip columns to details on the latest legislation proposing financial 
reform.  The Future of the Mass Audience followed and with support from a half dozen media 
conglomerates, attempted to understand the new media environment from an institutional and 
policy perspective.  Common Knowledge and The Gordian Knot (with colleagues) developed the 
themes of public opinion and news and further speculations on the changing policy environment.  
In the last decade (again with colleagues) the work on Affective Intelligence focuses on survey 
and experimental research to better understand the dynamics of public attention and politics with 
particular attention to how emotions steer attentiveness.  The work spans psychology, sociology, 
history, economics, political science, policy science and communication, and accordingly may be 
appropriately characterized as undisciplined, but not, I would argue, as unfocused.   In fact, my 
reason for raising this brief history now is to make the case that despite their distinct differences 
in methodology and in level of analysis, they are all about the same fundamental paradox, or set 
of intertwined paradoxes – how do individuals wrapped up in the very specific challenges of 
their personal lives take time to observe the world around them as history unfolds in the public 
sphere?  What do they know?  What should they know?  How will this change in the evolving 
institutional and policy environment of the communication revolution? 

Communication Research in the New Millennium  

Scholars in the humanist tradition are sometimes frustrated with the obsessions of 
behavioral social science and are inclined to question the value of the assorted surveys and 
experiments that dominate the literature.  Experiments in chemistry are fine, but the complexities 
of the human condition resist analysis by test tube and Bunsen burner. The problem, they might 
protest, is that this behavioral work is ahistorical, naively seeking some universal truths about 
human behavior while ignoring the pressing normative issues of our age. 
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They have a point.  But such a premise is simply wrong.  The behavioral work is as 
clearly historically and normatively situated as the textual and critical work of the humanists.  
Our focus here is on the study of human communication, a field of study, but not really a 
discipline.  The modern fields of economics, psychology, anthropology, political science and 
sociology were all institutionally formalized at the turn of the twentieth century.  But not 
communication.  Departments, journals and associations of communication would begin to 
appear only in mid-century, in part in response to the growth of radio and television and the 
concern about propaganda stemming from World War II.   

If we look at the origins of Sociology, for example, in the late 1800s, it was clear that 
urbanization, industrialization and migration to the big cities led to growing concern about social 
control.  In the rural communities, citizens knew each other and the town meeting or the cracker 
barrel at the general store were viable venues for sustaining the public sphere.  The challenge of 
the industrial city was social fragmentation, mass society and an absent institutional center of 
identity in church and community.  Those are the founding concerns of the field at the turn of the 
century.   

By the middle of the century the thematic has reversed itself and the concern is not too 
little but too much social control from the evolved publishing and broadcast media—propaganda, 
brain washing, hypercommericialization, media violence, agenda-setting.  It is at this point that 
the field of communication starts to establish its own identity, growing from but independent of 
psychology and sociology.   

But now we have come full circle.  At the end of the twentieth century with the explosion 
of the new media revolution the concern again turns to fragmentation, polarization and the loss 
of a cultural centerpoint. 

My point, of course, is that although the historic grounding of these issues may have 
changed directions, the underlying question, the central question of understanding the structure 
of communication remains the same – how do practices, institutions and norms develop to 
structure the flow of information in society and once established what difference do they make?  
This is our focus, the structure of communication.  Communication science and the humanistic 
field of cultural studies both study this structure but from somewhat different vantage points. 
Most researchers in each of these communities largely view the scholarship of the other vantage 
point as some sort of indecipherable gobbledygook and avoid it like the plague so there is little 
cross fertilization.  It is unfortunate and, I suppose, just what you would expect from a field that 
bears the name communication.   
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Chapter 1  The Propaganda Problem 

 

 
[First], facts, not now available, are urgently needed to provide a basis for more 

effective communication.  Second, that the means of getting the needed facts are ready at 
hand. Third, that getting them must be closely geared to making communication more 

effective. It recommends that the work of getting them be begun at once.  
John Marshall et al, Rockefeller Foundation (1940) cited in Buxton 2003a 

 
"The thought police would get him just the same. He had committed--would have 

committed, even if he had never set pen to paper--the essential crime that contained all others in 
itself. Thoughtcrime, they called it. Thoughtcrime was not a thing that could be concealed 

forever. You might dodge successfully for a while, even for years, but sooner or later they were 
bound to get you."  

George Orwell, 1984, Book 1, Chapter 1(1949) 
 

Communication research…is about effect. It could have been otherwise, consider the 
study of art, for example – but it is not.  …The underlying aim, not always acknowledged, is to 

account for the power of the media.   
Elihu Katz (2001)  

 
We must have theories which easily embrace new media, rather than calling for new 

theory every time there is a new medium.   
Annie Lang (2011) 
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 This is a book about communication in the 21st century.  To set the historical stage for a 

better understanding of the dramatic challenges and opportunities that lie ahead we will devote 
this chapter to a review of the evolution of communication scholarship in the 20th century.  Our 
thesis is that there is an important disjuncture between the research paradigm developed a half 
century ago and the opportunity to understand the fast changing dynamics of human 
communication in the digital age.   We start with a puzzle as captured in the quotation above 
from Elihu Katz.  The puzzle, simply put, is this -- how did communication scholarship come to 
develop the currently dominant research paradigm focusing on the “strength” of media effects?   
Research paradigms traditionally proffer not just a puzzle but also a method for addressing the 
puzzle.  In this case the received methodology is to correlate some measure of media exposure 
with various professed attitudes, changes in attitudes or observed behaviors.  What is the 
historical origin of this mission to demonstrate that media effects are ‘not so minimal?’  Is there 
an explanation for the dominant emphasis on negative media effects such as 
hypercommercialism and violence?  Further why is academic media effects research almost 
entirely disconnected from the applied research conducted by the various facets of the 
communication industries?  That last element may well turn out to be a positive development, 
but we could benefit from better understanding its historical origins. 

We will argue that a large part of the answers to these questions can be found in the 
activities of a small group of men (mostly men, characteristically of this era, and a few women) 
in the 1940s and 1950s.  The evolving study of mass communication was deeply intertwined 
with the historical events, normative concerns and social movements of this period.  The zeitgeist 
drove intellectual inquiry toward certain questions and away from others.  Although one could 
identify perhaps hundreds of diverse projects that contributed in various ways to the developing 
field of communication study, some of them decades earlier, some later, we will focus on one 
particularly influential group that was organized under the auspices of the Rockefeller 
Foundation in the late 1930s that continued to guide and fund research into the late 1950s.  On 
September 1st 1939 as the group was meeting Germany invaded Poland marking the beginning of 
the Second World War.  The Nazi fascination with manipulation of public opinion and with 
dramatic propaganda was already well known.  The onset of the war generated a very distinct 
culture of urgency as academics, journalists and public officials began to come to grips with this 
troubling phenomenon of propaganda. 

The term propaganda which so dominated the literature of the era is no longer in common 
usage, but this highly normative vocabulary for describing human communication continues to 
influence the paradigm of research although, unfortunately, it does so less visibly and is less 
frequently acknowledged in modern scholarship.  Propaganda is a shorthand term for false, 
manipulative, persuasive communication and its presence in the public sphere necessitates an 
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urgent need for an equally persuasive but “corrective” communication.  If the historical origins 
of this perspective have faded in memory, the etymology is still very much with us. 

Could It Have Been Otherwise?  Most scholars in the field of communication research 
may find it slightly odd to imagine a counterfactual history of research practice.  After six 
decades of conducting surveys and experiments and accumulating findings within an intuitively 
satisfying paradigm of research practice (Neuman & Guggenheim 2011) there is a certain taken-
for-grantedness about how things are done. But, briefly, let us review some arguably quite 
reasonable alternatives. 

The first alternative has already been introduced in the last chapter (and will turn up from 
time to time as a continuing historical trope in this book).  Not only could have been otherwise, 
communication scholarship could have been built on the polar opposite intellectual starting 
point.  Consider the historical roots of Sociology in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  Instead of a 
concern with an overly strong central control via mass media propaganda the central concern of 
early sociology was a lack of a social glue, a meaningful basis for social organization and 
coordination that would survive the uprooting transition from smaller rural communities where 
people knew each other to the anomic crowds of industrialized urban centers (Merton 1949; 
Coser 1971; Giddens 1976; Jones 1983; Collins 1986).  Had the field of communication 
scholarship started to develop its disciplinary identity 50 years earlier this might well have been 
the case.  Or communication scholarship, like the beginnings of political science, could have 
focused not on the psychology of persuasion but on aggregate structures such as communication 
systems within communities and nation states.  Political science as the comparative study of 
constitutions and legal systems persisted a half century up to the “behavioral revolution” in the 
field in the 1950s (Crick 1959).  Or the systematic study of mediated communication could have 
evolved from literary and cultural studies focusing on the text, narrative structure and cultural 
resonances of the mass media.  That did happen, of course, with abounding energy about 25 
years later; but it evolved as a counterpoint to experiments and surveys rather than a precursor 
and this counterpoint continues to represent an intellectual fault line in the field (Grossberg 
2010).  Or one could imagine the study of the media as evolving as a practical and applied field 
perhaps more akin to the curriculum and culture of Schools of Journalism or Cinema or 
Departments of Advertising or Public Relations.  Such departments and schools exist, but almost 
always at arm’s length from academic communication studies.  Also one could imagine an 
experimentally oriented field of scholarship focused on learning from the media rather than 
persuasion as the research paradigm currently characteristic of educational psychology, 
educational technology and some branches of information science (Chaffee & Berger 1987).  
Finally, the fields of mediated communication and interpersonal communication scholarship 
could have shared common intellectual roots.  Some may argue that they do, but since the 
publication of Miller and Steinberg (1975) it is generally acknowledged that these scholarly 
traditions have largely gone their separate ways.   
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Hypodermic Effects   

Perhaps the iconic image of the pivotal midcentury period is the dominating and 
demanding face of Big Brother from George Orwell’s 1984.  Orwell’s book was titled with a 

year in the near future but the manuscript was written just after the Second World War and 
published originally in June of 1949.  The novel’s central thematic of totalitarian propaganda and 
mind control was an artful mix of not-so-subtle references to both Hitler’s Nazi Germany and 
Stalin’s Soviet Russia.  Orwell’s protagonist Winston Smith was a lowly government bureaucrat 
working at the ministry of truth as an editor and his primary responsibility was changing the 
official (in fact, the only) historical record so that the official past corresponds to the needs of the  
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current central authority.  He routinely rewrites the records and alters photographs so that 
those individuals now out of favor become “unpersons” and inconvenient historical documents 
are irretrievable deleted down the memory hole.   

A particularly telling sequence early in the book is the required daily routine of the “two-
minutes hate.”  Orwell’s scenario mixes the anti-Semitic racial propaganda of Nazi Germany and 
Stalin’s vilification of Trotsky (the Goldstein character) as a bête noire and traitor to the cause.  
Even our protagonist, the reluctant Winston Smith finds himself caught up in the frenzy of the 
moment.  It may represent rather starkly wrought dramaturgy, but it powerfully captures the 
concerns of the era about the atomized individual, mass society, the lonely crowd, the individual 
helpless against the onslaught of psychologically sophisticated propaganda.  The extreme case of 
propaganda, of course, is systematic mind control or “brain washing” which occupies a special 
place in the novel’s conclusion as Smith’s fears and weaknesses are exploited to break down his 
will to resist.   

We continue to use the terms Orwellian, big brother and thought police in common 
parlance today to conjure up these enduring themes.  In the decades following its publication 
1984 would sell tens of millions of copies and be translated into over 60 different languages, at 
that time the greatest number for any novel (Rodden 1989).  The hot war had been won but the 
cold war of competing ideologies was just beginning.  Orwell’s novel represents a synecdoche 
for the very real and not entirely unreasonable dominating mood of fear and concern in the West 
following the war.  It was not just a backward-looking retrospective on the theories and practices 
of Hitler’s propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels (Baird 1975; Herzstein 1978) but a 
commanding fear that if it could happen in Europe it could happen again there or in the United 
States or in response to communist propaganda in the developing world.  In the early 1950s the 
fear of communism was briefly but dramatically manipulated by the junior senator from 
Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy, with the ironic result that his success in capturing the media 
spotlight with trumped up images of a state department overrun with Soviet agents reinforced 
fears about the threat of propaganda and demagogic manipulation of public opinion, not just 
from the left but from the right as well (Rogin 1967; Bayley 1981; Hamilton 1982; Gibson 1988; 
Gary 1996).  The war in Korea generated new images of the extreme form of manipulation – 
Chinese thought reform and brain washing (Lifton 1961).  Richard Condon’s 1959 novel The 
Manchurian Candidate and the equally influential 1962 MGM movie version describing former 
army officers secretly brainwashed in China as sleeper agents to assassinate politicians and take 
control of the government resonated powerfully with the public mood. 

Vance Packard’s presumptively non-fiction expose of commercial subliminal persuasion 
in the Hidden Persuaders published in 1957 warned that imperceptibly brief flashed images of 
Coca-Cola on a motion picture screen generated sudden and inexplicable thirst among audience 
members who thronged to the concession stand for an extra large drink.  (Actually the study was 
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a fake, created as a publicity stunt (Pratkanis 1992)).  It initiated a tradition of critical scholarship 
on manipulative commercial and political advertising still active today (Key 1974; Baker 1994; 
Goldstein & Ridout 1994; Turow 1997; Chomsky 2004). 

We review these prominent themes from the popular and political culture of mid-century 
because they are central to our thesis about the propaganda problem.  As we noted at the 
conclusion of the previous chapter, systematic communication research and the 
institutionalization of departments of communication in the academy began not as virtually all of 
the other social science disciplines did at the end of the nineteenth century but rather at the 
middle of the twentieth.  Coming to a disciplinary identity at the conclusion of the Second World 
War, the field of communication research adopted a paradigm designed to address the 
propaganda problem, the concern about the hypodermic injection of manipulative images and 
arguments in the perusable public mind. It turns out that the seminal researchers never really 
used simplistic stimulus-response notions of hypodermic needles and magic bullets of influence 
that their successors dismissively attributed to them; they were much more sophisticated analysts 
than that (Bineham 1988; Chaffee 1988; Lubken 2008).  But such vivid imagery does indeed 
capture the zeitgeist of this period. 

The Other Marshall Plan 

John Marshall was a middle-level program officer in the Humanities division of the 
Rockefeller Foundation.  A scholar of English literature and medieval history, he became 
particularly concerned about the evident power of European fascist propaganda as a result of his 
travels in Europe on a foundation library project through the 1930s (Buxton 2003b). He was 
looking to make his mark in the foundation and among the intellectual elite of his era so he 
developed relationships with Edward R. Murrow in England and with sociologist and social 
activist Robert S. Lynd at Columbia, political scientist and propaganda specialist Harold 
Lasswell at Yale, sociologist and methodologist Paul F. Lazarsfeld who was soon to establish a 
highly influential research program at Columbia, and the influential British literary critic I. A. 
Richards.  Marshall became a man with a plan – a plan to fund research centers around the 
United States and develop a new systematic, quantitative social science field of research on 
communication and attitude change.  As historian Brett Gary describes this era: 

Beginning in 1939 Marshall drew the principals of the communication projects 
into a Foundation-sponsored discussion group, interchangeably called the 
Communications Group or the Communications Seminar, whose primary 
purposes included achieving consensus on a paradigm for the field ... Through his 
influence on this group, he self-consciously helped impose theoretical coherence 
and a “scientific” research paradigm on this inchoate area of interdisciplinary 
inquiry. The goal, before the war, was to shape an empiricist blueprint for the 
incipient field, aimed at addressing what Marshall saw as the chief problem for 
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mass communication research: “Mass communication in reaching millions 
becomes mass influence, for better or for worse.  (Gary 1996 126) 

The initial focus of research and funding was radio broadcasting which had become 
increasingly dominant medium of mass culture and the public sphere in the 1930s.  Marshall 
persuaded a reluctant Paul Lazarsfeld to accept directorship of the Rockefeller Radio Research 
project started originally by Hadley Cantril at Princeton, then at Newark University and soon to 
move again to become an increasingly influential research center at Columbia.  But as noted 
above, the onset of the Second World War in September of 1939 shifted and energized the 
group’s sense of urgency.  Marshall reported later, “We saw in this rather disastrous situation of 
the war an unhappy opportunity to conceptualize this whole field of research.  The war as it were 
put all the factors into sharp focus” (Morrison 1978 p. 349). 

Interestingly John Marshall made numerous efforts to persuade the newly influential and 
increasingly wealthy broadcasting companies to join the foundation in supporting these research 
efforts financially and intellectually.  Marshall argued the results of this research would be useful 
to the industry as well as the struggling nation.  Historians Morrison and Gary trace these 
developments with particular interest and conclude that the industry was very wary of supporting 
research, the results of which it could not control and results could potentially be used to criticize 
or justify regulation of their business practices (Morrison 1978; Gary 1996). A special assistant 
to the president of CBS told Marshall candidly “It’s perfectly simple, we don’t want to rock the 
boat” (Morrison 1978 p. 353).  Commercial broadcasting research was highly attuned to 
maximizing the attractiveness of the medium to advertisers.  Marshall ultimately gave up trying 
to include the industry and it was an important development and set a precedent of independence 
between commercial and academic research that remains dominant today.   

So, as a result of this particular confluence of events and institutional developments – 
three defining characteristics of the communication research paradigm were firmly established: 

1) The research is tied to a pressing potential social problem – the manipulation of 
public opinion, the propaganda problem.  The premise is that the key exemplars of 
mass communication are not neutral or informational but rather highly valenced with a 
pressing need to counter such messages which are intentionally false, misleading and 
manipulative with an appropriate successful corrective communication to protect public 
awareness and a working democratic system.   

2) There is a recognition that the field of communication and public opinion is a new 
domain of inquiry requiring its own coherent and systematic theoretical corpus and new 
experimental, survey research and content analysis methodologies. 
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3) The burgeoning communication industries were wary of becoming involved with 
a research enterprise which had the potential to raise questions about their evolved 
business practices and increasingly profitable business model so they quietly opted out 
leaving the research and research funding to government, foundations and the academy.     

There was no particular impetus reflected in the reports, articles and books of this era to 
demonstrate a not-so-minimal effect of the media.  The power of the media was a given and was 
unquestioned.  The influence of this seminal paradigm is still so strong and it has such a taken-
for-granted character that it is hard for students of the field to imagine it could have been 
otherwise (Lasswell 1927; Lee & Lee 1939; Wirth 1948; Hovland, Janis & Kelley 1953; Katz et 
al 1954).  I. A. Richards, the distinguished literary scholar from Magdalene College, Cambridge 
was an active participant in the Rockefeller planning exercises.  One could have predicted that as 
a father of close reading methodologies associated with the humanistic tradition of the new 
criticism, Richards would have developed an approach to the study of content quite different 
from the quantitative frequency counts that Lasswell, Berelson and Pool formalized in what 
came to be known as content analysis (Berelson 1952; Pool 1959).  Given that there were such 
dramatic differences in the structure of communication flows in Nazi Germany and later Soviet 
Russia and Communist China compared to the West, one could have predicted an approach 
based on a comparison of media systems perhaps like the dominant approach in political science 
at the time which focused on comparative constitutions and contrasting legal systems.  One could 
have predicted an energized research project on education, learning, public knowledge or on 
journalistic institutions as addressed in the well-known work of John Dewey (1927), Walter 
Lippmann (1922) and even Max Weber (1910).  One could imagine an effort to connect our 
understanding of mass communication with interpersonal and small group communication but 
that would not reappear in the literature until the mid 1950s and then as a free-standing discovery 
of the two-step flow of communication, something quite independent in conceptualization from 
the other research traditions. 

So the serious study of mass communication became institutionalized as the analysis of 
the effects of “valenced communication” – the battle between totalitarian propaganda (first the 
fascists and then later the communists) versus the liberal democratic corrective.  This model of 
the atomized and anomic individual seeking to latch onto the reassurance of an authoritarian 
father-figure combined a theory of society and a theory of human psychology.   

The Founding Fathers 

The various researchers that John Marshall had drawn together in 1940 were already in 
sporadic contact but working at institutes and universities around the country.  It would be 
another eight years before a full-fledged graduate program in communication research would be 
established by Wilbur Schramm at the University of Illinois.  Still at it in 1948, John Marshall at 
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Rockefeller provided the funding to draw together a distinguished research group with a few new 
additions to take stock of developments and contribute to an edited volume entitled 
Communications in Modern Society (Schramm 1948) which would become the very first text 
book for advanced study in the field.  The key principals knew each other well by this time; they 
had been working together as part of the war time mobilization of propaganda researchers.  Paul 
Lazarsfeld an Austrian émigré who had fled in the shadow of Hilter’s rise in Germany was not 
an American citizen, so he served as a consultant.  Wilbur Schramm joined the Library of 
Congress’ OFF – The Office of Facts and Figures.  Harold Lasswell was very active in a number 
of projects including the Office of Facts and Figures and its successor organization, the Office of 
War Information; the Office of Strategic Services; the Foreign Broadcast Monitoring Service of 
the Federal Communications Commission; and the Army's Psychological Warfare Branch.  Carl 
Hovland from Yale joined the Information and Education Division of the War Department to 
evaluate the impact of persuasive films on soldiers (Schramm 1980; Rogers 1992; Cmiel 1996; 
Sproul 1997; Gary 1999; Glander 2000; Katz et al 2003; Peters & Simonson 2004; Wahl-
Jorgensen 2004; Park & Pooley 2008; Pooley 2008; Simonson 2010).  Chaffee and Rogers 
describe this period: 

 

During World War II, Washington was the place to be for a social scientist. America's 
enemies seemed to represent such an unmitigated evil that few if any social scientists 
opposed the war. America's war aims united these scholars in a common cause and 
brought them together in one place where they formed a network of relationships that 
endured for the rest of their careers. The war effort demanded an interdisciplinary 
approach to problems, often closely related to communication study because in so many 
ways it was seen as "a war of words." Communication was also viewed as the basic tool 
for mobilization of the American people to volunteer, conserve, and in other ways aid in 
concentrating the nation's resources on winning the war. In important ways, then, World 
War II created the conditions for the founding of the communication field, a point that 
Schramm often stressed to his students in later years. (Chaffee & Rogers in Schramm 
1997 134-5) 

 

The era is vividly Manichean.  The public imagination is dominated by a fear of the 
power of hidden subliminal messages in the mass media, thought reform and brainwashing and 
more generally McCarthy-style demagogic manipulation of public opinion (Packard, 1957; Shils 
1957; Kornhauser 1959).  Slowly, careful research revealed that the German propaganda 
machine was actually not successful in sustaining falsehoods about non-existent successes on the 
Russian front especially after the disaster at Stalingrad in 1942-3, subliminal advertising did not 
really work, the Chinese were using standard intimidation techniques with prisoners, and 
McCarthy’s inventive falsehoods about a State Department overrun by Soviet agents could not 
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be sustained over time in the public eye (Schein 1971; Baird 1975; Schrecker 1998).  It is widely 
acknowledged that corrections and retractions seldom attract the attention that the original 
accusation or proposition do.  The Manchurian Candidate is much more engrossing than dry 
military histories of what actually happened in Korea and China in the 1950s.  I am not aware of 
any research on the question, but I would wager that among those today who have heard of the 
subliminal Coke advertisement test, most continue believe it really happened and are simply 
unaware that it was a hoax and a publicity stunt and that serious attempts to replicate the effect 
were unsuccessful (Pratkanis 1992).   

I have used the term Manichean to describe the post-war period.  The term is derived 
from the dualistic theology of the itinerant Persian prophet Manichaeus which emphasized life as 
an ongoing battle between the extremes of good and evil.  Although the religious movement in 
his name no longer exists, it was actually one of the largest world religions in the first 
millennium of the Christian era and its influence stretched from the Roman Empire to China 
(Tardieu 2009).  The term itself survives today as a derogatory descriptor to characterize 
exaggerated polarities of good and evil.  Such an etymology resonates with the thesis of this 
chapter – the problem-of-propaganda paradigm persists in subtle and taken-for-granted practices 
that remain influential.   

The Waning of the Concept of Propaganda 

A central thesis of this chapter is that the seminal work in the systematic study of 
communication was infused with the notion of propaganda.  The threat of propaganda motivated 
the research enterprise.   One needed to better understand the power and character of these 
evolving mass media because the anomic mass audiences were subject to manipulation by forces 
that were unambiguously evil and duplicitous.  It is also the thesis of this chapter that although 
the term itself has faded into near obscurity (except for occasional use in an effort to be 
rhetorically provocative), the logic of the propaganda concept continues to pervade theories of 
the communication process.  Further, because this historical and intellectual connection is 
seldom acknowledged, theoretical progress may be inadvertently constrained.   My thesis is this:  
the notion of propaganda is unambiguously and unapologetically asymmetric.  The user of the 
term purports to convey the truth in contradistinction to the untruths, half-truths, distortions and 
omissions of the “other party”.  As modern communication scholarship addresses political 
communication, health communication and commercial mass media entertainment, a subtle 
asymmetry persists although it is unacknowledged or at least seldom acknowledged.  If it were 
actually true that pernicious and untruthful ideas were actually more easily propagated by the 
mass media than virtuous and truthful ones; that would indeed be an interesting research finding.  
I suspect that no researcher would be inclined to acknowledge such a premise or paradigm, but, I 
argue, it is identifiable in research practice and it pervades the scholarly obsession with negative 
communication, from the depiction of sexuality and violence through the study of political bias 
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and stereotyping and detrimental health behaviors.  After reviewing the intriguing evolution of 
the propaganda paradigm, we will attempt to address some possible responses to this central 
element of the field’s intellectual history. 

The use of the term propaganda to denote purposefully deceitful and manipulative 
communication dates back to the First World War.  Ironically before the 20th Century the 
historical origins of the term are derived from the Latin root propagare “to propagate” and the 
term was used only in the entirely positive sense in the Christian tradition of spreading the “good 
word” of scripture and the propagation of the faith.  After the First and Second World Wars, the 
concept was re-energized in the growing concern about communist propaganda and communist 
subversion in Western democracies.  Textbooks reviewing the findings of recently developed 
random-sample survey research, for example, were not titled just “public opinion” but Public 
Opinion and Propaganda (Doob 1948).  Talcott Parson’s essay from this period captures this 
conceptual centrality in his opening paragraph:  

What is rather vaguely classified as propaganda has come to be one of the most 
conspicuous social phenomena of the contemporary world, of absorbing interest both 
from scientific and practical points of view (Parsons 1942 551) 

The central argument of Parson’s paper, interestingly, was that the phenomenon of 
propaganda although generally seen as a fundamentally psychological dynamic, should be seen 
as well as central to the study of social structure and social control, the domain, of course, of 
Sociology.  One does not fight enemy propaganda with propaganda of one’s own; one fights it 
with “truth.”  So, when the United States founded the United States Information Agency in the 
early 1950s to counter the communists, the term “public diplomacy” was coined and that 
sounded like a much  
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better enterprise for the propagation of “truth, justice and the American way” than “counter 
propaganda” (Tuch 1990).  

 There is no evidence of a dramatic intellectual rejection or critique of the propaganda 
concept; it just gradually fell into disuse as attention moved on to other concerns and 
vocabularies.  The decline is traced in Figure 1.1 reflecting the use of the word propaganda in 
social science publications by year. 

The Legacy of the Propaganda Era.  It would be a mistake to assign an overly 
deterministic role to the influence of the post war era thinking on modern communication 
research.  But it may be useful, nonetheless, to explore some of the possible linkages and perhaps 
to stimulate some fresh thinking about how the received paradigm of media effects research is 
struggling to accommodate the new media revolution.  My thesis is this –the focal point of media 
effects research gradually morphed from the study of propaganda and persuasion to the study of 
a diffuse collection of “negative” effects of communication.   If such a proposition is true or even 
partially true, it could have important effects on how research studies are designed, how research 
is funded and how the paradigm of research practice evolves.  A focus on the negative and 
problematic is certainly understandable –economists often focus on economic crises, medical 
scientists on biological pathologies.  But in such cases there exists an analytic model of a healthy 
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functioning economy and a healthy biological system against which the pathology can be 
contrasted.  That does not appear to be the case in communication research. One of the 
continuing themes of this book is that it could be and should be.  Since at first blush 
communication would seem to be a relatively positive human phenomenon -- the sharing of 
ideas, communication as an alternative to conflict, the uniquely human achievements of art and 
culture – this singular focus on the negative and problematic may merit further attention.  The 
study of propaganda and persuasion had two characteristics not carried forward in present-day 
research.  First there was, especially at the outset, a practical application and an urgency to 
research as scientists gathered in Washington to help the military effort and thereafter the cold 
war’s war of words.  Second, there was an obvious counterpoint to the falsehoods of fascist and 
later communist propaganda, and that was simply getting out the truth, at the time primarily 
through dropping leaflets and short wave broadcasts.  It could be said that such notions 
represented the communication theoretic equivalent of the healthy economy and healthy 
organism.  My argument, however, is that both the sense of practical application and historical 
exigency and the counterpoint of successful positive communication have largely been lost.  The 
“critical stance” of much communication scholarship that critiques violence, consumerism, 
stereotypes and uninformative newscasts is not expected to lead to changes in the commercial 
communication industries outside of an occasional congressional slapping of hands or a largely 
symbolic but ineffective regulatory ruling. 

One of the most effective demonstrations of the near obsession with negative effects is 
the historical review of media effects on children published by Ellen Wartella and Byron Reeves 
in 1975.  In retrospect the dominating concerns of each era with the new media of their time 
appear to be a bit quaint.  The progression can be characterized as follows – movies appear to 
lead to juvenile delinquency, comic books to declining reading skills, television to aggressive 
behavior.  Did you know how parents reacted when radio entered their homes?  Wartella and 
Reeves quote a 1936 study on the topic:  

This new invader of the privacy of the home [radio] has brought many a disturbing 
influence in its wake. Parents have become aware of a puzzling change in the behavior of 
their children.  They are bewildered by a host of new problems, and find themselves 
unprepared, frightened, resentful, helpless. 

The pattern continues today as scholars and journalists review anecdotal and some 
experimental evidence that “Google is making us Stoopid” (Carr 2008, 2010; Sparrow, Liu & 
Wegner 2011). 

Frequently in science and sometimes other domains of scholarly endeavor including the 
humanities there is sense of discovery, a fresh start, some sense of resolution of some old 
problems and a shared sense of the importance and promise of some new ones.  That was 
distinctly not the case as concern about propaganda more or less quietly faded away and research 
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shifted almost randomly to a diffuse and disorganized set of other issues associated with the 
general domain of “media effects.”  There are three difficulties with this curious and almost 
inadvertent transition.  First and perhaps most importantly, research becomes fragmented into a 
plethora of increasingly narrow and surprisingly intellectually insolated research sub-specialties.  
Thus, for example, work in health communication would cite and build on theory or findings in 
political communication only very rarely.  Second, the sense of urgency and connection to real-
world practice that was characteristic of the propaganda era is diffused and dissipated.  
Scholarship is written for and judged by a small circle of fellow specialists.  There are 
exceptions, but again only relatively rarely.  And third, the normative grounding is still there, in 
part associated with the focus on negative or problematic characteristics of communication 
process, but it too is diffuse, indirect, frequently unacknowledged.  The alternative to 
propagandistic misinformation is accurate information.  The alternative to the depiction of 
violent acts in narratives and news is less clear.  Regulation of the arts and of journalism runs 
against the very strong tradition of the first amendment and probably as well against very strong 
commercial incentives to attract audience interest.  Labeling content so parents and others 
concerned about violent content can make more informed choices is a step in the right direction, 
but that too turns out be highly problematic in practice.   

If we step back from the focal points of modern media effects research, a pattern 
emerges.  My summary of this pattern is incomplete and may miss some important strands of 
research, but the structure that is evident may help in more integrative and coherent theory 
building and theory testing.  The pattern is outlined in Table 1.1. 

 

As the Second World War faded in memory and the cold war receded in prominence 
attention in the U.S. and most of the industrialized West turned from European fascism and 
Soviet Communism to internal struggles over social and political values and ethnic identities.  
Albert Bandura’s social learning model (1977) and Henri Tajfel’s (1982) analysis of in-
group/out-group identity dynamics provided a paradigmatic platform for research on how the 
depiction of violence, sexual behavior and exaggerated racial, ethnic and gender stereotypes may 
reinforce role modeling of norm violations, desensitization, and prejudice.  As Table 1.2 
illustrates, it would be difficult to find a publisher if your media text did not cover each of these 
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components.  There are, of course, other foci of attention, notably on media and children, 
advertising effects, video gaming subcultures, music lyrics, educational media, sports and 
emotional responses to media, but the “Big Four” are canonic and in time have become 
inevitable topics for instruction.   

All of these lines of research are entirely reasonable subjects of inquiry if a slightly odd 
historically evolved jumble of topics.  But structure of scholarship leaves enormous room for 
improvement and intellectual integration.  We will identify four problematic elements in these  

 
now canonic traditions.  First of all, each is almost entirely insulated from the other lines of 
inquiry.  Subtopical fragmentation and stovepipe separation are the hallmarks of the structure of 
journal publication, professional meetings and the organization of tenure reviews of “job slot” 
definitions in academic hiring.  Scientific specialization is not the problem; quite the contrary, 
advanced specialized research is a sign of scientific progress.  But specialized work in chemistry 
and biology, for example, is built on a commonly accepted paradigmatic core which is applied, 
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in turn, on advanced topics.  In the structure of communication research there is only passing and 
partial acknowledgement of a common core and almost no contribution from the subspecialties 
to an aggregated and integrated theoretical core.  Individual scholars should not be blamed, of 
course, the incentive structures of publication and promotion are not very forgiving, and the 
evolved tribal identities of subspecialty communities have their own social and professional 
rewards. 

Second, the focus on negative communication, although perfectly understandable, leads 
to a rather asymmetric structure of research.  Audiences undoubtedly pick up a vast variety of 
positive and negative cues from the media.  There are a few proud, brave and savvy law 
enforcement role models as well as a few evil and violence-prone criminals in typical media 
depictions.  There are examples of cooperation and collaboration as well as violence and 
mayhem.  There is a blend of political wisdom as well as self-interested demagogic distortions in 
the media mix.  It seems a bit odd to ignore the vast variety of authentic depictions of ethnic 
character or complex gender roles in the haste to critique yet another example of institutional 
racism or sexism.  If social learning and identification is stronger for the depiction violent and 
intolerant role models in the media than their more socially desirable counterparts, that would 
indeed be a finding of fundamental import, but a meaningful analysis, it would seem, would 
require a comparison and a broader focus of research than is currently in fashion. 

Third, understanding such media effects requires a theory of audience selection and 
preference.  It is routinely assumed that media institutions proffer mayhem, blatant sexuality and 
cultural stereotypes because it is profitable to do so.  Serious study of creative decision making 
in the news and entertainment media reveals that the process is extraordinarily complex, multi-
layered and ill-served by simplistic models of pandering and profit seeking (Cantor 1971; Brown 
1971; Auletta 1992; Waterman 2005; Lotz 2007).  Like those who cannot resist the outlines of 
mysterious figures on grassy knolls, it is a bit convenient to simply assign the shortcomings of 
the modern media to the fundamental evils of capitalism and the egregious profit seeking of its 
senior executives.  A normatively grounded critique of the institutional structure of a mix of 
public and commercial media is a laudable enterprise and certainly should be included in the 
communication research agenda.  But the conceit of being utterly independent and critical is 
ultimately self-defeating if a critical perspective is intended to make a difference.   Careful 
research has revealed that increased violence (gratuitous or otherwise) is surprisingly not 
correlated with increased audience size (Hamilton 1998) although most simply assume that is the 
case.  The way in which audiences diversely and polysemically interpret ethnic, violent and 
sexual depictions, and alternatively avoid them or seek them out has not yet seriously entered the 
repertoire of the collective research agenda. 

Forth and finally, the underlying normative basis for these critical perspectives has now 
become so ingrained in the research process that it is no longer acknowledged or analytically 
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examined.  Yet another exemplar of “dogmatic slumbers”.  Such a view is not meant to represent 
a defense of violence or of racism or some sort of post modern celebration of fundamental 
relativism.  Mine is a call for a careful reexamination of the normative grounding and scientific 
prospects for studying the structure of human communication in advanced industrial societies.  In 
the chapters ahead we will outline our suggestions for just such a grounding.    

The Waning of the Mass Society Concept 

Like the propaganda concept, the term mass society is seldom invoked in active 
theorizing today; its use it almost entirely historical.  Also like propaganda, the term identifies an 
intellectual obsession of the midcentury.  It sounds a bit quaint to the ear now.  And like the 
fashions of tail fins and hula hoops, its simplistic grandeur may stimulate the question – what 
were we thinking?  It may just be that almost all intellectual and socio-political trends sound a bit 
quaint and awkward in retrospect, just as they sounded timely, exciting and fresh in prospect.  In 
any case, an examination of the mass society literature turns out to be quite revealing and useful 
in our quest to understand the deeper origins of the mass communication research paradigm.  
Perhaps most revealing is the fact that this literature bridges the turn of the century concern with 
a lack of an integrating “social glue” (notably in Durkheim and Weber) and the apparently polar 
opposite concern at mid century that radio and television propaganda were overly strong and 
oppressive forms of central social control and manipulation.  Further, I will argue that although 
they may appear to be polar opposite perspectives they raise fundamentally the same question – 
what is the relationship between the structure of mass communication and the evolving structure 
of society?  And further still, as this book continues I will attempt to make the case that this is 
precisely the best central paradigmatic question to organize research and theory as we work our 
way through the digital century ahead. 

 

Classical Mass Society Theory.  A mass society is characterized by homogeneity of the 
mass population and the weakness of interpersonal and group life. Riesman's phrase, the lonely 
crowd, captures the essence of the concept (1950). Various essays in this literature emphasize 
different factors but the loss of a sense of community and political belonging remains a central 
theme. The theory posits that since the turn of the century the rapid urbanization and 
industrialization of Europe and the U.S. has resulted in: 1) The decline of family life-- the 
nuclear family replaces the extended family, family members spend less time together, children 
attend large, centralized, anomic school systems, working mothers may be absent, television 
watching replaces family conversation. 2) The alienating workplace - - mobility from job to job 
and isolating work conditions in large organizations makes both the workplace and work 
associates less important to the individual. 3) The decline of local community - - dispersed 
suburban, areas separated from central, integrating cultural institutions of the city give residents 
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little sense of community. 4) The weakening of religious ties - - although the majority of people 
may identify themselves as religiously affiliated, such affiliation is nominal and participation is 
irregular or nonexistent. 5) The weakening of ethnic ties - - over time ethnic communities blur 
into a massified urban landscape. 6) The decline of participation in voluntary associations - - the 
lack of group life further weakens the individual's sense of identity and connectedness. (Fromm 
1941; Riesman 1950; Arendt 1951; Kornhauser 1959; Bell 1962; Shils 1962; Wilensky 1964; 
Pinard 1968; Giner 1976; Halebsky 1976; Czitrom 1982; Beniger 1987; De Fleur & Ball-
Rokeach 1988).  The voluntary association issue has been famously repopularized by Robert 
Putnam, and equally famously attributed to the growth of heavy television viewing, but this 
newer work was not grounded in the mass society literature and its historical roots (Putman 
2000). 

The historical argument asserts that just as these social forces reach a stage of crisis, the 
evolving mass media technologies including radio and television become available to provide a 
new nationally centered identity for the isolated and rootless individual who seeks a sense of 
belonging. So the growth and expansion of these industrial media helped to resolve at least in 
part the very problem industrialism had created in the first place.  The positive role of the mass 
media was emphasized, for example in the early work of the sociologists at the University of 
Chicago on urban immigrant communities (Thomas & Znaniecki 1918; Park 1922; Hughes 1940; 
Janowitz 1952). 

But by the time of the Rockefeller Communication Seminar in the late 1930s, attention 
had shifted almost entirely to the pathology of totalitarian propaganda.  Hannah Arendt in 
exploring the German case characterizes the dominant model:  

The masses grew out of fragments of a highly atomized society whose competitive 
structure and concomitant loneliness of the individual had been held in check only 
through membership in a class. The chief characteristic of the mass man is not brutality 
and backwardness, but his isolation and lack of normal social relationships. Coming 
from the class-ridden society of the nation-state, whose cracks had been cemented with 
nationalist sentiment, it is only natural that these masses, in the first helplessness of their 
new experience, have tended toward an especially violent nationalism, to which mass 
leaders have yielded against their own instincts and purposes for purely demagogic 
reasons (1951, 310-311).  

 

Kornhauser (1959) follows this line of argument tracing the Nazi's mobilization of 
alienated and restive youth groups in Germany in the 1920s. These young Germans had 
abandoned their traditional religious ties and community ties and substituted a sense of direction 
and belonging derived from Hitler's charismatic leadership. An intensive propaganda campaign 
in 1924 helped to coordinate a number of diverse groups into a Greater German Youth 
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Movement. The character of these propaganda appeals focused on remote and abstract political 
symbols rather than the more specific and concrete political issues of day-today political life. 
These media symbols represented a pseudo-authority in that they were concocted, manipulative 
and designed to sway masses, were shallow in content, impinged directly on individuals through 
the media rather than being filtered through the community or educational system and encourage 
a compulsive, irrational form of loyalty and attachment (Kornhauser1968).  

The rapid breakdown of traditional norms of behavior may suddenly provide more 
freedom than the individual is psychologically prepared to handle (Fromm 1941; Riesman 1950). 
These anomic individuals may find comfort in the pseudo authority and pseudo community of 
the mass media (Herzog 1944; Boorstin 1961). But these cultural dynamics lead to political 
instability because such individuals are easily mobilized by authoritarian and demagogic appeals. 
The historical fact of Hitler's rise to power in Weimar Germany and a special concern about the 
fragility of democratic institutions energized the mass society concept. The haunting question --
under what conditions might it happen again, could it happen elsewhere in the industrialized 
West? (Hamilton, 1972; Habelsky, 1976; Linz and Stepan, 1978) – continued to energize this 
work through the 1950s.   Daniel Bell describes the idea of mass society as one of the most 
influential social theories of the mid-twentieth century (Bell, 1962, 21).   

The publication of William Kornhauser's systematic overview and integration of the hypotheses 
and research findings of the mass society tradition in 1959 could have spurred renewed 
excitement about these issues and prompted a new generation of scholars to challenge and 
explore the accepted wisdom with new empirical approaches and alternative hypotheses. But it 
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did not happen. Instead Kornhauser's book inadvertently and unexpectedly became the capstone 
for this research tradition. The book was cited frequently in the 1960s and well into the 1970s, 
but the function of citation was most often to identify a summary review of an older research 
tradition which flourished in the 40s and 50s.  Figure 1.2 tracks the growth and decline of the 
mass society concept as reflected in the citation records of the Social Science Citation Index for 
Kornhauser’s book. Citations for the term mass society in the Index display a similar decline.  
Given that very little new work, especially new empirically-based work which explicitly used 
mass society themes was evident from the 1960s on (Pinard, 1968 and Hamilton, 1972 are 
notable exceptions) what seems to be evident is an inertial lag of some sort as the lack of new 
work is reflected in a decline of citations about a decade later.  So what happened?  How did the 
research paradigm which Bell could defensibly identify as one of "the most influential social 
theories of the mid-twentieth century" just fade away?  

James Beniger has a theory of what happened.  It may not be a particularly elegant or 
dramatic theory, but it probably captures these intellectual trends most accurately.  Beniger 
posits that the term simply “petered out” and was subtly and at times inadvertently replaced by 
more narrowly focused theory of media effects.    Instead of the organizing concept focusing on 
the interaction of communication structure and social structure, the new mission became to 
sustain the conclusion that media effects were not so minimal.  In his review of 50 years of 
public opinion research in the special 1987 edition of Public Opinion Quarterly argues that the 
mass society tradition was a fundamental stimulus to the evolution of public opinion research. 
He notes a passage from the editorial forward of the very first edition of POQ which reveals a 
very strong mass society orientation indeed:  

A new situation has arisen throughout the world, created by the spread of literacy among 
the people and the miraculous improvement of the means of communication. Always the 
opinions of relatively small publics have been a prime force in political life, but now, for 
the first time in history, we are confronted everywhere by mass opinion as the final 
determination of political and economic action. Today public opinion operates in quite 
new dimensions and with new intensities; its surging impact upon events becomes the 
characteristic of the current age--and its ruin or salvation.  

Beniger argues that as central figures such as Lasswell, Lazarsfeld and Berelson left the 
field fashions in communication, political science and sociology moved on to other issues and  
rubrics.  But, he argues Converse's model of limited issue-voting, McCombs and Shaw’s 
Agenda-Setting paradigm, Noelle-Neumann's Spiral of Silence model and Gerbner et al.'s 
Cultivation model as derived from if not always acknowledging roots in mass society theory. He 
goes on to characterize a "New Mass Paradigm of Pattern and Process" which moves away from 
a singular dependence on survey methods to a more methodological pluralistic cognitive 
perspective which "transcends cognitive psychology and social psychology to include political 
information processing, macrosociology and much of the traditional subject matter of the 
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humanities."  His upbeat appraisal labels the new work as an "oldnew" paradigm which ought to 
play a central role in the next 50 years of POQ's intellectual history.  He does not seem terribly 
concerned about the topical and terminological pluralism or the diffuseness of the underlying 
theory. 

But Dennis K. Davis reviewing these issues a few years later (1990) adds an important 
caveat.  The Columbia School (particularly the work of Lazarsfeld, Katz, Merton and Klapper) 
appeared to have challenged the Chicago School by demonstrating that the media effects were 
actually surprisingly minimal.  He continues: 

"[The] Columbia School views and the data on which they were based quickly came to be 
interpreted within academia as offering incontrovertible proof that the Chicago School's 
fears of mass society were groundless ..." (Davis 1990 151) 

This turns out be an important development especially in that the research paradigm 
shifts from trying to understand the social and cultural conditions of various media effects and 
morphs into a campaign to defend the strong effects theory from the challenge of the minimal 
effects school.  Davis argues this spirited defense of strong effects has a compelling normative 
element.  He characterizes the minimal effects tradition as "elite pluralism” and describes the 
position as asserting that "there is no need for broad citizen participation in government ... broad 
involvement is impractical or even dangerous" (1990).  The Columbia scholars would reject such 
a characterization out of hand, of course, but such fighting words help to explain the energy 
behind the celebrated scholarly debate.  To heighten the tensions, now approaching a level of 
sectarian conflict, the Columbia crowd has been characterized as corrupted by their ties to the 
media industries (Rowland 1983; Chaffee & Hochheimer 1985; Delia 1987).  These reviews 
trace the growth of what they term the marketing perspective of Paul Lazarsfeld and his 
associates. They find evidence that the marketing perspective thesis to equate the selling of 
political candidates with the selling of soap flakes and, as a result, eviscerating the normative 
core of mass society theory. Mass Society research was captured by a marketing-research 
orientation. Delia asserts, for example, that intimate connection with corporate marketing 
research made the connection between the commercial and political interests that spawned the 
original models of communication in society invisible. The state of empirical findings, Delia 
argues, replaced the original concern with the state of society. There is, in his view, a natural 
tension between being scientific and being historically relevant. The capture of the mass society 
issue results, he asserts in "the hegemony of the quantitative social science."   The decline of 
mass society theory, according to this thesis, then, can be attributed to the growth of a new set of 
survey research methods which by their nature focused on individuals rather than social groups 
and were methodological incapable and economically biased against attributing strong effects or 
negative attributes to the dominant institutions of mass communication.  
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The Puzzle: Communication Research at the Crossroads 

Our review of the present-day critical tradition in communication research has itself been 
somewhat critical.  We have characterized the transition from the propaganda era to the modern 
era as overly haphazard and having resulted in a corpus of theory and research that is contested, 
fragmented and diffuse.  Theory has not progressed as it should through consensual refinement, 
the integration of findings, the resolution of puzzles and the collective  and convergent rejection 
of faulty or inadequate hypotheses.  It has just sort of accumulated, perhaps not unlike the 
overflowing piles of seldom used possessions that soon come to so overwhelm the garage that 
the car’s only option is to park in the driveway.  I am not arguing that there has been a complete 
absence of progress.  My point is that the literature is so fragmented and diffuse and its authors 
so anxious to distance themselves from their hypodermic or minimal-effects predecessors, that 
what progress there has been is hard to identify.  To pursue the garage metaphor just a little 
further – one may come to abandoning much hope of finding an older object among the piles in 
the garage and accordingly find it simply easier to obtain a new one.  Accordingly those who 
have forgotten or ignored extant research are unconstrained from rediscovering well known 
patterns and simply giving them new names.  Such practices may have been prevalent enough to 
have led to Robert Craig’s skeptical conclusion about the state of the field: 

Anderson (1996) analyzed the contents of seven communication theory textbooks and 
identified 249 distinct “theories,” 195 of which appeared in only one of the seven books. 
That is, just 22% of the theories appeared in more than one of the seven books, and only 
18 of the 249 theories (7%) were included in more than three books. If communication 
theory were really a field, it seems likely that more than half of the introductory textbooks 
would agree on something more than 7% of the field’s essential contents. The conclusion 
that communication theory is not yet a coherent field of study seems inescapable. (1999 
120) 

 

 It is probably the case that most active scholars in the field even if they acknowledge 
Craig’s thesis are not terribly troubled by it.  Because of the field’s disconnect from professional 
practice, unlike the disciplines of say medicine or law, pressing real-world problems are not 
generating demands for the field to demonstrate its worth in helping to resolve such challenges.  
There is also little internal pressure within the field because the incentives for professional 
advancement encourage specialization and inadvertently encourage fragmentation.  So one might 
speculate that without some dramatic external intervention, such a state of affairs is not likely to 
change. 

This is where the story gets interesting.  There is development of significantly dramatic 
consequence.  Perhaps it is obvious.  It is the digital revolution --  the shift from push to pull,  a 
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fundamental challenge to the viability of a century-old model of advertising-based industrial 
commercial mass media of news and entertainment and the selling of books and recordings.  
Further there is a global intrusion into what were once independent and virtually unchallenged 
nation-state controlled or regulated systems of telephonic and mass communication.  These 
circumstances lead to labeling this section “communication research at the crossroads.”  Indeed, 
this entire book is organized as an attempt to address the question of how a revolution in 
communication practice necessitates a revolution in communication scholarship.  Centrally 
important, in my view, is Professor Annie Lang’s call to arms, included among the quotations at 
the beginning of the chapter: 

We must have theories which easily embrace new media, rather than calling for new 
theory every time there is a new medium.  (Lang 2011) 

And the theme of this chapter is that rather than bolting away from the historical origins 
of communications research in the era of propaganda, we should embrace them.   Not embrace in 
the sense of studying Nazi propaganda posters.  Not embrace in the sense of ignoring the last six 
decades of scholarship.  But embrace as part of an effort to rediscover the roots of research, 
exemplified in the commitment and energy among those working with John Marshall, especially 
the sense of urgency and practical real-world significance of needing to better understand how 
the dynamics of the public sphere actually work.  The puzzle continues – how would this be 
accomplished? 

I will offer three suggestions – three potential keys to the puzzle if you will.  The first is 
to return to the concept of propaganda to see if can be reworked, reimagined and scientifically 
generalized as an analytic tool for understanding the modern dynamics of media and audiences.  
My candidate for that exercise is to abandon the obvious asymmetry of the original propaganda 
concept (their views are manipulative self-interested propaganda and our views are simply 
truthful and unbiased observations) and examine the simple prospect of valenced communication 
– communication processes deeply imbued with the identities and interests of different social 
groups and resulting in likely if not inevitable polysemic conflict. 

The second suggestion is to reground the practice of communication research in the 
historical moment.  The historical thematic of the 1950s was the mass society -- the anomic and 
atomized individual subject to the manipulative powers of the growing industrial and 
governmental media.  Such a thematic may have indulged in some effective exaggerations and 
emphases.  But that is central to the character of the intellectual moments and fashions that 
energize the academy and the public sphere.  My suggestion is to explicitly explore the transition 
from the mass society to the information society, carefully noting continuities of the human 
condition and as well the historical disjunctures. 
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The third suggestion is to reframe and reground the research enterprise as a continuing 
effort to understand the conditions under which media effects are alternatively large or small 
rather than attempting to supersede a misguided era of minimal effects with some shiny new 
analytic model in which media effects are proudly and inevitably “not so minimal.”   

The First Key to the Puzzle: Valenced Communication. 

Before we directly address the prospect of how we might refine older theories of 
propaganda effects in terms of the effects of valenced communication, we might step back and 
contrast the subject matter of human communication with the behavioral foci of several of the 
other social sciences.  Many of the paradigmatic models are based on a fundamental game 
theoretic notion of zero-sum dynamics -- that is that the benefits for one individual or social 
group are likely to be associated with a cost or loss for another.  In the economic model of the 
marketplace, of course, assumes a willing buyer and a willing seller which sounds cooperative 
rather than competitive.  But clearly a market exchange is based on a differential valuation of the 
item of exchange, that is, each participant is cheerfully taking advantage of the others’ error in 
valuation and profiting there from.  In political studies, the zero-sum dynamic involves power 
rather than wealth, but a gain in power for one political entity is likely to be associated with a 
loss of power for another entity. In evolutionary biology the zero-sum dynamics of the survival 
of the fittest is clear cut.  We ask, then, is such a dynamic typically present in communication?  
As we have noted, historically communication has been defined in terms of a commons, a 
sharing of information, a coming together, a communion.  So as with the willing seller and 
willing buyer in the abstracted marketplace, at first examination, the communication exchange 
like the market exchange has the earmarks of a cooperative and collaborative process a positive 
sum rather than a zero-sum process.  In mass communication the willing audience member 
attends to the content and the ads, or pays for admission seeking entertainment and information 
from authors and journalists who are duly compensated, often well compensated, for success in 
an open and competitive information marketplace.  Such a perspective seems reasonable enough.   

So let us introduce the demagogue and propagandist into the mix.  A self-motivated 
cultural and political actor purposely manipulates the gullible audience and distorts what would 
otherwise be an open marketplace of ideas.   The normative posture of the propaganda era is to 
counter the self-motivated falsehoods with the unvarnished and unself-motivated truth and if 
possible remove the demagogue or defeat the evil empire or current axis of evil.  This reflects, of 
course, the inherent asymmetry of the propaganda paradigm. 

Alternatively, we could introduce a notion of valenced communication—the view that 
virtually all human communication is at least in part self-interested behavior.  We seek 
reinforcement of our identity and our ideals in the news and entertainment of the public sphere.  
It could be noted again as in the last chapter, that each of the three fundamental dimension of 
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linguistic meaning as derived from the semantic differential analysis (and replicated in multiple 
languages and cultures) speak to the question of self interest and identity (Osgood, Suci & 
Tannenbaum 1957).  The first dimension is evaluation (good vs bad), the second activity (active 
vs inactive) and the third potency (strong vs weak.)  So one imagines the individual enters a new 
situation, the first question is friend or foe?  Further (particularly if foe) is this new entity active 
or passive and strong or weak?  It would seem to make evolutionary sense to look at the world 
that way.  Perhaps it could be said to be part of the human condition.  We are hard wired that 
way.  It shows up in the patterns of the languages we invent and use.  It is not unnatural or 
inappropriate to be inherently self-interested in entering into communication behavior.  We 
interpret complex and polysemic messages in ways that make sense to us and reinforce our 
identities.  We speak in ways that highlight our virtues and values.  Human communication, 
especially in the public sphere tends to be valenced communication.  And because our identities, 
our geographies and our economic interests vary, communication in the public sphere tends to be 
polarized.  Polarization is not inherently a bad thing.  It is the natural condition.  It is not like 
propaganda, something to be countered and stamped out if possible, although it is often easiest to 
perceive the valenced views of others in such terms.  The answer to bad ideas is not censorship 
but the entry of good ideas in an open marketplace of ideas, pluralism on a level playing field. 

The structure of communication, simply put, implies the analytic question -- is the playing 
field actually level?  Because communication is valenced, most participants in the public sphere 
are thoroughly convinced that the playing field is not level; it is biased against them and 
fundamentally inhospitable to their perspective.  In the American context, conservatives are 
convinced that the mainstream press is in the hands of a biased liberal journalistic establishment.  
Liberals, of course, are convinced of just the opposite – the fat cat capitalist press leans to the 
right and is in the pocket of advertisers, big corporations and influential lobbying groups.  This 
mutual perception that the playing field is not level is a good start, and may be taken as evidence 
that it is roughly level from the perspective of left and right.  Although it may seem to be a 
problematic condition for the public sphere, it is just as it should be in a healthy democracy.  
Communication tends to be valenced.  We will return to these questions at some length in the 
chapters on polarization and pluralism. 

The Second Key to the Puzzle: Historically Grounded Research 

There is nothing like a world war to help get things organized.  And, in the absence of 
military conflict, a cold war with an evil empire is a pretty good substitute.  The history of 
modern communication research in the West, of course, has taken place under just such historical 
conditions.  As the cold war dissipated, we have argued, the focus of communication research 
became more fragmented and diffuse and certainly lacking in a disciplinary culture of urgency 
and connection to professional practice that was characteristic of the Marshall era.  Is it possible 
to rekindle the energies and intellectual focus of the early days of the propaganda era? 
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Probably not.  And although it is romantic to imagine returning to the thrilling days of 
yesteryear, it is not necessarily a step in the right direction.  But the prospect of rekindling the 
connection to modern historical conditions is a more promising option.   

We have argued that the concepts of propaganda and of mass society, critically important 
in their day are no longer appropriate conceptual models for historical connectedness.  We have 
just attempted to make the case that a concept of valenced communication may represent a 
promising replacement for the bluntly asymmetric notion of propaganda.  At this point we will 
try to make the case that a historically grounded notion of the information society could serve as 
a highly appropriate and hopefully provocative means of grounding the research agenda both 
historically and normatively. 

The defining problematique of the mass society was the manipulative singularity of the 
media message.  In Orwell’s provocative prose it was the exaggerated caricature of Big Brother 
representing an appropriately terrifying admixture of Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin.  In later 
critiques the consumer was the helpless pawn of the mass society dominated by powerful 
commercial interests promoting material consumption and credit card indebtedness.  Although 
both notions continue to have entirely appropriate resonance today as forewarnings about the 
power of big government and big business, it may be useful to emphasize what is new about the 
marketplace of ideas in our times – the digital revolution.  Throughout most of the twentieth 
century big governments had dramatically powerful control of the industrial media through 
censorship of print media and largely direct control of spectrum based broadcast media.  
Forbidden tape recordings and carbon-copy, samizdat-style underground pamphlets and 
newspapers circulated revolutionary ideas beyond the governments reach, but only to a tiny 
minority of scattered and primarily intellectual protesters and only under conditions of severe 
sanction usually extensive imprisonment for any public displays of independence (Pool 1973).  
And likewise in the democratic West, it was difficult to imagine life outside of a constant 
bombardment of commercial messages unless one was living self-sufficiently in a remote 
mountain cabin (Baker 1994). 

But in the age of the Information Society, information is abundant.  There are still plenty 
of governmental and commercial messages but satellites and the Internet frustrate the ability of 
nation states to insulate their citizens from ideas emanating from outside their borders.  And 
digital video recorders, pop-up blockers and sophisticated online filters allow an individual with 
sufficient motivation and ingenuity to squelch the commercial stream.  No mountain cabin 
required.   

Like the notion of the mass society, the information society literature has stimulated a 
diverse set of critics who point out weaknesses and ambiguities – particularly that the 
information society concept minimizes the many continuities in social structure and cultural 
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dynamics between this century and the last.  But such criticism may miss the point.  Highlighting 
the particularly unique way enduring issues of social life are represented in our time is 
motivation for the periodization of zeitgeists, evolving schools of thought and cultural and 
political fashions.  If an era is declared to be modern, there must be a post-modern and soon 
enough a post postmodern until the cycles starts afresh.   

The explosive profusion of information and communication and the rich literatures on the 
mass society and the information society will be the primary subject matter of Chapter Three.  
We introduce the terminologies here to bring some closure to the era of propaganda and to 
highlight the many if seldom acknowledged continuities between the era of John Marshall’s 
community of discipline builders and our own. 

The Third Key to the Puzzle: From Effect Size to Conditions of Effect  

In the era of propaganda there was no question about the strength and effectiveness of 
media messages – that was the founding essence of both public and scholarly concern.  The early 
round of survey and even some experimental studies in the 1940s and 1950s, however, threw out 
some surprisingly counterintuitive findings and anecdotes.  Most audience members are far from 
gullible and isolated pawns.  Audience members discuss what they hear and read with others – 
the famous two-step flow.  Some values and perspectives are deeply ingrained and strongly felt 
and thus not subject to media manipulation.  Some media messages in the mix reinforce existing 
views rather than changing opinions.  And some modicum of self-selective behavior permits 
many to seek out agreeable content and avoid messages with which they disagree.  These initial 
findings were ably summarized by Joseph Klapper initially in 1949 as his dissertation at 
Columbia and updated and published as The Effects of Mass Communication in 1960.  Klapper’s 
review is actually quite nuanced and reasonable.  Not once in the 300 page book does Klapper 
use the phrase the “minimal effects” of the media, but like “Play It Again Sam” in Casablanca, 
the non-existent phrase caught on in the literature as his central thematic and the poor Dr. 
Klapper became the much demeaned villain of the field as the false prophet of the ill-considered 
“minimal effects” school.   And what a convenient villain.  Klapper worked for CBS which made 
the minimal effects conclusion look like a self-interested apologia for the industry.  As an 
industry based professional he was not publishing actively and he was afflicted with rheumatoid 
arthritis and died in 1984 so he was not in a position to mount a proper defense or update his 
initial conclusions.  So in the gamesmanship of academic publishing it became de rigeur to 
organize articles and even books as refutation of Klapper and the minimal effects school through 
the demonstration of not-so-minimal effects using more refined theory and more sophisticated 
measurement techniques.  The argument here has been elaborated in more detail in (Neuman & 
Guggenheim 2011) but can be paraphrased as follows -- despite its pedagogical allure, the 
minimal-effects/significant-effects polarity could function as an impediment to theorizing.  There 
are three elements to the argument. 
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First, the minimal-effects/significant-effects polarity conflates the empirical effect size of 
media impacts and their theoretical and practical importance.  A mathematically tiny effect can 
accumulate over time to play a decisive role. Frequently, as in many election campaigns, a tiny 
fraction of the electorate becomes a pivotal swing vote.  In the practical terms of electoral 
outcomes, the fact that the large majority of voters do not appear to be swayed by political ads 
and bumper stickers is simply beside the point. Numerically small but scientifically important 
results require no apology. 

Second, the narrative unduly simplifies the history of communication research, and by 
diminishing earlier scholarship, it awkwardly puts younger scholars in the position of needlessly 
reinventing ideas and repeating research in a manner that is less constructive and accumulative. 
Lasswell’s (1935) ideas about the interaction of psychopathology of national identity, for 
example, have new resonance in a post-9/11 world. Lazarsfeld and Merton’s (1948) nuanced 
theorizing about conformity and status conferral provides abundant grist for modern-day critical 
theory and analysis (Katz, 1987; Simonson, 1999; Simonson & Weinmann 2003). In addition, 
even Klapper’s (1960) much derided compendium and analysis offers thoughtful discussion of 
the conditions under which media effects tend to be the strongest and advice on how further 
research might clarify our understanding of those conditionalities. A close reading of Klapper 
reveals that he called for further research on: (a) the psychological predispositions of audience 
members; (b) the situated social context of message reception; (c) the broader social, societal, 
and cultural context of message reception; and (d) the structure of beliefs among audience 
members, not just the direction of beliefs. Each of these four represents a critically important 
condition of the communication process, and each has served as a foundation for theoretical 
advancement and refinement.  

Third, the minimal-effects/significant-effects polarity is a demonstrable impediment to 
the design and interpretation of media effects research and the evolution of an accumulative 
agreed-upon set of findings about the conditions that impede and facilitate those effects at the 
individual and aggregate level. For example, still as late as 1999, Emmers-Sommer and Allen in 
their overview of the field conclude: ‘‘Taken together, these findings can be used to lend insight 
for future research directions. Overall, we can conclude that the media do, indeed, have effects’’ 
(1999, p. 492). It would appear that even after 50 years, simply to demonstrate a statistically 
significant effect in the ongoing battle against the vestiges of Klapper’s evil empire is sufficient 
justification for celebration and publication. The fact of the matter is that the research corpus in 
media effects documents a very impressive range of effects from no effect at all to very large 
effects. The challenge to progress in communication research is to systematically theorize and 
test the conditions that may facilitate or impede such effects and not simply to celebrate that the 
mean measure of effect size is larger now than the effect sizes typically assessed by preceding 
generations of researchers. 
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This chapter started with a bit of a historical puzzle -- how did communication 
scholarship come to develop the currently dominant research paradigm focusing on the strength 
of media effects?   Our proposed answer to the puzzle has been a bit circuitous.  In the era of 
propaganda most analysts took strong and significant effects simply as a given.  The practical 
question was how to effectively counter the propagandist.  Further, the asymmetry of the 
propaganda concept was associated with an asymmetry in the assumption of strong media effects 
– that it is hard to counter psychologically sophisticated propaganda with the simple and 
unvarnished truth.  This presumption is captured in the widely cited epigram – “a lie will get half 
way around the world before the truth gets its boots on” -- attributed variously to Mark Twain 
and Winston Churchill and rooted in famous antecedents including Virgil’s Aeneid and 
Shakespeare’s Henry IV.  The expectation that seductively presented negative communication is 
inherently more powerful than its positive counterpoint continues to resonate in communication 
scholarship and may explain in part the curiously asymmetric attentiveness to negatively 
valenced communication within the discipline today.  It is a variant of the third-person effect, the 
pervasive and empirically documented tendency to believe that propaganda may effect others but 
certainly not me.  We will return to these asymmetries in the chapters ahead.  But first in the next 
chapter, a look at the paradigmatic method of measurement that came with the paradigmatic 
model of not-so-minimal media effects. 
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Chapter 2   The Prospect of Precision 

 
 
 

 
 

It is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each class of  
things just so far as the nature of the subject admits.   

Aristotle 
 

To speak with precision about public opinion is a task not unlike  
coming to grips with the Holy Ghost  

V.O. Key, Jr. (1961) 
 

The state of research on media effects is one of the most notable  
embarrassments of modern social science  

Larry Bartels (1993) 
 

It is usually impossible to distinguish the effects of the media themselves from  
the effects of the events they report.  

Larry Bartels (1993) 
 

Good theories are those that survive plenty of  
falsification attempts.   

Hans-Bernd Brosius (2008) 
 

Communication processes occur over time. As a consequence, it is  
often not appropriate to investigate subjects’ communication behavior  

only once at a given point in time.  
Hans-Bernd Brosius (2008) 
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The last chapter made the case that the field of communication research has been 
organized around a particular Kuhnian puzzle – the issue of media effects historically framed by 
a deeply ingrained concern about propaganda effects following the Second World War.  Kuhn’s 
model of scientific paradigms, of course, posits the existence of not just a puzzle, but a puzzle 
paired with a methodology designed to ‘solve’ the puzzle.  This chapter focuses on that evolved 
methodology that has, like the puzzle, dominated the field for the last half century.  And, as 
noted above, given the shift from push to pull media, we will attempt to make the case that the 
methodology may also benefit from refinement in consideration of the new media environment.  
Our theme – the prospect of precision in measuring what the media do – is based on the premise 
that the phenomenon of human communication is particularly resistant to reliable measurement 
and the use of traditional social scientific quantitative analysis.  It is resistant for two reasons – 1) 
Profusion, the incredible abundance of words and images in our daily environment, increasing 
even more in quantity and diversity in the digital age, and 2) Polysemy, the fact that each of 
these words and images is subject to dramatically variant interpretation by different individuals.  
Economics deals with profusion and large quantities, but the monetary units are clearly defined 
and their value, at any point in time, not subject to divergent interpretation based on deeply 
ingrained values and social identities.  Political science deals with large quantities as well, but 
like economics, voting statistics, for example, are quantitatively clear cut.  Sociology, a more 
diverse field of study deals with issues of inequity in class, status and power, and again, like 
economics measures of such phenomenon as socioeconomic status are no longer controversial or 
problematic.  The measurement of meaning, however, is fraught with additional levels of 
complexity.  Trying to document whether a persuasive message has had an identifiable effect on 
an audience member within the churning message flows of modern society is like trying to count 
all the stars in the heavens. 

Counting Stars 
Counting stars is difficult because there are so many of them, because they are in constant 

motion, because they are frequently obscured, and because they are, in fact, inaccessible to direct 
examination.  The faint, flickering patterns of light are ephemeral.  Human thinking about 
heavenly bodies resonates with the most famous and one of the most historically controversial of 
scientific paradigm shifts -- the transition in human perception of a geocentric to a solar centric 
solar system.  It is difficult for the human being looking up at the night time sky to make sense of 
the distance of and volume of individual stars, let alone to understand their structure and 
profusion.  Typically we can see only several thousand stars with the naked eye.  Astronomers 
explain that what we see at night is really only an infinitesimal fraction of the trillion stars in our 
own galaxy.  From other astrophysical measurements and theory, scientists estimate that there 
are about a trillion galaxies.  So when we look up, although faint beyond our human perception 
and obscured in various ways, we are looking at a trillion trillion stars.   Indeed, we have been 
looking at the evening sky and struggling to make sense of it since the beginning of human life 
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on earth.  For most cultures the patterns of the stars are interpreted as figures of humans and 
animals and, of course, divinities of various sorts.  We look up and see the hunter Orion with a 
club and a sword belt and household objects like dippers, big and small. We exhibit some 
remarkable creativity in perceiving patterns among the stars and attributing meaning and 
causation to them.  But it would appear to be foolish to try to actually count them, to enumerate 
each one for a precise quantitative assessment.  For some critics such an enterprise would be 
exercise in hubris, for others, worse than hubris, such an ill-advised venture would be 
blasphemous.  For the purposes of our extended metaphor for a search for precision the lesson is 
a little less harsh:  Precise measurement of the expansive phenomena of human communication 
is extraordinarily difficult and will require both the perseverance and analytic creativity in 
interpreting limited and error-filled data.  Perseverance and analytic creativity have served 
modern astronomers well.  The splintered enterprise of communication research could take heart.   

The Fundamental Paradigm of Media Effects Research 
The evolved research paradigm for media effects research is actually remarkably 

straightforward – it consists largely of the analysis of correlations between variation in media 
exposure and variation in behavioral response.  At this level of description it might strike one as 
a entirely reasonable model for organizing and testing hypotheses and, it would appear, relatively 
easy to implement.  The seminal experimental design was pioneered by Carl Hovland and his 
associates at Yale as they systematically varied the character of persuasive messages and 
assessed the relative degree of evident attitude change (Hovland, Lumsdaine & Sheffield 1949; 
Hovland, Janis & Kelley 1953).  The corresponding survey design was developed by Paul 
Lazarsfeld and colleagues at Columbia who examined the changes in vote intention for voters of 
different backgrounds and for those routinely differentially exposed to newspapers and radio (no 
television yet) (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet 1944).  The systematic quantitative assessment of 
mass media content known as content analysis was explored by Harold Lasswell and his team of 
propaganda researchers in Washington during WWII and later at Stanford and Yale (Lasswell 
1935).  Lasswell’s dream study design developed back in the 30s (but never fully implemented) 
was the World Attention Survey that proposed to correlate newspaper content with different 
predominant attitudes and behaviors of different nations (Lasswell 1941).  The following 
sections of this chapter will review in some detail why, unfortunately, what appears at first 
glance to be a reasonably specified and straightforwardly implemented analytic causal model 
turns out to be anything but.  The fundamental model has been diagrammatically expressed 
numerous times (McQuail & Windall 1993; Jensen 2002) albeit seldom with reference to the 
prospect of measurement error, but at its core has the fundamental structural properties as 
expressed in Figure 2.1.  We will expand upon this analytic model as the chapter proceeds. 



Ch 2  --67 

 

 
Each chapter section will explore examples of research and various calls to action for 

refinement of research that have been articulated over the years as scholars have struggled with 
the theories and with the data.  But two themes, as noted above will dominate our review, the 
challenges particular (although not entirely unique) to the study of human communication – the 
issues of profusion and polysemy.   

Briefly – the profusion of common messages over virtually all media and accumulatively 
over many years for any adult subject results in the practical impossibility of finding a defensible 
control group, that is an otherwise socially and psychologically equivalent sample and which is 
not exposed.  If the same fundamental messages and narratives are also present in books, motion 
pictures, broadcasting and print media, then measuring the use of different media (as typically 
done in the uses and gratifications tradition) is not particularly helpful.  If one systematically 
varies exposure and non-exposure to, say, three persuasive messages or three particularly violent 
narratives in an experiment and then looks for differential responses in otherwise equivalent 
samples, one can only explore message effects at the margin-- that is the difference between a 
subject who has seen 100,000 such messages and one who has seen 100,003.  If one examines 
comparisons across nations and cultures who are exposed to systematically varied messages, it is 
not practically possible to parse out differences in communication flows from other differences 
in culture, social structure, economics and historical context. 

Correspondingly – polysemy results in a broad and complex distribution of potential 
behavioral responses rather than a single measureable ‘effect.’  Thus a persuasive message 
carefully designed to, say, demonstrate the “benefits of healthy eating” may for a number of 
those exposed simply remind them of their hunger pangs as they make a mental note to head out 
for a generous helping of sugary or salty fast food as soon as the study is finished.  We will 
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explore each of these challenges to those who would apply the standard techniques of social 
scientific research to human communication in more detail. 

Profusion’s Challenge to Measurement 
Dealing thoughtfully, precisely and realistically with these massive flows of mediated 

text, audio and images is the challenge at hand, and an attempt to respond to this challenge 
represents one of the central themes of this book.  The next chapter is entitled ‘The Paradox of 
Profusion’ and will address these new trends in the tidal quantities of communication flows 
further.  For now our attention is drawn to questions of appropriate methodology and the 
prospect of some reasonable precision and reliability of measurement. 

We might approach the question of exposure to, for example, depictions of violence with 
a new and novel methodological approach.  What if, instead of systematically varying levels of 
exposure to violence experimentally, we simply sat down with a few young respondents and 
asked them to remember as many as possible of the presumptive 100,000 mediated violent acts 
they have seen that they could recall.  We could say, take your time, we have all day.  My guess 
is that the respondents’ memory for specific depictions would probably be exhausted in a few 
minutes after recalling several dozen shootings, stabbings, stranglings and perhaps a poisoning or 
two.  We would remind our subjects that social scientists usually also include “verbal threats of 
potential violence” in their counts of depictions of violence and that might stimulate another 
dozen or so recollections of threatened violence.  So we confront another essential characteristic 
of the causal dynamics of media effects.  The ratio of actual exposures to those exposures that 
can be recalled or otherwise identified is many thousands of actual exposures to every recalled 
exposure, something in the order of 10,000 to 1.  There may well be important subliminal effects 
of exposure to violence without explicit recall, but we would need to address the causal 
dynamics of such proposed subliminal processes.   

Take any number of theoretically prominent phenomena in the tradition of 
communication research – stereotypes about young African American males, differentiated 
gender roles, the trustworthiness of the federal government, the conspicuous consumption of 
consumer goods, sexual behavior (Jeffres 1997; Perse 2001; Preiss et al 2007; Bryant & Oliver 
2009; Sparks 2010).  How many relevant messages has, say, a healthy, active and engaged 20-
year old been exposed to accumulatively in their lives thus far --  messages in school, media 
messages observed directly or passed on by parents or peers?  Ten thousand messages for topics 
this broadly defined is probably too low.  One million messages – perhaps too high.  It is difficult 
to tell, but perhaps something in the neighborhood of 100,000.  We note, of course, only a tiny 
percentage of relevant messages can be explicitly remembered but there is no reason to believe 
various forms of potential ‘effects’ would require explicit and current conscious awareness. 

The scientific understanding of human behavior is based on the careful analysis of 
variation – thus inevitably the first paragraphs of any traditional social science study report will 
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identify the ‘variables’ of primary interest and a few hypotheses about the structural relations 
among them.  And most studies in mass communication are no exception.  Communication 
researchers routinely rely on such variables as self-reported exposure to television or newspapers 
in survey studies or systematically varied exposure to several minutes of persuasive messages or 
narratives in experimental studies.  What is typically taken as nonproblematic, and what clearly 
should not be, is the character of the underlying distribution of those variables.   

Communication at the Margin.  Communication researchers, not surprisingly, tend to 
focus on the potential role of media depictions and persuasive messages in domains of social life 
that are currently attracting interest and controversy.  Thus, for example, the depiction of racial 
or gender stereotypes, news reports and political ads, the depiction of violence and sexuality 
have each inspired large components of the accumulated research literature (Berger, Roloff & 
Roskos-Ewoldsen 2009).  This may be as it should be, but it creates a fundamental challenge to 
research design because the quantities of media content that deal with race, gender, public affairs 
and the like is massive and utterly pervasive.   Take as a case study the depiction of interpersonal 
and social violence in the media.   

The question of whether violent media content raises the propensity for violence in the 
modern world is a staple of communication theorizing.  It has roots in the very earliest 
prototypical effects studies in the first half of the twentieth century (Wartella & Reeves 1985).  It 
spawned several thriving academic journals devoted to this specific topic and other research 
reports on media and violence continue to represent a dominating presence in numerous other 
journals in the field of media psychology.  One review study succeeded in tracking down 3,500 
studies on this media violence published since 1950 (Grossman & deGaetano 1999). 

Experimentalists in this tradition will routinely assign random subsamples of subjects 
(usually youthful subjects who are of obvious particular interest) to different conditions defined 
by the presence and corresponding absence of depicted violence in film or video narratives, text-
base scenarios or video games. Typically differences in self-reported propensity for or actually 
observed anti-social behavior immediately following exposure are found to be in evidence.  But 
it is difficult to interpret these associations as causal in the traditional scientific sense of a 
meaningful and potentially longer-term change of state.  The reason is that the only variance 
available to be scientifically explored is variance at the margin.  By the time they finish 
elementary school, the average American youngster has witnessed 100,000 violent acts and 
about 8,000 murders on television alone (Huston et al. 1992).  At an average of 14 violent acts 
per hour (Strasburger &Wilson 2002) even in the programming aimed at children (aside from 
programming for adults children routinely watch), how is it possible not to be working with 
slivers of difference in exposure at the tip of a massive distribution of exposure?  The very few 
children from intensely religious or other ideologically motivated households who have little or 
no exposure to this component of popular culture represent an interesting curiosity but embody 
an entirely non-comparable subsample for purposes of research.  It is of course true that 
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accumulative exposure over time could represent a highly significant effect.  But in the real 
world with longitudinal field data we are forced to confront the casual difference between 
exposure to typically something of the order 85,000 violent acts as opposed to 115,000.  Because 
of the fundamental fact of communicative profusion, such empirical and analytic challenges are 
simply inherent in the phenomenon at hand. 

Systematic Inattention and Forgetting.  It is unrealistic to imagine that even some 
rare individual with something approaching a photographic memory could possibly resurrect 
anything more than a few percent of such media depictions of violence, sexuality or persuasive 
political arguments.  It is the nature of the beast – or in this case the nature of the causal 
processes under study.  The fact of the matter is that our cognitive systems are thankfully 
designed to forget very large portions of our visual and auditory perceptions.  The human brain 
functions with entirely separate systems for long-term and short-term memory (Cowan 1998; 
Klingberg 2009).  We recall our hotel room number while we are at the hotel, but a week later 
can typically no longer resurrect the specific number as it is no longer relevant.  Like many of 
the sensory perceptions of our existence, to keep such context-specific details in memory would 
simply clutter our minds.  The way humans (in fact all organisms) deal with immense flows of 
sensory data is that they filter out, ignore and forget all but a few fragments of perception.  We 
attend to the salient elements of our environment that our relevant for survival and reproduction.  
We may remember our first kiss, our first day at school, and when we tried to dance like John 
Travolta in Saturday Night Fever.  Systematic inattention and selective attention is simply an 
inevitable response to tidal quantities of mediated messages in our environment.  We do recall 
having seen John Travolta in another movie of that era, Urban Cowboy, but we can’t recall 
anything else about it except that he rode on some sort of mechanical bull in a honky-tonk bar 
trying to impress the girl.  Who was that actress?   

Reinforcement.  We saw in the last chapter that the research paradigm for 
communication frequently identified the key dependent variable as “attitude change”.  The 
implication, of course, would appear to be that if a fixed belief or opinion was not subject to 
evident change there was no “effect.”  But given that there are competing flows of pro and con 
messages on most contested issues and certainly as well in the domain of product marketing, a 
potentially important communication “effect” may be the reinforcement of a given belief or 
opinion in the face of competitive messages.  If it can be demonstrated that in the absence of a 
reinforcing pattern of messages, beliefs and attitudes would indeed change in response to a 
communication environment, that would unambiguously represent an “effect.”  As a result of 
Joseph Klapper’s famous discussion of reinforcement (1960) and the troubling association of 
reinforcement with the dreaded evidence of “minimal effects,” the paradigm of accepted research 
design has awkwardly and unfortunately avoided the systematic study of patterns of 
reinforcement.  Given that one of the most widely acknowledged factors in selective attention 
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and selective recollection is familiarity, this one-sided methodological focus on attitude change 
has constrained theoretical and empirical progress. 

Opinion Change versus Opinion Creation.  We have made several references to the 
carefully constructed and cumulative research designs of the Hovland team at Yale in the 1950s.  
As psychologists with a background that many of the team shared in learning theory, it was not 
surprising that their attention was drawn to cognitive dynamics rather than the embedded social 
character of the topics they picked for their experimentally manipulated attitude change 
experiments.  In marked contrast with the sociologists at Columbia who found very little 
evidence of change over an election period in the socially embedded beliefs concerning policy, 
party identification and candidate preference, the Yale group was relatively casual about the 
topics they picked.  In fact they made an unapologetic point about picking topics that subjects 
were not likely to be familiar with to increase the likelihood of demonstrating “attitude change.”  
Some topics were notoriously strange or obscure – one persuasive message focused on the 
consumption of chocolate covered grasshoppers and another on the esoteric issue of requiring 
dentists to carry liability insurance.  In retrospect, many analysts of the field remarked that what 
was described in the original studies at evidence of attitude change was in many cases more 
appropriately characterized as attitude creation.  Accordingly, as the hard work of 
methodological refinement continues and paradigmatic goals evolve from celebrating not-so-
minimal effects to systematically assessing the conditions of effects, careful attention to the 
embeddedness, strength or level of commitment to opinions and beliefs subject to change or 
reinforcement will become more clearly identified. 

Cultivation Analysis: A Small Step   One of the most creative and influential 
approaches to dealing with the profusion of media messages and the more subtle and potentially 
subliminal influences over time of mediated themes was developed by George Gerbner and his 
colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania under the banner of cultivation analysis.  Gerbner 
was not a fan of traditional effects research and explicitly avoided the term “effects” in opting for 
“cultivation” that captured to prospect of the long-term envelopment of individuals in a 
particularized message environment (Gerbner 1956, 1969 1973). The research team focused on 
broadcast television and pioneered a survey-based approach to matching beliefs about such 
issues as the threat of crime and the prominence of the medical and law enforcement professions 
with self-reported levels of daily television viewing (Gerbner and associates 1976, 1977, 1978, 
1979, 1980).  Despite Gerbner’s critical bent, he ended up adopting a classic variation of the 
fundamental communication research paradigm.  The surveys revealed that those who reported 
higher viewing levels were more fearful of crime and exaggerated the percentage of law 
enforcement and medical professionals (as emphasized, of course, in television’s crime and 
medical genres).  The difficulty here is that those of less education and lower social status (who 
have every reason to be more fearful of street crime and may be less familiar with the 
distribution of professional careers) watch television at much higher levels and unlike the college 
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educated respondents, do not seem to feel any embarrassment in describing their viewing levels 
which further exaggerates the class-viewing level correlation.  As a result it is difficult to 
adequately control for or parcel out the ‘TV effect’ from the ‘social class effect’ and the 
‘selective exposure effect’ (Hirsch 1980, 1981a, 1981b; Gerbner et al 1981a, 1981b; Hughes 
1980; Wober & Gunter 1982; Rubin, Perse & Taylor 1988; Potter 1994). The attempt to address 
the issue of long-term and accumulative effects is certainly a step in the right direction and the 
notion of an ‘emersion’ in a message flow continues to be intuitively appealing (Shrum 2007), 
but the simplistic exposure-behavior linkage of the fundamental paradigm breaks down.  As 
Rubin and colleagues conclude – the heavy-viewing/scary-world correlation is largely spurious: 
“methodology may explain cultivation effects that have been attributed to television exposure… 

it is fallacious to believe that television viewing can have only negative effects… other 
antecedent and intervening variables accounted for more of the variance in the social attitude 
indices than did exposure levels..television [may] affect personal perceptions, not from 
inordinate exposure levels, but from content selectivity tempered by individual differences and 
[pre-existing] audience attitudes and activities… people actively and differentially evaluate 
television content before integrating it into social perceptions” (Rubin Perse & Taylor 1988 123-
126). 

The Measurement of Media Exposure.  As noted above, the survey methodology is 
based on self-reports of behavior.  Self-reported behavior, it is widely recognized in survey 
research, is notoriously distorted by multiple sources of systematic and random error.  People 
have a hard time remembering past behavior, are notoriously bad at estimated quantities such as 
the number of hours of activity and are subject to severely under-reporting behaviors they 
believe to be socially undesirable.   In one classic study, the analyst compared what people said 
they watched on television in a survey study with actually set-top measurements of their viewing 
behavior.   Lower class respondents said they watched a lot of quiz shows, dramas and situation 
comedies and that is indeed what they watched.  College-educated professionals claimed to only 
watch sports, news and public television while the set-top boxes revealed that their diet was 
pretty much the same as their less educated counterparts --a lot of quiz shows, dramas and 
situation comedies (Wilensky 1964). 

A central problem for the assessment of communication behavior is that the media 
activity is often a secondary or tertiary activity – taking place while cooking, cleaning or talking 
on the phone (Robinson & Godbey 1997).  As a result when researchers measure television or 
radio listening using the standard 24-hour diary method of time-use assessment, they get 
exposure rates half that or even less than half of estimates from the ratings services based on set-
top and people meter technologies (Robinson 1971). 

Content Differences across Media.   One frequently used methodological tool for the 
past half century of communication research has been to assess differential exposure to various 
media.  One classic survey based approach is to compare those who report getting most of their 
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news from a newspaper as opposed to television news.  It turns out that those who report 
depending more on the print media are systematically better informed politically and more 
politically active in terms of voting and contributing to campaigns (Robinson & Levy 1986).  It 
is widely noted that a network television newscast is only 22 minutes long and the text from the 
newscast would not fill even the front page of the New York Times.  It is noted that newspapers 
have much more extensive coverage which allow those interested to read in greater detail.  And 
it is summarily concluded that this is evidence of a media effect drawn from the difference 
between television and newspaper news content.  The relative preference for different media – 
notably such phenomena as a preference for books over movies became a staple of the “uses and 
gratifications” tradition of research that attempted, appropriately, to acknowledge that active 
audience motivations and motivated selectivity represent an important part of the paradigm 
rather than passive bullet-like effects (Blumler & Katz 1974; Rubin 1986).  Unfortunately the 
use of the physical mass medium (movies versus television and the like) as the analytic variable 
ignored some of the most interesting differences in content and symbolic emphasis.  Consider the 
contrasts in the character of coverage in the New York Times versus the Daily News, the PBS 
News Hour versus Entertainment Tonight. 

Interestingly, the last decade of research on the “impact” of the Internet has adopted this 
medium-is-the-message model of analysis contrasting those who report relying on the Internet 
versus newspapers and the like.   As media convergence continues what now is casually 
identified and newspaper, radio or television content will all be equally available on the web, the 
real world developments will force analysts to be more focused in their matching of differential 
exposure and differential attitudes and beliefs and not rely on simplistic difference in media 
exposure self-reports (DiMaggio et al 2001). 

Hovland’s Paradox: Experiments versus Surveys.  A few years before his untimely 
death, Carl Hovland, a towering figure of the first generation of communication researchers, 
published an influential paper in The American Psychologist.  The title of this 1959 essay 
explained its purpose with the crispness and clarity that was characteristic of Hovland: 
“Reconciling Conflicting Results Derived from Experimental and Survey Studies of Attitude 
Change.”  Hovland was an experimentalist by training and personal proclivity, but he recognized 
that divergent findings from surveys and experiments resulted from the fact that each 
methodology had unique virtues and in the interest of scientific progress, he believed that the 
most sophisticated theory testing would be derived from integrating the two. (See Table 2.1)  He 
mentions, as we note above, that experimental psychologists purposefully select attitudes that are 
‘subject to modification’ rather than those that are strongly felt and/or connected with an 
individual’s identity.  As a result their work borders on the boundary between attitude creation 
and meaningful attitude change.  Hovland goes on to note that there is no reason experimentalists 
could not as well include more socially connected and deeply held attitudes (in addition to novel 
ones) in their research akin to the work on political party affiliation and candidate evaluation that 
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characterized survey research.  So Hovland concludes that there really is not a ‘divergence’ of 
findings between surveys and experiments but rather that, for a variety of reasons, the two 
scholarly traditions ended up studying different kinds of communication situations and different 
kinds of messages with different characteristic samples.  There is no hint in his language 
proclaiming the superiority of his own research tradition, but rather a clear call for the benefits of 
multi-method integration structured by common theoretical concerns. 

 

 
The paradox of this paper is that writing the year before Klapper published his 

influential review The Effects of Mass Communication which came to be seen as the 
principal canonic document of the 'minimal effects perspective,’ Hovland too reflected 
the spirit of the time and appeared to emphasize the difference between minimal and 
significant effects.  As Hovland puts it: 

The picture of mass communication effects which emerges from correlational studies is 
one in which few individuals are seen as being affected by communications… Research 
using experimental procedures, on the other hand, indicates the possibility of 
considerable modifiability of attitudes through exposure to communication… The 
discrepancy between the results derived from these two methodologies raises some 
fascinating problems for analysis. (1959: 496-497) 

 

However, in due course in his analysis he actually acknowledges that it is not a 
discrepancy after all, but rather a perfectly reasonable finding that different messages and 
contexts generate effects of characteristically different magnitudes. 
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Unfortunately, the challenge for multimethodological approaches to integrated theory 
Hovland issued in 1959 did not translate into effective practice for active researchers in 
subsequent decades who in large part continued to specialize in particular message types, 
contexts and corresponding methodologies of convenience.  This is perhaps not surprising since 
the academic incentives in communication like other fields continues to reward specialization 
and identification with smaller self-identified peer review communities.  The good news is that 
with the transition from typical one-way push analog media to digital media a variety of field 
experiments that permit monitoring and manipulating communication flow in natural settings 
give the field a second chance to take Hovland’s exhortations seriously. 

 

Polysemy’s Challenge to Measurement 
When Hovland reviewed the challenges to communication research methodology he duly 

noted the difficulty that the phenomenon of selective exposure presents to research design and 
theory building.  Reflecting his own intellectual trajectory from educational and learning 
psychology to media effects and perhaps as well reflecting the spirit of the times in mid century 
he came to characterize the problem quite narrowly.  He did this in two ways.  First, he more or 
less identified the situation of motivated avoidance of exposure to a message as exogenous --
‘outside’ the domain of communication research.  If the message was not actually conveyed to an 
audience member, it is not communication, and accordingly outside the paradigm and no longer 
subject to theorizing.  Clearly, and it increasingly true in a digital world, the motivations for, the 
habitual patterns of media behavior and the technical capacities for opting out of or even fast-
forwarding through exposure has to be endogenous and subject to measurement, manipulation 
and theory testing.  Second, again given his tradition of work with authoritative persuasive 
messages, he treats the phenomenon of exposure to a message with which an audience member 
disagrees as subject to distortion rather subject to interpretation.  When an audience member 
does not get the message ‘as intended’ it is characterized as a ‘reception’ problem.  Thus, 
according to this view, ambiguity and variegated polysemy of the message and the equally 
diverse perspectives and evaluative dimensions of an audience member’s perception are simply 
exogenous to the model.   But, we argue, they need not be. 

The Complexity of Selective Exposure and Selective Interpretation.   The widely 
acknowledged phenomenon of audience self-selection has been a fundamental and centrally 
troubling challenge to communication research methodology from the outset.  It is beyond 
dispute that partisans are attracted to like-minded content in the media.  This phenomenon was 
addressed by the first generation of quantitative communication researchers and the notion of 
reinforcement became associated with the notion of “minimal” effects as characterized by 
Klapper which in turn became an irresistible bugaboo for researchers to disavow and disprove.  
(Ironically the phenomenon of reinforcement, as noted above, need not be characterized as the 
absence of an effect; reinforcement is an effect. Unfortunately, however, as the field of research 
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has evolved, most researchers appear to treat reinforcement as an uninteresting non-effect or 
dreaded minimal effect.)  The key causal challenge, however, is making sense of a correlation 
between a measure of exposure to a particular type of content and a corresponding measure of an 
attitude or behavior assessed at one point in time.  Recalling the case example of exposure to the 
depiction of violence in the media—the delicate challenge continues to be differentiating the fact 
that those with antisocial tendencies may be drawn to higher levels of exposure to violent genres 
from the fact that exposure may engender anti-social their behavior.   (The prospect of a spiral 
process whereby more exposure leads to higher levels of self-selection will be addressed in the 
following section.)   The classic technique in psychological research to overcome the self-
selection problem is random assignment of subjects in the experimental design.  It is an effective 
tool in some instances, but as noted above, a brief interval of exposure measured in minutes does 
not come close to capturing the potential causal mechanisms involved in exposure over years to 
hundreds and thousands of hours of mediated content. 

As we have noted, the issue of selective exposure has been characterized by some as 
exogenous because in the traditional “push environment” of headlines and primetime network 
television, the capacity to exercise choice was limited.  This challenging problem becomes more 
serious as the high-choice environment of abundant content and sophisticated algorithms of 
choice and search become available.  Audience members so motivated can not only locate 
content corresponding to their specialized interests (not just violence but say a particularized 
kind of violence) and, again if so inclined, they can view only those parts of a narrative that 
feature that content (perhaps skipping conversational sequences and going straight to the action 
scenes.)  The increased significance of self-selection in the new media environment has 
stimulated increased attention and concern in the research community which has adopted the 
term ‘endogeneity’ (meaning within the model) to identify the problem (Clarke & Kline 1974; 
Chaffee & Metzger 2001; Bennett & Iyengar 2008).   

Selective Exposure and Spiral Mechanisms.   The fundamental paradigm of 
communication research with its inborn concern about the atomized citizens of mass society, as 
we noted at the outset of this chapter, posited a fairly straightforward relationship between 
“cause” -- variation in exposure to a persuasive message and “effect” -- variation in attitudes or 
behaviors.  Setting aside the ambiguities of self-report measures for the moment, we can see that 
such a model makes intuitive sense.  The individual viewer or reader cannot influence media 
content; the character of such content is determined by complex decision processes in large 
industrial institutions.  So any correlation between message exposure and individual outcomes is 
interpreted as a one-way causal process of “media effects.”  Some individuals may ignore or 
systematically misinterpret a message, of course, but within this paradigm it is typically defined 
as random noise or measurement error rather than a causal process in the reverse direction.   

But upon reflection it would seem a perfectly straightforward strategy to model the nature 
of media effects as reciprocal and interactive with some media content potentially resonating 
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with an audience member which in turn, over time, effects attitudes and further selective 
attention and selective perception of further media messages.  Such a model would seem to be 
even more appropriate in an environment of pull media with abundant diversity, instant 
gratification, onscreen tabs and buttons which lure individuals to further content (Chaffee & 
Metzger 200; Brosius 2008; Bennett & Iyengar 2008).  In the American case it appears that the 
expansion of the media flow is coincident with a more clearly labeled, more partisan and more 
intensely opinionated set of media options (Nivola & Brady 2006; Mutz 2006; Harwood 2009; 
Stroud 2011).  Studies of world media have not yet established whether this is a global 
phenomenon of our age (Esser & Pfetch 2004).   

Given the promise of such a model, one might wonder why it is only rarely invoked.  The 
answer in this case is strikingly clear and powerfully influential.  Such research designs are 
extremely difficult and expensive to implement.  Most scholars and students have limited time 
and limited financial resources and are drawn to the practical simplicity of the single survey or 
experiment.  As we note above, self reports of attending to a lot of (violent, conservative, sexual, 
etc media) and self reports of associated attitudes and behaviors have multiple sources of 
covariance other than actual media effects so attributing such covariance to media influence 
strengthens the chances that hypotheses will be sustained.  Most researchers are keenly aware of 
such limitations and engage sophisticated statistical controls to try to distinguish actual causation 
from mere correlation as best as possible.  But without time as an analytic variable built into the 
research design, a clear distinction eludes even the most advanced statistical manipulations. 

In addition to additional cost and complexity, over time studies raise other vexing 
problems.  Inevitably, some subjects will be missing from successive waves of inquiry, and the 
likelihood of being missing may be associated with key analytic variables of interest.  Over time 
research by definition requires the researcher to identify specific time intervals for measurement 
a design task more difficult than it may first appear to be. In the real world, media effects may 
well become evident over years or even decades, obviously not a practical time interval for a 
typical research design.  Further subjects may remember responses made earlier and attempt to 
replicate earlier responses to express consistency of view rather than potentially evolving views.   
Not an easy undertaking, we acknowledge, but for the reasons outlined above, an extremely 
important additional methodological tool for the field to supplement one-shot surveys and 
experiments. 

Having reviewed a frustratingly long list of impediments to overtime research, it is fitting 
to conclude on a more encouraging note.  As we have noted, the digital age provides an 
abundance of digital footprints.  As more and more media messages are digitally mediated 
through online search, and associated platforms such as iTunes, Amazon and Netflix, we 
confront a resource much more accurate than human memory and self report.  With appropriate 
protections of individual privacy, those patterns of content exposure can be associated with later 
exposure, online behaviors, and even attitudes and beliefs in natural communication flows and, 
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of course, online surveys.  Researchers, especially younger researchers are increasingly intrigued 
by these possibilities.  Thomas Kuhn would be proud. 

Increased interest in reinforcing spiral mechanisms has been stimulated by an influential 
article in Communication Theory by Michael Slater at Ohio State University.  Slater’s work on 
health communication and violence in the media had convinced him that attention to the 
dynamics of the reciprocal interaction between persuasive media messages and audience member 
selectivity was critical to understanding how media effects work.  His overview paper was 
entitled: “Reinforcing Spirals: The Mutual Influence of Media Selectivity and Media Effects and 
Their Impact on Individual Behavior and Social Identity.”   As a methodologist, Slater devoted a 
number of pages to a detailed discussion of the mathematical fine points of analyzing over time 
data.  But the core of the paper basically outlines the same argument we are attempting to make 
here.  He posits, for example, that reinforcing spiral dynamics are widely acknowledged but 
seldom explicitly theorized: 

Surprisingly, however, there has been limited systematic effort to synthesize the process 
of media selection and media effects into a more comprehensive model… This notion that 
together media selectivity and media effects form a reciprocal, mutually influencing 
process is noted or implied, though not extensively developed, in a variety of classic 
sources. (2007 281-283) 

 

He reviews the central role of spiral dynamics in the classic studies of spirals of silence 
by Noelle-Neumann (1984), selective exposure in the uses and gratifications of entertainment 
media by Zillmann and Bryant (1985), cultivation processes in the work of Gerbner and 
associates (2002) and extensively the over-time reinforcement of social identity in the work of 
Tajfel and Turner (1986) another subject which resonates strongly with our argument here.  Such 
methods are difficult and time consuming, he notes, but the critical requirement is assessment at 
multiple points in time as noted in this classic three-wave model of analysis, reproduced here as 
Figure 2.2 an extension of the previous model focusing on overtime dynamics rather than the 
complexities of self-report measures. 
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He mentions the interaction of new media and new forms of data collection only in 

passing, but it is clearly a fertile area of methodological exploration.  It is interesting to speculate 
on how these techniques may give us a better understanding of the ritualized and routinized 
character of media behavior and how such routines are changing as digital media become both 
mobile and ubiquitous.  Commercial media services such as Nielsen have been tracking 
television viewing and radio listening for decades and the “drive time” radio audience peaks 
reflecting commuter habits and the 9pm evening peak of television viewing reflecting household 
daily routines has changed little so far (Nielsen 1986, 2010d).  Newspaper audience research 
refers to the “newspaper habit” and remorsefully traces its dramatic decline among the young 
(Bogart 1989).  The predictable scheduling of broadcast programming had reinforced the 
routinization of audience behavior as a sizable proportion of the audience for The Tonight Show 
over the years watched Johnny Carson and then Jay Leno through their toes in bed as a 
comforting nightly ritual. It is not yet clear how these rituals will evolve, although Nielsen 
reports that the bedroom TV has new competition as iPads and eBooks crawl into bed with their 
owners (Nielsen 2010d).  Ritualized media behavior becomes associated with the reinforcement 
of social identity as social pressures and especially peer pressure among younger media users 
dictates behavior (Anderson & Subramanyam 2011).  The evolving linkages between habituated 
media patterns and social identity and the framing of social issues may well be subtle and 
complex in the sense of the concept of habitus elaborated by Pierre Bourdieu (1991, 1993).  We 
will return to these issues in later chapters. 

The Puzzle of Selective Interpretation.  If we set aside the causal complexities of selective 
exposure aside for the moment we can address the question of what happens when, for whatever 
reason, an individual is exposed to a persuasive or informational message.  When in the course of 
habituated media exposure the sender and receiver come from closely aligned cultural 
backgrounds and share beliefs and values and the message is relatively straightforward, the odds 
are enhanced that the message received will coincide roughly with intended meanings of the 
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message as sent.  But when the cultural distances and beliefs are more distant and the message 
richly complex it really gets interesting.  Note, for example, the epigram from New York Times 
editor Bill Keller in an essay on the prevalence of conspiracy theories in the public sphere: 
“Conspiracy theories erupt whenever unfathomable news collides with unshakable beliefs.”  He 
was paraphrasing political historian Robert Goldberg’s views (2001) when he composed that 
sentence, but it does capture the dynamic of selective interpretation colorfully and the phrase was 
picked up by numerous bloggers.  This is, at its core, simply an acknowledgement of the 
phenomenon of polysemy.  Consider the response of public opinion in the Arab world to the 
events of 9/11.  The striking “success” of a small group of Arab terrorists to challenge the 
American behemoth seemed so incongruous to many Arab observers that they looked elsewhere 
to explain what happened.  It appears that less than one in four of Muslims surveyed in recent 
surveys believes al Qaeda was responsible for September 11th attacks.  Countries bordering on 
Israel blame Israel (43% in Egypt for example.)  And in Mexico 30% of the respondents were 
convinced the whole event was staged by the United States (Kull et al. 2009).  These eye-of-the-
beholder dynamics are widely recognized, of course, but not yet well incorporated in 
communication research practice. 

As analysts we can expect any complex message to generate not a single interpretation 
but a distribution of interpretations.  And, again interestingly, under some conditions more of 
those exposed interpret the message to be at odds or even in a completely opposite vein from the 
intentions of the message as sent.  This is, of course, not a recently discovered insight.  We can 
acknowledge the powerful imagery of Plato’s fleeting shadows on the wall of the cave or, more 
recently, Walter Lippmann’s famous discussion of the power of stereotypes in his 1922 
manuscript Public Opinion.   Lippmann takes some care to describe an experiment conducted a 
few years before in Germany in which a group of psychologists, presumably well trained 
observers, unbeknownst to them, witnessed a brief and carefully choreographed scuffle among a 
group of actors who rushed in and then out of the room.  The forty observers were immediately 
asked to write down in detail what they had just witnessed.  Lippmann proceeds to describe the 
analysis of their “eyewitness” reports: 

Only one had less than 20% of mistakes in regard to the principal facts; fourteen had 
20% to 40% of mistakes; twelve from 40% to 50%; thirteen more than 50%. Moreover in 
twenty-four accounts 10% of the details were pure inventions and this proportion was 
exceeded in ten accounts and diminished in six. Briefly a quarter of the accounts were 
false… The ten false reports may then be relegated to the category of tales and legends; 
twenty four accounts are half legendary, and six have a value approximating to exact 
evidence.  Thus out of forty trained observers writing a responsible account of a scene 
that had just happened before their eyes, more than a majority saw a scene that had not 
taken place. What then did they see? One would suppose it was easier to tell what had 
occurred, than to invent something which had not occurred. They saw their stereotype of 
such a brawl. All of them had in the course of their lives acquired a series of images of 
brawls, and these images flickered before their eyes. In one man these images displaced 
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'less than 20% of the actual scene, in thirteen men more than half. In thirty-four out of 
the forty observers the stereotypes preempted at least one-tenth of the scene. (1922 55). 

 

Thus Lippmann provides us with a particularly dramatic description of the vagaries of 
eye-witness accounts and the prominence of the Rashomon Effect in human perception.  For our 
purposes this example makes clear the danger in research design of treating a persuasive or 
informational message as a single object with a single meaning, or as being persuasive in an 
unambiguous or singular direction.    

Agenda-Setting, Framing and Priming.  There is a particular characteristic of polysemic 
selective interpretation that has drawn the attention of communication researchers.  One could 
have predicted such a concern given the historically grounded roots of systematic media effects, 
persuasion and attitude change research in the shadow of the Second World War as discussed in 
the previous chapter and in a recent review of the accumulative character of the media effects 
literature (Neuman & Guggenheim 2011).    Because the emphasis in this research tradition is on 
“effects” especially the Holy Grail of finding evidence of “strong effects”, researchers came to 
grips with repeated cases of relatively small fractions of an audience changing opinions by 
seizing on the prospect that if an actual opinion position on an issue had not changed, perhaps an 
interpretation of an issue had.  This perspective introduces the very influential concepts of 
agenda-setting, framing and priming to the media effects research paradigm.  Each of these 
research traditions posits that a media depiction may influence audience members to emphasize 
one or another attribute of a complex issues and events in their thinking as described in Table 
2.2. 

 
Although the language of the early studies in each of these three traditions makes it 

crystal clear that the researchers viewed these more nuanced concepts and methods as a way to 
salvage media effects analysis from the discouraging prospect of minimal effects, in retrospect 
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we can view these developments as an unambiguous step forward as empirical researchers begin 
to struggle with the polysemic character of the phenomenon at hand rather than ignoring it. 

McCombs and Shaw (1972) prominently introduced their notion of media agenda-setting 
effects by quoting Bernard Cohen’s (1963) now famous epigram: “The press may not be 
successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in 
telling its readers what to think about.”  “What to think” clearly refers to the old paradigm of 
traditional attitude change research and the counterintuitive pattern of low correlations between 
media exposure measures and attitude change.  But now a new wrinkle -- the analysis of the 
relative prominence of some issues over others in public concern, a more subtle dynamic 
perhaps, but the prospect of a “stunningly successful” effect.  The Agenda-Setting literature is 
immense.  Max McCombs in a review published in 2004 notes the existence of over 400 agenda 
setting studies worldwide (2004). The basic causal model shifts from individual level to the 
aggregate level with the proposition that the variation in the quantity of aggregate media 
coverage of a set of issues and events in the news should be correlated with the proportion of 
population who rate that issue as an “important problem” in public opinion surveys.  Subsequent 
studies refined the model by examining the agenda-setting correlation for different types of 
issues, different types of  media, different types of audiences and different time lags between 
media coverage and audience response (McCombs & Shaw 1993; Dearing & Rogers 1996; 
McCombs Shaw & Weaver 1997; McCombs 2004; Wanta & Ghanem 2007).  A few in this 
tradition tackled the difficult prospect of measuring both media agendas and public agendas over 
time to better sort out causal directions (Fan 1988; Neuman 1990), but the number of such 
attempts is so few that they were eliminated from a meta-analysis with the notation: “Because 
the majority of agenda-setting studies have used Pearson correlations, eliminating these few time 
series studies did not substantially reduce the number of studies included in our analysis” (Wanta 
& Ghanem 2007 43).   This is unfortunate, of course, and we will return to the issue of overtime 
measurement and the assessment of causality in the pages ahead.  It turns out that despite the 
strong theoretical start and confident language provided by Professor McCombs and colleagues 
the accumulated findings assessing the correlation of media and public agendas ranges widely, so 
widely it would appear that whether an effect is evident is heavily dependent on how the key 
variables are operationalized.    Take the above mentioned meta-analysis of agenda-setting 
studies, for example (Wanta & Ghanem 2007).  The authors’ final sample of studies included 45 
publications and a total of 90 independent tests of the agenda-setting hypothesized correlation 
between the media agenda and public agenda.  The results are reproduced here at Table 2.3.  
Even a informal perusal of the results reveals that they are inexplicably inconsistent ranging from 
a low of a trivial .05 correlation in McLeod Becker & Byrnes 1974 study to the high correlation 
of .967 from the original McCombs and Shaw study.  The standard meta-analytic technique is 
simply to average the results found to get a best estimate of the underlying causal pattern and 
Wanta and Ghanem calculate that to be a correlation of .53 which would correspond to 
approximately 25% of the variance in public issue salience being associated with media issue 
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salience.  But such a technique represents the statistical parallel to averaging apples and oranges.  
Until we can better explain why some studies find no meaningful correlation at all while others 
find a near unitary correlation, prudence requires caution in drawing theoretical conclusions.  
Wanta and Ghanem appropriately explored subsets of studies to see if average correlations 
varied by method but the analysis was inconclusive. 

Furthermore, there is an even more troubling critical problem with the agenda-setting 
paradigm.  It is captured powerfully in Larry Bartels passing comment in his 1993 study of 
political media cited at the outset of this chapter – “It is usually impossible to distinguish the 
effects of the media themselves from the effects of the events they report.”  In other words, if a 
major military engagement or economic or environmental crisis is at hand, it may be that, not 
unreasonably, both the public and the journalists appropriately and independently perceive the 
event to be politically significant and newsworthy. The journalists put it on the front page; the 
public rate it as an “important issue.”  The causal link need not be between the media emphasis 
and public response but rather between the independently assessed magnitude of the issue and 
the parallel responses of the media and of the public.  This has been acknowledged under the 
terminologies of “issue obtrusiveness” and “real world cues” (Zucker 1978; Erbring, Goldenberg 
& Miller 1980; MacKuen Combs 1981; Behr & Iyengar 1985; Demers et al 1989). The only way 
to tease out causal linkages, such as they are, is to develop an independently assessed measure of 
event magnitude which should be possible particularly in matters military and economic, for 
example, and measure variation in event magnitude, media coverage and public response over 
time.  It is a frustratingly complex enterprise, but the only way to get around the “reality 
problem” of agenda-setting research.  Maxwell McCombs has addressed this issue thoughtfully 
in his 2004 book Setting the Agenda in a chapter entitled: “Reality and the News” and drawing 
on Lippmann (1922) he notes two things 1) sometimes the media get in a tizzy about some issue 
that turns out to be a false alarm but the public is nonetheless alarmed at least for a time and 2) 
complex events are simplified in the public consciousness (the world outside and the pictures in 
our heads) and the media may play an important role in that simplifying process.  Both points are 
well taken, but the first case is relatively rare (McCombs draws on a few historical case studies) 
and the second is not agenda-setting in the sense of issue salience but what has come to be called 
“second order agenda-setting”, which is basically the phenomenon more generally labeled 
framing. 



 

Table 2.3 

Meta Analysis of Agenda Setting Studies Correlations between Media and Public Agendas 
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 “Framing” in media effects research refers to the prospect that by emphasizing certain 
attributes of a polysemic issue, actor or object in the public sphere, the media can influence how 
the public perceives and responds to these phenomena.  Framing effects are not a new 
development.  One could imagine, for example, that in prehistoric times around the campfire 
perhaps more than one speaker would tell the story of the day’s hunt framing the story to 
emphasize his particular contributions to the collective effort.  But in the era of a few 
predominant mass media reporting the news of the day, such human impulses take on special 
significance. 

Because of the complexities of polysemic communication, there is no straightforward 
determination of an appropriate hypothesis-testing methodology to explore the conditions under 
which framing effects may be most evident.  Further, most of this work focuses on the framing 
of a single issue or a few issues and each issue may generate a non-comparable typology of 
alternative frames of attribute emphasis.  Bob Entman’s widely cited review of framing research 
refers to it as a “fractured paradigm.”   

Despite its omnipresence across the social sciences and humanities, nowhere is there a 
general statement of framing theory that shows exactly how frames become embedded 
within and make themselves manifest in a text, or how framing influences thinking  
(Entman 1993 51). 

Dietram Scheufele in a follow-up review explains why: 

Research on framing is characterized by theoretical and empirical vagueness.  This is 
due, in part, to the lack of a commonly shared theoretical model underlying framing 
research.  Conceptual problems translate into operational problems limiting the 
comparability of instruments and results  (Scheufele 1999 103). 

Framing research has a natural resonance with persuasion and attitude change research 
because it is often the case that one frame puts an issue in a more positive light than another and 
accordingly elicits higher levels of public approval.   A classic example of this dynamic from 
Sniderman Brody and Tetlock 1991 is paraphrased in Entman’s review: 

The effect of framing is to prime values differentially, establishing the salience of the one 
or the other. [Thus] ... a majority of the public supports the rights of persons with AIDS 
when the issue is framed (in a survey question) to accentuate civil liberties 
considerations and supports ... mandatory testing when the issue is framed to accentuate 
public health considerations (Entman 1993 54).

There is a psychological perspective on framing research of particular note that was 
largely initiated before the elaboration of framing effects models in communication research 
conducted by the Israeli team of Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman (Kahneman, Slovic & 
Tversky 1982; Kahneman & Tversky 2000).  Referred to as equivalence framing or prospect 
theory, this pioneering work on human cognitive biases demonstrated dramatic differences in 
how individuals valued exactly equivalent outcomes depending on whether they were framed as 
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a loss or as a gain.  Unfortunately, prospect theory has not yet stimulated a significant tradition 
of research in communication.  An extensive meta-analysis of 165 studies, for example, of loss-
framed and gain-framed persuasive messages found no meaningful differences in their 
persuasive effect (O’Keefe & Jensen 2006). 

There have been, however, identifiable steps forward on another front in framing research 
in the two decades since Entman pronounced framing research to be a fractured paradigm.  
Entman’s original critique made two points: first, that the hypothesized causal model was 
unclear, and second, that each researcher would define the nature of an issue frame anew 
depending on the issue or issues under study.  Important theoretical work on both fronts has been 
published which allows for more comparable and accumulated findings.  The key analytic 
progress includes the distinction between whether the frame or frames are being analyzed as an 
independent or dependent variable, attention to level of analysis (media vs public opinion) and 
the distinction between a more generalized multi-issue framing mechanism versus a framing 
mechanism intimately tied to a particular kind of issue such as racial stereotypes or gender roles.   
An overview of these developments in the literature is summarized in Table 2.4. 

Causal model Frame as dependent 
vs independent 
variable 

Scheufele 1999 

Level of analysis Media vs public 
opinion frames 

Scheufele 1999 

Frame type Single issue vs 
Multiple issues 

De Vreese 2005 

Moderators of 
Framing Effects 

Issue importance Lecheler, de Vreese 
& Slothuus 2009 

 Knowledge Krosnick & Brannon 
1993 

 Strength of prior 
opinion 

Druckman 2001 

 Frame strength Chong & Druckman 
2007 

 One-sided vs 
competitive frames 

Chong & Druckman 
2007 

Multiple issue frame 
typologies 

Thematic vs 
episodic 

Iyengar 1991 

 Strategic vs issue-
oriented 

Cappella & 
Jamieson 1997 

 News story frames Neuman, Just & 
Crigler 1992 

 New story frames Gamson 1992 
 Equivalence frames O’Keefe & Jensen 

2006 
Table 2.4  

Progress in Issue Framing Research 
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Of particular importance is the shift away from a trying to demonstrate a not-so-minimal 
framing effect to identifying consistently important moderating variables -- the conditions under 
which the effects are more or less prominent.  Interestingly, in the best sense of a Kuhnian 
puzzle, results are conflicting among studies on whether the more knowledgeable or less 
knowledgeable among the citizenry are more susceptible to framing effects (compare Kinder & 
Sanders 1990 with Nelson, Clawson & Oxley 1997).  The weight of research appears to be 
moving toward a tentative conclusion that the more knowledgeable are more susceptible because 
of increased familiarity with the issues and the logical connections framing elements and policy 
evaluations (Druckman & Nelson 2003).  A general or ‘all-purpose” model of public issue 
frames has not yet emerged, but Iyengar’s distinction between episodic and thematic frames 
(1991) and Patterson’s work on strategic frames (1993) has been influential. 

The Distribution of Responses to Media Messages.  A key development in integrating the 
inherently polysemic character of human communication into models of communication effects 
is to acknowledge that a typically complex media message, intended to be persuasive or 
otherwise, is not likely to stimulate a singular response, but rather a distribution of responses 
across a population of those who have encountered the message as depicted in Figure 2.3.   

 
It is well known in the field of health communication where the effects of health-oriented 

public service announcements are extensively studied, for example, that many messages are 
misinterpreted by some audience members and in many cases at least some audience members’ 
attitudes move in the direction opposite of the pro-health direction intended.  In one study of 
public health messages intended to discourage the use of marijuana, for example, the researchers 
found that those exposed testimonial messages that smoking pot leads to smoking crack and 
serious addiction were actually less likely to agree with the marijuana-as-gateway-to-hard-drugs 
argument than a control group (Yzer 2000).  In a parallel anti-marijuana study (Hornik et al. 
2008), researchers found no decrease in the intention to use marijuana among those exposed to 
their health message.  What they found in an overtime panel was actually a statistically 



Ch 2  --88 

 

significant increase in reported intention to use marijuana, a finding sufficiently frequently 
observed as to merit a research jargon terminology: the “boomerang effect.”  Such null and 
negative effects are frequently found in assessing traditional commercial ad campaigns as well, 
but because such results are somewhat embarrassing to the entities involved (including 
commercial clients, advertising agencies and the publishing and broadcasting media institutions) 
they are labeled “proprietary” and seldom see the light of day (for some rare exceptions to this 
pattern see Schudson 1984 and Lodish et al. 1995). 

The dominant tradition in survey and experimental research that linked variation in 
exposure to messages to various attitudinal and behavioral outcomes is to focus on the net or 
aggregate differences in the key dependent variables.  Thus in the experimental tradition, the 
means of the dependent variable for the control and exposure conditions are compared.  In the 
survey tradition the comparison would be typically the same with self reported exposure as the 
independent variable and various attitudinal and behavioral reports as the dependent variables.  
The statistical techniques engaged are typically an analysis of variance or linear regression.  So 
the distribution of responses to message exposure are brought to bear through the statistical 
procedures which are derived from the ratio of covariance (or ‘explained variance’) to total 
variance.  The problem with this dominant tradition is that variation in attitudinal or behavioral 
responses to a complex message is treated as a statistical artifact necessary to compute the 
statistical significance of an aggregate ‘effect’ for the population under study.  Given the 
inherent polysemic character of complex messages, the variance of response could and should be 
seen as of central theoretical interest. 

Take the following thought experiment as an example.  Imagine that researchers tested 
two political ads for a presidential candidate among potential voters.  Both ads are intended to 
generate support for the candidate because the candidate is committed to not raising taxes.  In 
each case the researchers find a statistically significant increase of 3% in support for the 
candidate among undecided voters after exposure to the ad.  In the dominant tradition, the 
research task is complete – the two ads are equivalent in their power to stimulate aggregate 
attitude change.  But if the variation of response to the ad is three times greater in first ad 
compared to the second, we have evidence that something much more complicated is going on in 
how diverse audiences are interpreting these messages.  In one case, for example, there might be 
a small positive shift in attitudes toward the candidate in question.  In the other case there is a 
large positive effect and a somewhat smaller boomerang effect, leading to an aggregate positive 
effect equivalent to the first case.  Such differences are important and if researchers are interested 
in the question of why such messages are effective, rather than just if they are effective, then an 
examination of variance of response rather than just net response has be central to the research 
design.   It may be that some audience members interpret the candidate’s position as being 
thoughtfully responsive to public opinion while others see it as cynically pandering to the public 
mood of the moment.  Serious researchers and serious campaign professionals as well, should 
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want to know why a message works not just if it does.  Such an orientation burdens researchers 
with much more complex designs that engage a mixture of qualitative and quantitative 
assessments of the often dramatic variation in how individuals respond to such messages and 
message campaigns.   

Jackson’s Paradox.  Sally Jackson is a communications scholar and methodologist (and 
more recently the Chief Information Officer of the Urbana Champaign campus of the University 
of Illinois).  Her academic specialty is the study of rhetoric and persuasive communication and 
starting in the early 1980s she initiated a campaign of persuasion among her disciplinary 
colleagues to convince them to be a little more careful about drawing conclusions from 
experiments and surveys.  Working with several colleagues including Scott Jacobs, Daniel 
O’Keefe and Dale Brashers she makes the following argument: 

To do empirical research on effects of message variables, it is generally necessary to 
examine responses to actual messages that represent… the values of the variable of 
interest.  The adequacy of actual concrete messages as instantiations of variables is 
central to any assessment of the validity of such an experiment.  During the long history 
of experimental message effects research, virtually no attention has been paid to this 
issue.  The seminal studies of message effects conducted by Hovland and associates 
during and after World War II set the precedent for how to deal with 
“operationalization” of message variables that has been essentially unchallenged with 
communication and social psychology.  (Jackson, O’Keefe & Brashers 1994 984) 

 

 She and her colleagues describe communication researchers as interested in such 
message properties as the trustworthiness of the source or particular rhetorical strategies.  In her 
parlance these are ‘attributes’ of a complex message and her central point is that the results of 
any single experiment could have resulted from the many other attributes of the selected concrete 
experimental message.  In other words, communication is polysemic.  Thus while as researchers 
we may attribute the power to engage attention or to persuade to the extremity of an argument, it 
may well have been an incidental use of a colorful metaphor that resulted in an observed effect.  
As a methodologist, her recommended resolution to the problem is straightforward:  treat any 
selected message that appears to have an attribute as a single sample from the universe of 
messages that appear to have that attribute and before drawing any conclusions replicate the 
study design with other sampled messages-- the more sampled messages with similar results, the 
stronger the evidence.  If exceptions are found, the puzzle to be addressed is what attribute of the 
complex polysemic message is actually generating or suppressing the behavioral or attitudinal 
result of interest to the researchers.  Professor Jackson and colleagues have published by my 
count eight articles and a full-length methodology text on this topic over two decades and 
provoked at least four sets of respondents who have published commentaries and critiques 
(Jackson & Jacobs1983; Bradac 1983; Jackson, O'Keefe & Jacobs1988; Morley1988a and b; 
O'Keefe, Jackson & Jacobs1988; Hunter, Hamilton & Allen1989; Jackson, O'Keefe, Jacobs & 
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Brashers1989; Jackson 1991; Slater 1991; Jackson 1992; Jackson, O'Keefe & Brashers1994; 
Brashers & Jackson 1999; O'Keefe 1999).   One pauses to ponder how influential this carefully 
argued and illustrated methodological campaign has been in the field.  Unfortunately, the answer 
appears to be – not very influential.  The seminal 1983 article by Jackson and Jacobs has been 
cited over 70 times but the citations have been declining from 4 citations per year in the 80s to 2 
per year in the 2000s.  One critical reviewer characterized “each new missive” in her campaign 
as “falling on deaf ears” and “the pummeling of a point most methodologists consider obvious” 
(Harris 1994). 

I label this strong argument and the tepid reaction to it “Jackson’s Paradox.”  The 
argument she and her colleagues make is critically important.  And the fact that the argument 
appears to have largely fallen on deaf ears may be even more important.  In this case her 
methodological framing of the question appears to have led to a series of persnickety technical 
debates over fixed vs. random effects and crossed vs. nested experimental designs in the analysis 
of variance (see Gelman 2005).  The fact of the matter is that different members of an audience 
may be reacting to entirely different components of a complex message and further that different 
members of an audience may react to the same component of a message in profoundly different 
ways.  Jackson’s recommendation for extensive replication is understandably burdensome and 
that may contribute to its limited popularity and infrequent execution.  She argues to better 
understand these complexities we need to replicate the same basic research design multiple times 
with systematic variation of sampled messages to make sure any single result is not a fluke.  
Such a practice would contribute powerfully to the accumulative character of the collective 
research enterprise.  And when puzzling anomalies arise, even further replications may be 
required to tease out what may be causing what.  Unfortunately such disciplined comparability of 
research has not yet become characteristic of the communication field and appears to be 
surprisingly rare in many fields of science (Zimmer 2011).  Editors are reluctant to publish 
replications and researchers apparently feel their work would be seen as derivative rather than 
original.  Replication is not a statistical nuance akin to selecting a single or double tailed test of 
significance.  The systematic practice of replication is fundamental to better understanding the 
structure of human communication. 

Measurement Error in Media Research.  There are many engaging examples of the perils 
of survey research as it must rely on the faulty memories, partial attentiveness and biased self-
perceptions of respondents.  One of my favorites was a surprising finding of a particularly strong 
interest in “foreign affairs” in the rural American South in election surveys conducted by the 
University of Michigan during the 1950s.  These were, of course, face-to-face in-home 
interviews conducted by local interviewers who read out the questions and made note of the 
answers on a clipboard.  A little probing revealed that in the characteristic drawl of the American 
South, the word “foreign” sounds a lot like “farm” and the respondents were actually expressing 
a concern about “farm affairs.”  It is an amusing and possibly apocryphal anecdote but it speaks 
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to a critically important issue in research design and that is the fact the research process itself 
engages the polysemy and ambiguity human communication and thus complicates our ability to 
draw reliable conclusions from our observations.   

The most dramatic evidence of systematic error in self reports comes from contrasting 
individuals’ reports of particular behaviors with actual recorded evidence of those behaviors.  
One component of this literature has tracked self reports of recent communication with friends or 
coworkers with actual evidence of calls and emails.  In one study of teletype exchanges within a 
deaf community, log records revealed that the person most often communicated with was listed 
among the self-reported top four communication partners only 52% of the time (Bernard et al. 
1984 498).  Further research indicated that many respondents interpret the question “who did you 
communicate with” as “who do you like” and that either question elicited basically the same 
answers (Bernard et al. 1984).   As a result of their review of a large number of similar cases 
where there was often no meaningful association between reported behavior and measured 
behavior these analysts reluctantly conclude in a companion paper: “We must therefore 
recommend unreservedly that any conclusion drawn from the data gathered by the question ‘who 
do you talk to’ are of no use in understanding the social structure of communication” (cited in 
Romney and Weller 1984).  Similar conclusions were drawn from analyses in the areas of child 
care behavior and healthcare seeking behavior where independent records were available.   It is 
not just a matter of faulty recall.  Evidence revealed patterns of systematic over-reporting and 
under-reporting in different conditions (Bernard et al. 1984). 

Survey researchers and experimentalists are well aware of the delicacies of designing 
items and scales to assess attitudes and behaviors.  This literature is also rich and extensive (a 
small sampling might include: Achen 1975; Schuman & Presser 1981; Turner & Martin 1984; 
Zaller 1991; Zaller & Feldman 1992; Nunnally & Bernstein 1994; Krosnick 1999; Hansen 2009; 
Alwin 2010; Babbie 2010; Bucy & Holbert 2010; Marsden & Wright 2010).  Three phenomena 
that have attracted particular attention in this domain of research are 1) the dramatic variation in 
opinion responses to modest variations in question wordings, 2) the variation in answers 
respondents provide to opinion items when asked again after a short time interval, and 3) the fact 
that individuals trying to be helpful sometimes invent “opinions” on the spot in response to 
vague or unfamiliar policy questions.   

A classic example of the first phenomenon is survey measurement of attitudes toward 
abortion.  Depending on how the question is framed, the number of those responding to a survey 
favoring the legal exercise of abortion can move from a substantial majority to a tiny minority 
(Westoff, Moore & Ryder 1969; Cook, Jelen & Wilcox 1992).  Another study revealed that the 
order in which two abortion questions were asked generated a 20% difference in levels of 
approval (Schuman, Presser & Ludwig 1981).   This is not an indication that individuals are 
careless or arbitrary about their responses, quite the contrary.  The context of an abortion is 
critically important in how people think about it.  When the health of the mother is at risk large 
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majorities favor the possibility of abortion.  When abortion is simply a matter of parental 
preference, large majorities oppose.  The abortion issue is not unique; most policy issues are 
subject to framing effects of various types which is, of course, a central topic of communication 
structure addressed elsewhere in this chapter. 

It is the nature of the human condition that individuals typically have a mixture of non-
opinions as well as some vaguely felt and some strongly felt opinions; that is not the problem.  
The problem is the way the routinely collected opinion data is treated in traditional media effects 
research designs.  The key distinction turns out to be the interpretation of random versus 
systematic measurement error.  Take, for example, an influential study by Larry Bartels 
published in 1993 entitled: “Message Received: The Political Impact of Media Exposure.”  
Bartels is one of the most sophisticated and thoughtful analysts of political communication 
actively working on these difficult issues, and a careful reading of his article reveals that he is 
very aware of the issues we are addressing here.  But he was unable to resist framing his analysis 
as a yet another counterpoint to the minimal effects hypothesis. 

Imagine you are one of the randomly selected respondents in the 1980 American National 
Election Study panel study on which Bartels’ analysis is based.  All the interviews in 1980 were 
still conducted in the gold standard tradition of an in-home, face-to-face interview.  Imagine the 
patient and pleasant interviewer sitting across from you has been asking you questions about the 
ongoing presidential election for the last 45 minutes including questions about candidate 
President Jimmy Carter, candidate Governor Ronald Reagan, independent candidate John 
Anderson, economic policy, energy policy and the Iran hostage crisis among numerous other 
policy questions.  Then the interviewer asks:  "How often do you watch the national network 
news on early evening TV-every evening, 3 or 4 times a week, once or twice a week, or less 
often?"   It is hard to remember exactly.  Sometimes you work late and miss the network news.  
Sometimes your son is watching reruns of Star Trek and cannot be dislodged.  But in this context 
it appears that, in part, the interviewer is asking you how interested you are in all this political 
stuff you have been discussing for the last 45 minutes.  If you are mildly embarrassed at not 
giving it much thought, you might volunteer something to the effect, “no, I don’t usually watch 
network news more than once a week.”  As Erving Goffman (1959) would explain, this would 
represent a consistent front-of-stage presentation of self to this courteous interviewer.  Or, in 
contrast, if you are proudly and attentively, say, the loyal Republican rank and file, you want to 
justify your opinions as informed, and since you can’t recall exactly how often you watch local 
or network news, you might volunteer that you watch almost every evening.  In other words, in 
the context of a political questionnaire the media exposure measure is also in part a measure of 
interest in politics.  So it is not surprising that this “media exposure” measure is associated with 
higher levels of political learning which is one of the main conclusions of Bartels’ analysis (even 
when for controlling for a other variables assessing demographics and political involvement).  
Furthermore, because there is also presumably some random measurement error in the 
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assessment of policy opinions, Bartels uses a sophisticated mathematical technique to elevate the 
estimates of media effect by correcting for random measurement error.  The question, not easily 
answered, is whether the systematic measurement error may outweigh the random measurement 
error and that the net “correction” required might be in the opposite direction. 

As noted above, Bartels is a very careful and able researcher, and he reviews but 
ultimately dismisses this issue in a footnote as follows. 

It is, of course, conceivable that [this measure of] media exposure could be correlated 
with unmeasured causes of opinion change even after controlling for party identification, 
age, race, and education. Unfortunately, there is no obvious way to address this 
remaining potential endogeneity, since any available instrument for media exposure 
might itself be a direct cause of opinion change. Fortunately, potential biases of this sort 
seem unlikely to be very important, at least if we interpret the estimated media exposure 
effects broadly (1993 283). 

The key in such analyses, of course, is making a defensible distinction between random 
and systematic measurement error.  For the record, we should note that we are in a position to 
make important strides forward on this question.  First, in an increasingly digital media world, 
we have much more accurate measures of media exposure that are both much more detailed 
about what is watched and read and no longer reliant of the often biased character of these self-
report measures.  Second, drawing on the important theorizing of Bartels’ then-colleague Marcus 
Prior, the field is paying much closer attention to the distinction between incidental media 
exposure (the TV was on while I prepared dinner) and purposeful exposure (I sat down to watch 
CNN) (Prior 2005, 2007). 

Before proceeding, it may be useful to point out another important lesson that can be 
drawn from the Bartels analysis.  Although the article’s title frames the study by use of the 
notation that the “message is received,” Bartels makes several important observations about the 
routine flow of mediated political communication and attitude change harking back to the very 
first studies of campaign communications conducted by the Columbia Sociologists in the 1940s:  
many have made up their minds, and most of the information communicated is not new or at 
variance from prior knowledge, so attitude-change effects in real-world political environments 
are rare.   Bartels concludes his article as follows: 

Attention to the effects of measurement error significantly increases the apparent impact 
of media exposure on opinion change in a presidential campaign setting. Nevertheless, to the 
extent that analysts focus upon observable opinion change over relatively short periods of time, 
the apparent effects of media exposure will often be modest in magnitude even when adjusted for 
the effects of measurement error not because the media cannot be persuasive but because 
opinions at the beginning of a typical presidential campaign are already strongly held and 
because media messages during the course of the campaign are, in any case, only occasionally 
sharply inconsistent with those preexisting opinions. By the logic of rational (Bayesian) opinion 
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change, only discrepant messages can produce observable change-and then only in direct 
proportion to the subjective uncertainty of preexisting opinions (1993 275). 

Furthermore, Bartels is focusing on meaningful political events duly reported in the 
political news coverage of 1980, so these are not media effects in the sense of a media framing or 
bias having an effect independent of actual political events.  It is true in this case as in virtually 
all real-world field research, as Bartels puts it at the outset of the piece – “It is usually impossible 
to distinguish the effects of the media themselves from the effects of the events they report” 
(1993 267). 

We have been reviewing how the difficulties and ambiguities of the process of survey 
research and the use of survey questions in experimental research complicate the process of 
drawing accurate conclusions about how communications processes work.  At its core, the 
problem is using polysemic communication processes to study polysemic communication.  It is a 
bit of a hall of mirrors and we make special note of this because here as throughout this book we 
draw attention to the prospect in the digital environment of assessing actual media behaviors 
(rather than remembered behaviors) and actual online behavioral responses to communicated 
messages (rather than remembered responses) all with due attention to the protection of personal 
privacy which has been characteristic as well of interviews, surveys and experiments over the 
years.   

One last metaphor, to emphasize the point.  Take as an example, the practice of 
psychological and psychiatric “talk therapy” for addressing personal problems.  There is an 
extensive literature that attempts to assess the success rate of this therapeutic practice (Shapiro & 
Shapiro 1982).  It is understandably difficult to find both a comparable control sample of those 
with identical pathologies who have and have not sought this common form of psychotherapy 
and an unambiguous measure of therapeutic success.  But since a fundamentally common 
problem that motivates therapy in the first place is the systematic propensity of the patient to 
misinterpret the communications and intensions of others, this becomes a special problem for the 
therapist to avoid having their communications and therapeutic intentions misinterpreted as well.  
In more philosophical terms this general problem may represent a variant of what Anthony 
Giddens has famously labeled the “double Hermeneutic” of the social sciences (Giddens 1984).  
If using communication to study communication is problematic, it is surprisingly rarely 
acknowledged in routine scholarship and in traditional research design (For an exception see: 
Krippendorff 1994) 

Methodological Fragmentation 
Two widely circulated anecdotes characterize the difficult state of the search for precision 

and validity in the systematic study of the structure of human communication – the stories of the 
drunkard and of the hammer.  In the first oft-told tale we confront the drunkard who has lost his 
keys and is searching without success under the lamppost.  In response to the query if had in fact 
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lost his keys there, he replies without missing a beat, that no, he lost them way over there but this 
is where light is better.  In the second narrative we confront a ten-year old (a boy, as the story is 
usually told) in possession of his first hammer.  The boy looks up smiling from his shinny new 
possession with the realization that just about everything within sight in the environment around 
him suddenly needs hammering. 

 A short survey or experiment, especially utilizing the handy captive audience of college 
sophomores, is hard to resist.  This is where the light is better.  But the external validity and even 
the internal validity of our capacity to measure attitudes and behaviors and responses to complex 
messages with precision is highly constrained for the many reasons we have been reviewing in 
the course of this chapter.  The academic incentive structure, however, and the capacity to 
successfully publish in field’s prestigious journals is likely to pull us back again and again to the 
familiar lamp post.  This is, as Kuhn has pointed out with powerful effect, what should be termed 
‘normal science’ – the routine application of established methods to well-accepted puzzles in 
each field of specialization.  Furthermore, as graduate students, most young scholars work 
effectively as apprentices with senior faculty who have likely perfected a particular variant of an 
experiment or survey or content analysis that will become the shiny hammer for the newly 
minted researcher.  Such patterns of professionalization are common enough in most fields of 
endeavor and there is certainly no intention here to derogate the professionals or the practice of 
professional training.  But it represents a particularly troubling problem for progress and 
accumulation of findings in the study of human communication.  Debates in the literatures tend 
to proceed within methodological stovepipes and only seldom across them.  It is a problem of 
methodological fragmentation.  Findings derived from variant methodologies are simply judged 
to be incommensurate and are routinely ignored.  It is not always the case but it is much too 
frequently the case. 

 My primary evidence for this observation is the collection of textbooks which are 
designed to address the issue of communication research methodology.  I may have missed a few 
but I have reviewed two dozen commonly cited communication research methods texts and 
roughly half of them simply devote separate chapters or book sections in turn to individual 
methodological approaches, typically surveys, experiments, content analysis and sometimes 
textual analysis and depth interviewing or participant observation (Anderson 2011; Berger 2000 
Bertamd & Hughes 2005; Bucy and Holbert 2010;  Priest 2009; Sparks 2010; Stempel & 
Westley 1989; Weerakkody 2008; Wimmer & Dominick 2010; Zhou & Sloan 2011).  Some texts 
focus on undergraduate students collecting research information from journals and libraries 
(Berger 2000; Rubin, Rubin & Haridakis 2009).  Some are straightforwardly edited collections 
of research reports and reviews (Bucy Holbert 2010; Hansen 2009; Singletary 1994).  Others 
focus on statistics or specialized qualitative methodologies (Hayes, Slater & Snyder 2008; 
Lindlof 1987; Lindlof & Taylor 2010; Monge & Cappella1980).  There is an occasional chapter 
attempting to draw the research output from these diverse perspectives into an integrated whole, 
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but such efforts are rare.  On the whole the message is to each his own hammer, and each 
methodological/epistemological specialty should, as it is said on Broadway: “stick to its own 
kind.” 

Rethinking the Fundamental Paradigm of Media Effects Research 
This chapter has thus far followed the classic structure of a narrative arc.  We introduced 

our protagonist – in this case not noble warrior of humble birth but a hopeful idea – the prospect 
that through thoughtful and structured measurement of human communication behavior we could 
better understand its structure and character and protect ourselves from its potential pathologies.  
Born of an urgent concern in the mid twentieth century to defend otherwise stable democracies 
from the distortions of high powered electronic propaganda, social scientists forged a new field 
of inquiry through the use of surveys, experiments and content analyses of the mass media.  The 
fundamental paradigm of analysis was simple – study the variation in exposure to the mass 
media messages and its potential correlation with the corresponding attitudes and behaviors these 
messages promote.  Then the plot thickens.  It turns out there are a series of methodological 
challenges that make what at first seems a simple task a nearly impossible one.  We organized 
our review of these villainous obstacles to our protagonist’s quest under our working concepts of 
profusion and polysemy to emphasize the unique difficulties of working with the phenomenon of 
human communication behavior.  The list is intimidatingly long and is summarized in Table 2.5.  

 The very phenomenon that attracts our attention to media effects in the first place and 
resonates so strongly with our intuition – the tidal volumes of professionally crafted messages in 
which we are immersed as citizens of the modern world turn out to constitute a critical 
impediment to systematic analysis.  Only an isolated and incomparable sliver of the population is 
not exposed.  Furthermore, because audiences are selective in their exposure to media and even 
more selective and differentiated in how they react to the complex and polysemic messages that 
swirl about, the notion of a singular persuasive “effect” represents a strikingly simplistic model.  
And further still, when we ask people to recall their media behaviors and interests, these very 
attitudes we wish to assess as “dependent variables” may bias their self-reports of what they like 
to watch and read and provide us only spurious indicators. 
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We are in a precarious position in this narrative arc.  We appear to be in need of a hero if 

not an entire heroic army to ride to the rescue.  And as some readers just may suspect, given at 
least a dozen not-so-subtle clues along the way, I have just such a Deus ex Machina in mind.  
The Latin phrase, literally “God from the machine,” is derived from the tradition of contrived 
plot resolution in ancient tragedy and comedy when an actor playing a God was lowered onto the 
stage by a crane to resolve the otherwise irresolvable.  And the machine I have in mind is the 
very digital technology that has been contributing to the most recent profusion – the ubiquitous 
Internet. 
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Let us return to the fundamental communication research paradigm we introduced at the 

beginning of the chapter.  Figure 2.4 replicates the original model and includes notations of how 
errors or biases or interpretations of survey questions in self-reported exposure measures may 
result in spurious conclusions about media effects.  We have every reason to believe that the 
error introduced is systematic error because attitudes and social position affect how people 
describe both their media behavior and their political behavior.  To date we have been forced to 
rely almost exclusively on these survey-based self-reports we have been unable to separate 
possible measurement error from actual behavior and actual attitudes.  Further because of the 
characteristic reliance on one-shot single survey measures we are unable to parse self-selection 
of exposure from possible effects of exposure – that requires over-time measurement (as 
depicted in Figure 2.2).  Comparisons using the broad media labels of television versus 
newspapers versus cinema etc. made it difficult to get a finer grain picture of the messages 
involved since there is such dramatic diversity within each traditional broadcast/publishing 
medium. 

This highly constrained and error-filled research paradigm, however, is no longer 
necessary in the new media environment.   The flow of mass communication -- virtually all of 
what we now associate with television, radio, books, movies, magazines, recordings and 
newsletters -- will ultimately be delivered electronically.  This is already largely true for younger 
audience members.  We are moving from newsprint and rabbit ears to laptops, ebook readers, 
iPads, iPods, smartphones and Internet-enabled video screens.  This digital flow leaves detailed 
digital footprints, so called “big data”.  The future of communication research is the analysis of 
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big data.  At the beginning of the digital age many (usually older) critics muttered that they 
would never trade in their treasured ink-on-paper medium to sit in front of an uncomfortable 
flickering screen.  But the distinctions between traditional and digital media are declining and 
many of the remaining distinctions favor the ease-of-use and flexible interactivity of digital 
storage and display. 

 
Table 2.6 presents several of the top-level attributes of conducting media research online 

making use of the very same technologies the audience members would normally use to read an 
editorial, Google a question of interest, write a blog essay, share a favorite news clipping or 
watch a movie.  Before proceeding, we pause to note that all of these measurement techniques 
need to be undertaken with the fully informed consent of the participants, with their right to 
withdraw as they wish made clear and with very careful attention to the protection of personal 
privacy.  All of these elements of privacy and personal control of personal information are 
routinely addressed in present-day experiments, surveys and observational studies and enforced 
by independent Institutional Review Boards federally required of academic and federally funded 
research institutions in the American context since the passage of the National Research Act of 
1974. 

Imagine the following scenarios.  Immediately following the downloading of a 
provocative news story a citizen fires off an email to their Congressional representative and 
immediately thereafter make a financial contribution of the representative’s rival in an upcoming 
election.  Or.   Following exposure to an online ad for a new beauty product, the viewer orders 
the product online.  Or.  Over a two-year period an individual becomes increasingly dependent 
on Fox news, drops subscriptions to less conservative news sources, and reports increasingly 
conservative views and voting intentions.  Or.  In a researcher-managed ongoing online political 
discussion group, it is demonstrated that the injection of verifiable factual information leads to 
more moderate views and deliberative discussion while parallel untreated control groups tend to 
spiral toward polarization.  Or.  It is demonstrated that after adventuring into heavily liberal or 
conservative news/talk environments for an extended periods, certain types of citizens tire of the 
advocacy and emotionality and find themselves returning to familiar main-stream media for the 
bulk of their media diet. 
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The use of online survey panels and online behavioral assessment do not proceed without 
serious difficulties of inference, representativeness, panel wear out, and whenever self-reports 
are involved, difficulties of recall, interpretation and occasional intentional misrepresentation.  
But because the medium of research is the same as the basic medium of communication in 
natural environments, the benefits are significant.  Manipulation of exposure in the experimental 
tradition is still possible.  With the consent of the subjects involved, numerous techniques are 
possible to systematically steer and filter the flow of information they are exposed to over time.  
For obvious reasons, most volunteers would not want to have what they see and hear in the 
media manipulated for decades, but it may well be possible for weeks and months and that is a 
significant step ahead of the standard thirty or forty minute experimental lab study – the 
cornerstone, indeed the gold standard of the experimental tradition. 

It may be recalled that the humanistic and critical traditions of communication 
scholarship have occasionally ventured out in the field to assess how typical viewers or readers 
were making sense of the mainstream media fare available to them.  One of the most prominent 
and widely cited of these exercises was the Nationwide study series conducted by David Morley 
and Charlotta Brunsdon in the late 1970s.  Nationwide was a popular current affairs magazine 
program broadcast weekdays from 6.00 to 7.00 pm on BBC1 and the research team managed to 
arrange showings of two broadcasts in mostly adult educational settings with 29 small viewing 
groups (3 to 13 participants) in London and the midlands who would discuss the program in an 
unstructured format following the viewing (Morley & Brunsdon 1978, 1999; Morley 1992).  
Because of the costs and difficulty of the enterprise such empirical explorations of what viewers 
are thinking as they are viewing are extremely rare (see also Neuman 1982).  Nowadays, 
however, most popular programming has multiple naturally occurring online discussion groups 
full of speculation about plot twists, character motives and, of course, “what it all means.”  Such 
a rich source of audience reaction can be supplemented with researcher-driven and more 
representative samples of viewers (rather than the high-energy fan base which dominates the 
discussion boards) and include specific queries on how individuals are reacting to the complex 
flow of narrative twists and turns as well as the framing of news and public affairs. 

For the last fifty years researchers have been watching TV and reading newspapers and 
magazines with a clipboard in hand and a detailed codebook for a rigorous content analysis of 
media messages for the purposes of description and of characterizing the themes of the dominant 
media fare.  Analyzing text quantitatively and qualitatively with an interpretive flair has been an 
area where humanistic and social scientific traditions have overlapped somewhat.  It is not yet 
clear, but a question at hand it whether we have finally reached the stage where automated 
content analysis can approach human-coded analysis in its sophistication, reliability and validity.  
One group that systematically codes the flow of news around the world (mediatenor.com)      
continues to rely exclusively on a small army of extensively trained human coders rather than 
computer-based coding so it may be some time yet.  This research group has every incentive to 
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automate the process.  But since their financial bottom line depends in large measure on the 
accuracy of the subtle evaluative story-framing over time, they have not yet abandoned their 
human coders with clipboards.  In any case, with the extensive archiving of online content 
underway, it is increasingly practical to review and re-review content for a mix of automated and 
human-based exercises in tracking message trends and the linkages of those trends to attitudinal 
and behavioral responses among those actually exposed. 

Clearly a great deal remains to be done.  But the prospects for a fundamentally fresh 
approach to the systematic measurement of the flows and structure of electronically mediated 
communication are clearly very promising.  If Thomas Kuhn’s skeptical views about the inertia 
of scientific research practices among older researchers is sound, it may be up to a new 
generation of researchers to fully explore these options, hopefully with the encouragement and 
hard-earned experience of their elders.  So we cannot conclude our narrative arc with our 
protagonist, sword raised triumphantly and standing astride the vanquished evil-doer.  This is a 
report on evolving research in practice.  Our narrative is perhaps more akin to structure of 
episodic television.  Our conclusion is simply – stay tuned. 
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Chapter 3   The Paradox of Profusion 

 
 
 

My core proposition is this: A major feature of the affluent, technological and open society is 
that it exposes its members to an overload of attractive stimuli.  The psychosocial effects of both 
the stimulus surfeit per se, the resulting conflicts and failure of their successful resolution are 

serious and widespread. It is postulated that these consequences are most far-reaching for 
contemporary youth and contribute to the alienation, unrest, and confusion which is common 

among them.  
Z. J. Lipowski (1971) 

 
A wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.   

Herbert Simon (1973) 
 

 For a term that sounds as if so technically exact, information overload  
is a strangely elusive concept.    

Jay Blumler (1980) 
 

In our ironic twentieth-century version of Gresham’s law, information 
 tends to drive knowledge out of circulation    

Daniel Boorstin (1989) 
 

There is no such thing as information overload… Blaming a medium or its creators for changing 
our minds and habits is like blaming food for making us fat.… There has always been more 

human knowledge and experience than any one human could absorb. It’s not the total amount of 
information, but your information habit that is pushing you to whatever extreme you find 

uncomfortable.   
Clay Johnson (2011) 
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In this chapter we confront the issue of information abundance.  Information is generally 
a good thing.  Abundance would seem to be a good thing.  Is there a problem, a paradox? 

I’m going to argue that there are several paradoxes associated with the electronically 
mediated profusion of information (and, of course, also an abundance of misinformation) that 
characterizes the modern era and that both the working conceptions of information profusion and 
information overload generally used in scholarship and in journalistic and policy debate are 
strikingly simplistic, unquestioned and under theorized.  In the previous chapter we addressed 
the special difficulties that the sheer volume of communication generates for measurement and 
inference from data collected “at the margin”.  Here we address a set of issues and arguments 
about profusion that may strike the reader as self-contradictory and accordingly paradoxical.  So, 
at the outset, let me outline path ahead.   

Problem number one:  the profusion of information and the explosive expansion of its 
movement among humans and machines surprisingly has drawn relatively little attention within 
the field of communication research.  Profusion is a given – a non-problematic, taken-for-granted 
and self-evident fact.  Although communication researchers have frequently obsessed over the 
impact of a particular communication medium such as radio, television, video games and 
networked computers, the broader issue of the overall quantity of the symbolic flow has only 
infrequently attracted the systematic attention of the research community.  My view is that that is 
an important oversight.  As a result, an initial task is to try to draw attention to, to theorize and 
problematize the broader issue of the quantities of symbolic flows.   

Problem number two: when scholars have addressed the profusion issue, the guiding 
theoretical trope is typically the notion of “information overload” most often framed as some sort 
of psychological pathology.  So my task is complicated.  While attempting to draw attention to 
an issue I’m arguing that the way the issue is typically framed is actually something of a red 
herring.  This is especially difficult because the notion of being overloaded by information is 
journalistically powerful, intuitively satisfying and in strong resonance with many personal 
experiences. 

Problem number three: the normative issues of maintaining a free and open public sphere 
without censorship in the industrial era of push media were relatively straightforward.  Elite 
censorship can be documented and condemned relatively straightforwardly.  But the more subtle 
forms of hegemonic, commercial or institutional influence on the attentional agenda which may 
submerge and minimize critical views in the age of information abundance are much more 
difficult to identify and address.  If a presidential aide persuades the head of a television network 
to deep six a story, we have a scandal.  If Google’s complex attentional algorithms bury a story 
and effectively hide it from public view, we have a problem even Google’s engineers may not 
fully understand, let alone the public at large. 
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We will turn first to the available data that characterizes the phenomenon of profusion, 
the underlying historical trends, and what we know thus far about the human response to an 
overwhelmingly rich information environment. 

Throughout this chapter we will be moving back and forth between the individual level, 
that is the cognitive psychology of information processing, and the social/cultural/organizational 
level of collective structures designed to deal with these tidal information flows.  This chapter 
has a singular conclusion in responding to these various paradoxes associated with the very real 
information explosion, an answer, a punch line.  In most formats the punch line is saved until the 
very end, the answer to who done it, the punch line of the joke.  But in the organization of 
effective scholarly prose, to which this chapter aspires, the logic is reversed.  One starts with 
presenting the proposition or hypothesis to the reader and then reviews the relevant evidence and 
remaining unresolved mysteries for the readers due consideration.  So here goes. 

Is information profusion a significant problem meriting sustained attention and research?  
Yes, indeed.  With the exponential growth of information the phenomenon of losing information 
as captured in the familiar phrase “a needle in a haystack” becomes better described as losing a 
specific needle in a hay-stack sized mountain of needles.  The solution to the problem is not less 
information it is more structure, as reflected in the title of this book – The Structure of 
Communication.  The power of the haystack analogy is that the proverbial hay stack is an 
unstructured and unorganized pile and the needle could be anywhere.  If the hay were neatly 
arrayed and organized laid out in parallel, stalk by stalk from shortest to the longest, one could 
probably spot the needle right away over at the short end of the array. 

This talk of haystacks may strike the reader as simplistic and unserious, but I am going to 
argue otherwise.  My reasoning is as follows.  Information is rarely neutral.  What one person 
would like everybody to know another will find, threatening, unsettling, libelous or 
blasphemous.  In simpler times, especially before the expansion of the printing press, unwanted 
information was censored and unwanted speakers were hanged or burned at the stake.  In the 
modern age, unwanted information is buried in an informational haystack of irrelevancies or 
contradictions.    As polymath Herbert Simon is quoted in the frontispiece of this chapter “A 
wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”  What is more likely in simply “burying” 
information in the battle for attention among opposing interested parties is a systematic bias in 
the labeling and structuring of information.  This becomes the battleground in a pull-media 
public sphere – moving potentially significant information from the first page in response to a 
Google search to the 100th page means it will in all likelihood not be seen, a very powerful 
haystack indeed.  In an attempt to maintain an open marketplace of ideas, the conflict will center 
not on the existence of information but its structure and accessibility in the profusion. 

The Harvard Business School is particularly noted for its “Case Method” of instruction.  
The students are challenged by case books of notorious length and complexity about a particular 
problem typically faced by business executives.  Without exception the case books contain 
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extensive material that is irrelevant and often material that is intentionally incorrect or 
misleading.  The reasoning, of course, is that that is what business executives face in the real 
world when colleagues and competitors have strong motivations to mislead and misrepresent.  
The “A”s go to the students who most quickly and successfully filter out the irrelevancies and 
get to the heart of the matter.  Perhaps more of higher education in the information age should 
pursue similar techniques of pedagogy.   

There is an engaging anecdote that may or may not have been scientifically verified, but 
makes an important point nonetheless.  It goes like this.  If you put a frog in boiling water, it 
immediately reacts and jumps out.  If you put a frog in lukewarm water and very gradually warm 
it to boiling the frog just sits there until its ultimate and unfortunate demise.  The point, of 
course, is that gradual change is hard to detect and appropriate reaction may be delayed well 
beyond the point that it is too late. 

This insight has been highlighted powerfully by Daniel Bell.  In his introduction to the 
English translation of Nora and Minc’s seminal 1980 review of the impact of computers on 
society he notes: 

It is a rare moment in cultural history when we can self-consciously 
witness a large-scale social transformation (as distinct from a revolution). Few 
persons realized, when the industrial revolution was beginning, the import of 
what was taking place. The term itself was coined only a hundred years after the 
start of the process, by Arnold Toynbee, in 1884, when he gave a set of lectures 
retrospectively viewing the era that he called "The Industrial Revolution." Today, 
with our 'greater sensitivity to social consequences and to the future-indeed, with 
a readiness to hail any new gadget (conditioned as we are by science fiction) as 
the magic wand of social change-we are more alert to the possible imports of 
technological and organizational change; and this is all to the good, for to the 
extent that we are that sensitive, we can try and estimate the consequences and 
decide which policies we should choose, consonant with the values we have, in 
order to shape, accept, or even reject the alternative futures that are available to 
us.(Bell in Nora & Minc 1980)

 

The observation is poignant for at least two reasons.  First, in this volume we are 
examining the implications of the information revolution and it appears to be increasingly likely 
that the social transformations are fully as significant as the industrial revolution that preceded it.  
How ironic that a comprehensive concept like the “industrial revolution” only came into 
common use a century into its historical progression.  We are prone to proclaim that such a lag in 
recognition certainly could not be the case this time.  Books and studies of informatization (or as 
Nora and Minc put it more felicitously telematque) number in the thousands.  We argue here, 
however, that we may not yet fully understand the magnitude of this technical revolution.  
Second, Bell makes the important point that the better we understand these developments, the 
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better we can derive policy and architect information structures to serve collective goals.  Our 
strategy here, as throughout most of this book, is to explore these dynamics at both the individual 
and the social level.   

Information Overload

The notion of information overload draws our attention to the individual and 
psychological level of dealing with informational abundance.  It would appear that we all have 
memories of frustrating experiences we have interpreted as some sort of information overload so 
we are suckers for journalistic accounts that string anecdotes together with a selective summary 
of a few laboratory experiments that explain what is afoot and, importantly, that it is not our 
fault.  The newspaper headlines and book titles are revealing.  The New York Times 2010 series 
entitled “Your Brain on Computers” drew your distracted attention with the following 
headlines— 

Growing Up Digital, Wired for Distraction 

Digital Devices Deprive Brain of Needed Downtime 

An Ugly Toll of Technology: Impatience and Forgetfulness 

More Americans Sense a Downside to an Always Plugged-In Existence 

Hooked on Gadgets, and Paying a Mental Price 

While at your local bookstore the following book titles beckon – 

The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains 

Media Unlimited: How the Torrent of Images and Sounds Overwhelms Our Lives 

iBrain: surviving the technological alteration of the modern mind 

Data Smog : Surviving the Information Glut 

Distracted: The Erosion of Attention and the Coming Dark Age 

Yes, the Coming Dark Age.  One wonders whether these book titles are the work of the 
authors or whether the publishers of such popular and self-help style volumes have a special 
office of title-writing stylists who dream up these dire threats.  As a result of an abundance of 
activity in this little corner of the world of journalism and book publishing, I find myself in the 
curious position of trying to sort, filter, interpret and make sense of this overload of commentary 
on overload.  I’m with Jay Blumler who now three decades ago expressed some frustration with 
the dire predictions and selective exaggerations.
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For a term that sounds as if so technically exact, ‘information overload' is a strangely 
elusive concept, to which my own reactions are quite mixed and ambivalent. On the one 
hand, I applaud its broadly humanitarian thrust. References to 'overload' are welcome 
cries of sympathy for the supposedly beleaguered, overburdened and bewildered receiver 
of too much unsatisfying data. It is a curious fact, however, that we really do not know 
whether many audience members see themselves in this light and therefore truly deserve 
our expressions of sympathy...perhaps we should be trying to put that hypothesis to 
empirical test by developing ways of monitoring the more negative reactions of audiences 
to major information sources in the modern world.   On the other hand, the concept of 
'information overload' is open to much abuse..Some writers on this topic vastly over-
extend its focus of concern, treating 'overload' as rather like nuclear reactors that have 
got out of control, pouring out masses of data that pollute every corner of the 
environment and causing or exacerbating a very wide range of social problems…when 
'information overload' is so indiscriminately caught up in such a mood of weltschmerz, 
all possibility of using the term precisely is hopelessly lost.  (Blumler 1980 229)

 

It turns out there are three distinct subgenres in this domain.  One variety focuses on the 
information environment itself, documenting, as we do here, the exponential growth of 
information.  Todd Gitlin’s Media Unlimited (2002), cited earlier and David Shenk’s Data 
Smog: Surviving the Information Glut (1998) fall into this category.  The second variety focuses 
on the psychological burdens of extended opportunities for choice in daily life, noting, for 
example the burdens of negotiating a supermarket isle featuring 85 different brands of crackers 
and 285 varieties of cookies.  Sheena Iyengar’s The Art of Choosing (2010) and Barry 
Schwartz’s The Paradox of Choice: Why More is Less (2004) represent bestsellers in that 
category.  The third variant, my personal favorite, focuses on the impact of the information 
environment  -- typically characterized as ‘the Internet’ or simply ‘Google’ on the human brain.  
Small & Vorgan titled their volume published in 2008: iBrain: Surviving the Technological 
Alteration of The Modern Mind.  Nicholas Carr chose:  The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing 
to Our Brains (2010) as his book-length follow up to his 2008 Atlantic article “Is Google 
Making Us Stupid?” 

The drill in these books seems to be about 200 pages of handwringing and angst about 
information overload emphasizing oceanic metaphors of tidal waves and torrents followed by 
about 50 pages of “how to” tips on time management and getting organized.  My take on the 
your-brain-on computers literature is that these popular authors have read the literature on 
neuroplasticity and basically got it backwards.  Neuroplasticity is a general term for the 
spectacular adaptability of the human brain.   It was originally thought that only certain parts of 
the cerebral cortex were particularly adaptive and that it was typically limited to children whose 
brains were still developing.  But recent advances in neuroscience reveal that virtually all 
sections of the brain are highly plastic and that the malleability of the brain to literally change its 
physiology as a function of experience extends through adulthood (Buonomano &Merzenich 
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1998).  As a result, our intrepid journalists cite studies that demonstrate that extensive use of 
computers and computer games has measureable effects on brain functioning.  For example, Carr 
reviewing Gary Small et al, (2009). "Your Brain on Google: Patterns of Cerebral Activation 
During Internet Searching." From American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry: 

The most remarkable part of the experiment came when the tests were repeated six days 
later. In the interim, the researchers had the novices spend an hour a day online, 
searching the Net. The new scans revealed that the area in their prefrontal cortex that 
had been largely dormant now showed extensive activity—just like the activity in the 
brains of the veteran surfers. “After just five days of practice, the exact same neural 
circuitry in the front part of the brain became active in the Internet-naïve subjects,” 
reports Small. “Five hours on the Internet, and the naïve subjects had already rewired 
their brains.” He goes on to ask, “If our brains are so sensitive to just an hour a day of 
computer exposure, what happens when we spend more time [online]?” (Carr 2010 121) 

The original study, it turns out, was actually quite positive about the cognitive benefits of 
this form of cognitive stimulation.  The press release accompanying the study for example used 
the headline: ”UCLA Study Finds That Searching the Internet Increases Brain Function.”  The 
trick in making it sound like information overload leads to permanent brain damage is to ignore 
the fact that ongoing plasticity of the brain will respond as well to whatever tasks are next 
undertaken, so read a little Shakespeare and listen to some Mozart after Googling and the brain is 
accordingly modestly rewired anew.  For more detail interested readers should consult the book 
on this topic by a real neuroscientist Torkel Klingberg, The Overflowing Brain: Information 
Overload and the Limits of Working Memory, Oxford University Press (2009) which makes the 
case clearly and fairly. 

For me the real fascination in the brain-on-computers genre is its inherent believability 
and popularity.  New York Times reporter Matt Richtel reports that his series of articles on 
information overload was especially popular and, ironically, forwarded by many emailers. 
bloggers and twitterers (Richtel 2011).  One could argue that this is the inevitable digital 
extension of the mechanical rhythms of the industrial revolution and the frustrations of time 
management and multiple obligations of modern life make for a sympathetic audience that takes 
some comfort in being told these are evil forces and such circumstances are not the readers’ 
fault. 

My reading of this frustratingly inchoate literature leads to the conclusion that within the 
technical studies and between the breathless observations of the popularizers there are in fact 
four underlying thematics as summarized in Table 3.1.    Iconic examples of information 
overload dynamics usually involve a fighter pilot or perhaps a battlefield commander.  
Somewhat less frequently a surgeon in a high-tech operating room or a bond trader in front of 
multiple screens might be typified.  Such exemplars illustrate the central importance of 
dimensions 1 and 2 above.  Military and medical decisions are often 
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Table 3. 1 
Dimensions of “Information Overload” 

 

matters of life and death and typically as well made under time pressures often measured in 
seconds rather than hours of days.  In the financial case the time pressures are equivalent and the 
importance of the decision is measured monetarily.  So the emphasis on “amount of information” 
in the typical treatment of this concept may be a bit misleading – the key issues are time 
constraint and time constrained decision making.  In the light of that observation we can step 
back and make note that the typical web browsing and information seeking online is rarely time 
constrained, and rarely requires critical decision making.  There are exceptions, of course – eBay 
auction participation, online games and contests, perhaps online gambling.  But online reading is 
more like the reading of paper-based newspapers, magazines and books or like television 
viewing.  On the issue of a vast variety of websites or video streams from which to choose, as we 
shall see below, the verdict is in.  People value the choice and are not overwhelmed by the 
quantities involved.  Of the 500 channels on digital cable, the typical viewer has personalized 
their remote control to display typically about a dozen favorites watched most regularly.  When 
Google reports it has found possible websites responsive to your query measured in the hundreds 
of thousands, search engine users do not faint at the thought.  In fact they rarely search beyond 
the first page of matches displayed.  Not a problem.  Thinking back to the industrial age public 
library with many thousands of volumes and a card catalog, nobody fainted then either at the 
prospects of more information resources than they could possibly consult.  And, of course, the 
card catalog and the search engine identify the central importance of the third dimension in this 
domain – the extent to which information is structured and the extent to which the structuring is 
responsive to the information seekers interests.  Card catalogs worked, but not very well as they 
were limited to author, title and a simplified topical list – U.S. History – Post Civil War – not 

Dimension Underlying Dynamic 

1) Time Sensitivity A key element is the perception of “overload” is the time 
constraints on reviewing available information 

2) Decision Requirement Related to time sensitivity is the time constrained need to 
make a decision, especially critical decisions 

3) Structure of Information The “amount” of information may be less critical than the 
extent to which the information is structured permitting the 
observer to retrieve what is judged to be relevant 

4) Quality of Information Many grievances about ‘information overload” turn out to 
actually concern the quality of information or the information 
variate of the engineering concept of signal to noise ratio  
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terribly helpful.  But the characteristic of the digital age, is extensive structuring, labeling and 
classifying information.  Google Books, for example, famously permits full text search of tens of 
millions of volumes.  Recommendation systems make is possible for individuals to benefit from 
the opinions, judgments and descriptors of like-minded seekers. 

Finally there is the issue of information quality.  The recurrent fear in this literature is the 
needle-in-a-haystack notion that the irrelevancies will obscure what is important.  Making it 
easier for the “unqualified” as well as the “qualified” to comment and opine may indeed in some 
sense lower the signal-to-noise ratio, but on that two comments.  First, people coming to an issue 
anew may provide fresh perspectives.  Diversity of perspectives in decision making is a point 
emphasized by system theorists like Scott Page (2007) and psychologists such as Philip Tetlock 
(2005).  Second, the structuring, evaluating and labeling of digital information noted above 
makes a big difference in managing the quantities of information typically available online.  So 
our review of all this ceremony about overload lead us, one more time, to a paradoxical 
conclusion – the increased quantities of information are indeed significant but the problem is not 
“information overload.”  Such a terminology represents something of a red herring and perhaps a 
distraction from more important questions.  Key issues revolve around accurate and responsive 
systems for labeling and categorizing information that are responsive to human needs, providing 
access for the full citizenry to benefit with minimal distortions from marketplace profiteering and 
manipulation of scarcity and minimal distortions from self-protective state institutions.  In later 
chapters we will address questions of intellectual property law, state censorship and the 
economics of niche markets and long tails which I argue are indeed critically important potential 
gate keepers which will require ongoing attention and further analysis, rather than the endless 
handwringing over potentially disoriented web surfers. 

That said, research at the individual level informed by advanced psychological theory 
designed to optimize the human capacity to locate and utilize information is certainly 
appropriately included in the research agenda.  Some strands of research will address matters of 
user interface design, navigation and database structuring (Nielsen 2000; Nielsen & Pernice 
2010).  Other strands focus on user attitudes and skills (Hargittai 2002; 2003).   

A few more brief comments on information overload and cognitive capacity issues before 
turning to the Information Society literature.  In reviewing these literatures I came across a 
thoughtful review and informal meta-analysis of the overload literature by two Swiss 
management professors (Eppler & Mengis 2004).  Management Information Systems (MIS) is a 
active and growing field in business education and these researchers searched the online journals 
titles and abstracts for the keywords: information overload, information load, cognitive overload, 
and cognitive load, which resulted in over 500 retrieved articles.  That struck them as a bit 
unwieldly so they filtered by more recent publication and several other criteria to reduce the 
sample to just under 100.  Then they proceeded to clearly and thoughtfully summarize the 
findings in terms of causes, symptoms and countermeasures for overload problems.  It would 
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appear that the irony had escaped them.  In fact they had themselves confronted a bit of an 
overload problem and simply filtered and organized the information at hand to get the job done 
apparently with such modest effort that they did not even take note. 

We actually know a few rather specific facts about the human capacities for cognitive 
load.  I am referring to what is something of a classic paper in psychology – George Miller’s 
1956 paper The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two:  Some Limits on Our Capacity for 
Processing Information.  Miller finds remarkably in study after study that the human brain has, 
obviously enough, a finite capacity for holding separate entities in mind simultaneously.  As the 
paper title proclaims the number turns out to be seven or very close to seven.  It varies some by 
individuals and by domains of psychophysical discrimination.  The paper is understandably 
famous for celebrating the magic number, something akin to the psychological equivalent of the 
mathematical constant pi.  But, in my view, the central insight of the paper is less about magic 
numbers and more about what human’s instinctively do when they find themselves confronting a 
number of dimensions of consideration greater than seven.  What do we do?  We chunk.  (This is 
Miller’s evocative vocabulary.)  We cluster similar considerations in chunks so that what would 
have been a dozen evaluations is meaningfully reduced to seven or fewer.  The process of 
chunking, of course, involves abstraction – that uniquely and importantly human cognitive trait.  
It is how we naturally and often without self awareness deal with what otherwise would have 
been information overload, indeed as we noted above with the two Swiss management 
professors. 

One final, and I believe, critically important addition to this literature.  This insight draws 
on the work of Herbert A. Simon who pioneered research in such diverse fields as cognitive 
psychology, computer science, artificial intelligence, information processing, decision-making, 
attention economics, organization theory, and complex systems.  I am referring to what might be 
termed the other evolved human trait for dealing what would otherwise be information overload 
– the trait of satisficing (Simon 1956).  The term was coined by Herbert Simon in the 1950s, a 
portmanteau of “satisfy” and “suffice” which refers to the fact that humans only very rarely 
maximize the amount of potentially relevant information in making decisions.  They satisfice.  
They instinctively calculate at the margin, whether collecting and evaluating further information 
justifies the effort. 

In the beginning pages of this volume we noted the curiously self assured proclamations 
of the 19th century Belgian doctors who warned that humans were simply not capable of viewing 
the passing scenery now that trains were traveling at the unprecedented speeds of over 20 miles 
an hour.  What they failed to fully appreciate is that even when an individual is standing still, the 
human sensory apparatus generates hundreds of thousands of bits of sensory information only a 
tiny fraction of which reach the level of conscious cognitive processing (Zimmerman 1989).   
When sensory input does reach the level of conscious processing Miller’s “chunking” and 
Simon’s “satisficing” go a good distance at the individual level in taming the information tide.  
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But humans are social animals and also fabricators.  So in the balance of this chapter we will 
shift to the social and cultural levels of social analysis to explore how social and technical 
networks and mechanisms respond to information profusion. 

The Information Society   
The concept of “The Information Society” has several interesting properties.  The 

terminology (and several closely related cognates) have been around for a while.  This 
vocabulary first came into use in the 1960s when Princeton economist Fritz Machlup published 
some path breaking work demonstrating how the information processing and service sectors of 
the economy were growing dramatically as agriculture and manufacturing were declining 
(Machlup 1962). These notions were picked up and popularized by business guru Peter Drucker 
(1969) and later futurist Alvin Toffler (1980).   The most thoughtful and provoking work of this 
era was Daniel Bell’s The Coming of Post-Industrial Society published in 1973.  Related 
terminologies included “the knowledge society, “the network society,” “the information 
revolution,” and “the control revolution.”  What is interesting and frustrating about this by now 
vast literature is its shallowness, elusiveness and the absence of a theory, puzzle to solve or 
methodology to guide future research.  It is rather curious.  Scholars actively publishing in the 
field are often deeply ambivalent and some even hostile to the notion as an organizing 
intellectual framework.  Take, for example, English sociologist Frank Webster who in addition to 
editing the Information Society Reader (2004) has published now three editions (most recently 
2008) of Theories of the Information Society in which notes that by use of such a concept 
“people were marshalling yet another grandiose term to identify the germane features of our 
time. But simultaneously thinkers were remarkably divergent in their interpretations of what 
form this information took, why it was central to our present systems, and how it was affecting 
social, economic and political relationships” (2008 2).  Toward the end of this, now his third 
edition, he concludes “I am convinced that a focus on information trends is vital to understand 
the character of the world today, though most information society scenarios are of little help in 
this exercise” (2008 263). 

I have become convinced that like the related notion of post modernism, “the information 
society,” although it need not be, is something of a neutral and mostly empty vessel that is used 
to signal that issues should be addressed historically.  Further, and importantly, it has evolved 
into a conceptual Rorschach test that draws out an analyst’s views on two fundamental 
dimensions of social analysis as illustrated in Table 3.2. 

 

 

 

 



Ch 3  --124 

 

Table 3.2 
The Structure of the Information Society Literature 

 

The table attempts to array some exemplars in the literature along two dimensions.  The 
horizontal dimension contrasts an emphasis on social and economic change wrought by 
developments in information technology versus historical continuity particularly in elite-driven 
politics.  The vertical dimension contrasts a normative perspective of enthusiasm and optimism 
versus pessimism and concern.  A quick perusal of the table reveals that the dimensions appear 
to be correlated as by far the most exemplars can be found in the upper left and lower right 
quadrants.  It makes sense.  The upper left is populated by technically oriented analysts who are 
not terribly displeased with the day-to-day workings of the capitalist system and their scenarios 
of change depict increased efficiencies and productivities.  The lower right quadrant, in contrast, 
is populated largely by men and women of the political left who are openly sarcastic about such 
scenarios and warn gravely of how capitalist elites will utilize these technologies to strengthen 
their political power and cultural dominance.  The neutral category in this typology identifies 
major works that a primarily descriptive of economic, behavioral or technical change or focus on 
technical issues about the measurement of the information economy.  The Beniger study is an 
exception.  His widely cited study uses the terminology “the control revolution” and he makes 
the case that the dramatic growth of information and control technologies was initiated 50-80 
years earlier than commonly thought and was necessitated by the demands of the industrial 
revolution, notably electronic timing and switching technologies to keep the shiny new trains 
from crashing into each other, primarily as a result of human error.  Typical of the lower right 
quadrant critically emphasizing continuity is Michael Traber’s opening salvo in The Myth of the 
Information Revolution (1986): 

 

All this has far-reaching consequences, but not in the direction of human emancipation 
and liberation, or of improving the quality of life for ordinary people. If anything, the 
communication revolution is turning out to be an exercise in consolidating the military, 
economic and political powers of the elite. (Traber 1986 3) 

 

 Emphasize Change Emphasize Continuity 
Postive Emphasis Bell (1973), Tofler (1980), Drucker 

(1969), Masuda (1980), Negroponte 
(1995), Gilder (1989)  

Cohen-Zyzman (1987) 

Neutral Machlup (1962), Porat (1977), 
Dordick-Wang (1993), Pool (1983), 
Price (1963), Van Dijk (1999) 

Beniger (1986) 

Critical Emphasis Nora-Minc (1980) Traber (1986), Fuchs (2008), 
Murdoch-Golding (1989), 
McChesney-Wood-Foster (1997), 
Mattelart (2003), Schiller (2000), 
Mosco (2005), Mansell (2009) 
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Contrast such considered pessimism with (from the upper left quadrant) Yoneji Masuda’s 
heady scenario of what he calls “Computopia” a portmanteau of computer and utopia. 

The information society that will emerge from the computer communications revolution 
will be a society that actually moves toward a universal society of plenty.  The most 
important point I would make is that the information society will function around the axis 
of information values rather than material values… Thus, if industrial society is a society 
in which people have affluent material consumption, the information society will be a 
society in which the cognitive creativity of individuals flourishes throughout society. And 
if the highest stage of industrial society is the high mass consumption society, then the 
highest stage of the information society will be the globalfuturization society, a vision 
that greatly expands and develops [Adam] Smith's vision of a universal opulent society; 
this is what I mean by 'Computopia'.(1980 147) 

An alert reader may have noted a prominent omission from our informal analysis of 
exemplars of the information society literature – the multi-volume works of the widely cited 
sociologist Manuel Castells (1996, 1997, 1998, 2004, and 2009) focusing on, in his vocabulary, 
“the network society.”  The reason we set Castells apart is that, to his enduring credit, his richly 
theoretical analysis is not easily captured by any of the four quadrants.  He emphasizes change 
and even celebrates the distinctive qualities of the evolving technical environment.  His 
provocative if slightly elusive concepts of “timeless time,” “space of flows,” “mass self-
communication” and the polarity of the “net versus the self” each speak of the unique character 
of our age.  But his analysis is deeply grounded in political continuities of social identity, social 
movements, the evolving dynamics of the public sphere and both the strengths and weaknesses 
of capitalist institutions.  In other words, Castells is engaging in an enterprise quite similar to our 
own aspirations in this volume – to empirically examine the relationships between each of the 
dimensions of technical change and the corresponding possible social, political, economic and 
cultural changes that may result.  And the exercise is based on the same fundamental sociological 
questions about inequality, political engagement, social identity, polarization, fragmentation and 
pluralism that have engaged social scientists since Marx, Weber and Durkheim first tried to 
make sense of the onset of industrial capitalism.  Such an enterprise cannot be characterized as 
either optimistic or pessimistic because the ramifications of technical change, first, will likely 
result in a mix of positive and negative effects, and second, will hopefully, when better 
understood, be subject to appropriate and intelligent collective intervention.   

What strikes me as particularly interesting is that the information society literature so 
consistently ignores its many structural connections and contrasts with the mass society literature 
that preceded it.  It is in my view unfortunate, but it helps to explain some of the theoretical 
thinness of work on the information society.  A few of the information society theorists, notably 
Bell, Beniger, Rogers and Castells make a point of connecting and contrasting these two 
traditions.  My sense of the mass society literature is that the central questions were never really 
resolved successfully and that the attention of social scientists just gradually turned to a variety  
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Table 3.3  
The Mass Society Meets the Information Society 

 

 

 Mass Society Literature Information Society Literature 

Period of prominence 1890-1960 1960-current 

Key theorists Toinnies, Durkheim, Park, Fromm, 
Riesman, Arendt, Bell, Lipset, 
Kornhauser, Putnam 

Machlup, Porat, Bell, Masuda, Pool, 
Beniger, Mansell, Castells, van Djik, 
Fuchs  

Key theses: Usually framed as highly 
problematic and dire 

Most often framed as an unsolved 
puzzle 

   Household Decline of family life - nuclear 
family replaces the extended family, 
family members spend less time 
together, children attend large, 
centralized, anomic school systems, 
working mothers may be absent, 
television watching replaces family 
conversation 

A central but unanswered research 
question – will growth of mobile and 
social media potentially strengthen 
or weaken bonds among family (and 
extended family) members 

   Occupations Alienating workplace - mobility 
from job to job and isolating work 
conditions in large organizations 
makes both the workplace and work 
associates less important to the 
individual 

Shift from manufacturing to 
information processing and service 
sector work, impact on workplace 
alienation and economic inequities 
unclear, critical theorists very 
skeptical of improvements 

   Geography Decline of local community -
urbanization and suburbanization 
replaces small town and gives 
residents little sense of community 

Increasing significance of 
globalization, potential weakening 
of nation state and growth of 
networked global corporations and 
non-profits, a mix of positive 
developments and new problems 

Identity Weakening of religious and ethnic 
ties – local religious institutions 
become less important, over time 
ethnic communities blur into a 
massified urban landscape 

A central puzzle of information 
society – will evolving media 
reinforce polarization, 
fragmentation; will globalization 
lead to a clash of civilizations 

    Group life Decline of participation in voluntary 
associations 

Will new media environment 
reinforce or further impoverish 
group life and voluntary associations 

Communication  Direct and unfiltered exposure to 
propaganda -- Anomic individuals 
may find comfort in the pseudo 
authority and pseudo community of 
the mass media 

Focus on overly powerful central 
media institutions shifts to expanded 
diversity and possibly fragmented, 
chaotic and polarized information 
environment 
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of other questions which had a fresher character and engaged new methodologies and data.  As 
Table 3.3 suggests, analysts of the new media and the information society could, and in my view, 
should understand these dynamics as a critically important continuation of an older intellectual 
tradition with some new wrinkles, new questions and new methods. 

Illustrative of the shift from the hand wringing angst and self-assuredness of the mass 
society tradition to the puzzled curiosity and intermixed hopefulness and skepticism of analysts 
of the information society is Robert Putnam’s influential Bowling Alone argument (2000).  His 
voice is self-assured and powerfully supported by numerous charts and graphs of declining social 
capital of voluntary association participation largely due, he argues, to anomic and isolating 
television viewing and associated generational differences in sociability.  But writing in 2000, it 
was already clear that the Internet and new media were challenging television’s dominance, so 
he includes a brief section on whether the Internet and new media might reverse these trends.  
It is an articulate and thoughtful review of such prospects, but in the end he basically admits 
we don’t yet have a clue, a welcome admission.  

The Profusion 
In the opening pages of this book we noted that if human existence on earth were 

compressed into 24 hours, the emergence of writing would come at 8 minutes before midnight, 
Gutenberg’s popularization of movable type and mass printing at 46 seconds before midnight, 
and finally the telephone, radio, television and Internet all within seconds of midnight.  It is 
difficult to fully grasp how recently and briefly in human history we have confronted the 
stunning proliferation of media and messages.  So thinking in terms of the familiar 24 hours 
helps to provide prospective.  A few seconds is indeed a tiny fraction of a day.  It would seem 
that ten thousand generations of highly selective survival in a tribal existence of hunting and 
gathering would have produced an evolved cognitive system ill-designed to process the flood of 
electronic images and sound that swirls about us.  But we seem to manage pretty well.  How is 
that possible? 

Again, starting with the bottom line first and then developing the supporting argument – 
we manage the information profusion pretty well because the notable trait of the evolved human 
cognitive system is not its finely attuned hardwired responsiveness to consistent environmental 
challenges but rather its plasticity, its reliance on cognitive appraisal and strategizing rather than 
on fixed capacities of speed, strength or agility.  The challenges of survival through hunting and 
gathering required very purposeful and selective attention to acquire sufficient food and to avoid 
abundant and diverse potential predators (Bettinger 1991; D’Andrade 1995).  Charles Jonscher 
tells the story with an effective scenario. 

The year is 8000 BC.  A hunter-gatherer is standing amid the plains of Northern Europe, 
scanning the horizon for animals – animals which might be food for him, or which 
represent danger.  Although he wouldn’t think of it in these terms, the panorama before 
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him is generating immense number of photons.  Every leaf, stone and passing bird is 
sending out beams of reflected light at varying levels of frequency and intensity in 
accordance with the source’s shape, colour and texture.  These streams of photons are 
data – raw signals – and they number in the millions upon millions.  The pattern of leaves 
on the trees alone contains more data than all the pages of the Encyclopedia Britannica.  
But as the light rays pass through the air they are not yet information.  Nobody has yet 
seen them; nobody has been informed.  Some of these photons reach the eyes of the 
hunter.  They are focused onto the rods and cones of his retinae, causing signals to be 
sent via the optic nerves to the visual cortex in the brain.  A great deal of processing 
happens along the route. What the mind registers is not raw data but a distillation of it 
which he can digest and make sense of.   He sees patterns and regularities in the light 
signals and these he interprets as trees, rocks and birds.  Only now has the data become 
information (Jonscher, 1999 35-6). 

 

The Long View.  It turns out that the amazing capacities of the human brain for language 
and for sophisticated forms of selective attention and selective forgetting is a well-researched 
field of inquiry.   Ethologists have studied animal communication and social behavior in 
laboratory and field settings with particular attention to our primate ancestors (de Waal 1992; 
Hauser, 1996; Deacon, 1997).  Archeologists and Anthropologists have modeled the social 
structure and likely quotidian practices of the tribal existence that comprises 90-99 percent of our 
history as humans (Chance 1976; Barkow, Cosmides & Tooby, 1992).  Because there is no 
surviving record of symbolic communication among humans until the development of the first 
written language systems approximately six thousand years ago, we only fragmentary 
information.  Verbal language through these early years was probably a roughly equal mix of 
gestures, grunts and verbalizations, probably primarily oriented to the coordination of the 
hunting of larger game with small groups and some strategic division of labor (Kenneally, 2007).     

There are rather large technical and popular literatures about human evolution and 
prehistory.   The complex debates of the literatures concerning human prehistory are a bit of a 
digression from our ultimate purposes, but a brief and disciplined look is rewarding and will 
reveal some important insights for interpreting the digital revolution of our age, especially 
concerning the ongoing interaction of human psychology and evolving technology. 

Four questions arise from the literature:  

• How different is human communication from that of our animal ancestors?   

• Why is the written transcription of human speech such a recent phenomenon? 

• Why have we witnessed such an explosive rate of recent change? 

• Why are we not utterly overwhelmed by the information explosion? 
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Are Humans So Different?  Numerous observers have pointed out that genetically 
speaking we are not so different from our pre-hominid ancestors.  Roughly 98.8 % of the DNA 
of chimpanzees and humans are identical (although details of the decimals are subject to 
technical debate) (Diamond 1992; Grehan & Schwartz, 2011).  Such an estimate roughly 
corresponds to the genetic similarities of lions and tigers and of horses and zebras.  So part of the 
answer to the first question above is that although there are only tiny physiological differences 
between humans and our near ancestors how do we explain the rather dramatic differences in 
behavior and cognition?  Well, it turns out those small physiological differences in brain function 
make a very big difference in behavior and perception.  The basic difference is that animal 
communication is largely (though not entirely) hardwired.  Although there is some learning by 
listening, birdsong is largely innate physiologically and functionally fixed.  When Vervet 
monkeys are raised without any exposure to conspecifics they signal with their species specific 
warning vocalizations.  If raised within a colony of primates which has a different hardwired 
signaling system they will come to understand the meaning of the systems, but themselves only 
signal in their innate system of warning and attention signals (Hauser 1996). 

Marc Hauser, a specialist in animal communication, has become well known for arguing 
that human communication skills are not all that unique.  Various non-human species have in 
varying degrees the capacity to imitate and invent vocalizations, to equate vocalizations with 
meaning, to discriminate the elements of continuous speech, and to make limited attribution of 
intention to speakers (Hauser, Chomsky & Fitch, 2002).  There are fascinating parallels in 
animal communication learning and human acquisition in childhood.  Birds not exposed to 
birdsong of their species in youth turn out to have a very difficult time mastering it later in their 
life cycle, a well-known phenomenon of human language learning and the skills of native 
speakers.  So although there are numerous technical debates in the literature of biolinguistics, we 
can conclude that most cognitive and neuromotor capacities that permit human communication 
through speech are actually shared with much of the animal kingdom and that most differences 
that result in the unique richness and complexity of human speech are matters of degree of the 
capacity to process grammatical complexity and symbolic diversity that evolved gradually in the 
six million years since we last shared common ancestors with our modern primate cousins.  
Researchers are particularly careful and tactful in reporting these findings because most of us 
find lack of an evident evolutionary saltation or “giant step” hard to accept. 

So we have another puzzle.  It is a puzzle that has become a near obsession for American 
psychologist and primatologist Michael Tomasello, now heading the Max Planck Institute for 
Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany.  And Tomasello has derived an answer: 

The 6 million years that separates human beings from other great apes is a very short 
time evolutionarily… Our problem is thus one of time. The fact is, there simply has not 
been enough time for normal processes of biological evolution involving genetic 
variation and natural selection to have created, one by one, each of the cognitive skills 
necessary for modem humans to invent and maintain complex tool-use industries and 
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technologies, complex forms of symbolic communication and representation, and 
complex social organizations and institutions. And the puzzle is only magnified if we take 
seriously current research in paleoanthropology suggesting that (a) for all but the last 2 
million years the human lineage showed no signs of anything other than typical great ape 
cognitive skills, and (b) the first dramatic signs of species-unique cognitive skills 
emerged only in the last one-quarter of a million years with modem Homo sapiens. 
 
There is only one possible solution to this puzzle. That is, there is only one known 
biological mechanism that could bring about these kinds of changes in behavior and 
cognition in so short a time—whether that time be thought of as 6 million, 2 million, or 
one-quarter of a million years. This biological mechanism is social or cultural 
transmission [in this case a] species-unique mode or modes of cultural transmission 
(Tomasello, 1999 2-4). 

 

As with many of these issues, there remains some controversy over these observations, 
but Tomasello’s main argument carries particular importance.  It represents a cornerstone of a 
growing scientific consensus and resolution to the long standing debate about the relative 
importance of nature versus nurture (Pinker 2004).  The consensus dismisses the controversy 
over the relative importance of each factor by pointing out that it is the interaction of the two 
from which collective cultures (and also from which individual personalities) spring.  The idea is 
captured by the term co-evolution (Durham, 1991; King 1994; Richerson & Boyd, 2005). 

Why is Writing So Recent?  Given the celebrated creativity, plasticity and problem 
solving capacities of the fully human cerebrum that evolved in its current form a half million 
years ago, we are drawn to the second of the questions above – why did the capacity to transmit 
and accumulate human knowledge by some form of writing have to be effectively deferred for 
99% of those half million years before it was in evidence?   Scholars are in general agreement 
about this aspect of the historical record, but Princeton historian and Near Eastern specialist 
Michael Cook has a particularly effective way of putting it (2003).  He makes the case that 
writing basically requires two things – the hardware (some sort of writing instrument and an 
appropriate medium on which to write) and the software (some sort of coding system to 
transpose something we hear into something we see.)    Both should have easily been within the 
grasp of the well-organized tribes of hunters and gatherers, but there is virtually no surviving 
evidence of its evolution until about 3000 BC in Mesopotamia and Egypt and in about 2000 BC 
in the Indus Valley of India and (probably independently) in China in 1000 BC and (certainly 
independently) in Mesoamerica in 500 BC.  Cook continues: 

It was not the inherent difficulty of procuring the hardware or developing the software 
that stood in the way. Rather, it was the need for an appropriate social structure. 
Somebody had to have a strong need for this information technology, and a willingness to 
pay handsomely for it by maintaining a community of otherwise unproductive scribes. 
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Such a need and such a willingness are hallmarks of a complex society. To put it crudely, 
early writing presupposes a powerful state (Cook, 2003 47). 

   

Writing was a full time profession – the profession of scribe.  Most of the kings and 
generals were not themselves literate.  And because the capacity to read and write was a source 
of power the scribes were careful indeed not to unnecessarily share the secrets of their 
profession.  The early scripts in Sumer (the wedge-based cuniform) and the Egyptian 
hieroglyphics were non-alphabetic and linked to phonetic speech by complex rules and thus 
extremely labor intensive to learn.  When the Egyptian scribes, it is reported, were confronted 
with a reformed and simplified (more alphabetic) version of hieroglyphic coding system, they 
rejected it for fear a more easily learned language would challenge their status and power 
(Logan, 1986 33). 

Why the Current Profusion?  If we have had the capacity for reading and writing for 
7,000 years why have we witnessed an informational explosion in only the last few centuries?  
This is a straightforward question and it has an easy answer, well two answers – the industrial 
mechanization of written communication (printing and data processing) and the growth of mass 
literacy.  In the ancient cultures of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome and in the 
independently evolved (and remarkably parallel evolution of) pre-Columbian America tribal 
cultures, only the elite and frequently a small fraction of the elite were actually literate.  A few 
copies of an important document or hand-transcribed book-length scroll would be more than 
sufficient for the relative few in society who could make sense of it.  The manually produced 
supply and literacy-constrained demand were in inadvertent but nonetheless harmonious balance.   

Much has been made of Gutenberg’s “invention” of the printing press.  As is frequently 
the case with dramatic historical events, this one is clouded by a fair amount of academic 
controversy.  Some point out that many of the elements of printing and of mechanical press 
technologies preceded Gutenberg (from wine and cloth presses) and that his principal 
contribution drawing on his skill as a metallurgist was in primarily perfecting the quality of the 
moveable metal type (known in Korea since 1403) rather than “inventing” printing (Febvre & 
Martin, 1997).  Others claim that the historical significance of Gutenberg’s press has also been 
exaggerated (Briggs & Burke, 2009).   Of particular resonance for those of us interested in the 
current technical revolution is the complexity and cultural delicacy of this now famous 
“invention.”  The idea of both mechanical printing and moveable type had been around for many 
centuries.  There is controversy surrounding the possibility that these technical developments in 
China, Korea and Japan actually did migrate to Europe because the Islamic authorities in the 
Middle East and Asia were famously opposed to any form of printing which might threaten its 
incumbent power, defining it as a capital crime (Briggs & Burke 1969).  The perception of 
enhanced public communication as a potential threat to established regimes is a recurring theme 
in history (Innis 1950; Eisenstein 1979 ).  Perhaps more interesting than the Islamic prohibition 
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was the fact that printing as a form of public communication in Asia was less prohibited than 
simply unimagined.  “The purpose of printing among the Chinese was not the creation of 
uniform repeatable products for a market and a price system. Print was an alternative to their 
prayer-wheels and was a visual means of multiplying incantatory spells…” (McLuhan, 1969 34).  
Printing as the capacity for public communication in Gutenberg’s case resulted from the unique 
historical chemistry of a guild culture, emerging capitalism and technological refinement. 

University of Michigan historian Elizabeth Eisenstein built her career on the study of the 
social impact of the Gutenberg press.  She had read McLuhan’s popular, anecdotal and 
speculative book The Gutenberg Galaxy and became convinced that this non-historian was onto 
something important and was highlighting a development largely missed by traditional historical 
scholarship.  She labeled it the “unacknowledged revolution” and proceeded over her career to 
establish the cultural importance of Gutenberg’s work (Eisenstein 1979).  Careful and 
resourceful in scholarship she avoids a simply attribution of technical determinism and focuses 
on technical-cultural interaction.  A principal case in point is the centrally important trends in 
public literacy.  She notes that when there was virtually nothing available to read, the capacity to 
read was not terribly salient to the public at large.  The explosive growth of a diversity of books 
and pamphlets in the vernacular (above and beyond the Bible, of course) from fiction to cook 
books was connected to a parallel historical growth in literacy (Eisenstein 1979).  Historians and 
pundits like McLuhan sometimes succumb to celebrating a dramatic “causal” technical turning 
point, but of course, as is clearly the case in our era, the process almost always represents a 
delicate interactive, causal spiraling over time.  Further, it is typically an interaction alternatively 
constrained and/or stimulated by local cultural and political conditions.  So Eisenstein is hesitant 
to assert that printing caused literacy any more than growing literacy caused the invention of the 
printing press. 

A second case in point, even more controversial than the first, is the interaction of 
printing and the growth of the vibrant public sphere that ultimately nurtured the Reformation, the 
Renaissance and the Scientific Revolution.  Eisenstein’s case is both modest and immodest.  On 
the immodest side he argues with extensive supporting historical detail that the vernacular bible, 
now both inexpensive and widely available, was the foundation on which Luther’s revolution 
was to be built.  She asserts that work of scientific and religious elites once in close concert 
became separated by the advent of printing.  Theologians and astronomers of the early middle 
ages linked studying “how the heavens go” with “how to go to heaven.”  But the advent of 
widely available print communication drove a wedge between the religious and scientific 
communities and propelling them in different directions (Eisenstein, 1979 696).   She concludes, 
almost apologetically but powerfully, that printing was a pivotal factor in the introduction to 
what we have come to call modernity, a muscular exemplar of historical scholarship indeed.  The 
argument is straightforward.  Progress requires rational/critical thought which in turns requires 
the capacity for a comparison of alternatives.  We must recognize, she asserts: 
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…the novelty of being able to assemble diverse records and reference guides, and of 
being able to study them without having to transcribe them at the same time.  If we want 
to explain heightened awareness of anomalies or discontent with inherited schemes then 
it seems especially important to emphasize the wider range of reading matter that was 
being surveyed at one time by a single pair of eyes (Eisenstein, 1979 686). 

 

On the more modest side, again stepping back for a crudely deterministic forms of 
technical history, she posits that with little effort the priests and princes, had they been so 
inclined, could have harnessed the new technology to promote, celebrate and protect the 
established hierarchies and harnessed public energies to ward off heresy rather than the 
technology of public communication.  It could easily have been otherwise.  Rather than 
technological determinism, she suggests, we encountered some good luck, historically speaking. 

Eisenstein’s work, still very much in progress (Eisenstein, 2011), has spawned a small 
industry of scholarship on printing and the public sphere all very useful to those of us trying to 
make sense of the following stages of industrialization and digitization (McNally, 1987; Febvre 
& Martin, 1997; Man 2002; Baron, Lindquist & Shevlin, 2007).  What started it all?  Eisenstein 
confesses in the preface to her masterwork that it started early in her career in 1963 in response 
to a rather apocalyptic presidential address at the American Historical Society which proclaimed 
that “runaway technology” was severing all bonds with the past and that modern thinking 
suffering from collective amnesia, a loss of history altogether.  It is our old friend information 
overload.  The question defined a challenge she undertook as she set out on her career as an 
historian – is it inevitable that overload will lead to incoherence (Eisenstein, 1979 x)?  The 
printing press in the context of a culture of entrepreneurial capitalism, an openness to public 
education and growing literacy and with only modest efforts at prohibition and censorship in the 
mid fifteenth century in central Europe would represent the first wave of industrial mass 
communication, but clearly only the first of many waves each an exponentiation of its 
predecessor.     

Why are we not utterly overwhelmed?  We come now full circle to the originating 
question for this chapter.  And our principal answer remains the same.  We are not 
overwhelmed because we are extraordinarily good at being inattentive, or perhaps more 
precisely -- selectively attentive.  A few pages ago we observed with Charles Jonscher, the 
hunter-gatherer surveying the environment and selectively attending to be a very select few of 
the many thousands of visual and auditory cues on the verdant horizon.   Those were the cues he 
had learned (and his forebears had learned) were useful for survival.  The cognitive mechanics 
of selective attention have remained virtually unchanged from that era.  The lessons from our 
more recent forebears may have evolved dramatically, but further significant change in our 
environment may require us to rethink these lessons anew.  It is the defining question of 
communication scholarship.  The better we understand both the cognitive mechanics and 
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accumulated cultural norms building up from recent centuries, the better we can counterbalance 
our ingrained and accumulated propensities to miscommunicate and misunderstand. 

The Dimensions of the Profusion 
At the dawn of the digital age in the early 1980s, the pioneering student of media 

technology Ithiel de Sola Pool based at MIT published a series of studies attempting to quantify 
the growing flow of information focusing on case studies of the American and Japanese mass 
media (Pool, 1983; Pool, Inose, Takasaki, & Hurwitz, 1984; Neuman & Pool, 1986).  Pool had 
been working with Japanese and American colleagues over the previous decade in an effort to 
quantify the increasingly electronic media supply in meaningful terms and subject the analysis to 
further theoretical study of how these trends might affect levels of information, diversity of 
information and possible polarization within the mass population consuming these media.  Pool 
saw himself as expanding the research agenda and the key methodologies for better 
understanding the dynamics of the information age.  Up to the publication of Pool’s work 
scholars had relied primarily on aggregate economic data focusing on very broadly aggregated 
employment patterns to track the transitions from the agricultural to the industrial and in turn to 
the information age (Machlup, 1962; Porat, 1977; Bell, 1979). 

Pool understood it was important to understand how much information was “out there” 
but equally important to understand how much was actually being consumed by the population at 
large.  The key variables of analysis were the number of words supplied and consumed yearly at 
a national level and the average price per word in various common media.  His findings were 
dramatic and led to an obvious conundrum.  First, he noted that the flow was increasingly 
electronic.  Second, the price per word was falling radically.  Third, the supply was growing at 
an impressive compounded rate of 8.8 percent per annum.  Fourth, the consumption was also 
growing at impressive rate, in this case 3.3 percent per annum, compounded and thus generating 
a growing disparity between information supplied and information consumed.    
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Figure 3.1. Declining Costs (per 1000 words transmitted) and  
Increasing Volumes of Communication in US 1960-1977 

Source: Pool 1983 

Figure 3.2. Increasing Supply Outpaces Consumption of  
Communication in US 1960-1980   Source: Neuman & Pool 1986 

 

 



Ch 3  --136 

 

A conundrum?  Well, there might not be a technical limit on supply, but there are only 24 
hours in the day -- a clear-cut limit on individual consumption of mass media.   Pool and 
colleagues speculated about information overload, information diversity, and the economics 
necessary to sustain vibrant creative industries in journalism and popular and high culture.   So 
the basic theoretical proposition of this research tradition echoing our discussion of information 
overload was to challenge the generally unquestioned tenet in the historical analysis of media 
trends that more is necessarily better by suggesting that some levels of media quantity might 
make informed choice impractical and perhaps even frustrating (Miller, 1960; Bell, 1979; 
Blumler, 1980; Eppler & Mengis, 2004).  Further this research challenged the notion that new 
media replace or partially replace older media, a notion generally referred to as relative 
constancy theory (McCombs, 1972; Dupagne & Green, 1996).  Relative constancy theory relies 
primarily on expenditure data rather than words or minutes of usage, but the underlying 
argument is the same – time budgets and financial budgets constrain growth of media supply and 
media use.  Much of this work took place a decade before the introduction of the Internet-linked 
PC that would of course dramatically reinforce these trends of expanding media supply and raise 
new questions about supply, demand, overload, attentional dynamics and economic viability 
(Gitlin, 2002; Hindman, 2009). 

A research team at the University of Michigan had the opportunity to pick up where Pool 
left off in 1980 and with a few adjustments and minor corrections and focusing on the U.S. case, 
we carried the data collection forward to 2005 with a research report published in 2012 
(Neuman, Yong & Panek, 2012) which will be briefly summarized here.  In the years following 
2005 we have been witnessing an even more dramatic digital convergence as traditional media 
flows from recordings, newspapers, books, television and movies are increasingly being 
delivered by the web itself making the distinction between, say, watching broadcast TV and a 
digitally delivered video program an increasingly subtle one.  Accordingly, the trends we have 
been able to track empirically so far represent just the earliest stages of what we anticipate will 
play out as a fundamental structural shift in the technology and institutionalization of mass (and 
interpersonal) communication. 

Pool’s original Japanese and American work focused on the assessment of media volume 
measured in quadrillions of words per medium per annum at a national level.  It is a useful 
metric for international comparison of trends and infrastructure, but our focus in this analysis is a 
more human level metric addressing the dynamics of choice and attention.  Quadrillions of 
anything would be hard to conceptualize.  So we present all annual data divided by 365 days and 
the total number of households in the nation for an assessment of flow of information into the 
typical home on a 24-hour day measured for the most part in the thousands, in our view, a more 
interpretable and accessible metric.  We also switched from words to minutes as the principal 
measure.  Because we are analyzing print media that are measured in spatial terms – column 
inches, thousands of words – and broadcast media that are measured in temporal metrics of 
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minutes and hours, this type of analysis requires a common metric.  We follow Pool and take the 
average adult American reading speed of 240 words a minute to approximately equate space and 
time.  The original analyses of Pool and associates made a practical strategic choice and focused 
just on the flow of words ignoring proverbial “elephant in the room” represented by still and 
motion imagery and graphic representations.   We live in a world of increasingly high-resolution 
graphics and expanded video displays.  They warrant close attention and analysis.  As a starting 
point, however, we pick up where Pool left off and set aside the graphic component for the 
present analysis  

We took Pool’s original data and measurement definitions as our starting point turning to 
new data sources as necessary and dropping a few media such as telex and telegrams to focus on 
the historical continuity of the primary mass and interpersonal media.  The key to the 
measurement of supply pivots on what is available at a particular historical interval to a typical 
household.  So we picked a pooled average of the median sized cities for the US (Charlotte NC, 
Indianapolis IN, San Diego CA, Raleigh-Durham NC) for estimates of the typical number of 
available over-the-air broadcast television stations that calculate out to 4 stations in 1960 
growing to 9 stations by 2005.  We did similar calculations for radio, newspapers and the like.  
This averaging obscures the fact that the number of channels available to the typical urban 
household is often much higher than the typical rural one.  Such differences, however, become 
less distinct with the increasing reliance on cable, satellite and the Internet rather than traditional 
over-the-air transmission and local printing as the primary medium of content transmission. 

This is a period of significant growth for the US.  The United States population grew 
from 181 million to 296 million individuals, from 52 million to 113 million households and fell 
from an average of 3.29 to 2.63 persons per household during these 46 years.  So if the number 
of movie screens in existence stayed constant, the number of screens available per capita (or in 
our case per household) would have declined reflecting a relative decline in supply.  That did not 
happen, however.  The growth in the number movie screens outpaced population growth 
significantly growing from 12,291 to 38,852 screens (more theaters and more screens per 
theater) typifying a growth of supply characteristic of almost all media for this period.  Other 
patterns of increasing supply included an increased availability in the household (average 
number of working TVs from 1 to 2.7, radios -including portable and automotive- from 5 to 8.)  
Also people (perhaps a function of affluence, or at least the perception thereof) were buying 
more magazines and books, although, importantly, fewer newspapers.   Our primary sources of 
data include industrial trade associations, audience measurement firms, academic studies and 
government analyses.  A full list of the sources and the formulae for calculating supply and 
consumption for each medium is detailed in Neuman, Yong & Panek, 2012. 

Because there is some significant money involved, the assessment of media supply is 
pretty carefully monitored and vetted as various commercial media outlets keep an eye on the 
competition.  The matter of consumption is somewhat more difficult as individuals rely on their 
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memory to fill out viewer diaries or recall how many minutes they spent “reading a newspaper 
yesterday.”  Our strategy was to record all available measures, assess measurement biases 
associated with each and, as appropriate, compute a weighted average.  Take for example the 
difficult assessment of number of minutes per day of radio listening.  John Robinson’s well-
known 24-hour recall time budget survey reveals an average total of four minutes a day per 
individual (Robinson & Godbey, 1997).  The official Arbitron commercial radio ratings estimate 
an hour and 20 minutes per day per individual.  The difference is significant but easily 
understood.  Robinson asks people to recall what they were doing in his survey as they proceed 
through the day hour by hour.  Most radio listening from a bedside, bathroom, kitchen and car 
radios is, in fact, a secondary or tertiary activity and unlikely to be mentioned as the primary 
recalled activity of the hour in Robinson’s methodology.  Arbitron uses mechanical devices to 
assess radio listening and diaries listing favorite radio stations that establish very different 
grounds for recall.  Ball State’s recent extensive field/ethnographic study following typical 
media users from morning to night reveals the Arbitron measures are more accurate (Papper, 
Holmes, Popovich, & Bloxham, 2005).  But since we are focusing on trends rather than static 
metrics, the parameter calculation is less important.  Notably, both Arbitron and Robinson report 
equivalent and steep declines in radio listening over this period. 

The patterns Pool uncovered continue in recent years and in many cases accelerate.  The 
broadcast media of radio and television continue to be the primary sources of information and 
entertainment for the American public.  Although radio listening has decreased somewhat as the 
result of competition from other audio media such as the Walkman and iPod, the supply has 
increased as a result of more radio stations, more hours broadcast per day, and more radios in the 
home and car.  The growth of television supply is accounted for in a small degree by a larger 
number of broadcast stations but primarily by the growth of cable and satellite TV.  In 2005, 
84% of American television viewers used cable or satellite delivery as their primary source for 
television.  In 1960 the figure was only 1% cable subscribers.  Commercial satellite TV was not 
yet available.  In 1960 the typical number of cable channels available on most systems was 8.  
By 2005 it had grown to 110 channels.  Our data tracked the recently exacerbated pattern and the 
matter of some concern in journalism -- the steady decline of the daily newspaper (Meyer, 2004).  
In this case we report on the parallel slopes of declining demand and declining supply.  Fewer 
households subscribe or buy newspapers from newsstands.  In 1960 there were on average 1.1 
newspapers per household.  In 2005 the number is .5 per household.  And the number of minutes 
of newspaper reading per day declines from 18 minutes to 7.  The newspaper reading habit is 
largely restricted to older Americans. Relatively few younger citizens read newspapers at all, so 
this decline is primarily cohort demographics and is fueling an exodus of youth-seeking 
advertisers that may intensify the economic decline of the industry (Pew, 2008). 
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Figure 3.3. Growth of Internet Household Penetration  
and Minutes of Use 1960-2005 

 

Figure 3.3 illustrates the dramatic and relatively recent growth of the Internet as a home-
information and entertainment medium.  The left vertical axis in red records the percent 
penetration of Internet access (narrowband & broadband combined in this case) and the right 
vertical axis in blue and the corresponding blue curve depicts the levels of actual usage.  Note 
that the usage curves in minutes per day reflect the usage for all households including those 
without Internet access and according zero minutes per day of use.  As noted above the daily use 
of the web in Internet households is closer to 1 hour 30 minutes a day.  So we find that in just a 
decade, the Internet has already begun to compete with radio and television in its usage levels.  
We note, however, that this notion of ‘competition’ will recede, as it will become less clear to the 
user whether the video they are watching or the music to which they are listening is being piped 
over traditional media or over the net. 

Figure 3.4 provides an overview of the growth of supply of the remaining traditional 
media and the Internet (excluding radio and television) from 1960 until 2005.  The traditional 
mass media of books, magazines and movies hold their own against the growing competition in 
media supply.  Recordings hold strong, but dip in the last few years, apparently losing out to 
Internet-based competition (legal and otherwise).  The interpersonal media of first class postal 
communication and telephonic communication maintain a constant supply.  In the case of 
telecommunication there is a dramatic shift from wireline to mobile communication and an 
actual decline in wireline household beginning in 2003 and accelerating after 2005.  The 
evolving media of home video, portable audio, video games and Internet each grow to significant  
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Figure 3.5. Ratio of Media Supply to Consumed in  
Minutes Per Day Per Household 1960-2005  
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sources of supply beginning in the late 1980s and 1990s.  We find that the earlier studies had 
only begun to scratch the surface of an explosive pattern of growth of supply. 

 
Adding up the contributions of each of the media permits us to address a fundamental 

issue of the digital revolution -- the ratio of media supply to consumer demand (as measured by 
actual viewing, listening and reading).  Our key conclusion is captured Figure 3.5 --the ratio of 
media supply to media demand over time.  Such a curve follows, naturally enough, from the 
disjuncture of an order of magnitude increase in supply paired with a modest linear growth in 
consumption.  But it is worthwhile to pause briefly to consider the actual metrics we have been at 
some pains to calculate.  Take the ratio of supply to demand in 1960.  It is 82 to 1.  That 
represents the number of media minutes available in the typical American household in 1960 
divided by number of minutes of actual consumption.  It represents the fundamental a metric of 
choice.  And it is a human scale choice.  In 1960 there are typically 3.4 television stations 
available, 8.2 radio stations, 1.1 newspapers, 1.5 recently purchased books, 3.6 magazines and so 
on.  It is relatively easy for one to know where the country music station, the public broadcasting 
station and the rock station are on the radio dial.  It is a choice situation that with appropriate 
chunking, labeling (Miller, 1956), habitual behavior and radio-button-setting (Papper, et al., 
2005) that can be intuitively managed by the human cognitive system.  But if we take the ratio of 
supply to demand in 2005, we find a very different metric.  The ratio is 884 – 1, not quite a 
thousand minutes of mediated content available for every minute to be consumed.  It could be 
argued that that is not a human-scale cognitive challenge; it is one in which humans will 
inevitably turn to the increasingly intelligent digital technologies that created the abundance in 
the first place for help in sorting it out – search engines, TiVo’s recommendation systems, 
collaborative filters (Adomavicius & Tuzhilin, 2005).  We see this as a historical variant of 
Beniger’s widely cited “crisis of control” in the 19th century (1986a, 1986b).  Briefly, Beniger 
argued that the growth of automated intelligent control systems in transportation and 
manufacturing were not just a technical artifact but a necessary development as mechanized 
process speeds and complexity challenged the capacity of individual humans to control them.  
He cites frequent train crashes in the late 19th century resulting from human error as a 
particularly dramatic exemplar.  We may not be confronting equivalent dramaturgy in the realm 
of media flows, but it represents nonetheless a critical shift in how individuals will negotiate the 
mediated world.  Because it is a gradual process and lacks the obvious urgency of rail accidents, 
we may underestimate its structural significance.   

Media abundance has led from a dynamic of push to one characterized here as pull. In the 
traditional one-way broadcast and publishing media, the audience accepts that the newspaper 
editors determine the headlines that audiences will read and the network executives pick which 
program is on at 8:00 pm.  Push media.  In a world of approximately 1,000 choices for any given 
minute, audience members are less likely to passively wait to see what’s on at 8:00.  They use 
the evolving technologies to pull what they want to watch and read. 
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This logic leads us to look to the search engine and to social media as increasingly 
coming to define the architecture of media access in the future.  Google is widely acknowledged 
to be an increasingly important factor in connecting potential online customers with online 
vendors.  To date, that has been the prime factor behind the companies celebrated market value 
currently approaching $200 billion.  Facebook is just getting into the game and is valued at a 
mere 4 billion dollars.  What is now coming under appropriate scrutiny is how Google, Facebook 
and similar portals to the broadband world will exercise their powers of control in directing 
attention, cueing fashions in popular culture and influencing public opinion and commonly held 
information in the future (Pariser, 2011). 

As noted above, for practical purposes in this analysis we have treated the Internet as if it 
were a single medium ‘competing’ with traditional media rather than serving as a digital gateway 
to all media sources.  In recent years Google has reportedly been monitoring approximately 8.5 
billion web pages (Gulli & Signorini, 2005). The number now is certainly higher.  Such a 
number dwarfs our calculations of words and minutes.  As analysis of the ‘pull media’ interface 
proceeds, we will need new metrics and need to rethink some of our most cherished theoretical 
tools in the study of media effects.  Agenda-setting studies, for example, are typically derived 
from comparing public opinion with media headlines and broadcast lead stories (McCombs, 
2005).  Two-step flow analysis draws on opinion leadership from personal conversation rather 
than online mediated recommendation systems (Rogers, 1973).  Much of media effects theory, 
upon examination, turns out to be premised on a notion of push media (Katz, 2001).  

From these findings we conclude that the growth of the web and the digitization of 
traditional media is not just another step of growth or another technical refinement.   Theories of 
media exposure and media effects need to be reexamined from first principles. We confront not 
just a few more media channels, but a new media environment and, it appears, a fundamentally 
new interface between media and audience. 

Our analysis concluding with data for the year 2005 may be among the last that can be 
appropriately designed around measuring information flow by individual medium of delivery in 
the Pool tradition and calculating corresponding supply and demand within a single 24-hour 
period.  It is increasingly evident that counting the number of books printed or the number of 
television broadcasts transmitted on the VHF and UHF spectrum bands is akin to estimating 
travel trends on the basis of horseshoe manufacturing data.  A 2011 study concluded that only 
8% of American households still rely exclusively on over the air broadcasts, with the great 
majority relying on cable, satellite and broadband (Consumer Electronics Association 2011).  
Further, industry data confirms that in 2012 just under half of American television households 
employ a DVR to convert the at least part of the flow of programming to an on-demand mode 
with the capacity to fast-forward through commercials (Multichannel News 2012).  The 
percentage of homes that rely extensively or exclusively on broadband-delivered television and 
video is small, currently about 4% of homes, but growing rapidly (Multichannel News 2012).   
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There are hints in the literature that despite the size of the digital cornucopia, what people 
are attending to now is an even smaller sliver of available information with less diversity of 
sources and perspectives than at the height of the dominant industrial-age push media of 
publishing and broadcasting (Hindman 2009).  So the fundamental methodological (and 
theoretical) challenge ahead as Lyman and Varian (2003) had foreseen, is not just the 
measurement of information quantity but a meaningful assessment of information diversity. 

The Public Response to the Profusion 
Our working hypothesis is that the profusion is indeed upon us, but although we may 

enjoy complaining about too many emails and about “five hundred channels and nothing on,” the 
refined human cognitive capacity for selective attention means that we are not, in fact, 
overloaded, overwhelmed and under water in a flood of incomprehensible information.  To 
explore the diversity of public responses to the evolving information environment I took 
advantage of an opportunity to work with Eszter Hargittai and Olivia Curry from Northwestern 
University to conduct a series focus group interviews with Americans from across the country.    
The informality of the interchange among participants, and between participants and the 
moderator in a focus group setting helps to reveal the nature of people’s perceptions and 
interpretations qualitatively.     Rather than responding by selecting from among a limited set of 
questionnaire item options, the natural language of the discussion permits the identification of 
ambivalence or ambiguity or, at times, emphatic responses among participants.  Focus group 
research is particularly useful in identifying unanticipated responses to the subject matter at hand 
and in sharpening hypotheses for more systematic experimental and survey research down the 
road. 

Focus groups, however, are not designed to derive representative samples and project 
quantitative parameters to larger populations.  Although the demographic characteristics of a 
participant may be indicated in the research report illustratively, the typically smaller focus 
group samples are not appropriate for assessing differences in attitudes or behaviors by 
demographic categories.  Because of the relatively public character of group participation, focus 
groups are not ideal for inquiring about socially sensitive or potentially embarrassing domains of 
human activity.  So, for example, a study of the use of pornographic Web content or illegal 
online gambling might be better suited for one-on-one in-depth interviews.  But, given our 
interest in strategies for finding news, entertainment and gossip in public media and online social 
networks, the focus group technique was particularly promising.  The following is drawn from 
our analysis of these interviews published independently as "Taming the Information Tide: 
Americans’ Thoughts on Information Overload, Polarization and Social Media" in The 
Information Society (2012). 

We conducted seven focus groups with 9 to 12 participants each over a period of three 
days in October, 2009, at CBS Television City, a state-of-the-art focus group research facility in 
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Las Vegas.  The location was chosen because of its ability to draw together a diverse group of 
participants from across the country.  Individuals with little or no experience online were 
excluded.  A full report on the study is available in (Hargittai, Neuman & Curry 2012). 

The core questions we posed to focus group participants were:  

(a) How do you keep up with what’s going on in the world? 

(b) How do you feel about the amount of information out there?   

We began the focus groups with the moderator asking everyone present to comment on 
how they keep up with what is going on in the world, and what their strategy is for dealing with 
the information.  We tried to get both practical information such as what resources people use for 
news consumption, and emotional information such as how people feel about the plethora of 
choice available to them, out of participants in all groups.  We guided the discussions by asking 
questions based on participants’ responses or asking the same question of various individuals.  
Occasionally, we jumpstarted a new topic by doing another round robin in which every 
participant answered a question.  Often, the moderator would pose a question to the group at 
large and wait for any participant to respond, such as “Are you guys much smarter than you used 
to be because of all this information coming to you?”   The sessions lasted 58 minutes on 
average, yielding transcriptions totaling just under 90,000 words.  We had about equal 
representation of gender.  Ages ranged from people in their twenties to over 60, with the majority 
under 40.  The group was relatively well-educated with almost half possessing a college degree 
and close to a fifth with a post-graduate degree in contrast to just over a quarter who had some 
college experience, but no degree and just a handful of people with only a high school degree.  
The participants came from across the United States with almost a third coming from the 
Northeast, a similar number from the South, just under a quarter from the Midwest, and the rest 
from the West.  Almost half of the participants lived in suburban areas, many others in urban 
areas, with just over ten percent from rural areas.   

In response to our central questions about satisfaction with “keeping up” and concern 
about being overwhelmed, only a few of our participants noted any unease with the new media 
environment or sense of being overwhelmed.  The overall tone of the discussions was largely 
positive and enthusiastic.  Instead of feeling burdened by choice, many participants expressed 
appreciation of the freedom it brought, especially the range of information available online.  
Respondents of all age ranges used a wide variety of technologies, and many of them owned 
smart phones and relished the accompanying mobility.  The identifiably negative responses to 
the new media environment took three forms: 1) frustration with the sensationalistic and partisan 
pronouncements increasingly found on some cable news channels; 2) annoyance at the 
distracting trivialities associated with social network sites such as Twitter and Facebook; and 3) a 
general sense that with the diversity of professional and non-professional voices online, it is hard 
to know whom to trust.  One participant, a college student explained: 
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“[I am] not really sure where to turn for the most accurate information.  But I guess I 
have more of a negative association with it because I tend to more shut down and not 
really know where to turn, so I don’t really turn anywhere.”   

The other student, this one from the urban South, explained her feelings this way: “I do 
find it overwhelming.  I don’t like it.  When I try to find something or research something, I 
never know what is the accurate information, like she said,” referencing the other student.  When 
the moderator asked her to put this sense of being overwhelmed into emotional terms, she 
replied: “It’s frustrating.”  In sum only 11 from among 77 participants acknowledged any sense 
of being overwhelmed by the volume of information available in the new media environment 
even though we probed this question repeatedly in all groups.  Others tended to express nothing 
less than delight when discussing the ways in which they used media to find information, and 
many more simply seemed neutral on the subject or had mixed feelings that balanced out in the 
end.  Many participants acknowledged the high volume of information, but did not find it 
problematic.  A banker in his twenties from the urban South was unsurprised by the enormous 
volume of information disseminated in the current media environment, and said “I think there’s 
media everywhere, and you can’t really get away from it.”  However, instead of finding this 
overwhelming, he replied: “No, I think it’s good.  I think it exposes people to different ideas and 
attitudes.”  A counselor in his thirties from the urban South said: “There’s so much information, 
it’s very helpful at times.  You just have to decipher what is a good source and what’s not, and I 
think once you get that down, it’s fine.”  A woman in her thirties from the suburban South who 
worked as an IT department database manager, said: “I love it.  You know, I have the Internet on 
my phone.  I have Internet at the house, at work.  We have satellite television.  I love being able 
to access any information whenever I want.” 

 “You can pull [the news] up whenever you’re ready, and you can look at it.  So if you 
miss it at the hour block that it comes on, you can always go back, you know, any time, 
and pull it.  So, I mean, for me, I love it.  [pause]  On the go.” 

In comparison with TV news, the online news environment seemed to generate almost uniformly 
positive responses.  A physician in his thirties from the urban South thinks we are better 
informed in the Internet age:  

“Nowadays you can jump on the Internet read in German, you know, French or whatever 
else you want. So you’re definitely better informed with an extra sort of different point of 
view from that side. And also I would say faster informed, you know, something happens 
in Southeast Asia you find out about [it] right away.” 

A woman in her forties working in customer service in the suburban South agreed, saying 
“There’s certainly more tools and information out there available for everyone to have easier 
access to.”  Another woman in her thirties working in customer service in the suburban Midwest 
mentioned the Internet’s ability to deliver international news: 
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“[I’m] better informed especially on international issues. I mean we have BBC and BBC 
News that sometimes comes on our cable that I’ll watch occasionally, but for the most 
part it’s like an hour and that’s it. You don’t get anything else. On the Internet, if you 
want to know something that’s happening anywhere in the world […] you can research 
that on the Internet and find arguments for and against different things.”   

To this, another woman, in her forties working in customer service responded as follows: 

I think since the Internet revolution, I think everyone that has access to this and utilizes 
the Internet is better informed. There’s certainly more tools and information out there 
available for everyone to have easier access to. Whereas before the Internet revolution 
you were more closed, the opportunities for that information were [...] nowhere near [as] 
readily available. If you really wanted to make the effort to go and find this information, 
it was a trip to the library, it was a periodical, it was a card catalog, microfiche. You 
know you really had to put in, you had to be committed to put that effort in to get finding 
out all that information. Whereas with the Internet, it’s just a matter of wherever your 
laptop or desktop is set up in your house. It’s just a matter of, you know, walking a few 
feet and typing a few keystrokes. 

A few respondents referenced blogs as a useful way to gather more news about 
current events.  The same woman who talked about international coverage above said she 
reads the Daily Kos for news, and thinks that news reporters online have fewer ulterior 
motives than their politicized TV counterparts: “They are most likely journalists by 
nature… that write on the Internet or communications people that just present the facts.”  
This participant highlighted another trend of the focus groups—while many people were 
wary of the accuracy of online content, most people thought the Web was less 
purposefully biased than TV news.  A print shop supervisor in his twenties from the 
suburban Northeast responded to the question of where he would go to find out what is 
going on by saying “I have the Internet on here, too, [points to his smartphone] but 
there’s so much on there, I wouldn’t know how to file it down to one thing.”  An engineer 
in his fifties from the urban Northeast said of the Internet, “Well, I think that the Internet 
is amazing. But there’s nothing to stop anyone from putting anything up.”  An accountant 
in his thirties from the suburban Northeast was similarly wary of online content accuracy, 
saying:  

“So everyone’s a blogger now and then one blogger is quoting another blogger. He got 
his source from another blogger and it’s just, you don’t know who to believe.” 
An employment agency manager in his thirties from the suburban Northeast noted:  
“The Internet’s wonderful at getting you news very fast. But there’s no one answering for 
it. They’re updating the article and making corrections all the time.  You’re getting it 
quicker but you’re not getting a professional necessarily writing it out.”   

For all the doubts about the accuracy of online news, however, many participants still preferred it 
over TV news.  A cocktail server in her twenties from the urban Midwest was an avid reader of 
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political blogs and mentioned how there were different “levels” of bloggers in terms of accuracy. 
She noted: “It’s all about filtering out what’s a little bit more reputable and what isn’t. Even with 
blogging you’re going to have stuff that you trust more than others.”  By filtering and varying the 
Internet news she reads, she gathered a reliable body of knowledge.  

The rationale for participants’ relative enthusiasm about the Internet as a resource for 
news in comparison with traditional media appears to be the issue of personal control.  A 
diversity of sources and a cacophony of video, audio and textual streams online require audience 
members to “pull” what they want rather than simply sit back and allow the media professionals 
to decide what is important and “push” the headlines out to passive audience recipients.  Pulling 
involves occasional errors, takes effort and some evolved skill at manipulating the digital 
environment.  All but a few of our participants, it appears, were motivated to invest a bit of effort 
and get over the skill ‘hump’ to locate and manipulate routinely the information they wanted and 
needed with some success.  It is likely that the nature of our methodology and sampling under 
represent those who are financially or experientially marginalized from the digital domain.   As a 
result, although we are not equipped from this study to estimate the size of the strata still 
marginalized by limited skills or limited technical access to online resources, it remains an 
important issue for analysis and public policy.   

While most of the respondents seemed positive toward or at least accepting of the 
Internet as a good source of information, a much larger portion of participants disliked online 
social network sites like Facebook and Twitter, sometimes vehemently.  Once again, participants 
were not put off by the amount of information on the Web, but rather by the quality of what they 
saw—in this case, the annoying minutia of people reporting details about their personal lives.  
Interestingly, however, these comments often reflected assumptions about how certain services 
work rather than people’s personal experiences with them.   

While several participants reported liking Facebook, few had tolerance for Twitter.  One 
woman in her twenties working in systems support in the rural South said of the latter: “It’s 
awful! It’s awful. It’s like, I don’t care. Like five minutes I’m going to work now, oh I’ve been 
to work now. Oh, I’m getting out of my car now. I’m walking in the office door.  Oh my God!”  
To her, Twitter was a service that allowed self-absorbed people to chronicle the details of their 
lives at the expense of others.  A software architect in his twenties said that online social 
networking seemed “really immature” to him, and another participant agreed with him 
emphatically—“it is!”  A student in his twenties from the urban South shed light on why Twitter 
is irritating: “Yeah, I can’t stand it.  It’s annoying.  It’s basically a Facebook status update, and 
that’s it.”  Perhaps more than any other topic in the focus groups, social network sites caused the 
most raised voices as participants were bolstered by others’ emotional reactions. 

An executive director of a nonprofit organization in her twenties discussing Twitter 
complained: “It’s just a centralized source for people to annoy you with their minute-by-minute 
activities.”  From examples like “I don’t want to hear them feeding their baby an apple,” to 
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“Hey, I just had a hot dog, and it was bad!,” the participants reiterated again and again the idea 
that they were not interested in hearing irrelevant details of people’s lives on social network 
sites.  The idea of these services as an outlet for narcissism was also central to participants’ 
impressions of Facebook and Twitter.  As an employment agency manager from the suburban 
Northeast in his thirties said: “It’s like having an audience, I guess, to some people, and maybe 
you feel you’re so important that you want to share these things, but nobody cares.”  These 
comments suggest that many participants had a limited understanding of Twitter insofar as they 
only saw the service as an outlet for people’s mundane daily actions rather than recognizing its 
potential to spread information through pointers to interesting sites and stories. 

Search engines were connected in participants’ minds to commercial interests, and thus 
were less trusted, though widely used features of the Internet.  A woman in her forties working in 
customer service in the suburban South noted: “But those search engines, [..] the first things that 
come up are the people that paid them the most to get them up there at the top.”  Similarly, a 
human resources manager in his forties from the suburban West critiqued: “I think if you see the 
top featured stuff, you know they’re paying for that.”  Another concern participants had with 
search engines was that results were based more on what one participant called “popularity” than 
on relevance or authority.  A bartender in her twenties from the suburban Midwest complained, 
“I wish that if I Googled something, it was from a professional, not from some Joe Blow on the 
street.” 

Still, most participants seemed satisfied with their search results, and trusted their 
preferred search engine to give them the results they were looking for.  A director of a nonprofit 
in her twenties from the urban northeast said: “I trust Google to do a basic search. And then it 
becomes my responsibility from there to say: is this enough? Do I then want to go further?”  
Although some participants had expressed concern with the motives of search engines’ top 
results, they still felt comfortable overall with using tried-and-true search engines like Google.  A 
sales manager from the urban Northeast in her twenties said “I’d rather use Google [than Bing] 
even though it gives me an overload of information. I just trust Google.  I’m more comfortable 
with Google than trying something else.”  A director of learning technologies in her twenties 
from the urban Northeast was generally happy with her search results.  When asked “how are 
you feeling about the results you get from search engines,” she responded: “You can find 
basically whatever you want when you want it.” 

A prominent concern in the new media literature is a worry that increased media choice 
will lead to increased audience polarization and fragmentation, i.e., people will seek out news 
that agrees with them or pick entertainment over news, because they can customize their media 
intake more easily than before.  One particularly insightful comment from a woman in her 
twenties working in systems support in the rural South reflected the academic concern about 
fragmentation.  She said:  
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“I think TV news is terrible, which is why I use the Internet, but I don’t think that people 
are better informed about general issues. [...] Now that there’s Internet you can still find 
out something if you want to find out something, but it comes down to if the person cared 
before there was Internet, they’re going to care the same amount now that there is 
Internet about finding out what they want to know. And making it easier maybe they’ll 
know a few more things, but they’re still going to search Angelina Jolie, Khloe 
Kardashian and you know like Bubble Boy or Balloon Boy.”    

When we asked participants explicitly if they preferred news sources that agreed with 
them, most people said no.  In fact, bias in news coverage was more often than not a source of 
complaint.  A college student in her twenties said she preferred to hear “from all sides,” and a 
nurse in her thirties described how she had switched from formerly watching only Fox news to 
CNN because CNN “talks both sides.”  A wildlife biologist in his forties who had indicated on 
the questionnaire that he is somewhat interested in politics described his strategy for getting all 
sides of an issue: 

“I do watch MSNBC and I do watch Fox on healthcare, just to see both sides, and then I 
try to listen to Rush, but that’s tough, it’s a struggle.  [some laughter]  But I do try to do 
it, just to see his spin on it.  And then I also follow with some local talk shows, you know, 
sometimes they interview congressmen and stuff on the subject, so I’m just trying to 
gather as I can either from the radio interviews or congressional polls, and two different 
channels.” 

A college student in his twenties who suggested that he was somewhat interested in 
national news said he tries to consume a variety of views, and that he thinks “the various views 
would be positive,” indicating that he is not an example of the kind of one-source or one-view 
citizen critics fear.  A woman in her twenties with a post-graduate degree summed up the general 
dislike of bias by saying,  

“You can’t fully understand even the side you think you would stand on without knowing 
the alternative argument. So in order to be able to fully understand the issue, I think you 
have to know what the argument is.”   

A woman in her fifties, however, did say that she tended toward stations that agree with 
her, and a banker in his twenties also said that he would not watch news that was clearly biased 
against his opinions, though he was open to discussing issues with anyone in person.  Overall, 
the responses of participants clash with the academic notion that people will abandon consulting 
opposing views in favor of news that lines up with their own views.   

Regarding pundits, a number of participants mentioned their distaste for opinionated 
newscasters whom one man called “yellers.”  A man in his forties complained that he almost 
stopped watching cable news because of that type of bias, and a public affairs analyst in her 
fifties said that she wanted to hear all sides of an issue for her job: 

“But when you can’t hear because they’re just yelling or berating you it’s like I don’t 
even want to, I don’t even want to play it so I just turn it off. And then I’ll go back to a 
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less invasive medium and try to read these opinions in a newspaper so that I don’t have 
to, you know, suffer that.”   

Once again, the culture of a medium like cable news or talk radio was the aggravator in 
this scenario, rather than the issue of gathering multiple viewpoints, in which most people 
expressed interest. 

Findings from our focus group interviews suggest that Americans are getting their news 
from an increasingly diverse set of sources and are actually quite pleased about it.  They 
complain from time to time about too much fluff and sensationalism, but that may not be a recent 
development.  The Internet is seen as a helpful source of information about current events, while 
television news, particularly cable news, attracts more criticism because of sensationalism and 
the constant stream of repetitive stories.  Only a scattered few participants expressed a sense of 
being overwhelmed by the volume of information or the type of media they encountered. 

Our participants acknowledge witnessing a fundamental shift in the interface between the 
media environment and the individual audience member moving from the characteristic ‘push’ of 
a fixed broadcast schedule and daily news headlines to a ‘pull’ dynamic characterized by an 
online search, although they don’t use that language explicitly.  Furthermore, between push and 
pull they acknowledge an intermediate form of interaction characterized by recommendation 
engines, collaborative filtering, short messages on current events and email attachments from the 
mainstream media which could be characterized as the electronic equivalent of the classic two-
step flow.  

Where once Americans might have gossiped over the back fence or sitting around the 
cracker barrel at the general store, online gossip and commentary through social network sites is 
now all the craze. Twitter and Facebook get mixed reviews with over-sharing by some as a 
subject of particular scorn and humor. Online social networking is relatively new and as is often 
the case in social diffusion, it may be some time before the norms of appropriate use and skills at 
filtering start to stabilize. Currently those who are technically savvy report setting up their media 
usage in a way that represents their preferences while those less savvy simply tune out 
completely.   

On the issues of fragmentation and polarization, the focus groups did not reveal evidence 
of individuals retreating into a partisan silo or ‘daily me’ of one-sided information. On the 
contrary, reinforcing recent survey and experimental research (Garrett, 2009), our participants 
indicated an interest in understanding more about how ‘the other side’ felt and the logic of their 
arguments. 

The casual use of the concept “information overload” for consumers of traditional mass 
media and the increasingly prevalent digital media may be misleading and would benefit from 
some conceptual clarification.  These focus group participants musing in 2009, for the record, 
expressed near unanimous enthusiasm about the new media environment. Those in rural areas 
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with only dialup access were looking forward to getting hooked up to broadband and getting 
more reliable cell phone service.  When frustration is mentioned, it typically takes two forms 1) 
individuals have not yet perfected skills at mastering the searching and filtering that enables 
them to find what they want; and 2) they find much content to be sensationalistic and lacking in 
seriousness.  This may be a manifestation not at all new in media behavior represented by the oft 
told story – I watched three hours of gossip and fluff on TV last night.  It was awful.  I plan to 
watch another three hours tonight. 
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Chapter 4 Pondering Polysemy 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Normally, whenever we hear anything said we spring spontaneously to an immediate conclusion, 
namely, that the speaker is referring to what we should be referring to were we speaking the 

words ourselves.   
Charles Ogden & Ivor Richards (1923) 

 
The notion that we can express to our deaf selves, let alone communication to any other human 
beings, blind, deaf, insensate as they are, a complete truth, fact or sensation is arrogant folly. 

George Steiner (1968)    
 

Codes are by their very nature full of gaps, inconsistencies and are  
subject to constant change.   

Wendy Leeds-Hurwitz (1993)  
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Marshall McLuhan has contributed to communication theory in some interesting ways, 
frequently provoking us to think freshly about media and messages. His notion that “the medium 
is the message” and his popularization of Canadian economist Harold Innis’ observations about 
media systems continue to provoke students of the field.  But for me, one of his most intriguing 
observations is an elaborated example in his lesser known The Gutenberg Galaxy (1969).    The 
point he was trying to make, as I understand it, was that individuals need to be ‘trained’ that is be 
familiar with cultural conventions of viewing to view a motion picture properly.  I found his 
comments on ‘non-literate’ movie viewers less than convincing and his comment on ‘natives’ 
rather awkward even for the era in which this was published. But I find his example of a failure 
of communication and polysemy utterly and enduringly fascinating.  He writes as follows:

Why non-literate societies cannot see films or photos without much training…   
Let us turn to a paper by Professor John Wilson of the African Institute of London 
University. For literate societies it is not easy to grasp why non-literates cannot 
see in three dimensions or perspective. We assume that this is normal vision and 
that no training is needed to view photos or films. Wilson's experiences arose 
from trying to use film in teaching natives to read: The next bit of evidence was 
very, very interesting. This man - the sanitary inspector -made a moving picture, 
in very slow time, very slow technique, of what would be required of the ordinary 
household in a primitive African village in getting rid of standing water--draining 
pools, picking up all empty tins and putting them away, and so forth. We showed 
this film to an audience and asked them what they had seen, and they said they 
had seen a chicken, a fowl, and we didn't know that there was a fowl in it! So we 
very carefully scanned the frames one by one for this fowl, and, sure enough, for 
about a second, a fowl went over the corner of the frame. Someone had frightened 
the fowl and it had taken flight, through the right hand, bottom segment of the 
frame. This was all that had been seen. The other things he had hoped they would 
pick up from the film they had not picked up at all, and they had picked up 
something which we didn’t know was in the film until we inspected it 
minutely…The film was about five minutes long. The chicken appeared for a 
second in this kind of setting.  
Question: Do you literally mean that when you talked with the audience you came 
to believe that they had not seen anything else but the chicken?  
Wilson : We simply asked them : What did you see in this film?  
Question : Not what did you think?  
Wilson: No, what did you see?  
Question : How many people were in the viewing audience of whom you asked 
this question?  
Wilson : 30-odd.  
(McLuhan 1969 36-37)
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I find this exposition particularly telling for three reasons.  First, it is a pretty dramatic 
example of polysemy, in this case miscommunication, or perhaps more accurately unintended 
communication.  After five minutes of painfully slow demonstrations of removing pools of 
standing water to prevent mosquito infestation, the audience declares that they have witnessed a 
film about a chicken, in this case the foot of a chicken observable at the extreme corner of the 
frame for approximately one second of a 300-second film.  The creators of the film who had 
presumably seen it many times were so puzzled that they had to inspect the film frame by frame 
to find the chicken.  Polysemic communication indeed.  Second, it would appear that for this 
audience of farmers, chickens are what they know and what is relevant to their livelihood and 
survival.  The business about mosquitoes, apparently, had not yet been made relevant.  What a 
wonderful example of resonance with audience expectations and identity.  Third, the 
communicators were surprised, befuddled and frustrated by their failure to communicate 
successfully.  They describe themselves as more or less dumfounded by the answer they received 
when they asked their patient and cooperative audience what they had just seen.  It is yet another 
vivid example of the fundamental semantic fallacy that senders strongly presume messages are 
received as senders intend and as the senders themselves interpret a complex symbolic stream.  
The Africanists and McLuhan himself imply that the ‘natives’ are in fact interpreting the film 
‘incorrectly’ and need to be schooled in the correct way to interpret that film as well as films in 
general. 

Pondering Polysemy 
The distinguished Anthropologist Clifford Geertz has pondered polysemy (Geertz 1973, 

2000).  He describes such an enterprise as being at the very core of what ethnographers aspire to 
accomplish.  Borrowing terminology from the Oxford philosopher Gilbert Ryle he characterized 
this task as “think description” and the term stuck and is now firmly associated with Geertz’s 
eminent repute.  Thick description is “sorting out the structures of signification” and “rendering 
mere occurrences scientifically eloquent” (Geertz 1973 9, 28).  It is a semiotic undertaking.  

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he 
himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not 
an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. It 
is explication I am after, construing social expressions on their surface enigmatical  
(Geertz 1973 5). 

Geertz develops a series of examples of the delicacy of trying to interpret culturally 
embedded communication.  Particularly memorable is the story of Cohen the trader in the remote 
Moroccan mountains in 1912 where the French Foreign Legion had just begun to try to assert 
authority.  Geertz does not explain his motives, he simply jumps into a reportage from his field 
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notes as the story was conveyed to him in 1968.  It is a bit of colonial history, a comedy of 
misunderstanding bordering on farce as Cohen is robbed by one tribe of Berbers and with friends 
from another Berber tribe steals sheep in the dead of night for revenge, ultimately settles his 
differences under the grounds of the traditional ‘ar only to have the disbelieving French find 
Cohen with his sheep and assume he had stolen them so they take the sheep and throw Cohen in 
jail as a spy for good measure.  (For the full details of this engaging situation comedy see the 
first chapter of Geertz 1973.)  It is a tour de force of miscommunication between the Jews (who 
incidentally speak fluent Berber), the various Berber tribes and the newly arrived French military 
– a dramatic multiplicative demonstration of the disjunctures between messages as sent and as 
received in this case across several cultural divides. 

 Similarly, the renowned communication scholar Everett Rogers begins his 
widely-cited and now classic study of communication and innovation with a case study about 
failed communication and resistance to innovation (Rogers 2003).  It is a story about boiled 
water in the relatively remote San José de los Molinos, 300 km south of Lima along the desert 
coast of southern Peru.  The health authorities mounted an extensive and intensive campaign to 
persuade the villagers simply to boil the water for drinking from their polluted water source as a 
full-scale sanitation system was viewed as impractical.  The campaign involved multiple 
personal household visits to the 200 families of the village with careful explanations of how 
boiling kills the germs that plagues so many of the villagers with disease and infection.  After 
two years and many in-home conversations and demonstrations only 11 of the 200 households 
adopted this critically important innovation of health behavior.  How is such a failure of 
communication possible?  Rogers explains.  It has to do with the symbolic meaning of “cooked 
water” in local culture.  Only persons who are already sick drink cooked water, and that is for 
ritual rather than health-related reasons.  It was simply counter-intuitive in this cultural setting 
for a person not yet sick to behave like a sick person.  Look at the health message from the point 
of view of the local village housewife. 

[She] does not understand germ theory. How, she argues, can microbes survive in water 
that would drown people? Are they fish? If germs are so small that they cannot be seen 
or felt, how can they hurt a grown person?  There are enough real threats in the world to 
worry about-poverty and hunger--without bothering about tiny animals one cannot see, 
hear, touch, or smell. [Her] allegiance to traditional village norms is at odds with the 
boiling of water. A firm believer in the hot-cold superstition, she feels that only the sick 
must drink boiled water (Rogers 2003 4).   

 Further: 

Most poor families saw the health worker as a "snooper" sent to Los Molinas to pry for 
dirt and to press already harassed housewives into keeping cleaner homes.  Because the 
lower-status housewives had less free time, they were unlikely to talk with [the health 
worker]Nelida about water boiling. Their contacts outside the community were limited, 
and as a result, they saw the technically proficient Nelida with eyes bound by the social 
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horizons and traditional beliefs of Los Molinas. They distrusted this outsider whom they 
perceived as a social stranger (Rogers 2003 5).   

 

One wonders how it was possible for professional field workers and their supervisors 
over a two-year period not to recognize that their germ-theory approach was not working.  But 
they did not adjust their persuasion strategy; they just kept at it with a resultant and stunning lack 
of success.  Rogers’ strategy in opening his book with this detailed case study was to draw his 
readers’ attention to the importance of the social context of communication and the complex 
attributions of motivation between speakers and listeners. 

The McLuhan, Geertz and Rogers’ stories, of course, speak of relatively exotic cultural 
contexts of polysemic miscommunication.  Surely, the sophisticated persuasive media messages 
of commercial advertisers are more successful at getting a clear message across and avoiding the 
countervailing, and misdirecting polysemic diversity of perceptions.  Actually not so.  It is 
perhaps the dirty little secret of the industry of professional persuaders.  They are not very good 
at it.  Research pointing to such conclusions is painfully uncomfortable so it is dismissed as 
flawed research or most often simply ignored.  Two stunning examples – one from a billion-
dollar six-year National Youth Anti-Drug campaign in the early 2000s and another, a meta-
analysis of 389 consumer product television commercial campaigns (most about a year in length) 
from the 1990s also representing about a billion dollars of advertising efforts. The first, the 
health campaign, had no measureable effect whatever on its target audience and some modest 
evidence that the campaign may have actually increased drug use.  The second, the compendium 
of TV commercials demonstrated a statistically significant increase in sales in only 17% of the 
cases.  In both cases the research subjects fully acknowledge seeing the persuasive messages, 
indeed many times over many months.  It just was not received and interpreted as salient or even 
relevant, and in all but a small fraction of the cases not connected to any behavioral response.  
Let’s take a closer look. 

From 1998 to 2004 the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy in 
partnership with the nonprofit Partnership for a Drug-Free America contracted with the Ogilvy 
and Mather and a number of other advertising agencies to oversee a National Youth Anti-Drug 
Media Campaign (Hornik et al. 2008).  Congress allocated nearly a billion dollars for the effort.  
The announced purpose was to educate and enable America’s youths to reject illegal drugs, to 
prevent youths from initiating use of drugs, especially marijuana and inhalants and to convince 
occasional drug users to stop.  The campaign represented a wide-ranging social marketing effort 
focusing on youths aged 9 to18 years, their parents, and other influential adults.  The campaign 
mobilized a diversity of media channels including local, cable, and network television, radio, 
Internet, magazines, and movie theaters.   It was an immense undertaking.  The design called for 
an average of 2.5 ad exposures per week primarily on TV over the course of the campaign – that 
is about 800 ads for each of 25 million young people in the target audience.  In the final years of 
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the campaign it increasingly focused on the attempt to prevent marijuana use among teens.  The 
effort including one visually powerful poster that included a picture of a plumber’s pipe with the 
caption indicating that is what “pipe” means to a 6th grader.  Beneath that image was another, in 
this case a drug pipe with the caption -- the meaning of “pipe” for a 7th grader.  Another ad had a 
paper sandwich bag and a plastic bag of marijuana with similar captions (Office of National 
Drug Control Policy 2000).  The problem is that the impression the youngsters apparently 
derived from these marketing messages was that many older kids were involved with drugs 
especially the cool ones.  The researchers discovered a boomerang effect, a statistically 
significant highly level of reported marijuana use for those with the highest levels of exposure to 
the advertising campaign.  That particular finding, not surprisingly got the agency in a lot of hot 
water.  But the predominant finding for the campaign as a whole was simply no correlation at all 
between exposure and any drug-related behaviors (Hornik et al. 2008).  Message received 800 
times.  Message ignored or misinterpreted 800 times. 

Commercial advertisers have a difficult time assessing the effectiveness of their ads.  As 
often as not when they increase their investment in advertising of a brand, corresponding sales 
will either stay the same or actually decrease (Ashley, Granger & Schmalensee 1980).  Other 
factors like price fluctuations, in-store promotions or the marketing behavior of competitors 
complicate the analysis.  The expensive but highly reliable technique for measuring the 
effectiveness of television ads is called the split cable methodology known in the industry as 
Behavior Scan a commercial service of Information Resources Inc. based in Chicago (Lodish et 
al. 1995).  The technique pairs up identical neighborhoods in various locations around the 
country which have independent cable systems and run ads on one and none at all on the other.  
Brand purchases are measured by automatic UPC statistics at local grocery, pharmacy and 
department stores in the corresponding neighborhoods.  Most of the comparisons in the 
systematic review year-long advertising campaigns of various intensities.  The analysis of all 
available studies to date in the mid 1990s by Leonard Lodish and his associates at the Wharton 
School concluded that only in 17% of the cases the commercial campaign resulted in a sales 
increase statistically distinguishable from zero (using in most cases relative large sample sizes).  
The statistic is stunning.  Like the anti-drug campaign, these are not one-shot field experiments, 
but long term over time studies of repeated exposure to advertising messages.  It is a study of 
representative, real-world commercials from companies like Campbell Soup, Colgate-Palmolive, 
Best Foods, Frito-Lay, General Mills, Kraft and Pepsi – attractive if not overtly sexy youthful 
role models consuming desirable products with evident satisfaction, plain folks testimonials, 
kitchen dramas, celebrity testimonials, colorful text overlays reminding viewers of desirable 
product attributes – the most sophisticated large-scale corporate marketing money can buy.  But, 
if this carefully conducted Wharton study is to be credited, it is money utterly wasted six times 
out of seven --tens of billions of dollars a year.  Successful propagandizing is harder than it 
looks.  This insight is counter intuitive and in fundamental opposition to the paradigmatic 
foundations of communication effects research.  Propaganda is designed to create a singular 



SoC  Ch 4  --164 

 

world view.  The fundamentally polysemic character of most human communication is 
singularly and powerfully antithetical to such singularity. 

 We could fill this tome from beginning to end with diverse examples of the vagaries of 
communication and the fragile connection between a sender and receiver of a message.   What 
strikes me as puzzling is why so few of the efforts of communication researchers are devoted to 
understanding the systemic patterns of miscommunication as well as the more traditional patterns 
of successful communication and persuasion.  We have posited that roots of this defining 
predisposition of the communication research tradition may lie historically in the fixation with 
the power of propaganda during and following WWII.  But it may be worthwhile to explore a 
little further why such a predisposition to minimize the potential significance of polysemy and 
miscommunication has been sustained so strongly for the following decades of scholarship. 

Two Theories 
In my view there are two candidate theories for explaining the relative inattention to 

polysemy in communication research.  The first is that communication researchers as human 
observers are subject to the very same cognitive biases and attributional errors they may study in 
the communication of others.  We have noted above the Fundamental Semantic Fallacy that 
communicators routinely assume that a message was interpreted by listeners as the sender 
intended.  Communication researchers are surprisingly unreflexive about how communication 
theorizing may itself be subject to the evolved cognitive biases of human perception.  The noted 
communication theorist Klaus Krippendorff of the University of Pennsylvania published a brief 
paper on the topic in 1994 entitled “A Recursive Theory of Communication” but it is only 
infrequently cited and has not been as widely read as it deserves to be.  He begins his piece:

This is an essay in human communication. It contains ‘communication', mentions 
and is, hence, about communication, but, what is important here yet often 
overlooked in other essays, it also is communication to its readers. This 
exemplifies that no statement, no essay and no theory can say anything about 
communication without also being communication to someone. Among the 
scientific discourses, this is an unusual fact - fact in the sense of having been 
made or realized - and I suggest it is constitutive of communication scholarship 
that its discourse is included in what it is about and, therefore, cannot escape the 
self-reference this entails. If I had to formulate a first axiom for communication 
research I would say that to be acceptable, 
 

Human communication theory must also be about itself. 
 

Although this seems obvious, I understand that many writers on the subject do not 
recognize this axiom and talk about communication as if their own use of 
language had nothing to do with communication. I suspect the reason for this 
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omission lies neither in bad intentions nor in an inability to understand this 
phenomenon, but in the unquestioned commitment to certain ontological 
assumptions and vocabularies that in effect prevent these scholars from facing 
themselves in their own constructions.  (Krippendorff 1994 78)

 

I find his observation persuasive and might add that the relatively few citations of the 
paper in the decades following may indicate that scholars continue to avoid facing themselves in 
their constructions. 

The second theory about the relatively weak role polysemy plays in media effects 
research may be an even more powerful explanation.  Dealing with polysemy is an extremely 
difficult challenge to quantitative methodology.  It makes studying the potential covariance of 
exposure to communication with patterns of attitudes or attitude change problematic.  When we 
confront a net attitudinal or behavioral change in the intended direction of a persuasive message 
we take that to be the effect.  But clearly in virtually all real-world and experimental simulation 
of real-world communication situations a persuasive message has a distribution of positive, null 
and contrary responses among different individuals exposed.  Researchers tend to study only net 
effects.  The accompanying null and ‘reverse’ effects are treated as noise and random variation.   
But null and reverse effects probably reflect important systematic patterns of individuals’ 
varying levels interest and sense of a messages’ relevance.  Another paradox. 

Some readers proceeding this far may have been become increasingly uncomfortable 
with my assertion that communication theory deals only fleetingly with polysemy.  For some 
readers that would be because the humanistic tradition of communication scholarship focusing 
on cultural studies and textual analysis take polysemy very seriously indeed.  It is, in fact, central 
to theorizing in these traditions.  So let us take a brief look at the celebrated gap between the 
humanistic and social scientific traditions of communication scholarship.  What would it take to 
bridge the gap?  What would result if survey researchers and experimentalists took polysemy 
seriously? 

The Disconnect between the Cultural Studies and Media Effects Traditions 
The central argument of this chapter is that the phenomenon of polysemy represents one 

of the central problematiques of human communication and of its study.  The challenge of 
dealing with the sometimes dramatic variances between the interpretation of a complex message 
as sent and as received and the variance among audience members of the mass media 
distinguishes the field of communication from sociology, political science and anthropology 
although each of these disciplines from time to time addresses similar structural puzzles.  In this 
section we take special note of the two distinct traditions that have evolved for struggling with 
the polysemic character of human communication.  The first tradition of social scientific 
communication research as noted above in chapter 2 has been underway now for about 70 years.  
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The second tradition which is most commonly referred to as cultural studies began to crystallize 
in England in the 1960s and 1970s as a critical reaction and counterpoint to ongoing social 
scientific efforts is thus about 40 years old.   

The mutual hostility between the two traditions of scholarship remains as strong as ever 
and is reinforced by differences of perspective on several dimensions of epistemology and 
methodology which we will explore in turn in the pages ahead (Willis 1980; Rogers 1985; 
Jensen 1987; Schroder 1987; Lull 1988; Wolf 1988; Jensen 1990; Livingstone 1998; Jensen 
2011).   My view is that the competitive hostility between these traditions is both unfortunate and 
unsurprising.  Academic scholarship is awash in competing and more often than not overtly 
hostile schools of thought.  Sociologist Randall Collins, in fact, has done an exhaustive study of 
schools of thought in the field of philosophy over recorded history and demonstrates predictable 
dynamics as competing paradigms wax and wane and even form strategic alliances (Collins 
1998).  A number of scholars have addressed the divide between cultural studies and media 
effects and each seems to have a somewhat different emphasis on what the core differences 
actually are. 

One of the first and enduringly influential essays goes back to the Rockefeller Foundation 
era and a principal actor in that drama, Columbia sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld.  From interaction 
with a number of fellow European intellectual émigrés, particularly Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor Adorno, Lazarsfeld contributed to Horkheimer’s journal Studies in Philosophy and 
Social Science with an essay entitled “Remarks on Administrative and Critical Communication 
Research” (1941) which introduced that unfortunate terminological binary.  Although Lazarsfeld 
first published the term “administrative” his humanistic counterpoint at that time Theodor 
Adorno could not recall whether the term was Adorno’s and picked up by Lazarsfeld or actually 
invented by Lazarsfeld (Adorno 1969).  Later work, particularly that of Todd Gitlin (1978), 
further polarized the divide.  That development was particularly ironic because the original 
Lazarsfeld essay conveyed both a great sensitivity to the historical and political underpinnings of 
the cultural studies tradition and a strong endorsement of how each tradition could benefit from 
cross-fertilization.   

Only a very catholic conception of the task of research can lead to valuable results…The 
writer, whose interests and occupational duties are in the field of administrative 
research, wanted to express his conviction that there is here a type of approach which, if 
it were included in the general stream of communications research, could contribute 
much in terms of challenging problems and new concepts useful in the interpretation of 
known, and in the search for new data. (Lazarsfeld 1941).   

His remarks were tempered by a realistic assessment of the numerous impediments to 
rapprochement  “As long as there is so little experience in the actual cooperation of critical and 
administrative research, it is very difficult to be concrete” (Lazarsfeld 1941).  But in the essay he 
set up a set of parallel and complementary foundational questions for the two traditions.  For the 
effects tradition –  
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Who are the people exposed to the different media? What are their specific preferences? 
What are the effects of different methods of presentation? One who uses media of 
communication is in competition with other agencies whose purposes are different, and 
thus research must also keep track of what is communicated by others. Finally, 
communications research has to be aware that the effect of radio, print, or the movie, 
does not end with the purposive use which is made of it by administrative agencies. 

 

For the cultural studies tradition – 

A critical student who analyzes modern media of communication will look at radio, 
motion pictures, the press, and will ask the following kinds of questions: How are these 
media organized and controlled? How, in their institutional set-up, is the trend toward 
centralization, standardization and promotional pressure expressed? In what form, 
however disguised, are they threatening human values? He will feel that the main task of 
research is to uncover the unintentional (for the most part) and often very subtle ways in 
which these media contribute to living habits and social attitudes that he considers 
deplorable. 

The unfortunate element of the labels Lazarsfeld invented, as we have noted above, is 
that “administrative” conveys the sense of managerial bureaucrats in thoughtless service of and 
taking direct orders from self-interested government and corporate executives.  Such a practice 
was not characteristic of the Bureau of Radio Research or of Lazarsfeld’s independent 
scholarship which could be highly critical and historically grounded (see for a notable example 
his work with Robert Merton “Mass Communication, Popular Taste, and Organized Social 
Action” 1948).  That creative academic empirical research would be meaningfully utilized by 
media professionals was Lazarsfeld’s aspiration, but was not to become a reality (with only a few 
exceptions) in his era or since. As a result in the years since the publication of his thoughtful and 
hopeful essay the terminology today is used only as a dismissive disparagement by cultural 
studies specialists impatient with work of their empirically inclined colleagues.   

Some years later James Carey would introduce another pair of concepts to try to capture 
the distinctions between the two traditions.  Drawing on John Dewey’s Experience and Nature 
he contrasted the concept of communication as transmission versus communication as ritual 
(1989 15).   

The transmission view of communication is the commonest in our culture-perhaps in all 
industrial cultures-and dominates contemporary dictionary entries under the term.  It is 
defined by terms such as "imparting" "sending" "transmitting" or "giving information to 
others." It is formed from a metaphor of geography or transportation… 
 
The ritual view of communication, though a minor thread in our national thought, is by 
far the older of those views---old enough in fact for dictionaries to list it under "Archaic."  
In a ritual definition, communication is linked to terms such as "sharing," 
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"participation," "association," "fellowship," and "the possession of a common faith."  
This definition exploits the ancient identity and common roots of the terms 
"commonness," "communion," "community," and "communication."  A ritual view of 
communication is directed not toward the extension of messages in space but toward the 
maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting information but the 
representation of shared beliefs (Carey 1989 15-18).   

  

The transmission concept treats the movement of “information” like the movement of 
people or goods – a straightforward and concrete process subject to systematic empirical 
verification.  But the ritual concept gets at something deeper and to Carey more important.  
Although he cites primarily literary rather than sociological sources, his argument is firmly 
rooted in the extensive literature of the sociology of knowledge (Mannheim 1936; Berger & 
Luckman 1966).  He argues that rather than the traditional notion that the words of 
communication are symbols each designed to represent some object or process in reality we 
should see it the other way around.  That is, that language is necessary for and prior to perception 
– “reality is brought into existence, is produced, by communication-by, in short, the construction, 
apprehension, and utilization of symbolic forms.  Reality, while not a mere function of symbolic 
forms, is produced by terministic systems… We first produce the world by symbolic work and 
then take up residence in the world we have produced. Alas, there is magic in our self 
deceptions.” (Carey 1989 25-30).  His purpose in this exercise, he explains, is to remove the 
taken-for-granted quality of transmissive communication and identify the phenomenon of human 
communication appropriately as “a far more problematic activity than it ordinarily seems” 
(Carey 1989 25).   

In a widely cited analysis, John Durham Peters picked up where Carey leaves off and 
expands the dichotomy philosophically and historically using the terms dialog (roughly parallel 
to ritual) and dissemination (largely equivalent to transmission) (Peters 1999).  We won’t address 
Peters’ thoughtful and complex analysis here except to note one particular insight he emphasizes 
that Carey does not.  He starts as Carey does with the observation that communication is 
problematic – “with all its misfires, mismatches, and skewed effects” (Peters 1999 6).  But then 
he turns the terminology on its head and argues that the phenomenon of “miscommunication” 
precedes and makes possible the prospect of communication itself.   

The potentials for disruption in long-distance “communication" - lost letters, wrong 
numbers, dubious signals from the dead, downed wires, and missed deliveries - have 
since come to describe the vexations of face-to-face converse as well.  Communication as 
a person-to-person activity became thinkable only in the shadow of mediated 
communication. Mass communication came first (Peters 1999 6) 
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One other terminological distinction emphasizes not different understandings of what 
communication is, but very different purposes in the motivation of scholarship on 
communication. The distinction is between the aesthetic and interpretive impulse and the 
scientific analysis of causes and effects (Schroder 1987).  Like Rogers (1985) Schroder describes 
the distinctive approaches as historically associated with European (interpretive) and North 
American (social scientific) traditions in the study of social and cultural phenomena more 
broadly defined.  Virtually all of these observers note and take as self-evident that the social 
science tradition is older, more dominant, better funded than the late comer cultural studies, The 
enthusiasts among these observers insist cultural studies must resist the dominant discourse and 
fight for recognition and independence.  Schroder and Rogers in particular emphasize the need 
for and the possibility of rapprochement and cooperation.   One thing is clear.  Both traditions 
are strong and healthy today with recognition within the universities, academic publishers, 
professional associations and journals.  So the resist-the-dominant-discourse argument is much 
less compelling at this stage.  But an important question remains unclear.  Are the two 
perspectives actually and fundamentally incommensurate?    

Some may disagree, but I am going to argue at some length in the pages ahead that the 
answer is no.  The two traditions are not, as some have insisted, different ways of knowing or 
independent epistemologies.  Both aspire both to understand human communication as it is 
historically rooted and to influence the real-world social structures and technologies so they are 
better able to serve agreed upon ends.  Both are empirical although styles of empiricism vary.  
The fundamental difference is really only one of emphasis.  I am going to try to make the case 
that both approaches are partial and incomplete that each could draw substantial insight from the 
other.  Briefly, my argument is that the cultural studies tradition focuses on media texts with a 
deep interest in their polysemic character but only rarely on audience reception.  Social science 
research focuses on audience reception but only rarely on the character of the message itself and 
then even more rarely on polysemic character of complex messages.  Neither pays much 
attention to institutional creation of mass mediated messages although both acknowledge its 
importance.  From my point of view it is an elegant and dramatic reprise of the blind men and 
elephant.  I am unable to discern a fundamentally intrinsic reason for this essential divide 
systematic study of human communication.  What is fundamental is that it is tremendously 
difficult to address the polysemic character of complex messages, the diversity of audience 
responses and perhaps exponentially more difficult to study both in concert. But clearly that is 
what is needed for a systematic and coherent discipline of communication scholarship.  A central 
theme of this book is that polysemy is one of the defining paradigmatic challenges 
communication research must confront.  In my view that means it is not sufficient just to study 
the central tendency of audience reception.  The variance in reception is equally important.  The 
central hypotheses of communication theory must focus on the conditions under which each 
tends to vary.  Let’s take a look at the sometimes warring camps and the prospects for a 
demilitarized zone between them. 
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Cultural Studies.   
Cultural studies had no John Marshall and Rockefeller Foundation to nurture its growth 

but it certainly had prolific, committed and charismatic founding scholars.  And it had an 
institutional base in the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of 
Birmingham in the UK.  The Centre was founded in the mid sixties by sociologist and literary 
critic Richard Hoggart who was well known for The Uses of Literacy (1957) a critical review of 
the weakening of close-knit working class communities in Northern England following WWII 
and its replacement by a centralized and manipulative mass mediated culture.  Perhaps most 
influential was Stuart Hall who joined the center early on and became director in 1968.  
Raymond Williams, Professor of Drama at Cambridge University and author of the seminal 
Culture and Society (1958) was also active in the founding of the Centre.   All three had working 
class upbringings and sensibilities and all especially Hall and Williams were active in the politics 
and publications of the British left.   

The Centre was always small (a staff of three and perhaps 20 graduate students) and 
struggling for funding and it was ultimately disbanded amid predictable controversy in 2002 but 
its influence on the evolution of cultural studies in England and globally is hard to 
overemphasize.   The earlier work emphasized the Gramcian neo-Marxism of the 1960s under 
Hall with a focus on the hegemonic power of the media particularly the conjuncture of popular 
culture and the reproduction of social power structures in England.  Later work moved beyond 
class-based power relations focusing on media depictions involving race and gender.  More 
about the Centre and Hall in a few pages. 

I am going to argue there are four foundational elements of the cultural studies 
perspective that motivate the energies of researchers in this tradition and their critique and 
ultimate rejection of what they take the be the dominant and misguided social science paradigm 
of media effects.  Interrogating these four (cultural studies folks like to ‘interrogate’) will take us 
a reasonable distance toward understanding the tensions between the perspectives and the 
prospects of a peace process. The first is: 

 

1) A Focus on the Text.  Cultural studies, most notably in the early work of Hoggart and 
Williams, evolved out of literary studies, a tradition with a rich appreciation of and interest in the 
multiple meanings in text.  And, again reflecting the literary tradition, there is a great deal of 
attention to the interpretations of the analyst and speculations about the author, social and 
cultural contexts of authorship and possible authorial intentions, all worthy and important 
endeavors.  There are data under analysis as there is in the social science tradition.  The data are  
the text.  But only rarely are there any data about audience sense-making and the prospective 
multiplicity of senses audiences may make.  Williams’ Culture and Society, for example, reviews 
the works of 40 literary authors spanning two centuries with a provocative neoMarxist thematic 
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about how conservative thinkers had appropriated the very definition of what we take to be 
culture.  The concept of audience is central, but it is an audience as imagined by Williams.  The 
notion of audience is even more central to Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy, but again it is 
audience as remembered from the early post war years of Hoggart’s working-class youth in 
Leeds in the industrial west midlands of England.   He moves attention from literary classics to a 
study of pulp fiction, popular magazines, newspapers and movies and the theoretical centrality of 
the imagined audience remains strong, but unburdened by actual interaction with contemporary 
working class readers and listeners.   

Hall’s highly influential paradigm articulated in Encoding/Decoding (1973/1980), 
however, upped the ante by moving the question of whether audiences did or did not make sense 
of media content by ‘oppositional’ rather than ‘preferred’ readings generally intended by media 
elites to center stage in the analysis of more subtle forms of hegemonic power rather than older 
Marxist ideas of a deterministic effect of capitalist propaganda leading to wide spread false 
consciousness.  Hall felt a naturalistic empirical assessment of how audiences in context 
negotiated media texts was a worthy undertaking although he was highly critical of typical 
survey and experimental quantification.  Indeed several members of the Centre community 
undertook empirical studies, notably David Morley and Charlotta Brundson’s studies of the 
BBC’s Nationwide documentary series (1999).  The growing recognition of empirical, primarily 
ethnographic analyses of polysemic audience responses was signaled when Hall’s 1980 
compendium of Centre research for the preceding decade had an entire section devoted to 
‘Ethnography at the Centre.’  But unfortunately, although highly celebrated, studies that actually 
move beyond the text to the audience in this tradition were extremely rare.  Morley and 
Brundson were able to study responses to only two of the nearly 4000 Nationwide programs 
aired and were able to interview only limited non-representative samples of college students and 
adult education students in small groups.  In the compendium of Centre work in 1980 of the five 
chapters in the section on ethnography only two involve actual ethnography and only one of 
them deals with the media (the other focuses on a scout camp.)  There were several notable and 
extraordinarily influential ethnographic studies of popular media at this time (although most 
were conducted quite independently of the Centre.)  Among them was Janice Radway’s Reading 
the Romance published in 1988.  Radway, a young and ambitious literature scholar in the 
American Civilization Department (in the tradition of American Studies) at Penn befriended and 
interviewed a book store owner named Dot in the pseudonymous Midwestern town of Smithton.  
Dot had many customers who like herself were devoted fans of romance fiction.  Radway 
conducted taped free-ranging focus groups and individual interviews with 21 of the most devoted 
romance readers in the community and persuaded 42 of the bookstores customers to fill out a 
small survey.  In the tradition of ethnography, there was no reason for these informants to be a 
larger or representative sample of a larger population because the purpose was to explore the 
meaning of these novels in the lives of these women, not to calculate global parameters for any 
specific variables or populations.     
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The book was an instant hit and became a core reading in communication studies and 
women’s studies.  Radway, however, had intended her book for quite different audience in 
literary studies and to contribute to the debate between the formalist New Criticism school and 
its detractors.  The New Criticism movement made a special point that one should study just the 
text itself and was dramatically dismissive of those who gave attention to the presumed 
intentions of the author or readings of an audience.  Radway explains in an introduction to a later 
edition of the book that at the time she was writing she was simply unaware of the Birmingham 
School but then ten years later was delighted to discover it and had no objection to the fact that 
her work was “hijacked” (her word) for other disciplinary purposes. 

Another instant hit was Ien Ang’s Watching Dallas published in 1985.  As a doctoral 
student at the University of Amsterdam Ang simply put an ad in a Dutch woman’s magazine 
asking for volunteers to write her a note on why they liked or disliked the American prime time 
soap opera that was being rerun in Holland (and around the world) and causing a bit of a cultural 
stir at the time.  In response to the small ad, 42 women described their thoughts and feelings in 
varying levels of detail and providing the more than sufficient raw material for a provocative and 
thoughtful dissertation and book on the cross-cultural, commercial and gender issues raised by 
this interaction of audience and text.  This study along with the multinational study of Dallas’ 
audiences by Liebes and Katz (1990) became almost instantly canonic in the domain of cultural 
studies.   

Small and casually compiled samples, but richly detailed free-wheeling recorded 
conversations with audience members are analyzed with a sympathetic ear and a bountiful array 
of well grounded theories about historical context, elite manipulation and power relations, gender 
and identity.  Is there a problem?  Actually, yes.  The difficulty is that although the literature of 
cultural studies has grown very large, studies like these that involve interaction with actual 
audiences, although celebrated, are extremely rare, about as rare as examples of social scientists 
who pay much attention to the texts they use in effects studies.  A close reading of a text is a 
difficult endeavor.  The analysis of the diversity of close readings of audience members, it 
appears, is sufficiently daunting to make its undertaking exotically infrequent.   

2) An Emphasis on the Holistic.  In their efforts to accumulate a series of law-like and 
generalizable statements about the nature of human communication, social scientists reduce 
complex and contextualized interactions to their basic elements and decontextualize them.  This 
sort of theorizing is by its very nature reductionist.  The reaction of one or several individuals to 
a specific communication in a specific context is paradigmatically beside the point.  Social 
scientists seek generalizations about human reactions to a class of communication, historically, 
as we have seen, the success or failure of propaganda to persuade.  This perfectly reasonable 
undertaking, however, drives humanists to distraction.  In their view such an approach: 
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• Is reductionist.   

• Treats the richness and subtlety of human communication in a mechanical way, much 
like the notions of force, mass and velocity in Newtonian physics.   

• Is based on a naïve pretense that the values and cultural and political commitments of 
the social scientists do not color their choice of research topics and research methods.   

• Decontextualizes.   

• Recodes complex phenomena into variables and their quantified relationships. 

• And, of course, pays almost no attention to the nature of the texts involved. 

Yes.  Pretty much guilty on all counts.  Most members of the cultural studies community 
have little or no objection to the scientific study of public health dynamics or economics where 
quantitative assessments and generalizations about the relationships of, say, diet and disease or 
supply and demand do not violate the fundamental character of the phenomenon at hand.  A 
recorded death is an unambiguous datum in the study of public health.  In economics a dollar is a 
dollar.  The view of the community of humanistic communication scholars, simply enough, is 
that the traditional social scientific methods are not well matched for the study of the 
phenomenon of human communication.  In the pages ahead we will examine whether with some 
effort they could be better matched. 

3) A Critical Perspective.  The normative valence of the cultural studies tradition is deep 
and strong.  It has strong roots in Marxism, neoMarxism, and a critique of capitalism, 
commercialism, colonialism, neocolonialism, neoliberalism and the inequities and stereotypes 
associated with gender, gender preference and race.  Following Foucault, it is frequently asserted 
that all cultural activity and communication is inherently infused with the political.  Accordingly, 
the analysis of elite and popular culture is an unavoidable political act.  In turn, the social 
scientific pretense of value-neutrality is seen as naïve and or some cases disingenuous.  As noted 
above, Hoggart, Hall, and Williams had working class backgrounds (although Hall’s father 
eventually worked his way up through the ranks of the United Fruit Company in Jamaica) and 
they used the experiences and identities of their youth frequently and prominently in their 
critique of the role of commercial mass culture in reproducing inequities.   

Larry Grossberg captures the spirit of political engagement in the introduction to his 
Cultural Studies in the Future Tense (2010) entitled: “We All Want to Change the World.”  He 
reviews and rejects a series of definitions of cultural studies in the introduction and then presents 
his own as follows: 

Cultural studies… is concerned with describing and intervening in the ways cultural 
practices are produced within, inserted into, and operate in the everyday life of human 
beings and social formations, so as to reproduce, struggle against, and perhaps 
transform the existing structures of power. … It investigates how people are empowered 
and disempowered by the particular structures and forces that organize their everyday 
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lives in contradictory ways… Cultural studies is concerned with the construction of the 
contexts of life as matrices of power, understanding that discursive practices are 
inextricably involved in the organization of relations of power. Grossberg (2010) 
 
A little later on he notes that within cultural studies and especially at the seminal Centre 
at Birmingham there is an insistence on:  
a fundamental refusal of the demand, so powerfully enforced in the academy, that one 
bracket one's passions, one's biographical sympathies, and one's political commitments, 
in the name of a (spurious) intellectual (read scientific) objectivity. Cultural studies 
knew…that without such investments in the world, in our lives, and in me lives of others, 
there is no desire, need for, or possibility of knowledge.  Knowledge always depends on a 
visceral relevance.  Grossberg (2010)  

 

Social scientists have a different mantra for dealing with the difficult complexities of how 
the personal values of the human investigator may impinge on their conduct of research.  The 
search for the confirmation of a hypothesis in social sciences has to be independent of what the 
investigator would prefer to find, otherwise what would be the point of the exercise.  It is 
perfectly reasonable for an investigator (with appropriate public acknowledgement) to select 
research topics based on their values and personal interests.  But the goal is to be open to 
disconfirmation.  Disconfirmation is a valuable as confirmation and as often as not will send the 
researcher creatively back to the drawing board to figure out what dynamics are at work in the 
data at hand.  Grossberg is skeptical of the typical working social scientist’s ability to remove the 
effects of their values from the way they design and interpret their studies thus his reference in 
the quotation above to “spurious scientific objectivity.”   He may have a point about how some 
media effects researchers conduct their business, but that does not necessarily undermine the 
importance of the underlying scientific principle. 

 

4) Historically Grounded.  We noted at some length about how the early experimental 
and survey work on propaganda was deeply rooted in the historical circumstances of WWII and 
the cold war which followed.  With the exception of Harold Lasswell and John Marshall himself, 
the leaders of the Rockefeller initiative saw the historical grounding of their work as obvious but 
as incidental.  They were scientists.  The war may have drawn their attention to possible 
pathologies of mass communication and public opinion, but they were seeking to understand the 
fundamental dynamics of human psychology and collective behavior – an understanding that 
would hopefully transcend the immediate historical environment and provide useful insights for 
generations to follow.  They would not hesitate to acknowledge that broadcasting technologies 
represented something new and important, but the question at hand would be seen as the 
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interaction of a new technology with the enduring psychological properties of individual and 
collective behavior. 

Such a perspective struck the humanists as misguided and naïve.  In tandem with the 
notion of a critical and politically engaged scholarship, the notion of historically grounded 
intellectual work fundamentally defines the humanistic traditions of the cultural studies 
enterprise.  With strong roots in the Marxist conception of historical stages, Raymond Williams’ 
seminal Culture and Society, and The Long Revolution were cultural histories (Williams used the 
phrase ‘social history’).  Likewise Hoggart central theme focused on post-war changes in 
working class culture and mass media.  And Stuart Hall drawing on Marx, the Frankfort School 
and particularly Gramsci was explicitly historical (and, of course, political) in his influential role 
as Centre director and productive scholar.  Colonial history and conceptions of modernism and 
post-modernism continue to central organizing themes in this literature.  So more than just a 
potentially dry academic historicism, as in Grossberg’s memorable “we all want to change the 
world” it is a politically engaged historical turn.  

It becomes possible then both to understand why the two traditions talk past one another 
so frequently and why they also can be seen to represent the iconic blind men stubbornly 
grasping onto their treasured extremity of the very same elephant.  By emphasizing the 
complexity of the text in social and historical context, cultural analysts can speculate about its 
meaning and its effects provocatively but in so doing are unable to subject their tests to 
traditional tests of verification.  In turn, the social scientist’s proclivity to look only at a few 
decontextualized and abstracted attributes of communication at a time allows for verification but 
at the loss of historical and cultural context and the polysemic richness of text under study.  
Table 4.1 summarizes these dualities.  Clearly researchers should aspire to understanding 
communication in context with full capacity for empirical verification.  It is frustratingly 
difficult, which explains why the gap is so seldom bridged.  But it not impossible, and in light of 
the dramatically changing media environment, it might be an ideal time for a rapprochement. 

The Vision of Cultural Studies  The Social Science Vision 
   Text    Attributes of the text 
   Holistic    Analytic 
   Critical    Behavioral science 
   Historical    Generalizable  

Table 4.1 
Alternative Traditions of Communication Research 

 

Stuart Hall Meet Albert Bandura 
To better understand the great divide in communication scholarship and to further explore 

prospects for convergence, or at least partial convergence which in my view would benefit both 
traditions immeasurably, let us review the intellectual trajectories of the fields over the past half 
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century.  My thesis is that both the cultural studies and media effects traditions as they developed 
independently of each other in midcentury went to considerable lengths to break free of their 
equally independent forebears – cultural studies from literary studies which systematically 
ignored popular culture and media effects from a radical behaviorism that systematically ignored 
human cognitive and symbolic behavior.  The intellectual birthing of a new tradition, of course, 
involves a youthful rebellion against the parental tradition.  The case I will attempt to make is 
that this process of rebellion and transition led to a disjuncture between the models of cultural 
studies and media effects scholarship, but possibly only a temporary one as the trajectories of 
both may be, or at least should be moving toward each other.  The key to this prospective 
convergence, I argue, is the acknowledgement of the fundamentally polysemic character of 
communication.  To make the case I’ll contrast the histories of two iconic figures, one in each of 
these traditions – cultural studies pioneer Stuart Hall from the acclaimed Birmingham school and 
equally acclaimed experimental psychologist Albert Bandura.   

Stuart Hall was born in Kingston Jamaica in 1932 to middle class parents (Rojek 2003; 
Proctor 2004).  His father worked his way up to become chief accountant at the American-owned 
United Fruit Company, a major employer and political player on the island.    Jamaica’s racial 
makeup then as now was about 90% black.  But there is an elaborately differentiated system of 
racial hues in Jamaican culture, and by that set of traditions Hall was not black but rather a 
“brown man.”  Such racial distinctions would not be made when Hall reached England in 1951 
when according to local norms at Merton College at Oxford he, as a man of African heritage, 
was simply black.  The colonial traditions were very strong in Jamaica during his youth and Hall 
attended schools modeled on the British tradition right down to the blazers, caps and cricket 
athletics designed, as Hall put it, to create a black Englishman.  He studied modern literature and 
poetry and the works of Karl Marx and won a Rhodes scholarship to Oxford where he initially 
sought to pursue a PhD dissertation focusing on the relationship between Europe and America in 
the novels of Henry James drawing on the theories noted literary critic F. R. Leavis and a bit of 
Marx.  So like the others now credited with founding British cultural studies, his starting point 
was literary criticism.  But as he became more active in leftist circles in London in the late 1950s 
he left Oxford became a supply teacher in South London and ultimately the first editor of the 
newly created New Left Review from 1960-62.  Tiring of the doctrinal squabbles among the 
many factions of the left, he retreated to teaching, at this point lecturing on popular culture at the 
University of London where he caught the eye of English Professor Richard Hoggart, as we 
noted above, who invited him to join the newly established Birmingham University Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies in 1964 as a research fellow.  The Center was one of a kind.  
There was no tradition of popular cultural studies in the UK so many at Birmingham and 
elsewhere were critical of the upstart institution undertaking the initiation of what was to become 
an entirely new field. There was no university support for the Centre, modest financial support 
was recruited from various sources including the sympathetic publisher of Penguin Books.   Hall 
succeeded Hoggart as director of the Center four years later and drew the intellectual and 
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political engagement of the Centre further to the left during its ‘golden age’ for the next decade 
after which Hall left to join the Open University in London.  The Centre continued with some 
ups and downs under new leadership after Hall left in 1979 and was closed down in a 
controversial move by the university in 2002.  At the height of the Centre’s famous decade, Hall 
wrote a short essay on the fundamentally polysemic character of communication 
Encoding/Decoding (1973), although not published until 1980, it became a highly influential and 
foundational model for theory and methodology in cultural studies.  Interestingly the original 
paper, a “Stenciled Occasional Paper” in the Centre’s self-publishing tradition, was a critical 
reaction to the behavioristic work at a sister research center working in the media effects 
tradition at Leicester and notably its well-known director James Halloran.  When the 
Encoding/Decoding paper was published as a book chapter, much of that material was edited out 
and the original essay did not become fully available until 2007 when the Centre’s complete 
papers were published in book form (Gray, et al., 2007).  For our purposes, we will take a close 
look at that paper in contrast with a parallel foundational paper by Bandura. 

Albert Bandura was born in 1925 and raised in rural poverty by immigrant parents of 
Ukrainian and Polish decent in Western Canada near Edmonton (Evans 1989; Pajares 2004).   
Although his parents had limited educational experience themselves they instilled a respect for 
education and young Albert set out to study biology at the University of British Columbia but 
discovered psychology as something of a fluke in searching for a class that met his commuting 
schedule.  It was intellectual love at first sight and when Bandura graduated in 1949 he asked his 
advisor where the “stone tablets of psychology were kept” so he could go to graduate school 
there and was given the answer – The University of Iowa.    

Departments of psychology at midcentury were still dominated by somewhat doctrinaire 
versions of Freudian theory and strict behaviorism which drawing on Ivan Pavlov, Clark Hull, 
John Watson and B. F. Skinner dismissed cognition and communication as distractions – the 
orthodoxy dictated that it is better that experimental psychologists simply observe stimuli and 
behavior and the resultant operant conditioning.  This is important because although Bandura 
was an enthusiastic student of experimental empiricism, he increasingly moved away from 
behaviorism of his graduate school days to participate in the cognitive revolution in 
psychological thinking of the next half century.  He joined the department of psychology at 
Stanford in 1953 and still continues his work there today as an emeritus professor.  It is a 
fascinating intellectual trajectory, actually.  His early work on aggression and his development of 
Social Learning Theory reflected roots in behaviorism and modeling of behavior especially by 
children of role models in the media and day-to-day experience.  This work included the classic 
Bobo doll experiment which demonstrated that children observing adults hitting the inflatable 
doll where more likely to behave aggressively in modeled behavior with the doll and with other 
children.  Bandura became increasingly sensitive to the criticism that “social learning” was 
thoughtless mimicry and changed his labeling from “social learning” to “social cognitive” theory 
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and progressively came to embrace the somewhat awkward term “agentic behavior” to 
emphasize the importance of human cognition, choice and agency.   

 

Written more toward the conclusion of his career the essay “Social Cognitive Theory of 
Mass Communication” published in 2009 represents Bandura’s counterpoint to Hall’s 
“Encoding/Decoding” as a prescriptive methodological overview and master theory of  

Table 4.2 Comparing Hall’s and Bandura’s Theory of Communication Process 

 

communication process in this case breaking free of psychological behaviorism rather than 
literary criticism.  Each essay, from a radically distant starting point, focuses on the 
fundamentally polysemic character of communication and the need to move away from a 

 Hall “Encoding/Decoding” Bandura “Social Cognitive Theory” 
Fundamentally polysemic character 
of communication 

“Before this message can have an 
‘effect’…it must first be perceived 
as meaningful discourse and 
meaningfully decoded…one of the 
most significant political 
moments….is the point when events 
which are normally signified and 
decoded in a negotiated way begin 
to be given an oppositional reading” 

An extraordinary capacity for 
symbolization provides humans with 
a powerful tool for comprehending 
their environment…cognitive 
factors partly determine which 
environmental events will be 
observed [and] what meaning will 
be conferred on them” 

Social context of audience 
interpretation 

“Effects…are themselves framed by 
structures of understanding as well 
as social and economic structures 
which shape its realization at the 
reception end” 

“Human self-development, 
adaptation and change are imbedded 
in social systems.  Therefore 
personal agency operates within a 
broad network of sociostructural 
influences” 

Critique of simplistic behavioristic 
media effects 

“The use of the semiotic paradigm 
promises to dispel the lingering 
behaviourism that has dogged mass 
media research for so long” 

“Human behavior has often been 
explained in terms of unidirectional 
causation… [however] people are 
self-developing, proactive, self-
regulating and self-reflecting not 
just reactive organisms”  

Hegemonic power of the media “The hegemonic interpretation of 
…politics are given by political 
elites: the particular choice of 
presentational occasions and 
formats, the selection of personnel, 
the choice of images, the ‘staging’ 
of debates” 

“Televised representations of social 
realities reflect ideological bents in 
their portrayal of human nature, 
social relations and the norms and 
structure of society” 

Case study of violence in the media “Representations of violence on the 
TV screen are not violence but 
messages about violence… with its 
clear-cut, good/bad Manichean 
moral universe, its clear social and 
moral designation of villain and 
hero” 

“In televised representations of 
human discord, physical aggression 
is a preferred solution, is acceptable, 
is usually successful and socially 
sanctioned by superheroes 
triumphing over evil by violent 
means” 
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definition of media depictions as of singular meaning and deterministic effect.  Both essays 
incidentally address the impact of violence in the media on audiences.  Both reflect an openness 
to the empirical assessment of the diversity of audience interpretation although Hall makes clear 
his skepticism of the prospect of simple experiments succeeding in such an enterprise.  Table 4.2 
demonstrates the striking similarities among these two foundational documents written at 
different times, from different traditions and for different audiences yet highly convergent in 
defining an agenda for research. 

Each scholar started with a difficult battle with their parenting tradition – Hall with 
literary studies which had no patience for the serious study of popular culture, Bandura with 
behavioristic psychology which had no patience for the serious study of what individuals think 
(or say they think) as opposed to their observable behavior.  Both scholars won those battles and 
become celebrated as founders of new and vibrant academic traditions -- cultural studies and 
media effects research.  Both men viewed their scholarship as an extension of their fundamental 
moral values – Hall focusing on the power inequities of modern industrial systems and Bandura 
on media violence and on the conditions when individuals turn to violence and morally 
disengage.  Hall was more overtly “political” and “critical” in his style of scholarship but both 
men spent comfortable careers as dutiful employees of large academic institutions as each felt he 
was able to pursue his primary moral concerns.  But in the end, both turned out not to have fully 
broken free from their parenting discipline.  Hall’s tradition was literary studies which studied 
the text and only the text.  Bandura’s was behaviorism which studied the behavioral response but 
typically took the text as a given.  Both were deeply concerned about the depiction of violence in 
the popular media.  One can only wonder what might have evolved if by chance they found 
themselves in adjoining academic offices, rather than an ocean and a continent apart. The 
Jamaican and Canadian found new academic homes for their careers in Birmingham and 
Stanford.  They might have also found intellectual common ground had their trajectories 
converged.  But, as luck would have it, their paths never crossed.   

What If Effects Research Took Polysemy Seriously? 
It was a hot and humid summer night in Ann Arbor Michigan.  A particularly talented 

graduate student in political science at the University of Michigan had a hunch.  He decided to 
take a box of surveys home for the evening -- the original mimeographed questionnaires with the 
various textual answers hastily scribbled in by interviewers during the old-style in-home, face-to-
face interviews.  He wanted a closer look.  The year was 1958.  Once survey answers were coded 
numerically on IBM cards (it’s 1958), nobody ever went back to the “raw” questionnaires 
(except in the rare case of an evident coding error in order to correct the IBM card.)  The student 
was Philip Converse and he was about to make a discovery that would define his career-long 
reputation as a scholar and soon win him the rare honor of co-authorship with his professors on a 
major project and tenure-line position in the department there and, incidentally, start a major 
debate in behavioral political science that would rage for many decades.   
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He took the questionnaires to the basement (it was cooler down there) and poured over 
them late into the evening.   His suspicion was at first a vague notion that there was something 
wrong with the way he and his colleagues were interpreting voters’ sentiments in the 1952 and 
1956 presidential campaign election surveys.  As he proceeded to review the actual language of 
the transcribed remarks of potential voters concerning what they liked and disliked about 
Eisenhower and Stevenson and their respective parties he was struck by an anomaly.  Politicians 
and journalists (and, of course, political scientists) routinely utilize the all-purpose political 
yardstick of the liberal-conservative continuum to judge issues, parties and candidates.  What 
drew Converse’s attention was the relative rarity of such a vocabulary in the day-to-day language 
of voters answering questions in the middle of a heated presidential campaign.  Voters heard the 
terms liberal and conservative mentioned perhaps even daily in the media but such abstract 
concepts did not seem to resonate.   

So Converse persuaded his colleagues to undertake an unusual enterprise – asking 
respondents if they recognized the terms, and if so, what the terms liberal and conservative 
meant to them.  It was unusual because it is the nature of the survey research enterprise to simply 
assign a singular meaning to each of the multiple choices among which the respondents are to 
select.  Otherwise it becomes impossibly complicated to interpret the statistical results.  It is 
understood that people “misinterpret” but it is common practice to assume that the 
misinterpretation is random noise so “measurement scales” or “indexes” are built from strings of 
questions with alternative wordings averaged together to minimize noise.  What is interesting 
about the notion of misinterpretation is the conception of a singular “correct interpretation” and 
various, random and irrelevant corresponding misinterpretations.  But Converse, following his 
hunch, was hot on the trail of a stunning finding.   

Ultimately when he analyzed the verbatim transcriptions of what the terms liberal and 
conservative meant to average voters he concluded that only about one out of every six 
respondents could give an answer complete and accurate answer and fully half the sample had no 
idea what the terms meant (Campbell, Converse, Miller & Stokes 1960; Converse 1964).  Many 
in between those two groups equated conservatism simply with environmental conservation and 
“saving things” and liberal with being a spendthrift.  What Converse had insisted upon was an 
empirical examination of the polysemic character of one of the most basic concepts of the 
political sphere and the results were stunning and triggered both a debate and a serious rigorous 
research projects to better understand the political sophistication and working political 
vocabulary of the mass electorate (Nie, Verba & Petrocik 1976; Neuman 1986; Converse 2000).  
Ironically most of the debate about political sophistication was based on different interpretations 
of correlations among issue opinions and between issue opinions and reported voting behavior 
rather than returning as Converse did to an in-depth analysis of the everyday vocabulary of 
citizens discussing politics. 
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The behavioral social science paradigm relies heavily on surveys and experiments with 
reported attitudes and behaviors identified by predefined multiple-choice options.  On rare 
occasions researchers include questions permitting “open-ended” or natural language responses 
which are transcribed verbatim, but routinely (as in the case of the election study Converse was 
working on) a coding process coverts the natural language to a categorical system reflecting the 
distinctions that interest the researchers.  Open-ended questions are generally avoided because 
they are messy and expensive and frustrating because so frequently respondents respond in a 
mindset or vocabulary that is at odds with the researchers expectations.  Ironically there is no 
intrinsic reason that surveys and experiments could not address questions of polysemy.  Such 
matters have simply traditionally been at the margin of scholarly attention and debate that 
outside the received “normal science” paradigm of media effects experiments and surveys as 
Thomas Kuhn might describe it (Kuhn 1962).   

We turn now to a major thesis of this chapter.  In behavioral research polysemy has 
traditionally been treated as an awkward inconvenience but there is no logical or empirical 
requirement that the phenomenon be marginalized in this way.  In fact, as a central element of 
the complexities of human interpersonal and mass communication, it should and could be central 
to the research enterprise.  What would happen if behaviorists took polysemy seriously?  Well, it 
is actually rather straightforward.  Polysemy would be treated as a central analytic variable.  
Sometimes the media message is received and interpreted in virtually the same sense it was sent 
and intended and sometimes at dramatic variance.  What are the conditions that are associated 
with the former or the latter?  In communicative exchange some utterances are straightforward 
and perhaps simple or concrete and the meaning intended will be received without ambiguity or 
distortion among others in that language community.  In the context of an evening meal among 
English speakers, for example, the utterance “please pass the salt” is unlikely to provoke 
confusion or misunderstanding.  (It should be noted that writing under the nom de plume 
Murdock Pencil, Stanford communication graduate student Michael Pacanowsky, published a 
hilarious send-up of overly literal behavioral research in the Journal of Communication in 1976 
concluding: “conclusive evidence on the effects of the utterance ‘please pass the salt” are sadly 
lacking” (Pencil 1976).  It should be required reading for all graduate students in the field).  But 
as we have been reviewing at some length in this chapter, most of what constitutes the content of 
the public sphere is complex, contested, multivalent and prone to diverse and systematic 
variations of interpretation – indeed the very essence of what constitutes an empirical variable of 
potential interest. 

The normal science paradigm of effects research, as noted in Chapter 2, calls for the 
analyst to posit an “effect” associated with a particular type of media content and accordingly to 
test whether increased exposure to the content (measured in various ways) is associated with 
increased evidence of the posited attitude or behavior (also measured in various ways).  Within 
such a paradigm the potential broad diversity of interpretations, reactions and behavioral 
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responses is simply beside the point.  It brings to mind the oft told tale of the scientist who 
wanted to assess the distribution of the sizes of fish in the sea and sailed the oceans 
systematically trolling with a net with a two-inch grid concluding confidently that his data reveal 
that there are no fish in the sea under two inches in size. 

It turns out there are some scattered efforts in the communication and related literatures 
which have in various ways utilized polysemy as a theoretical variable.  But the paucity of 
systematic work in this area striking.  I’ll identify several diverse examples, each with a distinct 
theoretical focus and method.  Because of their different foci and methodologies it is not 
surprising that a casual observer would overlook the commonality that each is systematically 
assessing the distribution of variation in the meaning of particular symbolic object – a single 
word, narrative, public event or text.  Most of these assessments are primarily descriptive 
because coherent and systematic analytic techniques remain in their infancy. 

In the first example Israeli communication researchers Tamar Liebes and Elihu Katz 
were struck by the global popularity of the American primetime soap opera Dallas so they sat 
down with a series of discussion groups (typically three couples and the interviewer) who had 
just watched an episode of the program.  In Israel Dallas is broadcast in English with Hebrew 
and Arabic subtitles.  “Our subjects are persons of some secondary schooling drawn from four 
ethnic communities in Israel--Arabs, newly arrived Russian Jews, Moroccan Jews, and kibbutz 
members -- and non-ethnic Americans in Los Angeles (Liebes & Katz 1988 114).”  This was not, 
of course, a systematic or representative sample of any of these ethnic populations and the 
research does not attempt to project precise quantitative distributions of belief.  The study design 
engages an informal loosely structured group interview that invites the participants to retell and 
discuss the story they have just encountered.  They described their research focus: 

We have been studying the ways in which members of different ethnic groups decode the 
worldwide hit program Dallas…What we do wish to do here is to distinguish, first of all, 
among different types of understanding. Then we wish to show that these types of 
understanding are related to different types of involvement. Finally, we will argue that 
programs like Dallas invite these multiple levels of understanding and involvement, 
offering a wide variety of different projects and games to different types of viewers. 
(Liebes & Katz 1988 114).  

They proceed to demonstrate that although the narrative that each group is watching is 
virtually identical the “meaning” and resonance of the narrative is distinctly different among the 
various cultural groups. The Russians, for example, tend to draw on metalinguistic questions 
comparing the story structure with Tolstoy (negatively, of course).  To conclude that the rich are 
unhappy is exactly what the (well-to-do) producers of the program want you to believe, the 
Russians assert.  The Arab Israelis, however are much more literal and concrete in their viewing, 
following the ups and downs of the characters as important life lessons in morality. 
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In the second example Klaus Bruhn Jensen and a group of international collaborators 
(which included this author) studied one day’s news (the 11th of May 1993) around the world. 
Their technique had two components, a systematic content analysis of the news broadcast for 
May 11th and the days leading up to that date and loosely structured interviews with news 
audience in seven countries around the world --Belarus, Denmark, India, Israel, Italy, the U.S. 
and Mexico. 

While the purpose of this core element of the study was to explore how different national 
audiences may interpret and apply news within their specific cultural settings, the study 
also examined the respondents' assessment of the quality of the different available news 
media and their ranking of the most important events in the world at the time of the study. 
In addition, a content analysis was conducted of the national news programs in each 
country during the week leading up to 11 May. Each form of evidence provides a 
perspective on the meaning of citizenship in an age of global communications as 
citizenship is reenacted on a daily basis in the interaction between media and audiences. 
(Jensen 1998 16) 
 

Interviewers in each country would ask respondents to retell some of the main news 
stories of the day in their own words.  Jensen and his associates use the notion of “superthemes” 
to demonstrate how “viewers may arrive at interpretive themes which are quite different from the 
journalistic themes that the media might expect audiences to reproduce-'the viewer's story' may 
appear to be incompatible with 'the journalists' story ' ” (Jensen 1998 19).  In this case there were 
overlapping international news stories but much of the local news the respondents watched was 
regional.  The interviewers probed:  “Please tell me about the one story in the news we just 
watched that was most important to you.  To you, what was the main point or event of that story?   
What did you think about when you were watching that particular story?   How important is the 
story to this country?”  The study included a quantitative content analysis of the respective 
country news broadcasts, but the main conclusion from the comparative study was one of 
striking similarity of superthemes.  The specific players varied from regional newscast to 
newscast (in Italy the Pope was a major topic, in Belarus it was the recent liberation from Soviet 
domination) but stories of the dynamics of power, problems of corruption and hope for 
improvement were strikingly common superthemes.  Jensen concludes quoting Gripsrud (1992) 
“If the world looks incomprehensibly chaotic, it is only on the surface. Underneath, it's the same 
old story.” 

The third example draws on sociologist William Gamson who has devoted his career to 
studying social movements and political communication.  When is it, he asks, that an individual 
watching a newscast feels that the problem at hand is one of those issues he or she can do 
something about?   It is question of “issue framing,” an analytic concept for which he has 
become famous, with the individual perhaps accepting or rejecting various official journalistic 
frames. When is a public problem subject to a “remedial action” frame or just one of those things 
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you learn to accept?   This is, of course, akin to Stuart Hall’s conception of an oppositional 
reading.  But as a sociologist, Gamson’s impulse is to systematically analyze the media content 
and interview the audience members at length and then compare the two.  He picked four 
ongoing issues in American public life at the time – affirmative action, nuclear power, troubled 
industry (recent plant closings) and the Arab-Israeli conflict – as a focal point.  He systematically 
analyzed news coverage of these issues in television network news, national news magazine 
accounts, syndicated editorial cartoons, and syndicated opinion columns and in parallel 
conducted 37 focus groups (he calls them peer group conversations) around Boston among 188 
respondents to discuss the same four issues.  His goal was to transcribe and analyze the process 
of people from similar backgrounds constructing and negotiating shared meaning, using their 
natural vocabulary.  His peer groups were all working class adults --cooks and kitchen workers, 
bus drivers, medical and lab technicians, nurses, firefighters, and auto service workers.  Half the 
groups were African American, half were white, only a few reflected mixed ethnicities.   Like 
Liebes and Katz and Jensen, he emphasized that audiences were active interpreters who would 
frequently interweave what they were hearing in the local newscast with their personal life 
experiences, political beliefs and bits of popular wisdom about human nature. Rather than use 
terms like the “effect” of a particular journalistic news frame he spoke of the presence (or 
frequently the absence) of a “resonance” of the news frame with audience sensibilities.   

Not all symbols arc equally potent. Some metaphors soar, others fall flat; some visual 
images linger in the mind, others are quickly forgotten. Some frames have a natural 
advantage because their ideas and language resonate with a broader political culture 
(Gamson 1992 135).  

  Two themes about the polysemic character of public issues dominate his study.  The 
first is the observation that many of the common frames with which audiences interpret the news 
are completely absent in the official journalistic news frames themselves.  For example, “in spite 
of its absence in media discourse,” he reports, “43 percent of the conversations on troubled 
industry spontaneously referred to collective action by workers” (1992 67).  In another example, 
there is apparently a widely shared belief that the boring nature of work in nuclear power plants 
leads to chronic alcoholism among the workers including drunkenness on the job with resultant 
potential safety risks, again an element not present in the media coverage of the issue (1992 154). 

Fourth and finally, in my own work with colleagues Marion Just and Ann Crigler we 
studied five issues in the news of the day contrasting the dominant journalistic issue frames with 
those spontaneously invoked by citizens in semi-structured depth interviews (Neuman, Just & 
Crigler 1992).  Our results dramatically challenged the confident agenda-setting and issue-
framing schools of effects research by demonstrating numerous exceptions to the rule – 
“Extensive news coverage of apartheid in South Africa, for example, which was especially 
prominent on television, was not mirrored in public concern. At the same time, the public's deep 
concern about drug abuse and related crime problems was only weakly reflected in media 
coverage” (1992 111).  Further we found repeated examples of how journalists would frame 
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public issues in terms of conflicts among various prominent political entities (akin to the 
horserace style of election coverage) which was only rarely reflected in public framing.  And we 
found that the public frequently used a moral frame, life lessons of good and evil, a frame almost 
always eschewed by the journalists as inappropriate and unprofessional. 

All of these studies have several common elements theoretically and methodologically.  
On the theory side, the researchers avoid narrow notions of predefined “effects” and opt for a 
more nuanced notion of active audience, negotiated meaning and the presence and absence of a 
resonance with the persuasive or informative media message and the audience response.  Further 
each systematically explores the diversity of responses -- that is the fundamental polysemic 
character of human communication, in this case mediated politics, news and popular culture.  
The methods employed engage a parallel analysis of media content and audience interpretations 
as assessed by a variety of semi-structured interviews or transcribed group discussions.  This 
approach does not yet have a distinct and commonly accepted label.  I tried to popularize the 
term “parallel content analysis” and promoted this methodological approach in a review chapter 
(Neuman 1989) but the term and the related logic did not catch on and the publication was cited 
only infrequently.  That chapter, incidentally, presages many of the arguments here and traces 
the history of a number of scholars championing an approach of this sort going back to the work 
of Max Weber (1910), Harold Lasswell (1963), George Gerbner (1969) Morris Janowitz (1976), 
Steven Chaffee (1976) and James Beniger (1978).   It is, in my view, a very distinguished 
pantheon of social science scholars each of whom has published extensively and influentially.  It 
did not occur to me then, although it should have, that every one of those scholars who had done 
extensive empirical work, work that made each of them very well known, had not in fact 
followed through themselves and conducted the research they had championed but relied on 
more traditional survey and historical methods.  If it be a promising approach to study public 
communication as they profess, it is clearly also frustratingly difficult, expensive and time 
consuming. 

There are some more straightforward and less daunting techniques of empirical inquiry 
that have attracted some limited attention in the study of communication.  Again, the effort is to 
engage some form of quantitatively accessible natural language on the part of the respondent 
rather than assess differences in predefined self-report survey items querying behavior or 
attitudes.  The broadest term for these techniques is protocol analysis popularized by Anders 
Ericsson and Herbert A. Simon in studies published in 1984 and 1993.  They review the variety 
of techniques and interpreting natural language and semi-structured interviews primarily in the 
domain of psychology (see also Mishler 1986).  Related methodologies include the think-aloud 
technique (Sorenson 1994; Eveland & Dunwoody 2000) and thought-listing protocols (Cacioppo 
& Petty 1981; Iyengar 1987; Cacioppo, von Hipple & Ernst 1997; Price, Tewksbury & Powers 
1997; and Valkenburg, Semetko & De Vreese 1999.)  But attention to such approaches is 
sporadic. 
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We conclude this review by returning to our central argument.  The phenomenon of 
polysemy has not escaped the attention of the media effects tradition, but because it is so 
frustratingly difficult to address empirically, it has been addressed only fleetingly, incompletely 
and largely discursively.  The strong commonalities and convergent findings among pioneering 
studies are only vaguely acknowledged.  And perhaps most importantly, this direction of 
research has not yet been incorporated into the paradigmatic models that dominate the effects 
tradition.   

What If Cultural Studies Took Polysemy Seriously? 
At first glance, although it mimics the preceding section heading, the heading for this 

section of the chapter may strike some readers as puzzling.   The media effects tradition rather 
famously sidesteps the messiness of polysemic communication and would benefit from 
confronting it more seriously, but the cultural studies tradition, if anything, would appear to be 
obsessive about debating the alternative meanings of text.  Cultural studies students, it is 
understood, are prone to argue late into the night over what a text really means and (my personal 
favorite) whether the meaning of a text resides in the text or in the reader (or perhaps in the 
author’s intent).  Is the argument here that cultural studies has not taken polysemy seriously?  
Indeed, my argument is precisely that. 

The proposition in a nutshell is as follows.  Polysemy implies attention to the enduring 
importance of multiple meanings of a text as they evolve among multiple audience members and 
audience groups.  To assert that a text really means this or should mean that is to propose 
monosemy.  For cultural studies to take polysemy seriously it would need to address the structure 
of variation in meaning.  In my view, that is what the call to arms of Stuart Hall’s celebrated 
essay “Encoding/Decoding” (1973) necessitates.  Hall identifies four ideal-typical modes of 
culturally situated meanings of popular narratives – 1) a preferred or dominant code reflecting 
the interests of the extant elite, 2) a professional code of the intermediary journalists, publishers 
and broadcasters, 3) a negotiated code of some audience members, what Hall describes as “a 
mixture of adaptive and oppositional elements” and 4) a fully integrated oppositional code.   My 
reading of Hall is that this is a call to colleagues (many or most, of course, within the Marxist 
tradition) that the work of cultural studies is not simply to critique the dominant code but to try to 
understand the conditions under which the dominant code is accepted pretty much at face value 
and when it is opposed in various ways by various groups.  Further, when does the professional 
code tend to reinforce or to seriously question the dominant code.  Such questions are 
fundamentally empirical in nature – what are the historical and structural conditions of 
acceptance and resistance?  It is rarely a dichotomous either-or of acceptance or resistance, but 
almost always a culturally rich, polysemic distribution of views and interpretations.  And the 
structural patterns may vary systematically across issue space moving from matters concerning 
economics, gender, race, sexual identity, religious identity and so on. 
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So to take Hall seriously, my argument proceeds, platoons of cultural studies students 
should be moving out from documenting once again the perceived inauthenticity of televised 
cultural depictions they have dutifully recorded and analyzed and move into the field to assess 
the contours of real-world polysemy.  I return to a theme, noted above.  Cultural studies 
celebrates ethnographic exploration, but actually undertakes the enterprise only on extremely 
rare occasions.  David Morley and Charlotte Brunsdon as young colleagues of Hall at 
Birmingham set out explicitly to explore the Encoding/Decoding model with audience groups 
watching tapes of an episode of the BBC’s Nationwide documentary series (Morley & Brunsdon 
1978; Morley 1980).  Their work has become a model for the ethnography of group viewing and 
transcribed loosely structured discussions.  Morley returned to the field for his 1986 study of 
family television viewing, but his publications since have been primarily republication and 
expanded commentary on the original field studies and Brunsdon has returned to her roots as a 
film scholar and feminist critic.  Likewise Ien Ang’s study of Dallas viewers (1985) and Janice 
Radway’s study of romance readers (1991) have stimulated abundant praise but virtually no 
fellow travelers.  Like Morley, both Ang and Radway have published frequently about reception 
analysis as an analytic practice referring to it approvingly as, for example, the “new audience 
research” (Ang 1996 98) or the “ethnographic turn in audience studies” (Ang 1996 138) or “an 
altered research practice (Radway 1988 362) but unfortunately without conducting any.  The 
work of Morley, Brunsdon, Ang and Radway (along with Liebes and Katz) are inevitably cited, 
universally praised and extensively commented upon in the cultural studies literatures but almost 
never imitated.   Why such an anomaly? 

Well, part of the answer parallels the circumstance in the media effects tradition and 
represents a stark if not terribly exciting reality.  Field research is time consuming and expensive.  
The tradition of textual analysis and exegesis is long and distinguished so the typical inquiry in 
the cultural studies tradition simply follows that inertial direction.  That may be simplest and 
most powerful explanation of the anomaly, but I believe there are several other suspects that may 
merit some attention.   

First, there is an enduring if vague suspicion about the slippery slope of “data collection” 
which may seduce cultural analysts into an awkward and inexcusable scientism.  Even the word 
“data” itself is capable of inspiring a chilling of the spine.  Ien Ang, for example, while 
championing a convergence of empirical and critical research cannot withhold the extended 
expression of some of her concerns and second thoughts: 

A troubling aspect about the idea of (and desire for) convergence, then, is that it tends to 
be conceptualized as an exclusively 'scientific' enterprise.  Echoing the tenets of 
positivism, its aim seems to be the gradual accumulation of scientifically confirmed 
'findings'. .. In other words, this scientific project implicitly claims in principle (if not in 
practice) to be able to produce total knowledge, to reveal the full and objective 'truth' 
about 'the audience'. The audience here is imagined as, and turned into, an object with 
researchable attributes and features (be it described in terms of preferences, uses, effects, 



Ch 4  --188 

 

decodings, interpretive strategies, or whatever) that can be definitively known  (Ang 
1996 43-44). 

 Larry Grossberg reiterates and extends her concerns: 

We should not assume that scientism is no longer a part of the problem. On the contrary, 
the situation is more contradictory than we usually admit, for science still seems to hold 
sway not only in the university but also in a variety of public arenas. And, increasingly, 
many cultural intellectuals who should be suspicious of the continuing power (and 
reductionisms) of science have hitched their wagons to what appear on the surface to be 
more sympathetic paradigms…because they use language that sounds similar to our own 
…and of course, without sharing their research grants..  (2010 46-47) 

There remains in this literature a sense that the relationship between traditional cultural 
and empirically oriented scholarship is unavoidably zero-sum, and that to even acknowledge the 
latter somehow diminishes the other and what appears to be an odd comfort in sustaining the 
misleading “dominant” versus “critical” binary. 

Second, there is a discomfort in treating audience members as objects of study.  This is a 
response similar to the first, but has its roots not in a competition among schools of thought but 
rather a genuine discomfort in the unavoidable imposition of participant observation and 
invasion of others’ private existence.  Consider, for example, Thomas Lindlof’s remonstrations 
about the human being as research subject: 

In quantitative audience research, the human subject is formulated as a specimen of 
whatever audience construct has already been decided is relevant…  Qualitative 
researchers can take justifiable pride in their attempts to "decolonize" the human subject- 
that is, to accord personal being status to those whom they study and to engage them as 
partners in the enterprise  (Lindlof 1991 33-34). 

The traditions of ethnography in anthropology and participant observation in sociology 
are so well established that young scholars gamely approach field work as a potentially fear-
inducing task they simply must jump into.  Cultural studies, however, has not developed such a 
tradition and offers numerous alternative models of textual analysis with no field or reception 
component to complicate the undertaking. 

And third, perhaps most interestingly, there is a deeply felt resistance to reception 
analysis because it often fails to provide supporting evidence for the canonical notions of strong 
hegemonic effects of media.  This awkward problem, of course, has numerous parallels in the 
not-so-minimal faux debates among researchers in the effects tradition.  The cultural critique of 
reception analysis as insufficiently illustrative of hegemonic control is amply illustrated by 
several papers of Glasgow University Media Group director Greg Philo who takes Morley to task 
for neglecting to note that audience “conceptual structures include ‘knowledges’ about what 
typically occurs and assumptions about the rationality and legitimacy of action which may 
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already have been subject to prior exposure to media messages. There is little room in the 
encoding/decoding model to investigate such a possibility” (Philo 2008 541).  Philo continues: 

The main problem which I have with the encoding/decoding model [and the reception 
analysis it engendered] is the impact which it had on the subsequent development of 
media and cultural studies.  The view which many took from it was that audiences could 
resist messages, safe in the conceptual boxes of their class and culture, and renegotiating 
an endlessly plyable language. This led eventually to the serious neglect of issues of 
media power (Philo 2008 541). 

 

Ironically, the research Philo cites to support his argument of media power is primarily 
from the effects tradition.  Philo is by no means alone.  There was a robust debate in the 
literature over whether the new work on the diversity of audience readings, “the new 
revisionism” according to James Curran (1990) was actually a step back and a reinvention of the 
pluralist –empiricist wheel.  John Corner (1991) developed a rather lengthy list of the blindspots 
of this new tradition and David Morley (1992) mounted a spirited defense.  The debate strikes 
me as particularly puzzling, however.  It is reminiscent of the irresolvable sectarian debates in 
literary study over whether meaning resides in the text, the author or the reader.  The question of 
how a particular media depiction at a particular historical moment generates a mixture of 
persuasive and oppositional responses is1) the most fundamental and central question at hand, 2) 
fully amendable to empirical inquiry by diverse methods, and 3) simply not appropriately subject 
to predetermination by doctrine. 

Toward a Theory of Polysemy 
Our exploration of these diverse literatures, it would appear, has led to a singular 

conclusion and strategy for moving forward.  Let us briefly retrace our steps.  The human 
capacity for miscommunication is incredibly vast, indeed a worthy competitor in size and 
diversity to the widely celebrated human capacity for communication itself.  Noam Chomsky 
was so mystified by the powers of young children to acquire language he came to posit an 
ingrained “deep structure” in human cognition to explain such a capacity evidently unparalleled 
in any other species (Chomsky 1972).    But part of that fundamental human capacity is 
sensitivity to the intent of the “other” in a communicative dyad and a rich sense of the evolved 
social structures which color and contextualize communication.  So we might quickly conclude 
that such a term as “miscommunication” may ill-serve further inquiry as it seems to imply a 
singular correct meaning and an inchoate and generally unimportant collection of 
miscommunications or essentially errors.  Humans miscommunicate in systematic and important 
patterns.  It would be folly to label them errors.  Humans have distinct, socially and culturally 
situated propensities to interpret and perceive at varying distances from the original intent of 
authors.  So we turn from the sterile binary of communication-miscommunication and posit the 
phenomenon of communicative polysemy as a core analytic question for scholarship.  So rather 
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than a singular effect (in the effects tradition, typically assessed as a statistically significant 
increase in ‘agreement’ in response to a persuasive message) or singular correct reading (in the 
literary studies and cultural studies traditions derived from textual analysis), we posit rather than 
the study of meaning the study of the distribution of meaning -- polysemy.     

We encounter an effects tradition that is impatient with the polysemic character of text 
and a cultural studies tradition uncomfortable with the need to engage audiences as well as texts.  
An attentive reader will have already noted that the answer to the question what if effects 
research took polysemy seriously? and the question what if cultural studies took polysemy 
seriously? is essentially the same –it is the practice generally labeled as reception analysis.  For a 
book already brimming with paradoxes, we add yet another.  The effects tradition simply does 
not use the term nor acknowledge the phenomenon as a coherent research methodology, although 
it is pleased to cite and sometimes celebrate the occasional study within the tradition that 
undertakes the practice.  We noted studies by Liebes & Katz, Jensen and Gamson, among others 
as examples.  The cultural studies tradition recognizes the term reception analysis (although its 
use sometimes dusts up a bit of controversy) and celebrates its promise, but only very rarely its 
actual practice.  We noted studies by Morley, Ang and Radway among a few others as examples. 

A path toward a theory of polysemy? 

• Treat polysemy as a central analytic variable in the study of human communication 

• Treat the social, cultural, economic and political structures that influence the distribution 
of polysemy as central analytic variables in the study of human communication 

• Treat the polysemic text and the polysemic response as equally important constitutive 
elements of human communication 

Theodor Adorno Meet Paul Lazarsfeld 
Two legendary figures in the history of communication study came together at the 

Princeton Radio Research Project in New York City 1938, both recent émigrés from the looming 
conflict and holocaust in Europe (Lazarsfeld 1941; Adorno 1969; Rogers 1994; Scannell 2007; 
Cavin 2008).  Lazarsfeld, of course, the consummate empiricist and the progenitor of the original 
critical-administrative binary had arrived in the United States first and was entirely in his 
element working on building new research tools to assess the radio audience.  He had heard 
about Adorno’s reputation as a scholar and an expert on music and was enthusiastic about 
putting him to work on the musical component of the audience research.  Adorno was a bit 
overwhelmed by his new environs but at the outset gamely attempted to bridge his critical and 
aesthetic sensibilities rooted in the Frankfurt School tradition with the idea of empirically 
grounded audience research.  It would prove to be a bridge too far and Adorno escaped to join 
other Frankfurt School émigrés in California.  The debates and exchanges between these two 
highly committed and larger-than-life intellectuals became to source of many anecdotes and 
probably by now much elaborated legend about the incommensurate character of the effects and 
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cultural studies traditions.  They tried to make it work and abandoned the effort.  I have a theory 
about why. 

It was because each saw himself as a central player in a new and exciting approach to the 
study of human communication which needed to establish both its independence and its bona 
fides.  To blunt the sharp edges of each of these new approaches, they each calculated, perhaps 
correctly would potentially weaken their capacity to become established.  It was too early for 
rapprochement.   

We have reviewed the parallel efforts in the succeeding generations of scholars by 
comparing the work of Stuart Hall and of Albert Bandura.  As circumstances would have it, 
although they were aware of each other’s work these two scholars never met and through the late 
decades of the twentieth century it would still not yet be an appropriate time if they had met for 
them to collaborate despite overlapping interests. 

As we enter digital revolution and a series of dramatic institutional changes in the 
structure of communication institutions and the very definition of mass communication, it is time 
to give rapprochement another opportunity.  Who knows where it might lead? 
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Predisposed to Polarization 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. 

Attributed to Friedrich Nietzsche 
 

Several Rattlers made threatening remarks about what they would do if anybody bothered their 
flag.  The two competing groups were brought together for the first time in the mess hall there 

was considerable name-calling, razzing back and forth, and singing of derogatory songs by each 
group in turn...In the disputations following on from this the Rattlers and the Eagles almost came 

to blows. The invectives and names which had previously been routinely hurled back and forth 
("stinkers”, "braggers, " "sissies”, and many considerably worse) now intensified.  Derogation 

of the out-group was expressed in word and deed e. g., holding noses when in their vicinity. 
Muzafer Sherif,et al. (1961)  

 
It is much too simple to say that any system of communications is desirable if and because it 

allows individuals to see and hear what they choose. Unanticipated, unchosen exposures, and 
shared experiences, are important too. 

Cass Sunstein (2001) 
 

It is probably no exaggeration to suggest that derogation of outgroups is one of the most 
fundamental and universal features of all societies and cultures.  

David J. Schneider (2004)
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Here is yet another paradox of the human condition to contemplate.  The word 
communication is based on the concept of commonness, shared understanding and community 
(Carey 1988; Peters 1999).  Furthermore, communication is often posited as the preferable 
alternative to conflict and conflict correspondingly founded in a “failure to communicate.”   How 
is it then that conflict and polarization are so central to the enterprise of communication 
scholarship? 

One way to respond is to argue that there is no paradox at all.  Since communication is 
the reduction of uncertainly and the correction of misunderstanding, conflict and its reduction 
would naturally be theoretically central for this field of inquiry as the counterpoint to 
communication.   Such a response, however, is hardly satisfactory.  For one thing, the notion of a 
communication-conflict binary is rather crude and simplistic.  Communication frequently 
enhances the probability of conflict.  Recall the grounding of the newly created field of 
communication research in concern about propaganda’s ill effects in rousing ethnic prejudice and 
blood lust during and following WWII.   For another, the communication-conflict binary 
sidesteps the central question of polysemy which occupied our attention in the previous chapter.  
It is because culturally and historically embedded human communication is so richly polysemic, 
that it is frequently the case, for example, that a speaker’s protestations of benevolent intent 
strongly confirm the worst fears of just the opposite among those listening. 

It is often observed that the history of human existence is a history of human conflict 
(Walker 2001; Durbin & Bowlby 1939).  Lest there be some doubt – Historian and archeologist 
Lawrence H. Keeley who specializes in such matters concludes that approximately 90–95% of 
known societies throughout history engaged in at least occasional warfare and many fought 
constantly.  He notes that among the indigenous peoples of the Americas, only 13% did not 
engage in wars with their neighbors at least once per year (1996).  It does not seem to be getting 
any better.  Summerfield’s analysis (1997) counts 160 wars and armed conflicts since 1945.  
True, many are minor border skirmishes, but in the 136 recent wars and civil wars analyzed in 
Wikipedia, the average total of military and civilian casualties per war is two million individuals 
(ranging from 60 million casualties in WWII to 907 in the Falklands Conflict in 1982 and 62 in 
Slovenia’s Ten Day War of Independence in 1991).  Key to all of this is the collective social 
identity of the tribe and nation (Isaacs 1975; Anderson 1983; Schlesinger 1991). 

 

The Central Concept of Social Identification 
Perhaps a more fruitful way to approach the issue of the highly variable and complex role 

of interpersonal and mass communication in alternatively exacerbating or mitigating human 
conflict is to turn to the central underlying basis of both polysemy and variable attentiveness to 
communication in our evolved cognitive systems – the cognitive dynamics of identity and 
identification. 



Ch 5  --199 

 

If through the thoughtful and systematic accumulation of knowledge about human 
communication we are to build a theory – a set of well-tested and agreed-upon insights about 
when communication is successful and not, and when individuals choose to pay attention in the 
increasingly complex profusion of words and images – a key analytic concept is bound to be the 
idea of social identification.  Identification is central to the dynamics of how a narrative engages 
an audience member.  Identification is central to how individuals pay attention to several stories 
in the news out of the thousands that drift by without notice.  Identification is central to the 
mechanism by which nationalist or racialized propaganda influences its audience.  Identification 
with the in group is thus the natural and necessary counterpoint to prejudice and aversion toward 
the out group.   

Social Identification and Evolution.  It is widely observed in the evolutionary tradition 
that humankind represents a particularly social animal, attentive to the moods and motives of 
others, quick to make attributions (Barkow, Cosmides & Tooby 1992; Hauser 1996; Deacon 
1997).  Cooperative and collaborative skills are seen as being of particular importance for 
survival for a species that is not particularly strong, quick or in possession of unique innate 
physical properties for self-defense or aggression.  Food gathering and particularly collaborative 
hunting benefited from sharing information and the coordination of effort.  So if acquiescence to 
evolved social norms and strong tribal identity increased survival odds, over hundreds of 
generations such properties would be strengthened and reinforced in the genome according to the 
conventional logic of this tradition (Reynolds 1987).  There is a bit of a catch-22 with this strand 
of evolutionary theorizing, however.  It is hard to refute.  Without independent reliable data on 
survival over long periods of time for those more and those less “socially” or “tribally” oriented, 
we simply posit the cause and resultant effect.  Furthermore, such notions represent a troublingly 
simplistic and deterministic model of the human condition.  That said, however, the proposition 
that the evolved human cognitive system is prone to social identification and polarization can be 
and should be subject to rigorous empirical examination whatever its historical roots.  The extent 
to which social groups behave particularly tribally is likely to vary with conditions and that 
variation, if we can capture it reliably, represents a potential mother lode for the scientific study 
of human communication.  If some communication practices, institutions and norms reinforce 
and others demonstrably mitigate polarization across boundaries of social identity, such findings 
are both normatively and scientifically valuable.   

Communication and Power.  The seminal thinkers in the social scientific tradition of 
communication research (notably Lasswell, Lazarsfeld and Merton) and the cultural studies 
tradition (notably Williams, Hoggart and Hall) were all deeply concerned about the relationship 
of the central institutions of mass communication and the maintenance (and, at times, the 
challenge to) established political, economic and cultural elites.  From Marx’s rudimentary 
notion of false consciousness through Gramsci’s more sophisticated dynamics of hegemony, 
Goebel’s theories of propaganda and Lazarsfeld and Merton’s study of Kate Smith’s charismatic 
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promotion of war bonds there was sustained attention to the psychology of nationalism and 
social class identification (Monroe, Hankin & Van Vechten 2000).  In more recent decades, the 
relationship between power and the politics of racial and gender identification have served to 
expand the topical breadth of this research tradition.  Understandably, the sympathies of the 
researchers for the marginalized groups and a corresponding critical stance toward the apparently 
successful self-protective mediated machinations of various elites led to a rather asymmetric 
appraisal of how the dynamics of social identification work in complex industrial societies.  
Being critical of elite behavior is not enough.  Sometimes elites are stunningly successful at 
getting their way in the public sphere.  For example, one might point to the vilification of 
inheritance taxes as “death taxes” as having successfully convinced many working class 
Americans to oppose inheritance taxes  because when they too become rich they may wish to 
pass on the benefits of their labor and luck to their offspring (Bartels 2005).  Sometimes self-
serving elite mythmaking does not succeed.  One thinks of King Louis XVI’s dramatically 
unsuccessful efforts to defend the centuries-old tradition of the French monarchy during the 
French Revolution and the many somewhat less dramatic cases of protest, unrest and 
occasionally revolution against the established order.  Comparisons across cultures and centuries 
are difficult – but again, understanding the variation in the capacity of elites to reproduce and 
sustain inequality is a key element in the evolving puzzle. 

There is another asymmetry.  Most of the work in communication particularly on the 
psychology and cultural dynamics of identification and prejudice is focused on a particular 
demographic, particularly on ethnicity, gender and nationality.  Identification with the in group is 
positively portrayed.  The corresponding aversion or suspicion toward those who by the 
definition of the in group are accordingly not included is negatively portrayed.   The asymmetry 
is, as I note, understandable, but needs to be problematized and incorporated into the theory 
building.  It may be possible to root for the Red Sox and not despise the Yankees.  It may even 
be desirable on some level.  But it may also be relatively rare.   Being patriotic is valorized.  
Being xenophobic is demonized.  Our evolved and fundamentally tribal cognitive proclivities 
need to be realistically understood.  Tribalism in the era of globalization moves front and center 
in the list of practical concerns that motivates research on the structure of communication 
systems (Castells 1997).  In that spirit let us take a look at how recent work in the psychology of 
identification and aversion may inform communication research.  Furthermore, few who work 
on, for example, racial depictions in the media generalize about the dynamics of identification 
and prejudice beyond their specialized case study of racial attitudes so the accumulation of 
findings and a more generalizable theory may be impeded. 

Let me be clear.  This is not an effort to champion some imagined benefits of human 
prejudice.  Quite the contrary, it is a critique of a deeply ingrained tradition of research that 
simply demonstrates the existence of stereotypical prejudgment in human behavior and then 
condemns it and with corresponding invidiousness condemns those social strata that exhibit these 
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traits most strongly, usually the less well educated.  Perhaps condemnation should simply be left 
to the artists and editorialists.  If this work is to be useful, it needs to focus on how the structure 
of communication, the social practices, institutions and norms contribute to variation in 
identification and prejudgment – alternatively strengthening or diminishing its effects. 

 

The Psychology of Social Identification  

There is a seminal study in the psychology of identification that still inspires attention 
and evokes thought.  In 1954, Muzafer and Carolyn Sherif designed a field study to explore the 
dynamics of identification and conflict in social groups. They organized a summer camp in 
Robbers Cave State Park in Oklahoma for research purposes and recruited 22 twelve-year-old 
boys of similar backgrounds. They were picked up separately in two buses each carrying half the 
campers. Neither group knew of the other's existence. The boys were assigned to two camping 
areas at sufficient distance that each group remained unaware of the other for the first stage of 
the experiment to permit in-group bonding and group identification which happened 
spontaneously in the first few days including hierarchies within each group. One group decided 
to name themselves "The Rattlers" and the other "The Eagles."  At this point the researchers 
brought the groups into a common area of the campground for a series of sports competitions and 
contests between the two newly formed social groups.  The Rattlers' response to the competition 
was to proclaim confidence that they would emerge the victors and spend a day in preparation 
talking about the forthcoming events and proposed to put a "Keep Off" sign on the playing field. 
They decided to put their Rattler flag on the field instead and threatened revenge if anybody 
touched their flag. When it was arranged for the two groups to eat in the same mess hall there 
was spontaneous name-calling and singing of mutually disparaging songs.  The flags of each 
social groups became increasingly salient symbols as each group raided the others cabins and 
threatened burn the others newly created symbolic identity.  The competitions were intense, the 
children almost came to blows and there was much name calling and demonstrable holding of 
noses in the presence of the other group.  It is safe to say that the Sherifs although they carefully 
documented this nearly instantaneous bonding and out-group derogation, became concerned that 
their exercise turned out to a little too successful, so they confiscated pocket knives and other 
potential weapons and quickly moved to a series of cooperative activities to get the groups 
working together and did so with some success (Sherif et al. 1961).  A great deal of research on 
social identity and out group derogation has been undertaken since the Sherifs, but the 
melodrama of their summer exercise still resonates and motivates this research effort (for 
overviews of this research tradition see: Tajfel 1986; Dovidio, Glick & Rudman 2005; Trepte 
2006; Kinder & Kam 2009). 

It is amusing to note that when the Sherifs and their staff realized how quickly and 
powerfully they had succeeded in creating team social identity and energetic competition 
between the teams they became concerned about incipient violence and proceeded to 
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commandeer potential weapons and tone down the competition.  The cooperative activities did 
succeed in keeping the competition healthy and in appropriate bounds.  The impulse toward 
polarization is a given but structure of social interaction matters.  Accordingly in the pages 
ahead we will review the constituent elements of the predisposition to polarization and in the 
chapters ahead the structural elements that facilitate its constructive power and limit its 
destructive capacity.  Our focus here is on the transition between traditional one-way 
broadcasting/publishing industries and the cacophonous multidirectional new media environment 
so we will focus on five psychological dynamics of particular relevance.  They are outlined in 
Figure 5.1. 

 
Humans seek familiarity.  Humans are creatures of habit with an enduring preference for 

the familiar in their immediate environment.  It is true, of course, that such dynamics are 
punctuated with the occasional impulse for novelty and curiosity, but the familiar routine is 
comforting and dominant.  The seeking of the familiar is perhaps the most prominent dynamic of 
audience behavior and media economics – movie stars earns millions more than unknown actors 
precisely because they are already “known” to potential audiences (Rosen 1981).  A successful 
movie is likely to spawn a “sequel” (Waterman 2005).  Book publishers bank on recognizable 
authors producing modest variations on the familiar plot lines of their chosen genre (Compaine 
& Gomery 2000).  Television is built on the episodic program with familiar characters returning 
each week to respond in familiar ways to modestly novel circumstances (Goodhardt, Ehrenberg 
& Collins 1980; Napoli 2003). 

Psychologists do not fully understand the neurophysiology of this cognitive proclivity but 
it is clearly not a trait limited to humans but is evidenced in mammals and even birds and insects 
(Harrison 1977).  The classic exemplar of the human appetite for the familiar is a series of 
studies conducted by Robert Zajonc at the University of Michigan in the 1960s.  The 
terminology that caught on in the literature is the “mere exposure effect.”   In the classic study 
Zajonc exposed his subjects (none of whom had any knowledge of Chinese) to a diverse set of 
Chinese ideograms.  Then he exposed his subjects to a second set of ideograms including some 
already seen and some novel and asked his subjects to rate each on much they liked the 
characters they were viewing aesthetically.  Those characters previously viewed were 
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consistently more frequently highly rated, thus the notion of “mere exposure” as a basis of 
preference.  In Zajonc’s view, such a dynamic is fundamental and understandably linked to 
evolutionary survival. 

The mere-exposure effect, when viewed as classical conditioning with the US 
consisting of the absence of aversive consequences, is a very simple yet effective 
process for acquiring behavioral tendencies of adaptive value. The mere-exposure 
effect provides a flexible means of forming selective attachments and affective 
dispositions, with remarkably minimal investment of energy, even when exposures 
are not accessible to awareness. The consequences of repeated exposures benefit 
the organism in its relations to the immediate animate and inanimate 
environment. They allow the organism to distinguish objects and habitats that are 
safe from those that are not, and they are the most primitive basis of social 
attachments. Therefore, they form the basis for social organization and cohesion 
– the basic sources of psychological and social stability. Imprinting effects 
manifest substantial permanence.  (Zajonc 2001  227-228) 

 

Researchers originally posited that the mere exposure effect may be in evidence only 
under limited circumstances but subsequent studies revealed it to be quite robust and consistent 
(Harrison 1977).  Interestingly, the studies demonstrated that the familiarity-liking linkage is 
evident instantaneously in fractions of a second even before the more complex cognitive 
mechanisms of recognition, memory and appraisal kick in (Yonelinas 2002).  Further research 
may reveal that the interaction takes the form of an inverted U with preference increasing as 
familiarity increases and then reverses and declines when phenomena of satiation and boredom 
are engaged in response to over exposure and intense repetition (Harrison 1977).    Tolerance for 
repetition may still be quite high as evidenced in research on musical preference (Bradley 1971). 

Key to our purposes here is the finding that this perfectly natural and functional cognitive 
proclivity appears to be linked to social identification, stereotyping and outgroup hostility (Tajfel 
& Billig 1974 ; Smith et al. 2006; Förster 2009; Housley et al. 2010).  The linkages are complex 
but fundamental.  For example, Tajfel & Billig tested two groups of subjects: one group was 
made familiar with the social and physical setting of the experiment in a situation closely 
resembling the actual experiment, and came back for a second session in which the actual 
experiment was conducted; the second group came only for the actual experimental session. The 
results demonstrate that the “familiar” group engaged in more outgroup discrimination than the 
“unfamiliar” one.   The initial hypothesis was that discrimination against the outgroup could be 
understood to some degree as resulting from the subjects’ general uncertainty in the situation and 
could attempt to reduce this uncertainty and provide a familiar meaning to the situation by 
drawing on habitual and stereotypical intergroup categorization in the experimental situation.  
But the experimenters found just the reverse to be the case.  Rather than uncertainty reduction, 
the stereotyping and categorization increased with repeated exposure.  Tajfel and Billig posit that 
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this negative spiral results from the fact that subjects feel more confident and extreme in their 
ingroup-outgroup judgments over time. 

Such stereotyping can be triggered by subtle differences in language.  Housley et al., 
(2010) for example, simply switched the pronoun from “we” and “our” to “it” and “its” in a 
series of experiments and dramatically changed the emotional resonance from positive to 
negative.  They conclude, simply: “Intergroup biases shape and are shaped by the language we 
use” (Housley et al. 2010 114). 

These dynamics are likely to become more salient in the modern media environment as 
abundant choice, socially networked exposure patterns and more narrowly targeted informational 
and entertainment content interact with what people know and how they feel about their social 
environment.  There is speculation about increased social cocooning with familiar and reduced 
interaction with those outside one’s immediate circle (Campbell & Kwak 2010) and decreased 
exposure to those with whom one is likely to disagree (Sunstein 2001).  All of this is reinforced 
in the American case by the particularly strong partisan mood in Congress and among party 
activists which is taken by some to be a possible trend rather than just another cycle (Bafumi & 
Shapiro 2009; see also DiMaggio, Evans & Bryson 1996; Fiorina, Abrams & Pope 2004). 

Humans Seek Identity Reinforcement.  In the episodic radio narratives of Garrison 
Keillor, we are reminded from week to week that in Lake Wobegon – “all the children are above 
average.”  The humor is evident enough, but the underlying psychology is serious and important 
(Hoorens 1993; Ehrlinger & Dunning 2003).  People aspire to positive self-concepts and the 
wishful thinking associated with the maintenance of self esteem leads to systematic bias in self-
evaluation and in evaluation of one’s primary identification groups.  This dynamic may be 
independent of preference for the familiar, but it represents a cognitive predisposition that 
functions to complement and reinforce familiarity seeking.  The most influential theoretical 
developments in this area has been associated with the work of social psychologist Henri Tajfel 
and his associates and is identified by the acronym SIT for Social Identity Theory (Tajfel 1982; 
Tajfel & Turner 1986).  The basic idea is that the individuals’ self-concept is intimately linked to 
the primary social groups of which they perceive themselves to be members.  These social 
groups, in turn, are perceived to be superior while other or competitive groups (usually termed 
outgroups) are inferior and/or malicious.  While some researchers have noted that in real-world 
situations of scarcity and competition, objective group interests represent an important source of 
group conflict and intergroup derogation (Sherif et al. 1961; Campbell 1965; Kinder & Kam 
2009), further research revealed that subjective group identity alone was sufficient to generate 
conflict and prejudice. Tajfel and his associates in Bristol England replicated the Robbers Cave 
exercise in the lab with arbitrary and whimsically based groupings of local schoolboys who were 
also quick to adopt group identity and outgroup hostility in what became known as the minimal 
group paradigm.  They organized groups based on those who overestimated versus 
underestimated in counting a pattern of dots, those who preferred Klee to Kandinsky and on the 
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basis of a ritualistic flipping of a coin (Tajfel et al., 1971).   The minimal group finding has since 
been replicated with numerous settings and groups internationally (Billig & Tajfel 1973; 
Locksley, Ortiz & Hepburn 1980).  That said, there is no inevitable mechanical linkage between 
the strength of ingroup identity and outgroup bias, so further research seeks to understand the 
conditions that may foster the positive aspects of social identity without the negative aspects of 
outgroup hostility (Brewer 1999).     

The connection between this extensive literature on social identity within social 
psychology and the literature on media behavior is surprisingly underdeveloped.  Jay Blumler, a 
scholar noted for, among other things, his seminal work on media motivations in the uses & 
gratifications tradition characterizes this a curious blind spot in this research concerning social 
variables: “little attention has been paid to the social group memberships and affiliations, formal 
and subjective, that might feed audience concerns to maintain and strengthen their social 
identities through what they see, read, and hear in the media” (Blumler 1985 50).  Blumler 
describes this as probably more or less an accidental result of the way typologies of motivations 
were organized and resulting research designs and thus importantly an oversight subject to 
correction.  Given the extensive research on ethnic and gender stereotypes and on 
underrepresented social categories in traditional commercial media content, this gap is indeed a 
curious one.  In a review of the literature on identification in media research Jonathan Cohen 
points out that most empirical work simply posits identification as an intervening variable 
between a potentially influential message and a persuasive effect (for example, Huesmann et al. 
1984) and only rarely as a factor in media choice (Cohen 2001).     And the connection between 
identification as best we can measure it and media choice and the enhancement of potential 
effects turns out to be complex, multidimensional and conditional (Mastro 2003; Harwood & 
Roy 2005; Trepte 2006).  Our understanding of these dynamics remains incomplete as research 
is still in its early stages. 

Scholars have had more success at the macro level and in cultural analysis in probing 
these dynamics.  Among the notable and frequently cited historical analyses is Benedict 
Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983) which argues persuasively that the market 
motivations of print capitalism to maximize sales in printing in the vernacular led, perhaps 
inadvertently, to shared ideas and perspectives and a surprisingly strong sense of nationalism and 
national community in the evolving nation states.  Likewise Manuel Castells’ influential The 
Power of Identity (1997) takes the argument further into the era of networked globalization.  
Perhaps some evolving linkages between the macro and micro perspectives on identity dynamics 
will be fruitful. 

Humans Frequently Rely on Categorical Heuristics.  Some might say that the phrases 
like “categorical heuristics” represent a nice way of referring to a stereotype, bias or prejudice.  
They have a point.  The phrase is chosen because it is a way of emphasizing that such cognitive 
dynamics are natural and functional as well as subject to perilous misapplication in our collective 
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coexistence.  So sternly lecturing humanity about the evils of prejudicial thinking is not likely to 
be very effective.  Trying to better understand how these cognitive dynamics work and what 
structures of communication and social organization might facilitate the functional and sidestep 
the dysfunctional aspects about generalizing about social categories might be a better bet. 

Perhaps the most influential thinker to characterize categorical heuristics as inevitable is 
the American journalist and political philosopher Walter Lippmann.  His path-breaking book 
Public Opinion published first in 1922 is still in print and widely read today.  In the beginning of 
the book he introduces a frequently quoted variant of Plato’s shadows in the cave – in 
Lippmann’s vocabulary it is the distinction between the complex real world outside and the 
much simplified “pictures in our heads”.  “The real environment is altogether too big, too 
complex, and too fleeting for direct acquaintance. We are not equipped to deal with so much 
subtlety, so much variety, so many permutations and combinations. And although we have to act 
in that environment, we have to reconstruct it on a simpler model before we can manage it” 
(Lippmann 1922 16).  Lippmann did not use the word heuristic; he used the word stereotype and 
in fact introduced the word to the social science community by means of his book.  In 
Lippmann’s conception stereotype was a relatively neutral concept referring to necessarily 
simplified conceptions of complex realities rather than ethnic prejudice.  As a journalist, 
Lippmann’s style was discursive and engaging.  He would cite an occasional psychological 
experiment, but relied primarily on common sense examples to highlight how expectations affect 
perception.  Perhaps the classic exemplar captured in a brief vingette: “Anyone who has stood at 
the end of a railroad platform waiting for a friend, will recall what queer people he mistook for 
him” (1922 76).    
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But like the concept of propaganda, given the zeitgeist and world events of the 30s and 
40s, the concept of the stereotype became increasingly associated with the distortions of 
exaggerated notions of “national character” and ethnocentric bias as it began to take hold as a 
focus of systematic research inquiry.  The first efforts were simple efforts to demonstrate that 
stereotypes exist.  Daniel Katz and Kenneth Braly, for example, in 1933 queried the opinions of 
100 Princeton undergraduates asking them to pick the five most characteristic adjectives to 
describe 10 national, religious and ethnic groups.  Interestingly reflective of the times the authors 
refer to these religious and nationalities as “races” and they helpfully report both the number out 
of 100 students who gave each answer and the percent as well.  The results are crudely 
fascinating and provoke a reader to wonder where such generalizations come from, how they 
might change over time and whether students today would even feel comfortable about sharing 
such views.  Katz would later characterize these stereotypes as basically public fictions, 
describing them as fallacious, absurd as well as contradictory (Katz & Schank, 1938 89). 

Perhaps one of the most influential social scientific studies of all time represented the 
next stage in research on stereotypes, Adorno et al.’s The Authoritarian Personality published in 
1950.  This team working at the University of California, Berkeley just after the Second World 
War started the movement in research from describing the stereotypes to trying to understand the 
psychological dynamics of those prone to prejudice.  Their efforts drawing on a tactfully 
downplayed Marx and Freud, characterized the roots of ethnic prejudice as a collective 
personality disorder of rigid adherence to authority and a traditionally defined collective identity.   

• Every person should have complete faith in some supernatural power whose decisions he 
obeys without question. 

• What the youth needs most is strict discipline, rugged determination, and the will to work 
and fight for family and country. 

• An insult to our honor should always be punished. 
• Most of our social problems would be solved if we could somehow get rid of the 

immoral, crooked, and feebleminded people. 
• People can be divided into two distinct classes: the weak and the strong. 
• Most people don't realize how much our lives are controlled by plots hatched in secret 

places. 
• The true American way of life is disappearing so fast that force may be necessary to 

preserve it. 
Table 5.3 

Exemplary Agree-Disagree Items from the original F-Scale from Adorno, et al. 1950 
 

The timely popularity of the book and its easily replicated survey scale of propensity to 
authoritarianism, the F-(for Fascism) Scale, was no doubt rooted in the historical shadow of the 
holocaust and the related question of whether Germans were particularly authoritarian and 
whether under certain conditions similar popular movements could arise elsewhere perhaps in 
the context of the evolving cold war.  The core of the theory of authoritarianism they proposed is 
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clearly evident in the scale items particularly such traits as conventionalism, submission to 
authority, aggression, superstition and toughness.  Obedience and respect for authority are the 
most important virtues children should learn. 

A subset of F-Scale items are illustrated in Table 5.3.  For a while the character of the F-
Scale and what it was actually measuring became the subject of academic controversy but 
without clear resolution the matter faded into obscurity although related issues continue to pop 
up in the literature from time to time (Christie & Jahoda 1954; Kirsht & Dillehay 1967; Kreml 
1977; Jost 2009).   In retrospect it may appear that Adorno and his colleagues had succumbed to 
something of a stereotype of those who stereotype in their characterization of authoritarianism as 
a personality disorder.   

The mainstream of psychological research in this area following Adorno and colleagues, 
however, was to take a new direction with the publication of Gordon Allport’s The Nature of 
Prejudice (1954).  Rather than a distorted public fiction or personality aberration, Allport 
emphasized the roots of stereotyping in the normal cognitive function of categorization and 
abstraction.   He called it the “normality of prejudgment.”    

The human mind must think with the aid of categories (the term is equivalent here to 
generalizations). Once formed, categories are the basis for normal prejudgment. We 
cannot possibly avoid this process. Orderly living depends upon it… There is a curious 
inertia in our thinking. We like to solve problems easily. We can do so best if we can fit 
them rapidly into a satisfactory category and use this category as a means of prejudging 
the solution. (Allport 1954 20)    

Clearly, categories can be more or less accurate and more or less rational.  Allport 
identified the tendency for ethnic and religious groups to “stick with their own kind” as natural, 
culturally comfortable and habitual.  Characterization of out groups may begin with a “kernel of 
truth” but would often become replete with erroneous and unfavorable generalizations based in 
part on the ignorance born of limited inter-group contact.  And once categorical stereotypes are 
formed they resist the correction of exaggerations and mischaracterizations through the simple 
mental device of noting that every rule has occasional exceptions.  Allport was not diminishing 
the many negative consequences of prejudice but rather emphasizing its universality and its roots 
in every day cognitive processes.  Allport’s emphasis on prejudice as an outgrowth of nature 
social categorization and heuristics was developed further by Henri Tajfel and his students John 
Turner and Michael Billig (Tajfel 1981; 1982; Billig & Tajfel 1973; Tajfel & Turner 1986) who 
emphasized the relationship between group membership (clearly distinguished from out-group 
membership) and individual identity.  These conceptions dominated the field for decades and 
shifted the emphasis from the existence of stereotypes to the cognitive process of stereotyping.  
Because the prospect that alternative structures of communication and cultures of the public 
sphere could prospectively serve to reinforce or diminish such stereotypy, it may be useful to 
briefly pursue the conclusions of the research tradition in social cognition following Allport over 
the last half century.  This will be a selective summary as the literature includes thousands of 
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articles and the summarizing textbooks typically exceeding 600 pages (see, for example Kunda 
1999 and Fiske 2010). 

• Stereotypes are learned 
• Stereotypes can be activated 
• Stereotypes are often exaggerations or simply factually incorrect 
• Stereotyping dynamics are typically preconscious and automatic 
• Stereotypes serve the maintenance of self-identity 
• Stereotypes are highly resistant to new information 
• Stereotypes lead people to ignore individual differences 
• Stereotypes create self-fulfilling prophecies 

 
Table 5.4 

The Character of Stereotypes 
From the Literature on Social Cognition 

 

The psychological dynamics identified in Table 5.4 begin with the origins and then the 
maintenance of stereotyping and finally the largely negative consequences.   Perhaps the key 
organizing principle of this review is to demonstrate the dual cultural and psychological 
dynamics at work simultaneously.  Imagine this dynamic as follows: some stereotypic 
generalization about gender roles, ethnicity or nationality is initially propagated at the cultural 
level in widely shared narratives likely replicated in mass media depictions which in turn 
resonates strongly with the proud social identities of individuals at the psychological level which 
in turn reinforces the strength of the stereotype back at the social-cultural level as exaggerated 
expectations about attributes become crystallized in norms, institutional rules and legal 
structures.  Like rumors, urban myths and commercial jingles the mimetic quality of stereotypes 
merits further systematic scrutiny (Dawkins 1976; Heath, Bell & Sternberg 2001; Augur 2002; 
Heath & Heath 2007). 

Stereotypes may originate simply from personal experience but it is clear as well that 
they are learned, often at an early age (Schneider 2004).   In a comparative study of traditional 
gender role stereotypes in Ireland, England and the United States social psychologists found the 
association of females with the attributes of being weak, excitable, rattlebrained, whiney and 
frivolous and males with the attributes of being strong, adventurous, loud, independent and 
boastful grew dramatically between ages five and eleven (Best et al. 1977).  Like many dual 
level phenomena there is not necessarily an origination at the cultural level followed by a 
psychological resonance at the individual level – the process is likely to be dynamic and ongoing 
as mediated narratives sensitize individuals and help them interpret complex events in their lives 
which in time influence further narratives as authors and producers produce commercial 
entertainment content, a reinforcing spiral (Slater 2007).  These spirals and cycles may be 
understood as progressing over years but may also be tracked as a short term phenomenon of 



Ch 5  --210 

 

minutes and hours as stereotypes are activated by cultural content in the sense of priming – that 
is made prominent in active memory.  Patricia Devine, for example, has demonstrated in her 
work on racial stereotypes that by priming subjects with stereotypic verbal imagery of African 
Americans such as associated with “lazy” and “welfare” it increased the propensity of white 
subjects to view African Americans as “hostile” a very different attribute but one part of the 
stereotypic package (Devine 1989).  One element of Devine’s experiment of particular note is 
that the priming was done subliminally, that is, the words were flashed in less than a tenth of a 
second and subjects were not consciously aware of the exposure.  Like many cognitive processes 
and calculations, stereotyping is at least in part a pre-conscious, automatic cognitive/affective 
phenomenon (Bargh, Chen & Burrows 1996; Bargh & Ferguson 2000).    

We turn now to the last three characteristics of stereotypes listed in Table 5.4.  Up to now 
in our discussion of stereotypes as cognitive heuristics, we might be inclined to write off these 
conscious and subconscious mental habits as relatively harmless perceptual errors.  But research 
in social cognition demonstrates otherwise.  One of the wonders of the plasticity of the human 
mind is our ability to adapt, adjust and correct erroneous judgments. But in the domain of 
stereotyping, the dynamics of attribution appear to be surprisingly resistant to correction even 
when environmental feedback tells us we are wrong.  First, there is the problem of confirmation 
bias.  This is a well-known and frequently demonstrated propensity of individuals to seek out 
confirming rather than disconfirming evidence once a belief or opinion is in place.  Charles Lord 
and colleagues demonstrated this in a classic 1979 study of undergraduates who consistently 
discounted contrary evidence contrary to their views on capital punishment (Lord, Ross & 
Lepper 1979).  Edwards and Smith replicated the analysis finding that arguments incompatible 
with prior beliefs were scrutinized longer, subjected to more extensive refutational analyses, and 
were consequently judged to be weaker than arguments compatible with prior beliefs (1996).  
Such prominent proverbs as “the exception proves the rule” demonstrates the familiar mental 
gymnastics involved in rejecting updating information. 

Individuals firmly convinced of their priors simply do not seek any further information 
one way or another.   This sometimes manifests itself in insensitivity to individual differences, 
especially in the treatment of lower social ranks by those who may reside at higher levels of a 
social hierarchy.  Perhaps most seriously, these invidious stereotypes become crystallized into 
self-fulfilling prophases as judgments at the personal level become institutionalized in accepted 
expectations, traditions and regulations, a phenomenon dramatically demonstrated in the history 
of American race relations (Wilson 2009). 

Human Categorical Heuristics Tend to be Invidious.  Some may react to this statement 
about categorical heuristics dismissively by noting of course that stereotypes are invidious and 
degrading simplifications.  But we will persist here in separating out the cognitive phenomenon 
of categorical generalizations from the phenomenon of invidious ones because while the first is 
inevitable the second may be subject to some structural influence. 
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Returning to the seminal work by Allport and Tajfel we note that both concluded that the 
strength of in-group identity was not necessarily related to the strength of out-group hostility and 
in fact may not even be related to awareness of a corresponding out group.  Allport reports: 

 In one unpublished study a large number of adults were interviewed. They were asked to 
name all the groups they could think of to which they belonged. There resulted for each 
adult a long list of memberships. Family came first in frequency and intensity of mention. 
Then followed the specification of geographical region, occupational groups, social (club 
and friendship) groups, religious, ethnic, and ideological memberships. 

 
 When the list was complete the subjects were asked to name "any groups which you feel 
appear in direct contrast to, or as a threat to, one of the groups you are identified with." 
In response to this direct invitation only 21 percent of the subjects responded by 
mentioning out-groups. Seventy-nine percent were unable to name any. Those who did 
identify out-groups named chiefly ethnic, religious, and ideological groups (Allport 1954 
48).    
 
A key issue for our analysis here is the role of media depictions in these dynamics over 

time and the prospect for “counter programming” against such heuristics.  We address that in the 
following chapters.  So far in this chapter we have been working our way through the literature 
on social identity in search of a coherent model of socially oriented individual-level information 
processing.  Our interest in such a model is premised on the prospect that it would help us sort 
out the conditions under which increased communication increases conflict and polarization and 
those in which communication substitutes for or diminishes physical conflict.  Because all of this 
takes place in a world of overwhelming information abundance, we need to better understand the 
attentional dynamics.  Individuals do not open a magazine, turn on the TV or open their browser 
with the expressed intent of confirming their social identity or steering clear of disconfirming 
facts.  Outside of institutional settings of classrooms and training sessions, the key motivational 
dynamic for engaging the world in print and electronics is clear. 

Humans seek communication for intrinsic enjoyment.  Communication theorists spend a 
lot of time thinking about communication effects.  The cultural studies tradition, for example, 
ponders the subtleties of hegemonic influence. The social science tradition maintains a very long 
list of (mostly) negative media effects from political malaise and loss of social capital to 
smoking, unhealthy eating, anti-social behavior as well as gender and ethnic stereotyping.  In all 
but a few of these dynamics under study the effects would appear to be largely inadvertent and 
unintended “collateral damage” resulting from communication behavior undertaken for some 
other reason by both communicators and audience members.  Again, a paradoxical collection of 
circumstances.  As far as executives in the media industries are concerned, what people do with 
media content is largely beside the point.  These are commercial enterprises and once the movie 
ticket has been purchased or the television program and associated adverting has been viewed, 
that is pretty much the end of it.  Further, why they watch is not relevant, only that they watch.  
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As a result, in commercial audience research there is a great deal of attention to audience interest 
in and intent to acquire various types of entertainment and information content, but probing the 
motivations any further than that is not relevant to the bottom line. 

This may strike some readers as counterintuitive so I will elaborate briefly.  Of course 
media executives in the motion picture, broadcasting, music, television and publishing industries 
consider themselves to be shrewd judges of the aesthetics of their arts and the tastes of their 
audiences.  But the unrelenting and easily fatal grasp of the marketplace bottom line on their 
professional standing and survival precludes all but the occasional rogue executive from 
substituting aesthetic for market judgment in production decisions.  It is unerringly evident in the 
language and deeply rooted epistemology of the respective trade presses of each traditional mass 
medium.  The New York Times reviewer seeks to determine for its reader if the movie is worth 
seeing.  The Variety reviewer seeks to determine for its readers the ratio between a movies’ 
known production costs and as yet unknown box office return on investment.  As in any such 
cultural industry there is a surface patina discussion of edification, emotional engagement, 
education and the provocation of thought among audience members.  But all the industry 
veterans fully understand the distinction between that language and the language of the bottom 
line. 

As a concrete example, one might review the several professional consulting firms who 
work with local television stations news operations to improve their performance.  Douglas Drew 
Media, Frank Magid Associates, Adams Broadcasting Consulting are exemplars.  They are as 
likely to focus on the color coordination of the newsroom set and the casting of the news anchors 
as anything dealing with news content.  And the meaning of performance is clear and 
unambiguous – it is the competitive standing of the dinner hour and 11pm news programming 
relative to the other competition in the local television marketplace.  It simply would not occur to 
either the station or the consultant to explore what audiences were learning from newscasts as a 
component of performance (Neuman 1976). 

As a result of this industrial culture, and a curious gap in the academic literature, we 
know surprisingly little about what motivates individuals to sit down with a book, turn on a radio 
station in a car, watch TV or go to a movie.  Researchers have certainly made abundant attempts 
to simply ask audience members about their motivations, but the responses are strikingly vague.  
Most audience members do not give such issues much thought.  They have found they have 
enjoyed the novels of a particular author and seek her out, or have a favorite episodic TV show, 
and much of their decision making and behavior is highly habitual.  They can identify that they 
like a particular text or genre but it is very difficult to articulate why. 

To further illustrate this curious gap in the research literature we might briefly return to 
the classic texts on the “functions” of the media developed at the time structural functional 
analytics were in high fashion.   The most famous characterization of the functions of the media 
is attributed to Harold Lasswell and is still frequently cited.  Writing in 1948 he penned an essay 
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titled simply “The Structure and Function of Communications in Society” which has been 
reprinted many times since.  This is the same essay in which the iconic formula “who says what 
through what channel to whom with what effect” was introduced.  Lasswell goes on: 

Any process can be examined in two frames of reference, namely, structure and function; 
and our analysis of communication will deal with the specializations that carry on 
certain functions, of which the following may be clearly distinguished: (1) the 
surveillance of the environment; (2) the correlation of the parts of society in responding 
to the environment; (3) the transmission of the social heritage from one generation to the 
next. (1948 38) 

Clearly Lasswell is thinking of function at the aggregate level.  It is difficult to imagine 
the individual sitting down to survey the environment or receive a transmission of social 
heritage.  It was not until years later that sociologist Charles R. Wright would add a fourth 
function – entertainment – to acknowledge the nature of individual motivations (Wright 1960, 
1986).  This curious tension between the notion of collective benefits and the social/cultural level 
and potentially hedonic motivations at the individual level will represent a recurring theme in our 
analysis. 

There have been a few thoughtful monographs over the years that have attempted to 
address communication as an intrinsically enjoyable enterprise, like play or a game.  Perhaps the 
most notable is the independent-minded English psychometrician, statistician and 
communication theorist (and for a time advertising executive) who taught at Oxford and the 
University of Chicago, William Stephenson.  He titled his unique manuscript, published in 1967, 
The Play Theory of Communication.  Rather than build on the communication literature to date, 
he basically started anew from first principles, and the first principle was people seek pleasure in 
their communication behavior. 

Social scientists have been busy, since the beginnings of mass communication 
research, trying to prove that the mass media have been sinful where they should 
have been good. The media have been looked at through the eyes of morality when, 
instead, what was required was a fresh glance at people existing in their own right for 
the first time. It is my thesis that the daily withdrawal of people into the mass media in 
their after hours is a step in the existential direction, that is, a matter of subjectivity 
which invites freedom where there had been little or none before.  In this connection 
we must develop ideas which give the play theory of mass communication a firm 
theoretical basis. Among these the idea of communication-pleasure is of first 
importance (Stephenson 1967 45). 
He found inspiration in the work of the Dutch historian and cultural theorist Johan 

Huizinga, whose Homo Ludens (1938), which introduced the notion of  play not as a frivolous 
activity but rather a social activity  that Stephenson notes gives "rise to useful conventions that 
permit culture to evolve and stabilize" (Stephenson 1967 46).  He reviewed Wilbur Schramm’s 
theory of news reading which posited that some (usually better educated) readers would defer 
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gratification and work their way through the difficult task of news of human suffering from war 
and disease and abstract and unexciting economic news for the delayed benefits of being better 
informed in the future.  Stephenson’s response was characteristically direct: “Clearly this is 
nonsense” (1967 51).  If they are reading a news story they are relating to it as a story, they are 
engaged with the protagonists and pondering the impediments to the protagonists’ various 
quests. 

People react in the world in terms of their own interests and that they perceive…most 
of the world around them in relation to these interests and values.  These ideas have 
direct connections with play theory. The daily "mix" is repetitious, like a child's game 
played over and over with variations on a familiar theme. In its content the individual 
can muse, at random if he is of a childlike mind, but skillfully with measured steps if 
he is well developed in ludenic respects. The "mix" is the way a person has to think of 
the wider world around him, so that he will be able to talk to himself and others about 
it; and in the process he does, of course, "learn"…and he is generally able to hold his 
head a little higher because of the daily incursion into the "mix" that suits him (1967 
49). 
 

There are two principal research traditions that follow this line of thinking although 
neither draws on or acknowledges Stephenson as much of an influence.  The first is the “uses and 
gratifications” tradition associated with Katz, Blumler, Rosengren and Rubin; the second the 
disposition theory associated with media psychologist Dolf Zillmann. 

Uses and gratifications is given due recognition in all reviews and histories of 
communication research, usually framed as part of the rebellion against the notion of a passive 
and helpless audience.  Unfortunately, as noted in Chapter 2, after announcing some small 
differences in people’s reported motivations for watching movies versus reading books and the 
like (a rather crude typology of media content based for the most part only on medium of 
transmission), researchers were unable to demonstrate some interesting or consistent difference 
in media effects associated with distinct motivations and research interest and activity declined 
(Katz et al. 1973; Blumler & Katz 1974; Blumler 1979; Rosengren et al. 1985; Rubin 1994; 
Krcmar & Strizhakova 2009).  Some attempts to revive the notion of user motivations by 
separating out and analyzing the disjunctures between gratifications sought and gratifications 
obtained and by applying these motivational typologies to new media have attracted some 
attention but not yet stimulated a new round of research (Palmgreen & Rayburn 1985; Kaye & 
Johnson 2002). 

Disposition theory which attempts to match moods of individuals with their patterns of 
media choice is still an active and intriguing field of research, but scholars have thus far been 
stumped in trying to figure out whether people tend to reinforce down/sad moods with 
entertainment content of a similar flavor or to counteract such moods with upbeat comedy or 
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action adventure.  There seems to be some evidence of both dynamics and the conditions under 
which one or the other (reinforcement or counteraction) comes into play are not yet identified 
(Zillmann & Cantor 1976; Zillmann & Bryant 1985; Oliver 2003; Knobloch-Westerwick 2006). 

The Uses and Gratifications tradition has over the years spawned at least a dozen 
different variations of a basic typology of motives for media use (Brandtzaeg 2010).  It appears 
the psychologist William McGuire holds the record for creatively expanding the list of potential 
motivations to sixteen (McGuire, 1974).  But perhaps the most straightforward, inclusive and 
useful of the typologies with only four broad categories of fundamental differences in what 
draws individuals to media use was one of the very first to be published under the initiative of 
Denis McQuail (McQuail, Blumler & Brown 1972).  It is summarized in Table 5.5.  Following 
Stephenson, what McQuail and colleagues label “diversion” probably dominates the 
motivational array.  It corresponds most closely to the notion of intrinsic enjoyment.  What they 
label “surveillance/ learning” may characterize a relatively independent subset of instrumental 
motivations associated with explicit information seeking.  Of course, a great deal of surveillance 
and learning is inadvertent and perhaps enjoyable as inevitable product of engaging in cultural 
activities.    The middle two categories of personal relationships and personal identity may be 
less frequently a primary motivational force but may be important contributors to, the persistence 
of media use, perhaps unanticipated gratifications and the development of habitual patterns 
especially with episodic and genre-bound media presentations and media channels.  Of course, at 
times various forms of personal and social identity will play into media choice, for example, 
recognizing that a protagonist has similar characteristics to one’s own. 

Generally in the literature the “U&G” perspective is introduced as a separate version of 
communication theorizing almost as if it were a free-standing and isolated mode of inquiry.  In 
retrospect we see that introduces the dimension of intrinsic enjoyment, largely ignored up to this 
era, but that the other three dimensions of personal relationships, personal identity and 
surveillance can be seen as important existing traditions of ongoing research that we have been 
reviewing in this chapter.  Importantly, as the digital revolution of smart phones and social media 
further blurs the old distinction between interpersonal and mass communication, the domain of 
mediated personal relationships and social interaction is likely to become an increasingly 
important motivational element. 
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What remains missing from the research agenda and accumulated findings to date, as 
noted above, is theory of motivation that meaningfully links specific motivational patterns with 
significant differences in how media are used behaviorally or how media content is associated 
with various effects.   Middle range theory building and testing of this sort is certainly needed 
but one can understand why there has been modest effort and even more modest progress in the 
field so far.  There are four reasons.  First, motivational dimensions such as these are not entirely 
separate and independent, but intertwined.  Most people, for example, when asked about social 
interaction and intrinsic enjoyment would see them as intertwined aspects of experiences of this 
sort.  Second, as noted above, individuals struggle to verbalize their motivations.  When someone 
turns on their TV and you ask, why did you decide to watch TV?  You are likely to hear 
something to the effect of “I don’t know, just in the mood, I guess” which is not terribly helpful 
in identifying unique motivations.  Third, there is a deeply ingrained social desirability bias in 
the valuation of media behavior so that “to keep up with the day’s events” sounds more 
legitimate than “to veg out” and may be reported more often even if it is no more frequently a 
true motivation.  And, fourth, because gratifications sought and gratifications obtained may 
diverge significantly, measurement and theorizing is complicated further.  Given the limitations 
and biases of self-report based research, it may be necessary to derive more subtle measures of 
motivational drives as has been done in the delicate area of measuring racial bias through such 
techniques as the Implicit Association Test technique (Greenwald, McGhee & Schwartz 1998). 

We do have an important theoretical starting point for understanding the dynamics of 
intrinsic enjoyment of media behavior and it comes from our understanding of the comfort 
humans find in the familiar.  The entertainment narrative and the news story have highly 
predictable structural properties.  Motion picture Westerns, murder mystery novels, television 
situation comedies and news stories about, say, business corruption have characteristic story 
lines that vary only at the margins.  The textual and literary analysis of these generic forms is 
well developed, but the linkage between narrative structure and audience motivations and 
behaviors is still an incomplete link in a potential theoretical chain. 

Polarization and Mass Communication  

This chapter has been concerned primarily with one dimension of the dynamics of human 
psychology – why is it that we so quickly cleave to conflict?  In common parlance, a term 
identifying this propensity might be “tribal” as in humans are a tribal sort.  In the absence of an 
actual tribe we will create one out of whatever perceived invidious distinctions we might be able 
to cobble together and distinguish our identity by contrast with and often conflict with the 
“other” or frequently, multiple others.  Figure 5.1 lists four deeply ingrained contributing 
psychological mechanisms around which we have organized this chapter and a fifth factor that 
we expect will be interacting with the other four in interesting ways in the new media 
environment.  The first four factors are the proclivities toward 1) the familiar, 2) identity 
reinforcement, 3) simplifying categorical heuristics, and 4) invidious distinctions.  The fifth 
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factor is the curiously under studied and under theorized aspect of media behavior – the intrinsic 
enjoyment that drives media use.  The importance of the fifth factor is that in a world of greatly 
expanded choice of media content and the potential fragmentation of public attention and the 
reinforcement of the tribal is a distinct prospect.  So in this final section of the chapter we will 
raise the question of what social structural mechanisms might be explored to compensate for the 
predisposition to polarization.  This question will occupy our attention for the remainder of the 
book.  

One particularly useful technique for avoiding conflict with a neighbor from the era of 
human life on earth when actual familial tribes were the principal basis of human organization 
was simply to move away from “the other.”   This was particularly appropriate when most 
human groups were nomadic.  It got more difficult when domesticated animals and farming 
replaced hunting and gathering.  It got more difficult still when dense urban populations and city-
states and nation states with armies got upset with their neighbors.  But one could still choose to 
ignore one’s neighbors – to shun and eschew. 

Alas, trying to ignore neighboring tribes is increasingly impractical in a globalized world 
system.  Events in even the remotest corner of the Sulaiman Mountains on the porous border 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan are instantly videoed back by satellite to viewers in North 
America if judged to be relevant to American interests.  Even the meaning of “neighbor” requires 
reexamination in the global village.   

Anderson’s Imagined Communities.  The final pages of this chapter attempt to negotiate 
the transition of level of analysis from the psychological to the social/cultural/political.  Our 
guiding theme is that trying to change our evolved psychological proclivities such as they are is 
not likely to meet with much success.  A more promising strategy is probably trying to change 
and design institutionalized reward systems to realistically account for those deeply ingrained 
proclivities.   A useful starting point for such an enterprise is an unusually polymathic and 
widely cited historical analysis by Benedict Anderson entitled Imagined Communities.    In a 
discursive review of five centuries of world history, Anderson ponders the question of why 
nationalism and a profound public sense of national identity flourished so strongly in Europe, 
North America for the 17th through 19th centuries and thereafter in post-colonial South America 
and Asia.  While both drawing on the Marxist tradition and distancing himself somewhat from it, 
Anderson develops a notion of a new and powerful historical force he labels “print capitalism.”   

The logic of capitalism thus meant that once the elite Latin market was saturated, the 
potentially huge markets represented by the monoglot masses would beckon…Liberalism 
and the Enlightenment clearly had a powerful impact, above all in providing an arsenal 
of ideological criticisms of imperial and anciens regimes. What I am proposing is that 
neither economic interest, Liberalism, nor Enlightenment could, or did, create in 
themselves the kind, or shape, of imagined community to be defended from these regimes' 
depredations; to put it another way, none provided the framework of a new consciousness 
- the scarcely-seen periphery of its vision - as opposed to centre-field objects of its 
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admiration or disgust.  In accomplishing this specific task, pilgrim creole functionaries 
and provincial creole printmen played the decisive historic role (Anderson 1983 38,65)  
 

The first facilitating historical development was the book, especially the book in the 
vernacular.  Anderson notes that twenty million books were produced in Europe within the first 
fifty years of the (re)invention of the modern printing press.  Until then the church easily won its 
battles against heresy because it had better lines of communication than its challengers.  But 
when Luther nailed his thesis to the chapel door in Wittenberg in 1517, copies in German were 
printed up and available in every part of the German countryside within two weeks.  Soon after 
Luther became the very first best-selling author in modern history dominating a full third of the 
German language books published in the next decade (Anderson 1983 39).   What makes 
Anderson’s thesis so interesting for our purposes was the unplanned, undirected and inadvertent 
character of these historical forces.  Conspiring nationalist ideologists did not plot to print in the 
vernacular.  It was an inadvertent product of the market-expanding strictures of print capitalism.  
As a singular Roman religious identity throughout Europe was being replaced by divergent and 
regional protestant schisms, and by secularism and the Enlightenment, new national identities 
resonated with what might otherwise have been a vacuum the sense of tribe among the mass 
populations.  It may be that the princes of the German city states gradually began to recognize 
that religious independence helped the cause of political independence, but Luther’s 95 Thesis 
was a religious document; the politics came later.  As Calhoun points out drawing on Anderson’s 
thesis:  Once the idea of imagining political communities as nations was developed, it was 
"modular" and could be transplanted into a wide range of otherwise disparate settings” (1993 
216).” 

Now, five centuries later, religious and national identities continue to be highly salient if 
taken for granted, but the shrinking globe puts these identities in constant and intense contact and 
competition.  This tension has been acknowledged and highlighted since the publication of 
Samuel Huntington’s celebrated clash-of-civilizations hypothesis (1993, 1996).  Huntington 
identified a series of cultural fault lines, most notably the tensions between Christian Europe and 
the Islamic Middle East and North Africa.  The corresponding question of our era is whether 
modern “broadcast capitalism” again instinctively seeking the maximize its audience 
inadvertently and perhaps even impulsively reinforces the cultural fault lines as North American 
and European media reinforce audience expectations about Arabs ganging up on Israel and Arab 
media doing just the reverse.  If government-controlled and independent commercial media end 
up doing precisely the same thing in “giving audiences what they expect and in some sense what 
they “want” and spiraling into an increasingly polarized set of conflicting world views based on 
evolved social, national and religious identities, the digital public sphere is reinforcing rather 
than compensating for the human proclivity toward polarization.  In the pages ahead, we will 
attempt to outline a strategic approach to this issue.  For our purposes in this chapter we will 
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briefly review some compensatory approaches that might be suggested but that are unlikely to 
prove successful because of the deeply ingrained strength of the psychological mechanisms we 
have just reviewed.   

Compensating for Polarization? 

The tension between culturally derived norms of appropriate behavior and the impulses 
of the individuals within the culture is as old as the existence of the very first tribes.  A sin, of 
course, is a violation of social norms and how often can we find a tribe member who has not 
sinned.  Virtually all religious and civil legal traditions have elaborate rules for defining 
officially prohibited behaviors and complex mixtures of approbation, punishment, ritual 
atonement and divine forgiveness for dealing with them.  Whether these systems of authority are 
actually successful in guiding human behavior down the path of righteousness is an interesting 
question but a frustratingly difficult question to answer.  It is routinely asserted that without these 
elaborate culturally reinforced systems of detection and enforcement life would be a Hobbesian 
chaos of brutish violence and competition for survival.  Even if this celebrated social contract 
establishes a minimal level of social order, if the personal motivations are strong enough or 
perhaps in turn the collectively determined potential economic rewards are high enough, criminal 
behavior, organized or otherwise will be in evidence.  So it is sometimes difficult to separate out 
the dysfunctional spasms of enforced official moral authority – the early American witch trials, 
prohibition, the inquisition and even the holocaust – from normal and necessary enforcement of 
law and order.  We conclude, therefore, that a collective assertion of moral authority designed to 
counterbalance these natural proclivities to distinguish in-groups from others will represent an 
extremely difficult challenge.   We can at this stage review three compensatory strategies that, 
given the power of these deeply ingrained psychological dynamics, are not likely to be very 
successful.  And then, three that research indicates show real promise. 

Avoidance.    Perhaps this strategy represents the first lesson of Conflict Management 
101.  To minimize conflict between Billy and Eddie in third grade, as most classroom teachers 
have learned, put their desks at opposite ends of the room to minimize contact and conflict.  
When a serious issue arises, either Billy or Eddie may have to be moved to another appropriate 
classroom.  Of course, in nomadic and tribal times, tribes found survival might best be served by 
going their separate ways.  We tentatively conclude, however, that global flows of 
communication and transportation and a truly globalized economic system make the old 
avoidance strategy impractical and unrealistic.  Nowadays, Eddie can provoke Billy across the 
classroom with a wireless text message, for that matter in another classroom or even in another 
school. 

Simple Prohibition.  As the discussion above suggests, outlawing prejudice may sound 
promising in the abstract, but like many edicts on moral behavior that run contrary to human 
impulse, successful enforcement is likely to prove to be problematic.   By simple prohibition we 
mean strictures which represent the rule of law but may not have widespread social and cultural 
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normative support.  One classic example, of course, is the American experiment in prohibition 
from 1920 to 1933 (Schrad 2010).  Given the seriousness of the Holocaust and related tragedies 
of WWII, it is understandable that French and German authorities official prohibit trade in Nazi 
artifacts but it is not clear that these enforcement efforts are more symbolic than consequential 
(Virzi 2001).  The sale of Nazi memorabilia was restricted on the Yahoo! Site run in France in 
accordance with the French Criminal Code but French citizens could still review items for sale 
on the US-run Yahoo! site and American courts ruled that French law could not be enforced on 
the US web site (United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit 2004).   

Censorship.  Like prohibition, simple censorship of prejudicial speech is an unpromising 
remedy for such a complex phenomenon.  In the American context the courts’ strong 
commitment to First Amendment principles has ruled restrictions on hateful speech as 
unconstitutional with the exception of defamation, and the technical legal definitions of “fighting 
words” and “incitement to riot” (Walker 1994).  Interestingly, it turns out the American 
reluctance to restrict hate speech finds few parallels in most other nations and in international 
fora such as the United Nations (Schauer 2005).  But there is little evidence that these diverse 
efforts at hate speech censorship are successful (Callamard 2005; Hare & Weinstein 2011).  
Again, in a world of instantaneous global information flow, it is not clear how such attempts at 
censorship could be successfully sustained.  So if avoidance, simple prohibition and censorship 
show little promise, what options remain? 

The Cooperative Norms Imperative.   The psychological literature does provide some 
encouraging words for those who would like to explore compensatory institutional responses to 
the human impulse toward polarization and conflict.   We will review three here and proceed 
with this thematic in the remaining chapters.  The first draws on one conclusion of the literature 
that although simple top-down prohibitions are unpromising, culturally reinforced norms can 
make a difference.  The key is how the norms are articulated and how well they resonate with the 
relevant population.  The successful exemplars here often can be seen as structuring the character 
of conflict, channeling it or moderating it, rather than prohibiting it.  As differences among 
individuals and groups arise, norms of playing by the rules and respecting rather than derogating 
one’s “opponent” arise again and again in the foundational literature of sociology (Simmel 1950; 
Dahrendorf 1959; Lipset 1985; Blalock 1989) and the subsequent more practically oriented 
literature on conflict management in the study of organizations (Rahim 2010), and the dynamics 
within and between nation states (Kriesberg 2007).   More recently these same themes have been 
taken up in the civil society literature focusing on the strength of intermediate institutions in 
addition to those of the state and of the market that reinforce norms of seeking alternatives to 
conflict (Calhoun 1994; Edwards 2009).     

The Fairness Imperative.  Complementing the notion of normatively reinforcing the 
principle of playing by the rules is the shared sense among individuals that “the other side” is 
indeed playing fair.  The perception of fairness, particularly the perception of its absence, turns 
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out to be a fundamental driver of political perceptions and political participation.  Strong 
emotional responses to unfairness or unequal application of the rules or unequal reward has been 
consistently and sometimes dramatically demonstrated in children and even in animals (Lind & 
Tyler 1988; Association for Psychological Science 2008).  Studies of collective behavior, 
protest, rebellion and revolution have studied the dynamics of when growing frustration with 
perceived procedural or political fairness reaches a tipping point and public resignation becomes 
open rebellion (Gamson 1968, 1975; Gurr 1970; Oberschall 1973; McCarthy & Zald 1977; 
Coleman 1990; Tilly 2004).  A parallel line of research has explored cooperation and conflict in 
organizational settings and legal proceedings focusing on the concept of procedural justice (Lind 
& Tyler 1988).   

Beyond the acknowledgment of an extensive literature on procedural fairness, escalation 
and negotiation of potential conflict, our central question here is how the study of 
communicative dynamics can add value to this domain of scholarship.  My proposition is that, 
although it is not yet fully developed, there is indeed an important role to be played.  The key 
conceptually is the distinction between “fairness” in some objective sense and the perception of 
fairness.  A critical public response to objective unfairness is reasonable enough and in the long 
run obviously important.  The special case of particular interest, however, is the false or 
exaggerated sense of unfairness because of distorted communication and misperception.  Perhaps 
one notable case example might be the inflammatory rhetoric of conservative talk radio typified 
by Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, Michael Savage and others.  Representing the conservative 
point of view these flamboyant personalities speak only rarely about positive conservative values 
but find it in the interest of their ratings to talk derisively at great length about the despicable 
behavior and tortured logic of liberals.  The key to their popularity, it would appear, is the 
somehow satisfying sense of outrage shared with their conservative listeners in observing how 
liberals are self-serving and prone to violate common norms by cheating, lying and 
misrepresenting the facts (Jamieson & Cappella, 2008; Neuman, Marcus & MacKuen, 2012). 

The Familiarity Imperative.  Recalling the Robbers Cave episode, the organizers of the 
field experiment became so concerned about the competitive energy spontaneously evident 
between the Rattlers and the Eagles they confiscated pocket knives and organized a series of 
cooperative activities between the two groups to quiet things down a bit.  The idea, of course, is 
that the better the two groups came to know each other, the less misinformed prejudice and, in 
turn, the lower prospect of serious conflict.  This turns out to be a staple of psychological 
literature on prejudice and conflict management.  Since Allport (1954) it has generally been 
referred to as the contact hypothesis and has been extensively studied.   

Allport listed what he viewed as optimal conditions of contact for the greatest prospect of 
reduced prejudicial attitudes particularly that the groups be of equal status, pursue common goals 
and have cultural and normative support for the context of contact (1954).  A half century of 
research and a meta-analysis of over 500 diverse studies reveals consistent and statistically 
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strong evidence supporting the proposition that increased knowledge about and familiarity with 
out groups reduces prejudice and aversion (Pettigrew & Tropp 2006).  There are several 
conditions that enhance the contact effect.  It is important that the intergroup contact be under 
conditions of equal or near-equal status.  Cooperative activity toward common goals contributes 
further.  General cultural support for the interaction between groups is helpful.  And finally, 
when groups display behavior contrary to presumed stereotypes, it enhances the contact effect.  
Although Allport in his original formulation had elaborated these conditions and further research 
has sustained their relevance, numerous studies reveal at least some reduced prejudice from 
contact even in the absence of these conditions (Pettigrew & Tropp 2006; Hewstone & Swart 
2011).  Researchers in this field have speculated that part of the contact process may result from 
the “mere-exposure” familiarity-liking heuristic.  Interestingly that has opened up the prospect 
that virtual contact, mediated contact and even “imagined” contact can manifest positive effects 
Hewstone & Swart 2011; Dovidio, Eller & Hewstone 2011). 
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Chapter 6  The Politics of Pluralism 

 
 
 

Every human power seeks to enlarge its prerogatives.  He who has acquired power will 
almost always endeavor to consolidate it and to extend it, to multiply the ramparts which 

defend his position. 
Robert Michels (1911) 

 
The typical community has until recently been small and relatively homogeneous. From 
generation to generation its members could expect to live under approximately the same 
pattern of culture and values. Its members dwelt, worked, worshipped, and played with 

approximately the same group of persons in the same place. A person could easily 
comprehend his whole community, and members of the community needed no more than 

face to face communication to reach agreement and understanding.  Now that is no 
longer possible. 

Wilbur Schramm (1948) 
 

Since the marketplace of ideas is self-regulating, there is no need for a government agency 
to censor messages.  Audiences won't buy bad messages and therefore irresponsible 

producers will go broke. 
Stanley Baran & Dennis Davis (1995) 

 
Deliberating groups typically suffer from four problems. They amplify the errors of their 
members. They do not elicit the information that their members have.  They are subject to 

cascade effects, producing a situation in which the blind lead the blind.   Finally, they 
show a tendency to group polarization, by which groups go to extremes. 

Cass Sunstein (2006) 
 

To argue about the media today is almost inevitably to argue about politics. 
Paul Starr (2008) 
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We turn now to the fourth of our four paradoxes, “the politics of pluralism.” The contents 
of this chapter reflects a somewhat broader focus and steps back a bit from the individual level 
structural dynamics of the psychology of attention and interpretation to move to the social level 
of institutions, collective practices and cultural norms.  The central organizing concepts here 
include the notion of hegemonic media institutions, agenda-setting, the public sphere, the 
marketplace of ideas and the delicate challenge of sustaining political pluralism.  Our premise is 
straightforward enough.  Maintaining social order in a small, homogenous and univocal tribal or 
communal setting is relatively easy as the quotation from Wilbur Schramm above suggests.  
Sustaining an open and vibrant pluralism in a diverse industrialized nation state immersed in a 
global network of communication and interaction is a difficult challenge.  If there are some 
lessons learned from scholarship in this domain, public policy could potentially put them to good 
use. 

In the preceding pages we have attempted to document what is known about the character 
of the evolved human cognitive system and how the perception of communicated messages are 
systematically distorted in largely predictable ways.  We turn now to how those patterns are 
manifested at the collective level and, in turn, how social and political institutions which 
structure communication flows might be designed to counterbalance known patterns of distortion 
and polarization and protect an institutional openness to free speech, even unpopular speech. 

Six Critical Patterns of Macro Communication Structure 
We will review six persistent patterns of collective communicative behavior.  It is, not 

surprisingly, an incomplete list, but it will serve to illustrate some of the key dynamics at work at 
the social level.  In some cases we might come to understand these group-level phenomena as a 
logical parallel or natural extension from a single individual’s cognitive system to a notion of 
collective cognition.  One of the six patterns, the notion of “attention space” which examines the 
constraints on the diversity of the public agenda, the limit to the number of currently debated 
public issues could be seen as a natural extension of the attentional limitations of the human 
brain.  But, as we will shortly see, the attentional and dynamic mechanisms at work at the social 
level have a very different character.   
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Pattern Seminal Theorists Basic Mechanism 
Media Agenda-Setting Maxwell McCombs 

Donald Shaw 
David Weaver  
Shanto Iyengar 
Donald Kinder 

Although media coverage of public issues may not 
always persuade audience members, the close 
association between amounts of media coverage 
and public perceptions of issue salience indicate a 
dominant media agenda-setting function 

The Iron Law of Oligarchy Robert Michels 
Nathan Rosenberg 
Joel Mokyr 

Established elites develop ideological and 
organizational mechanisms to protect their 
incumbent status and constrain open critical 
communication and challenge 

The Matthew Effect  Robert Merton 
Vilfredo Pareto 
Udny Yule 
Brian Arthur 
Albert-Laszlo Barabasi 
Robert Metcalfe 

A set of mechanisms of cumulative advantage, rich 
get richer, famous get more famous, positive 
feedback, first mover advantage, preferential 
attachment and network effects 

Attention Space – The Law of 
Small Numbers 

Randall Collins 
Maxwell McCombs 
Everett Rogers 

Limited size of public agenda, mechanism by 
which new issues supplant, reframe old ones, a 
natural limit to number of “schools of thought” 

The Issue Attention Cycle Anthony Downs 
James Stimson 
Benjamin Page 
Robert Shapiro 

Dynamic model of how issues or issue frames 
coalesce, peak and decline, a limited attention span 
at the macro level 

The Spiral of Silence Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann 
Carroll Glynn 
Vincent Price 
Michael Slater 

Additional dynamic of public opinion whereby 
public perceptions of a dominant or politically 
correct views reduce the willingness of those with 
minority views to speak out 

Table 6.1 
Six Hypothesized Dynamic Mechanisms of Macro-Level Communication Structure 

 

This notion of “social facts” -- collective phenomena that cannot be reduced to or simply 
explained from individual level mechanisms is one of the central concepts of sociology and 
associated with one of sociology’s founding theorists Emile Durkheim (1895/1964) and has 
echoed more recently in the work of leading communication scholars (McLeod & Blumler 
1987).  Each of these social patterns has particular significance for understanding the challenges 
to maintaining an open structure of communication.  Each, in effect, represents a predictable 
pattern that has the potential to institutionally constrain or distort the open flow of ideas, a 
balance between majority and minority views, and the capacity to challenge old orthodoxies with 
new ideas in response to changing historical conditions.  The first three, McCombs and Shaw’s 
widely-cited Agenda-Setting hypothesis, Michel’s famous ‘Iron Law’, and the Matthew Effect 
concern a naturally occurring and strongly conservative bias in cultural phenomena by which 
established powers try to organize things so they stay established powers.  The remaining three, 
the notion of Attention Space, the Issue Attention Cycle and the Spiral of Silence deal with 
macro level attentional dynamics.  They also represent an interesting conservatizing structural 
bias, although the attention cycle notion which draws attention to how public issues “wear out” 
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over time does suggest that such a process may create a bit of a vacuum that may under some 
conditions facilitate an openness to new issues. 

Later in this chapter we will review the concept of a “marketplace of ideas” in an effort to 
convince the reader of its promise as a normatively grounded and fundamental principle of 
communication policy which may help to counteract these various constraining structural 
mechanisms.  The marketplace notion, of course, is the core concept of neoclassical economics – 
the celebrated open market as the organizational principle for structuring the exchange of 
concrete entities such as goods and services.  This marketplace for goods and services has a 
notable mechanism for self correction – the open entry of competitors when an offered product 
or service becomes overpriced, shoddy or lacking in innovation.  The marketplace of ideas would 
certainly benefit as well from such a self-corrective mechanism, but, as we shall see shortly, 
practices, institutions and norms all too often evolve that thwart the open entry of new ideas that 
might compete with the old.  Why would this be so; and why especially in the domain of speech 
and ideas?  The answer is that as human beings follow their natural impulse to create hierarchies 
and some individuals find themselves in positions of power, those in power come to devote 
remarkable energies to protecting that institutionalized power from possible intellectual or 
political challenge.  This is perhaps not entirely distinct from the traditional economic 
marketplace of goods and services as vendors try to undercut and preempt competition through a 
variety of legal, marginally legal and illegal means (Williamson 1975, 1985).  

Surely this phenomenon of institutional self-preservation manifested itself early in human 
history as a tribal member who through the exhibition of skill and bravery found himself (most 
likely a male tribal member) functioning as some form of tribal chief and then decided to 
proclaim that his chiefdom is divinely inspired and that his offspring will inherit the title and 
power.  It represents a remarkable simple and relatively well-understood mechanism that plagues 
the openness and free competition in social, cultural and, of course, political organization – those 
who succeed in a competitive domain use their newly obtained resources and demonstrated 
talents to distort and prevent any further competition.  To criticize the established power 
structure and its inhabitants becomes defined as a violation of tribal norms reflecting a lack of 
respect, sedition, rebellion, and perhaps sacrilege. What would have been the fair-minded 
invisible hand of market competition becomes the fist of the powerful.  We will first introduce 
each of the six starting with their intellectual and historical provenance and then attempt to put 
these ideas to work in analysis of the fragile dynamics of the public sphere in modern industrial 
democracies with special attention to the potential impact of the new digital technologies.   

Media Agenda-Setting.  We reviewed the evolution of this theoretical tradition and the 
accumulated findings at some length in Chapter 2 and will not replicate that discussion here.  We 
concluded that because the agenda-setting notion drew attention to issue salience rather than 
simply attitude change, it quickly drew attention -- by one count over 400 published studies in 
the three decades since the seminal paper (McCombs 2004 x) -- as a more sophisticated way of 
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designating potential media effects and offered promise of transcending the particularly 
troublesome “minimal effects” notion.  Further, agenda-setting analyses started to incorporate 
even more sophisticated notions of issue framing (influencing the salience of particular issue 
attributes) and issue priming (making an issue or issue attribute more accessible to memory).  
These extensions were designated as “second level” agenda-setting effects (McCombs 2004).  
The weakness (not a weakness of the theory itself, of course, just a recognition of the relatively 
early stage of theoretical development) was that the sizes of measured agenda-setting effects 
varied dramatically, sometimes nonexistent, sometimes very strong and the tradition had not yet 
developed an agreed-upon auxiliary theory identifying under what conditions and for what kinds 
of issues effects were most in evidence.  Additionally there was the problem that real world 
events and trends (the so-called “real-world cues” according to Erbring, Goldenberg & Miller 
1980; Bartels 1993) might explain both the journalistic agenda and independently public 
perceptions of issue importance which would make the media-public opinion correlation 
effectively spurious. 

Robert Michels’ Iron Law of Oligarchy.  Michels was a prized student of sociologist Max 
Weber and with the publication of Political Parties: A Sociological Study of Oligarchical 
Tendencies of Modern Democracy in 1911, I would have to suspect, he must have made his 
patron proud.  Michels was himself active in the swirling socialist politics of his day in England, 
France, Germany, Switzerland and Italy and this book was based on a case study of the German 
Social Democratic Party.  The key finding of his analysis as summarized by Seymour Martin 
Lipset: 

Political parties, trade unions, and all other large organizations tend to develop a 
bureaucratic structure, that is, a system of rational (predictable) organization, 
hierarchically organized. The sheer problem of administration necessitates bureaucracy. 
As Michels stated: "It is the inevitable product of the very principle of organization.... 
Every party organization which has attained to a considerable degree of complication 
demands that there should be a certain number of persons who devote all their activities 
to the work of the party." But the price of increased bureaucracy is the concentration of 
power at the top and the lessening of influence by rank-and-file members. The leaders 
possess many resources which give them an almost insurmountable advantage over 
members who try to change policies. Among their assets can be counted: (1) superior 
knowledge, e.g., they are privy to much information which can be used to secure assent 
for their program; (2) control over the formal means of communication with the 
membership, e.g., they dominate the organization press; as full-time salaried officials, 
they may travel from place to place presenting their case at the organization's expense, 
and their position enables them to command an audience; and (3) skill in the art of 
politics, e.g., they are far more adept than nonprofessionals in making speeches, writing 
articles, and organizing group activities (Lipset 1970 413). 
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The choice of a socialist political party was particularly apt because the mission that 
motivated the party’s creation was the empowerment of the working people and certainly not the 
creation of yet another self-interested power elite.  Lipset’s engagement with Michels’ work was 
ongoing and inspired Lipset’s similar case study of oligarchic tendencies in labor unions (Lipset, 
Trow, Coleman 1956).  But the ongoing focus on socialist parties and labor unions may have 
obscured a fundamental point in Michels’ argument.  The mechanism is not restricted to 
democratically oriented organizations (although that heightens the irony.)  Michels argued that 
this was an inherent tendency of all organizations.  Once created, the leaders of organizations 
displace the original goals that led to the creation of the collectivity with self-perpetuation of the 
organization and their power within it.  In fact, the English translation of Michels’ title may 
involve a bit of mistranslation.  The last word in the German is not “Democracy” but rather 
“Gruppenlebens” that is, group-life, collectivities, organizations -- reflecting his development of 
a more general law-like phenomenon that extends beyond formal politics.  So what has become 
associated in the literature as a commentary on the political left is really a broader argument 
about social organization in general – the displacement of initial collective goals, whatever they 
might be, with a fundamentally conservatizing impulse for organizational self-preservation.  In 
fact, Michels begins his book with a discussion of one of the more extreme examples of self-
perpetuating personal power as we noted above -- the ancestral monarchy which is characterized 
by the royal families not as their own convenient invention but the divinely mandated will of 
God.   The emphasis on unions and political parties is understandable given that the Marxist 
ideal of a people’s republic was so dramatically corrupted by the self-serving brutality of the 
Soviet and Chinese communist parties.  That corruption is arguably one of the most prominent 
and unfortunate historical facts of the 20th century.  But here we want to emphasize the broad 
generality of Michels’ observation.  The lesson for the purposes of studying the cultural and 
institutional structure of communication is straightforward enough – maintaining a truly open 
marketplace of ideas will be frustrated by those who perceive themselves as benefiting from the 
current state of affairs and will mount considerable energies against any voices inclined to 
suggest possible change. 

An analysis that takes Michels idea and demonstrates its relevance on a broad historical 
canvas is the notable study – How the West Grew Rich: The Economic Transformation of the 
Industrial Revolution by Nathan Rosenberg and L. E. Birdzell, Jr.  Although the authors do not 
acknowledge or cite Michels directly (perhaps as historians simply and independently 
converging on Michels’ central insight), they address the question of how the industrial 
revolution took place so prominently in Europe and North America rather than elsewhere.  They 
conclude that those were the countries at the dawn of the nineteenth century that for the most 
part lacked (or had just shaken off) the established aristocracies, autocrats and priesthoods who 
would be motivated to repress technical innovation as socially and politically threatening.  It is a 
strikingly simple and powerful conclusion.  In their words as they ponder how developing 
nations might copy the Western economic miracle: 



Ch 6  --242 

 

A relinquishment of power by entrenched hierarchies may seem too much to expect, at 
least so long as they can persuade themselves that they have a viable alternative road to 
wealth.  But whether they would be relinquishing or gaining power is a matter of 
perception, for there can be little doubt that the nineteenth and twentieth century Western 
political hierarchies that refrained from exercising authority over their economies 
thereby added enormously to their own wealth and political power (Rosenberg and 
Birdzell 1986 267). 

 

The phenomenon was acknowledged as well by Northwestern University historian Joel 
Mokyr who derived it in a somewhat different format.  Also focusing on technological 
advancement in broad historical terms, he formulated what he called “Cardwell’s Law” (in 
Cardwell’s case it was simply an empirical historical generalization) observing that "no nation 
has been (technologically) very creative for more than an historically short period" (Mokyr 1990 
207).  Mokyr in his analysis drawing on Schumpeter elaborates the likely mechanism to explain 
such a pattern— 

 

the enemies of technological progress were not the lack of useful new ideas, but social 
forces that for one reason or another tried to preserve the status quo.  These forces 
represented different interests and came in a variety of forms: environmental lobbies, 
labor unions, clayfooted giant corporations, professional associations, reactionary or 
incompetent bureaucracies may all, in one way or another, try to block the kind of 
relentless and aggressive thrusts forward that occurred in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries  (Mokyr 1990 301-302).   

 

In other words, the phenomenon pivots on the self-interested and self-protective behavior 
of established and institutionalized elites.  In politics this is the phenomenon of the autocrat who 
gets elected and then cancels all further elections, a practice notably lacking in subtlety.  In the 
case of media institutions these mechanisms provide occasional cases of boorish self-interest but 
more often case studies of exquisitely nuanced structural bias.  In broadcast communication, the 
limitations of the available electromagnetic spectrum motivate either government control or 
limitations to market entry by new competitors.  In publishing, counterintuitive dynamics of 
advertising economics and network effects limit competition.  We will review these issues in 
more detail shortly.  A key question revolves around whether the digital revolution and the 
growth of pull media will influence these structural dynamics. 

The Matthew Effect.  Another widely recognized social mechanism, aptly labeled by 
sociologist Robert Merton after the biblical proverb in the Book of Matthew “For whosoever 
hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance: but whosoever hath not, from him 
shall be taken away even that he hath” (13:12, King James translation).  In the biblical version 
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the mechanism appears to be divine intervention.  For Merton and other theorists working on 
variations of the phenomenon of accumulated advantage, it is instead entirely human in origin 
and effect.  For our purposes here it is an important extension of Michels’ point that the 
established elites generally have more resources to maintain their position than those who would 
challenge them.  Merton was working on patterns of scientific citation and noted that more 
eminent scientists will often get more credit than a lesser known or younger researcher for 
equivalent or collaborative achievements as a phenomenon of reputational cumulative advantage 
(Merton 1968).   This is a widely acknowledged phenomenon in the arts, literature and, of 
course, the economics of the popular arts most notably among ‘bankable’ movie stars (Elberse 
2006).   This law-like pattern crops up again and again in parallel literatures usually with a fresh 
label and somewhat different empirical context.  In mathematics it is called a Yule Process after 
statistical pioneer Udny Yule who worked on mathematical representations of the mechanism 
(Yule 1925).  In linguistics it is referred to as Zipf’s Law drawing on George Zipf’s statistical 
study of word use frequencies (Zipf 1949).  In computer science, telecommunications and 
economics it has several manifestations including Metcalfe’s Law, Network Externalities, 
Preferential Attachment and Positive Feedback Lock-In (Shapiro & Varian 1999; Economides 
1996; Barabasi & Albert 1999; Arthur 1996).  In the business world the same basic pattern is 
often referred to as a first mover advantage, bandwagon effect or information cascade 
(Lieberman & Montgomery 1988; Sherif 1936; Bikhchandani, Hirshleifer & Welch 1992).  All 
of these are mechanisms of accumulating advantage.  In networking, once a network grows large 
incorporating most individuals or units, any new competitive network, starting small by 
definition, is less attractive as a means of interconnection.  In computer systems, analysts point to 
Microsoft’s near universal presence in business word and number processing which poses as 
unenviable challenge to any potential non-interoperable competitor (Eisenach & Lenard 1999).  
Such processes are inherently conservatizing, reinforcing the status quo against any prospective 
alternative.  Social inequalities, hierarchies and stratifications are central to the field of sociology 
as are their political equivalent in political science.  We will not dwell on how these mechanisms 
play out in each domain (see Newman 2005) but acknowledge the structural parallels here as we 
embark on the study of its manifestation in the organization of communication and the flows of 
ideas in a society.   

Collins’ Attention Space and the Law of Small Numbers.   Randall Collins is prolific 
sociologist at the University of Pennsylvania with unusually broad-ranging interests.  Some years 
ago he became fascinated with patterns of intellectual debate and decided to study it 
systematically.  The work took decades and ultimately resulted in the 1100 page tome entitled 
The Sociology of Philosophies: A Global Theory of Intellectual Change published in 1996. It is 
an unprecedented and unusual work on many dimensions.  The historical and geographic breadth 
is stunning.  He traces in detail the networks of influence and debate among philosophers from 
ancient Greece, China, Japan, India, the medieval Islamic and Jewish world, medieval 
Christendom, and modern Europe.  But he was less interested in the philosophic content itself 
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(which may puzzle or even outrage readers from the field of philosophy) than the patterned 
network structure of multi-generational intellectual influence.  Philosophy like many intellectual 
endeavors develops ‘schools of thought,’ formal or informal collectivities of like-minded 
individuals.  Schools are highly self-aware, conscious of the defining borders between schools 
and most often in conflict with each other (in this case intellectual conflict).  His stunning 
conclusion in reviewing this multi-millennial arch of intellectual work is that there is a consistent 
pattern of a distinctly limited number of schools a phenomenon he calls the “Law of Small 
Numbers” – from three to six schools at any one time.  Further he identifies a dynamic 
mechanism that maintains this law’s properties, simply put – dominant schools tend to divide 
into factions, while smaller and weaker schools ally and combine to create a stronger competitive 
capacity to attract attention.  It is the ultimate “citation analysis” tracking the multigenerational 
influences of, by Collins’ count, the world's 136 major, 366 secondary and 2152 minor 
philosophers.  The key finding of relevance for communication structure in general is notion of 
an ongoing competition for attention among members of the field (as in Bourdieu’s sense) or 
thought community. The collective dynamics work much like the cognitive dynamics at the level 
of the individual – at least in the sense that the collective capacity for attention is also limited.  In 
Collins’ vocabulary there is within each field an attention space, and from his analysis the space 
proves to be defined by minimum of three schools to a sustainable maximum of six.  So the law 
of small numbers and the concept of attention space echo at the collective/macro level the 
limited attention of the individual citizen at the micro/psychological level.  (This echo is evident 
in varying degrees in all six mechanisms.)  Both levels are of critical importance to 
understanding the dynamic structure of communication systems and the public sphere.  Of 
course, Collins built his theory analyzing a rarified sample of philosophical dialogs; it remains an 
open question whether the limits of attention in the public sphere of a modern nation will reflect 
the same constraints and the same mechanisms that generate the law of small numbers are 
evident in media agendas and public opinion.  For the moment we will leave that as an empirical 
question to be addressed. 

Downs’ Issue Attention Cycle.  Anthony Downs, a noted economist and public policy 
analyst, was pondering the cycles of policy debate with particular interest in matters 
environmental and put together a somewhat cynical theory of five stages of public attention and 
inattention that has broad and significant relevance to delicate dynamics of the public sphere.  
Downs explains, that the cycle:  

is rooted both in the nature of certain domestic problems and in the way major 
communications media interact with the public. The cycle itself has five stages, which 
may vary in duration depending upon the particular issue involved, but which almost 
always occur in the following sequence: 
1. The pre-problem stage. This prevails when some highly undesirable social condition 
exists but has not yet captured much public attention, even though some experts or 
interest groups may already be alarmed by it… 
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2. Alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm. As a result of some dramatic series of 
events (like the ghetto riots in 1965 to 1967), or for other reasons, the public suddenly 
becomes both aware of and alarmed about the evils of a particular problem. This 
alarmed discovery is invariably accompanied by euphoric enthusiasm about society's 
ability to "solve this problem" or "do something effective within a relatively short time...  
3. Realizing the cost of significant progress. The third stage consists of a gradually 
spreading realization that the cost of "solving" the problem is very high indeed. Really 
doing so would not only take a great deal of money but would also require major 
sacrifices by large groups in the population… 
4. Gradual decline of intense public interest. The previous stage becomes almost 
imperceptibly transformed into the fourth stage: a gradual decline in the intensity of 
public interest in the problem. As more and more people realize how difficult, and how 
costly to themselves, a solution to the problem would be, three reactions set in.  Some 
people just get discouraged. Others feel positively threatened by thinking about the 
problem; so they suppress such thoughts. Still others become bored by the issue...  
5. The post-problem stage. In the final stage, an issue that has been replaced at the 
center of public concern moves into a prolonged limbo - a twilight realm of lesser 
attention or spasmodic recurrences of interest. (Downs 1972 39-40)    

 

To my ear, this sounds very much like a logical extension of the law of small numbers 
and the related notion of an attention space.  We will address the question of whether the digital 
world of bloggers, social networkers and infinite online ‘shelf space’ for the public display of 
ideas will ultimately enlarge the capacities of these constraining agendas.  It is far from clear that 
the answer is a simple yes.  I cite Collins and Downs here rather than the much more prominent 
notion in communication research of the “agenda-setting function” of the press seminally 
presented by Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw (1972) because the former emphasize the 
limited capacity of the public agenda and the latter take that limitation as an unacknowledged 
given in their study of potential media effects. 

Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence.  German public opinion researcher Elisabeth Noelle-
Neumann introduced a concept of public opinion dynamics in the 1970s that has become an 
accepted staple of communication research (Noelle-Neumann 1973, 1984, 1993).  In my view it 
is an empirically grounded variant of Jurgen Habermas’ (1990) celebrated notion of an “ideal 
speech situation,” as both concepts emphasize the sensitivity of individuals to speak out when 
they fear their true opinion may be in the minority and that they will be become embarrassed or 
socially isolated were they to state their views.  In Noelle-Neumann’s formulation she posits a 
negative spiral of a minority position in public debate as the perception of an unpopular minority 
status increases in turn as fewer and fewer feel it is safe to speak out.  Using overtime public 
opinion data on voting intentions in Germany of that era she demonstrated a remarkable ability 
of voters to sense a changing climate of opinion and bandwagon effects as most notably those 
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with the least confidence in their political views most fear isolation or embarrassment and are 
inclined to “run with the pack” (1983 6).  Having seen the phenomenon in her own polling work 
she turned to the historical literature and found that the idea resonated strongly with the work of 
Locke, Hume, Rousseau, and especially de Tocqueville: 

I was encouraged when I found a precise description of the dynamics of the spiral of 
silence in Alexis de Tocqueville's history of the French revolution, published in 1856. 
Tocqueville recounts the decline of the French church in the middle of the eighteenth 
century and the manner in which contempt for religion became a general and reigning 
passion among the French. A major factor, he tells us, was the silence of the French 
church: "Those who retained their belief in the doctrines of the Church became afraid of 
being alone in their allegiance and, dreading isolation more than error, professed to 
share the sentiments of the majority, So what was in reality the opinion of only a part ... 
of the nation came to be regarded as the will of all and for this reason seemed 
irresistible, even to those who had given it this false appearance” (Noelle-Neumann 
1983  7). 

More recent commentaries on Noelle-Neumann’s work and subsequent empirical tests by 
others reveal that the perception of how much one’s own view differs from those in one’s 
community is in fact correlated with a decreased willingness to speak out.  But the correlations 
are quite weak, and the strength of correlation varies across cultural settings, with types of issues, 
and with the specificity of the perceived “public” holding differing views (Scheufele & Moy 
2000).  Morally oriented public issues and the definition of the public as a smaller and more 
proximate social group appear to strengthen spiral of silence effects.  Such findings do not 
necessarily lessen the importance of the concept but rather clarify the conditions under which it 
is most evident.  My reference to spiral effects here is intended to emphasize the macro level of 
public opinion and climate-of-opinion phenomena.  These dynamics are further complicated by 
the prospect that public perceptions of majority opinions may sometimes be in error, a 
phenomenon dubbed “pluralistic ignorance” by Katz and Allport in early work on the social 
psychology of identity formation and prejudice (1931).  So for any issue at some point in time 
there are actually two “distributions of opinion,” the actual opinion distribution and the 
distribution as perceived by the public and possibly reflected in media coverage as events and 
perceptions (and misperceptions) of events interact in dynamic ways.   The two distributions may 
or may not be closely related.  The term “silent majority” in American political rhetoric and 
analysis acknowledges that on some issues the two distributions may be at variance (Rosenberg, 
Verba & Converse 1970). 

We have now reviewed six related macro-level phenomena characterizing the dynamics 
of the public sphere – Media Agenda-Setting, the Iron Law of Oligarchy, the Matthew Effect 
(and related dynamics of accumulated advantage), Collective Attention Space, the Issue 
Attention Cycle and the Spiral of Silence.  It could be argued that each is a contributing element 
to the same underlying paradox of pluralism and each helps to explain why the much celebrated 
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democratic and pluralistic open marketplace of ideas is very hard to sustain and that institutional 
mechanisms may be needed to protect an open flow of ideas.   

Communication Structure and Social Structure 
It may strike some readers as rather obvious that powerful and wealthy elites are 

motivated to structure social and communicative relations so they stay powerful and wealthy.  
Such matters have not escaped the attention of communication scholars.  But here a curious 
development.  There is not one literature on this topic but rather two literatures each almost 
entirely unaware of the other.   The social science tradition of media effects, of course, with its 
roots in the study of the propagandistic power of statist regimes addresses this issue.  And the 
cultural studies tradition does the same in its study of the hegemonic power of capitalist regimes. 
But both traditions can be seen as confronting virtually the same underlying social dynamics – 
systematic distortions in the socially structured flow of ideas.  Both posit an overwhelming 
power to the incumbent elite and a limited capacity to resist on the part of mass audience.  And 
both literatures in turn ignore a third stream of scholarship which addresses the routine policy 
battles, contested framing of issues and events, the circulation of elites – the field of public 
opinion and electoral politics.  This scholarly balkanization is understandable enough although 
undoubtedly an impediment to meaningful intellectual progress.  Is it possible that with a modest 
reframing of the analytic question of how to optimally protect against the self-protective 
impulses of political and media institutions that a confluence of intellectual energies and research 
would result?  Let’s review such a prospect.    

Hegemony (and Propaganda).  Antonio Gramsci as an active communist organizer in 
Italy in the early twentieth century did not have much time for pondering history.  But when 
Mussolini threw him in jail in 1926, Gramsci found many long hours to think about why it was 
that the object of his appeals, the Italian working class, seemed to be more attracted to bourgeois 
or fascist fantasies than a ‘true consciousness’ of their working-class status.  His resultant 
analysis of the ‘cultural hegemony’ of capitalist elites published posthumously as his Prison 
Notebooks (1971) written from 1926 to 1937 continues to be influential a century later and has 
become required reading in many domains of cultural studies.  It is influential because he 
initiated a movement away from an incompletely developed and somewhat deterministic notion 
of superstructure and false consciousness in classic Marxist texts to a notion of a layered, 
partially-contested, multi-dimensional, historically evolving “common sense” of the mass 
audiences that may be influenced by but not necessarily controlled by the media institutions 
(Hall 1986).  Such a concept focuses on the possible reinforcement taken-for-granted social 
inequities and power relations.  It draws attention to subtleties of word usage, issue framing and 
causal attribution.  It identifies a rich and promising field of research. 

Research on ‘Media Bias’.   One way to respond to Gramsci’s concept is to revert to the 
original Marxist binary of true consciousness and false consciousness.  Following that model the 
researchers observing the world believe that they have a correct understanding; they proceed to 
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analyze media content and determine that it is at some variance from their view and label that 
difference to be a ‘media bias’ caused by the self-interests or ideologies or deficient professional 
practices of media institutions.  It is seductively easy to cherry pick telling examples of media 
bias and the condemnation of unfair bias has a resonating urgency with many readers.  
Accordingly critics on the left (for example, Entman 1989, 2004; Chomsky 2004; Gitlin 1979; 
Herman & Chomsky 1988; Glasgow University Media Group 1976, 1980; Alterman 2004; and 
Bennett 2011) find evidence of conservative bias generally attributed to the conservative views 
of media executives and investors.  In turn critics on the right (for example, Efron 1971; 
Theberge 1981; Lichter, Rothman & Lichter 1986; Groseclose 2011; Kincaid, Aronoff & Irvine 
2007) find a liberal bias usually attributed to left-leaning reporters and academics.  The 
phenomenon of disliking media coverage of contested issues is so prominent that it has acquired 
a name -- “hostile media effect” – whatever your political perspective, you are convinced the 
institutionalized bias is in the other direction (Vallone, Ross & Lepper 1985).    Critiques of 
media bias of this sort in the tradition of political advocacy are important and should be 
welcome.  Indeed, the fact that so many political advocates find compelling evidence of bias 
might reasonably be taken as evidence of a healthy mix of political views in the marketplace of 
ideas.  My only concern is that such oratory may tend to displace a more serious and systematic 
examination of Gramsci’s thesis and the parallel conceptions in the work of Lippmann and 
Lasswell on propaganda.  A systematic examination would not address just the presumably 
powerful effects of these biases and distortion but the conditions under which they were and 
were not successful – the historic cycles of cynicism and enthusiasm, engagement and 
resentment, and at times resignation among the mass population in response to events as lived 
and as depicted in the media. 

 Media and the Social Construction of Reality -- Concurrent Trend Analysis.  At this 
point, we can move the argument forward a bit and proffer a potential solution to the problems of 
inference and causal direction in the traditional paradigm of hegemonic media effects.  I have 
been referring to this approach to inquiry as Concurrent Trend Analysis.  It is not a very catchy 
terminology but it is, in my view, a pretty catchy concept and well timed to put the big data 
created by the digital media environment to very good use (with appropriate protections of 
personal privacy).   The traditional model of public opinion proposes that the establishment 
media set the public agenda of what issues and events are appropriate to discuss and, in addition, 
how the issues are generally framed.   

The original formulation of the agenda-setting hypothesis in the media effects tradition 
had just two elements – the media agenda and the public agenda.  The former was measured by a 
content analysis of news coverage of various issues and the latter by public opinion measures of 
issue importance.  This was the case in the seminal McCombs & Shaw paper of 1972 and in 
most follow-on studies in the tradition.  The high correlation between the two was taken 
evidence of a media effect because the reverse direction (public interest influencing media 
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coverage) was simply taken to be implausible (McCombs & Shaw 1972 185).   It soon became 
clear that to answer the question of causal direction adequately, three elements would be 
necessary – 1) some form of veridical real-world data related to the significance of issues or 
events, 2) media coverage and 3) public opinion preferably with meaningful variation in all three 
over time.   

This general direction of research was the media-effects equivalent to the hegemonic 
control hypothesis of the cultural studies tradition and the cultivation effect associated with 
Gerbner and colleagues and resonated among many researchers as a spirited demonstration of 
not-so-minimal effects.  But it became increasingly clear that a variety of patterns may actually 
be evident – 1) neither the media or public may respond to real world cues, 2) the public may 
respond to real world cues although the media do not, 3) the media may emphasize an issue 
independently of real world cues and the public may or 4) may not respond, 5) the media may 
downplay an issue despite real world cues and the public may or 6) may not respond. (For the 
more technically minded, these represent the six possible combinations of variation among the 
three elements, the seventh being the null condition of no change in any of the three variables.)  
This formulation is a much richer one because instead of evidence or absence of evidence of a 
media effect, it proposes to inquire under what conditions the media attempt to set the agenda 
and if so why, and at times why not, and under what conditions do they succeed.   

A number of researchers have tackled an analysis of parallel trends but because of the 
tremendous measurement complexities, the full analytic model is only infrequently employed 
(Land & Spillerman 1975; Fan 1985; Aborn 1984; Neuman 1989).  The systematic collection of 
reliable public opinion data has not yet reached the hundred year mark, so we are constrained 
historically for systematically collected data on public opinion and belief.  But archived 
economic and institutional data and media coverage of concurrent issues and events invites 
attention and historians have proved to be remarkably inventive in finding useful indicators of 
public sentiment, including but frequently moving beyond electoral data (Tilly 1970).  Of 
particular interest are the American and French Revolutions and the American Civil War Period 
(Davidson 1941; Wilson 1962; Tilly 1998, 2002, 2004; Burnham 1970)  Famously the historical 
analyses from the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries of de Tocqueville (1835, 1856) and 
Lippmann (1922) continue to inspire ongoing modern research.  Ben Page and Robert Shapiro 
have give these issues considerable thought and their 1991 masterwork The Rational Public 
contains extensive analyses along these lines.  They are more interested in the politics of 
changing opinion rather than the media’s role or media bias, but their underlying model captures 
the critical need to independently assess the direct and indirect (mediated) effects of changing 
conditions (as illustrated in Figure 6.1).  Similar models with virtually the same elements and 
causal pathways have arisen elsewhere in the literature, for example Baum & Potter (2008) and 
Shoemaker and Vos (2009).  In examination of a particular trend we might find that the media 
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and elites influence the public salience and framing of events independently of actual changes in 
social and economic conditions – clear evidence of hegemonic effects.  Or it  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

may be evident that public sentiments follow their own dynamic independent of or perhaps ahead 
of changes in the media – representing independence or oppositional readings of real world cues. 

The challenge becomes comparing and contrasting analyses across diverse issues and 
political contexts to build an accumulative empirical basis for understanding how distortions in 
the flow of information arise and, of course, when well-resourced attempts to distort, suppress or 
exaggerate are actually unsuccessful.  Table 6.2 is a work in progress as I have attempted to 
derive a working list (clearly a partial one) of promising issue domains where events, media 
coverage and public perceptions interact.  
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The first three trend domains attempt to capture the appropriately enduring concerns of 
the critical school of communication research – media depictions and public perceptions of 
economic, ethnic and gender stereotypes and inequities.  The next three trends in the figure deal 
with the political sphere – trends in political polarization, engagement/attention and regime 
popularity.  Finally economic confidence and foreign affairs, here a simplified notion of 
internationalism vs isolation – often manifested in level of support for foreign engagements or 
wars. An exemplary set of studies for each area is included.  These studies include the best 
available data over time, but usually only limited time frames and usually only two of the three 
axes of real world indicators, media coverage and public response. 

The issue of economic inequality is perhaps the most fundamental of all of these domains 
and the most centrally tied to Marxist, neo-Marxist, and progressive thinking and, of course, to 
the fundamentally definitional differences in the political orientations of Democrats and 
Republicans in the modern American political system.  Democrats, reflecting their long-standing 
electoral base promote redistributive initiatives, progressive taxation and various affirmative 
programs for reducing the accumulative disadvantages of poverty and economic marginality.   

Republicans, reflecting their equally long-standing electoral base of business interests 
and the relatively well-to-do, are inclined to promote the benefits of rewarding hard work and 
reducing government intervention into the various workings of the marketplace and to accept the 
inequities in distribution of the working marketplace as natural.   Inequity, in fact, is often 
celebrated as the ultimate motivator of both individual and collective economic growth.   At the 
most abstract level, a point often raised by critical theorists, is that in a country like the U.S. the 
fundamental workings, weaknesses and excesses of capitalism are seldom addressed.  Capitalism 
runs deep in American cultural DNA and many citizens are puzzled by prospect of even posing 
such questions.  So the mean level of discussion of such matters in the U.S. is low, but there is 
variation in the prominence of such questions and that variation is subject to analysis.  Clearly at 
times of economic crisis, most dramatically the great depression of the 1930s, public attention is 
drawn to the most fundamental questions of modern capitalist institutions.  But public attention 
to fundamentals appears to be less true of the economic downturn of 2008 which, if true, begs for 
examination and explanation (Allen 2010).  The basic historical dynamics of such cycles are 
relatively well understood (Schumpeter 1939; Olson 1982; Gordon 1990).  The challenge to 
communication research is to examine the role of the institutional arrangements of the media 
system in this process.   

If social conditions, media coverage of social conditions and public opinion all moved 
identically in lock step as if mechanically linked there would not be much for analysts to study 
because none exhibited independent variation.  But, of course, that is not the case.  Sometime 
major events are ignored by the media and the public.  Opinion change often lags behind events 
reflecting an inertial dynamic.  Sometimes the media make a big deal about conditions and the 
public does not pay much attention.  There is independent variation galore. 
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Do the Media Set the Agenda?  We know from our extensive discussion of the agenda-
setting research tradition in Chapter 2 that the answer is -- sometimes.  Chapter 2’s Table 2.3 
dramatically illustrates that the correlation between the media agenda and the public agenda vary 
from nonexistent to a near identity depending on the methodologies of measurement and types of 
issues and contexts.  The cutting edge in this research community is just now moving from 
simply repeating a demonstration that sometimes the relative salience of a set of issues in the 
media corresponds roughly to public perceptions to a more nuanced analysis of cultural 
dynamics – under what conditions and contexts, for what types of issues, for what types of 
audience members.  So, in our view, the relatively frequent disjuncture between media coverage 
and public perceptions is not a challenge to the agenda-setting theory but an enticing anomaly or 
conditionality that helps us better understand that the process is hardly a simple or mechanical 
connection. 

Bill Gamson’s seminal Talking Politics (1992) of which we made note in chapter 4, for 
example, demonstrates forcefully that there are numerous frames of what he terms ‘popular 
wisdom’ understandings of injustice and unfairness in economics and politics that are widely 
known and acknowledged among his working-class interviewees, but seldom, if ever, present in 
media coverage, especially traditional news coverage.  So in that sense, there are significant 
disjunctures between media framing and public framing that endure significantly beyond the 
trend variations. 

When the public are reacting to changing conditions, sometimes the trends appear to be 
moving in opposite directions.  Newman and Jacobs (2010), for example, compare the actual 
levels of economic inequality in the United States with concurrent public opinion data focusing 
in turn on the New Deal era, the War on Poverty and the welfare reform initiatives of Nixon and 
Clinton.  They pay relatively little attention to the details of media coverage but document a 
dramatic disjuncture between the changing economic realities, public opinion and public 
perceptions of public opinion.  They find, for example, that income inequalities have grown 
dramatically in the last two decades and that throughout this period in the Bush era and in 
reactions to Obama it is believed that the public is increasingly conservative and resistant to 
government intervention to protect the poor or tax the rich.  Surprisingly, well-designed, over 
time public opinion studies reveal an increasing concern about economic inequities (Newman & 
Jacobs 2010 144).  This anomaly raises interesting questions about how the spiral of silence 
dynamics may start spiraling in the absence of actual opinion changes.  Again, without 
comparable media data, that remains an open question. 

Gilens uncovers a similar fascinating disjuncture – this time between the economic reality 
and the media coverage thereof.  Figure 6.2 from Gilens (1999) shows that media attention to  
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Figure 6.2 
Contrasting the Poverty Rate and Media Content

 

poverty was rising dramatically just as the level of poverty was declining.  Not so surprising, 
perhaps, the media were responding to the hoopla in Washington over the War on Poverty rather 
than the slowly moving economic realities. 

Political Sociologist Paul Burstein (1985) following Gamson (1968; 1975)  and Gitlin 
(1980) wanted to systematically track social protest, media coverage of social protest and 
congressional actions associated with the civil rights movement in the U.S. to explore a possible 
exemplar of “reverse agenda-setting,” that is, when political activists might influence public 
opinion and even actual legislation.  He concludes that the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the 
Equal Opportunities Act of 1972 became law despite strong opposition in the American South 
because public opinion elsewhere had slowly evolved into a strong base of support for some sort 
of action on these issues (Burstein 1984 94).  Further, he concludes that “Media coverage had no 
independent effect on the outcome…[because] coverage followed upon events; it did not, in the 
aggregate, precede them” (Burstein 1984 94).   But that’s not the full story as Burstein fully 
acknowledges – the media might have simply ignored the protests, or in covering the protests it 
could have framed the protestors and illegitimate lawbreakers – the framing of oppositional 
forces as freedom fighters versus terrorists is, of course, of critical importance.  This study 
focused more on quantities of coverage rather than issue framing, so a more detailed analysis 
would be required.  But the conclusion of the time-series analysis remains; the media coverage in 
general followed the events rather than anticipated or induced them. 
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Agenda-Setting in a World of Digital Media.   We return at this point to one of the most 
dramatic, even romantic elements of the shift from one-way publishing and broadcasting push 
media to a digital environment where every receiver is also a transmitter.  With but a few 
keystrokes and mouse clicks any audience member may initiate a new discussion or respond to 
an existing one with text or audio or perhaps images and even video.  Transmitting requires 
minimal effort and once one is digitally equipped it is virtually costless.  To posit that the power 
of the public agenda has swung from media elites and establishment institutions to the citizenry 
would be naïve.  The existence of an election and universal suffrage, for example, does not 
necessarily guarantee meaningful public control over the political agenda – dynamic social 
processes in industrial democracies are more complex than that.  But the foundational 
conceptions of hegemonic theory and agenda-setting may benefit from some fresh re-thinking.  
The question becomes under what conditions do publics respond and when are those responses 
able to meaningfully impact the public agenda and the framing of public issues?  Take, for 
example, the original discussion of “reverse agenda-setting” in the original essay by McCombs 
and Shaw.  They considered the possibility that the public influenced which issues journalists 
addressed in the headlines but dismissed it as simply implausible.  They may have been a bit 
hasty to dismiss that issue then, but now it becomes an increasingly central focus of attention. 

The related notions of reverse agenda-setting and agenda-rippling in the new media 
environment were popularized by two Korean scholars focusing on a series of case studies in 
their country (Kim & Lee 2006).   Before the reintroduction of the term by the Koreans, the 
notion of reverse agenda setting had two somewhat different meanings in the literature.  The 
first, noted above, was the use of the term in a series of publications by Maxwell McCombs by 
which he meant simply that journalists were responding to actual or perceived public interests 
and thus the public agenda could be seen as preceding and influencing the media agenda 
(McCombs 2004).  In some empirical studies which had fine-grained over-time data, public 
interest appeared to spike before media attention and this also was referred to as reverse agenda-
setting although the mechanism by which such a causal link might be explained remains a bit 
vague (Smith 1987).  The second, most interestingly, is the notion that media silence on what 
might otherwise be an important public issue depresses public attention, thus reverse agenda-
setting, a version of the notion that resonates with several other theoretical traditions under 
review here (Haarsager 1991).  The renewed attention to the reverse direction idea in a digital 
environment, highlights an intriguing mechanism (blogs and social media influencing the 
mainstream media) and draws attention to an extensive set of extant data sets pairing online 
“buzz” and mass media content (Lee 2007; Wallsten 2007a,b; Karpf 2008; Woodly 2008; 
Neuman, Bimber & Hindman 2011; Wallsten 2011).   

Has the digital age introduced a new era of citizen journalism and public sphere guided 
by personal concerns rather than corporate decisions on what is newsworthy?  The answer is yes 
and no, or perhaps most appropriately put – not yet.  The yes part derives from the very existence 
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of the blogosphere and twitterverse.  Given the technical opportunity and the absence of enforced 
censorship, citizens of the industrialized and developing worlds are ready and willing to speak 
out.  The statistics here represent a moving target, but even a sampling from recent years creates 
a compelling picture.  Youtube streams 4 billion videos a day, with 60 hours of new video 
uploaded every 60 seconds (Oreskovic 2012).  In 2011 Blogpulse estimated that there are more 
than 172 million identified blogs, and more than 1 million new posts being produced by 
individuals each day (Blogpulse 2011).  Facebook’s membership is approaching a billion 
worldwide and it is estimated that over 40% of the US population has a Facebook account 
(Quantcast 2012).  Twitter has 100 million active users logging in at least once a month and 50 
million active users every day (Taylor 2011).  Of course, blogs and social media are famously 
full of “pointless babble” and self-promotion but one study in 2009 focusing on twitter ranked 
pointless babble at 40% but conversation at 38% (“tweets that go back and forth between folks, 
almost in an instant message fashion, as well as tweets that try to engage followers in 
conversation, such as questions or polls”) and current news at 4% (Kelly 2009).  So given the 
tremendous size of this electronic conversation, even if cats playing pianos seem to be the most 
popular, there is extensive and diverse political conversation and commentary as well.   

The “no” part of our inquiry draws on the capacity of the online community to steer the 
public agenda.  The bulk of the attention in the domain of public affairs online continues to focus 
on mainstream news sources.  Online news sources which represent the online face of traditional 
broadcast and print media dominate public attention to news online (Hindman 2009).  By one 
estimate only 5% of bloggers commenting on public affairs do anything approaching 
independent journalism and information gathering – it is mostly simply a reaction to mainstream 
media content (Pew 2006).  In language that usually proposes to celebrate the new citizen 
journalists and community agenda-setters, these lists of the “exemplary” cases of reverse agenda 
setting are most often less than compelling.  Most such top ten lists in the American context 
point to the case of bloggers keeping the issue of Senator Trent Lott’s awkward racial remarks 
alive in 2002 and Dan Rather’s troublesome sources for his story on candidate George W. Bush’s 
air national guard experience  in 2004 resulting in both stories being and ultimately addressed by 
the traditional media.  But after those two significant stories the other examples are rather 
marginal dealing with technical issues in Apple and Dell products and other cases where it was 
unclear where a story was initiated (Haskins 2007).  The Korean case also developed a top ten 
list with a few significant political cases but most dealt with minor scandals or bizarre behavior 
including the mishandling of babies in an obstetrics ward, poor quality school lunches and a 
kerfuffle over dog poop in a train station (Kim & Lee 2006).  This does not strike me as yet 
approaching the Habermasian ideal. 

It may be, of course, that the lack of a long list of impressive case studies of citizen-led 
new issues and exposes on the political agenda might best be explained by noting that a political 
culture that fully takes advantage of the online public sphere has not yet evolved.  It is likely to 
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be a delicate process.  The Korean case is dominated by Ohmynews which goes by the motto 
“every citizen a reporter.”  It is a strikingly successful enterprise that mixes volunteer journalism 
and a small cadre of professional journalists and is supported by advertising.  But it might be 
noted that a well-funded attempt to replicate Ohmynews in Japan and in an international space 
have not been successful (Tokita 2008).   

It may be that parsing out whether traditional media led or followed the blogosphere on a 
particular issue in the public agenda may be impossible to answer directly.  The news and online 
commentary cycles are measured in seconds and minutes.  In virtually all of the serious overtime 
measurement studies of the online and traditional media agendas concluded that effects move in 
both directions, primarily in the form of an iterative spiral process which leads to abandoning the 
chicken-versus-egg question entirely, a positive step in my view.     

The focal point of agenda-setting research derives its energies, unfortunately perhaps, 
from the old minimal effects bugaboo.  Success in this domain of research was derived from 
reporting a media agenda-setting “effect” of some significance, null-effect and reverse-effect 
findings were seldom reported and treated as if it was somehow letting the team down.  Clearly 
the road ahead, like effects research more broadly, needs to refine a model of conditional effects 
– when is media agenda-setting in evidence and when is it not.  Stefaan Walgrave and his 
associates in Europe have been developing this line of theory calling it a “contingency theory of 
agenda-setting”  (Walgrave & Van Aelst 2006).  This resonates with McCombs’ most recent 
capsulation of research to date (2004) and the parallel meta-analysis study by Wanta & Ghanem 
(2007).   Table 6.3 highlights a starting list building on and expanding their starting points.  A 
quick perusal of Table 6.3 reveals the fragmented diversity of sub-issues and variables within the 
agenda-setting tradition that scholars have been persuing.  Max McCombs and some others have 
been doing their best to monitor, integrate and to some extent coordinate these research efforts 
but the movement toward coherence, accumulation and clear efforts to falsify or sustain elements 
of the model remains at an early stage.  
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An Iron Law of Hegemony?  Is there a grand conspiracy among the cigar-smoking media 

barons and the political elites in the modern industrial democracies to suppress speech 
potentially critical of capitalism and social and economic inequities?  Despite recent revelations 
of the behind-the-scenes maneuvers of prominent media entrepreneur Rupert Murdoch 
(McKnight 2012), the most recent of corporate media scandals among many others (Halberstam 
1979), even the most vehement critics are not inclined to characterize the power structure as a 
grand conspiracy (Gitlin 1980; Herman & Chomsky 1988; McChesney 1999; Bennett 2012).   
The hegemonic pattern, such as it is, is incomplete, self-contradictory, contested, and, 
interestingly, not particularly secret.  Herman and Chomsky, for example, bristle at the 
conspiracy-theory label: 

We do not use any kind of "conspiracy" hypothesis to explain mass-media performance. 
In fact, our treatment is much closer to a "free market" analysis, with the results largely 
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an outcome of the workings of market forces.  Most biased choices in the media arise 
from the preselection of right-thinking people, internalized preconceptions, and the 
adaptation of personnel to the constraints of ownership, organization, market, and: 
political power. Censorship is largely self-censorship, by reporters and commentators 
who adjust to the realities of source and media organizational requirements, and by…the 
constraints imposed by proprietary and other market and governmental centers of power 
(Herman & Chomsky 1988 xii). 

This pattern is, in fact, much more interesting than a grand conspiracy.  Public opinion on 
issues of politics, economics, inequality, and social questions is complex and surprisingly 
dynamic (Stimson 1991; McCombs & Zhu 1995).  Sometimes public perceptions seem to move 
in phase with the inevitable business cycles and punctuated by economic and banking scandals 
such as the Savings and Loan debacle of the 1980s or the more recent mortgage crisis while 
other widely-held perceptions about the distribution of power and opportunity remain unchanged 
(Mayer 1992; Owens 2012).  Sometimes perceptions about economics align with social class 
status while others do not (Lipset 1960; Gilens 1999; Frank 2004; Bartels 2008).  Some efforts to 
defuse public concerns over economic inequities are stunningly successful while others fail 
rather dramatically (Lippmann 1925; Ginsberg 1986; Zaller 1991; Lewis 2001; Bartels 2008).   

Stanford Political Scientist Shanto Iyengar has provided us with a particularly helpful 
analytic tool for exploring these dynamics.  In a study of the psychology of blame in the domain 
of public affairs, Iyengar asks who does the public hold responsible when things go wrong and 
how might patterns of media coverage influence this dynamic (1991).  The key distinction is 
between news coverage he terms thematic that emphasizes broader historical and structural 
conditions versus episodic coverage takes the form of a case study or event-oriented report and 
depicts public issues in terms of concrete instances and individuals.  He finds an overabundance 
of episodic coverage and observes experimentally, for example, that those who are exposed to an 
episodic news story on poverty are more inclined to blame the poor themselves for their 
circumstances rather than social conditions. The factors in the traditions of journalism that lead 
to this style of reporting are subtle and complex and may simply be derived from the impulse to 
tell a good story with concrete exemplars rather than represent a strategic apologia for the power 
elite (Schudson 1982; Neuman, Just & Crigler 1992).   

Another important concept in this tradition of scholarship is the notion that the poor do 
not object to inequality per se, just that they have ended up at the wrong end of the unequal 
income distribution curve.  One of the most powerful demonstrations of this counterintuitive but 
important finding comes from Franz Fanon’s study of Algerians under French Colonial rule in 
the 1950s (1963).  Fanon’s work as a psychiatrist led him to marvel at how often oppressed 
colonials fantasized not of a just and equitable political regime, but rather one in which they 
could exert the unquestioned power they observed in the French administrators and military.   
The less dramatic version of this may be the widely cited distaste of middle class Americans  to 
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estate taxes on the very wealthy, as we noted above, based in part on the common aspiration 
among many that one day they will be very wealthy too (Bartels 2008). 

It is also frequently acknowledged that resonances in working class culture with 
conservative social issues such as aversion to gun control and religious opposition to abortion 
and to the acceptance of homosexuality complicate what might otherwise be a more dramatic 
alignment of public opinion along lines of economic position, although this proposition remains 
contested (Frank 2004; Bartels 2008). 

So the evidence available thus far reveals neither an iron law nor a grand and 
surreptitious conspiracy.  The tradition of cultural studies uses the term hegemony to characterize 
these patterns and relies primarily on textual analysis to repeatedly (although sometimes self-
selectively) illustrate its existence.  The social science tradition undertakes pretty much the same 
task using the vocabulary of agenda-setting rather than hegemony and illustrates the existence of 
media power by means of correlational analysis of issue prominence in the media with issue 
salience in public opinion data.  This analysis is also self-selective as the many examples of 
disjunctures between media emphasis and public opinion salience are simply ignored or 
dismissed as anomalous.  Both traditions appear to treat the phenomenon as an inevitable 
constant or law of some kind rather than as a variable of particular interest.  Under what 
conditions and for what kinds of issues does hegemonic agenda-setting succeed, succeed 
partially, simply fail or actually boomerang?  Large corporate motion picture studios and 
television networks have no reluctance to promote narratives that characterize business leaders 
and financiers as greedy, dishonest and vain, especially if such stories prove to be profitable.  
The fictional Gordon Gekko’s “Greed-is-Good” speech, for example, has become iconic.  
Murdoch’s own newspapers covered his corporate phone hacking scandal in painful detail.  The 
Occupy Wall Street movement, including its thematic emphasis on economic inequities, the 
political power of corporations and lack of criminal charges in the mortgage crisis and related 
banking scandals has been fully covered by the traditional and online news media although 
typically of protest coverage, the potential of violence or illegal behavior on the part of protesters 
seems to attract the most attention (Alessi 2011; Santo 2011).  As one observer put it: 

At the moment, the protesters who've been mocked on CNN and Fox News, accused of 
class warfare by Mitt Romney, and handled delicately by the White House, have... decent 
favorable ratings.   Americans are divided on the protestors themselves. Thirty-three 
percent (33%) have a favorable opinion, 27% hold an unfavorable view, and a plurality 
of 40% have no opinion one way or the other… One way of looking at this is that the 
Occupy Wall Street movement is more than twice as popular as Congress. (Weigel 2011) 

 

The slogan “We are the 99%” appears to have achieved some traction in the public 
sphere, but the public attention span is short and it remains unclear whether the visceral 
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symbolism of park protesters in Manhattan translates in public pressure for changes in policies 
and practice.   

 
Figure 6.3 represent a rough approximation of an answer to whether the episodic 

narrative of the occupation of Zuccotti Park in lower Manhattan near Wall Street translated into 
an increased public concern with economic inequities in the United States.  The figure plots the 
Google search term frequencies for the terms “Occupy Wall Street” and “Inequality” from the 
spring of 2011 to mid-2012 utilizing Google’s standardized search volume index.  The apparent 
answer is that it did not, but a more complete answer would require a more nuanced inquiry into 
how the public interprets the motives and character of the protesters and whether the thematic 
concerns about inequality were or were not obscured by the episodic specifics of the park 
occupation and the response of law enforcement authorities.  In all likelihood some observers 
saw the protestors as unkempt latter-day hippies with a lot of time on their hands while others 
saw them as politically energized youth bent on reforming our economic system and such 
perceptual lenses are in all likelihood built up over a lifetime rather than a few weeks of news 
viewing.  Again, the pattern is one of distinctive resonances in how public events are interpreted 
rather than a mechanical cause and effect.  Further, the pattern appears to be one of self-
reinforcing spirals over time – a phenomenon our research methods are just beginning (and 
struggling) to address.  
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Media Hegemony, Race and Gender 
 

The twentieth century witnessed some rather dramatic changes in public perceptions of 
issues concerning race and gender (Hyman & Sheatsley 1956; Schuman et al. 1997; Twenge 
1997; Thornton & Young-DeMarco 2001).   

As part of a worldwide movement, from women’s suffrage in 1920 to increasing equality 
and opportunity in the workplace, American attitudes of both men and women changed 
dramatically during the century.  Figure 6.4 illustrates one significant result of changing attitudes 
– the growth of women’s participation in the out-of-home labor force – a relatively steady 
growth, for example, of younger married women of about a 7% increase in participation per 
decade.  It represents one of the most significant changes in social life, family life and the 
definition of gender roles in the modern age. 
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Likewise, the awkward history of racial prejudice directed toward African Americans 
from the Civil War to the present day in the United States is well known and well researched 
(Myrdal 1964; Woodward 1966).  But although long delayed and still incomplete, changes in 
racial thinking among whites changed dramatically and steadily through the twentieth century.  
Figure 6.5 illustrates this point with data on white attitudes toward integrated education collected 
by Howard Schuman and his associates.  The trend of about 14% increased support per decade 
represents a mix of changing opinions and younger cohorts of Americans with new attitudes and 
experiences. 

It is widely believed that the commercial media over this period, in part from its 
celebrated conservative avoidance of “upsetting” potential readers and viewers with traditional 
views has done little to nurture these positive developments and, if anything, may have hindered 
change and reinforced prejudicial views about women and racial minorities.   Again, the critics 
are not proposing some sort of secret conspiracy, or as Susan Douglas puts it colorfully “six rich 
jowly white guys in pin-striped suits sit together in some skyscraper and gleefully conspire to 
inundate all of us with the message that scrubbing the mildew off bathroom tiles is, for women, 
akin to a religious epiphany” (Douglas  1994 16).  It is a more subtle process, as Hall proposes: 
“the media construct for us a definition of what race is, what meaning the imagery of race 
carries, and what the "problem of race" is understood to be. They help to classify out the world in 
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terms of the categories of race… We have said "ideas" and "ideologies" in the plural. For it 
would be wrong and misleading to see the media as uniformly and conspiratorially harnessed to 
a single, racist conception of the world.  Liberal and humane ideas about "good relations" 
between the races, based on open-mindedness and tolerance, operate inside the world of the 
media” (Hall 1981/2003 90-91).   

It is easy to understand how those who are enthusiastic champions of these changes are 
quick to blame the media for distorting or ignoring the ideals that motivate them and in 
systematically resisting the changes themselves.  It is preposterously easy to find numerous 
examples of mediated stereotypes and misrepresentations of gender and race from early in the 
twentieth century to the present day.  But to assume a mechanical and causal linkage between 
media representations and public beliefs is unlikely to be helpful starting point for analysis.  
Again, there appears to be a two-way dynamic of spiraling causation between social conditions 
and media representations as both change over time.  A few time-series studies have tried to 
assess whether the media lead or lag social changes and virtually all of them conclude that 
evidence of a “causal” leadership of either media or public perceptions cannot be discerned.  
What we confront is a rich and provocative array of cases when the two move in tandem and 
with dramatic independence.  Although we are at the early stages of analysis, to the extent we 
can parse out the conditions under which these trends are or are not parallel, we will have a 
better understanding of the nature of these dynamics and how they might be expected to evolve 
in the new media environment. 

Most of the work on race and gender either focuses on media representations or on public 
perceptions and public opinion rather than the interaction of the two.  An intriguing exception to 
this pattern is Paul Kellstedt’s The Mass Media and the Dynamics of American Racial Attitudes 
published in 2003.  Kellstedt content analyzed Newsweek magazine (which he demonstrates is 
roughly representative of news media coverage in general) for the period 1950 to 1994 with 
particular attention to racial issues and tracked trends in coverage of race, segregation, poverty 
and terms like “ghetto.”  Then he took advantage of the extensive public opinion trend data on 
racial policies for the same period and derived several interesting conclusions.  Importantly, he 
discovers a difference between two dynamics over time he labels glacial and tidal.  The glacial 
movement represents the slow and steady trending, in part representing cohort replacement that 
reflects long term trends in racial policy and attitudes.  The tidal pattern corresponds to shorter 
term dynamics as the public responds to critical events and to demonstrable changes in public 
policy itself.  He discovers, for example, that after the Civil Rights Act, public opinion became 
more conservative in the sense that citizens were not enthusiastic about any further government 
intervention in racial affairs.   

The key variable for Kellstedt is not racism per se, but the public policy /normative 
dynamic between the celebrated American values of individualism and egalitarianism.  
Individualism celebrates the ideal that each citizen should get ahead on their own resonates 
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against explicitly racial government policies or preferences despite past racially based 
disadvantages.  Egalitarianism as an ideal, in contrast, resonates with support for government 
intervention.   Kellstedt traces emphasis on these two values in his media sample and analyzes 
the corresponding tidal ebbs and flows in public support for a variety of racial policies.  He finds 
that the media and public opinion trend together and applies sophisticated Granger time series 
causal analysis to determine if there is a consistent causal directionality of leads and lags and 
concludes that indeed there is.  In his language, the Granger analysis reveals that: “racial policy 
preferences are caused by shifts in egalitarian media framing [and] importantly, the reverse-
causal scenario that posited that public opinion might cause media framing to shift finds no 
support” (Kellstedt 2003 92).  It is an interesting and provocative finding and should stimulate 
further analysis, but in my view his confident and conclusive language lacks appropriate caution.  
The caution is due for several reasons.  First, his media sample is one news magazine, 
Newsweek.  He has shown that his magazine trends correspond for some periods with the New 
York Times, but the overtime correlations at .70 show some slippage or independence of sources.  
Second, the content analysis although traditional is limited in what it captures.  Third, his other 
indicator, his measure of individualistic framing is unrelated to policy preference trends.  That 
represents a puzzle worthy of further attention.  Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, Newsweek 
is not just inventing news and news frames out of some sort of creative inventiveness but is 
reflecting the tenor of the times and the events themselves, the moods and language and 
emphasis of institutional spokespersons, politicians and pundits.  So it may be a bit glib to 
conclude simply that “the media” “cause” racial policy preferences.   But methodologically and 
theoretically Kellstedt is clearly on the right track.  With the dramatic expansion of big data on 
both media trends and public search, we can expect serious scholarship will be able to refine, 
revise and expand his seminal inquiry into trends in racial perceptions.   

Kellstedt’s data for most of the analysis did not permit him to measure opinions of whites 
and African American’s separately which would have strengthened his analysis significantly.  
The variation in public interpretation of even highly consonant media accounts of public events  
raises further questions about the notion of hegemonic control.  Perhaps one the most dramatic 
cases of this is the comparison of white and African American responses to the OJ Simpson trial 
and verdict (Brigham & Wasserman 1999).  Simpson, a football star and widely known celebrity 
was accused of murder following the deaths of his ex-wife Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend 
Ronald Goldman in the summer of 1994.  The criminal trial in Los Angeles which lasted over 
nine months received massive, perhaps unprecedented publicity and public attention and was 
described by some at the time as the “trial of the century.”  Because the victims were white and 
Simpson is African American, the racial overtones of the trial and its coverage were evident and 
widely discussed.  It would have been difficult for an individual in normal circumstances to 
avoid the coverage and given its extensiveness one could conclude that for the most part the 
information and commentary received by African American and white Americans was virtually 
the same. Yet, the racially based interpretation of this massive flow of information was 
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dramatically different.  In a Gallup poll conducted immediately after the criminal verdict of 
innocence, in October 1995, only 27% of blacks said that Simpson was actually guilty of the 
murders, compared to 73% of whites (Newport 1997).  Ethnic differences in opinion of that 
magnitude are relatively rare in the historical record.  In viewing and reading virtually the same 
coverage of events but drawing on their own experiences of the American justice system and 
paying particular attention to the documented racism of Los Angeles police department detective 
Mark Fuhrman, African Americans understood the narrative as another example of unfair 
treatment of minorities, even though or perhaps particularly because Simpson was wealthy and 
famous. Interestingly in a parallel poll conducted five years after the crime, there was little 
change – 79% of whites said Simpson was guilty compared to 35% of blacks (Newport 1999).  

In pondering the systematically divided public reactions to the Simpson verdict, I have 
been seeking a potential parallel in other public issues and cases that might further illustrate 
identity-based polysemy.  Three candidate events in recent American political history came to 
mind that might illustrate the same phenomenon in contrasting the responses of men and women 
– the Monica Lewinsky scandal in 1998, the Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill controversy in 1991, 
and the initiative to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in the 1970s.  The first two 
involved inappropriate sexual behavior on the part of powerful men and subordinate women, an 
issue with which many women may be familiar some through direct experience (Frankovic & 
Gelb 1992), and a formal constitutional amendment designed to guarantee equal rights for 
women.  Intriguingly in each case, there were only minor differences in the responses of men and 
women to these public issues.  Republicans and political conservatives were predictably much 
less sympathetic to Bill Clinton’s position and supportive of impeachment, but women were 
actually slightly more sympathetic and more likely to be opposed impeachment or resignation 
than men by intervals of 3 to 5% (Silver 1998). 

In the case of the Hill-Thomas controversy, both men and women were highly skeptical 
of Anita Hill’s charges of sexual harassment against Judge Thomas when he was her supervisor 
in the Department of Education a decade earlier.  “Only 9 percent of those polled said they didn't 
know who to believe more—Thomas or Hill. Women were a bit more favorable to Hill than 
men: 26 percent of women (compared to 22 percent of men) believed her over Thomas” (Herbst 
1992 225).  There was a similar level of skepticism among black survey respondents, but in this 
case no difference at all among black men and black women (Mansbridge & Tate 1992).  So, 
again, not much evidence of an identity-based difference in response. 

Finally the failed ratification of the ERA has become something of a cause célèbre among 
students of public support for women’s rights in the U.S. (Mansbridge 1986; Bolce, De Maio & 
Muzzio1987; Terkildsen & Schnell 1997; Soule & Olzak 2004).  The proposed amendment was 
succinct and straightforward proposing simply that “equality of rights under the law shall not be 
denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.”  Although 
amendments of this form had been introduced in every Congress since the 1920s, it was not 
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actually taken up until 1972, when the Congress passed the ERA and sent it on to the 50 states 
for ratification.  Although 35 states ratified the amendment, it fell short of 38 states required and 
support for the initiative actually declined over time as concerns about a military draft for 
women, required uni-sex bathrooms and same-sex marriage became successfully associated with 
the ERA by its opponents, most notably anti-feminist activist Phyllis Schlafly.  Studies revealed 
that women were 8% less likely to support the ERA than men (Spitze & Huber 1982).  Analysts 
concluded that in the abstract, both men and women supported the idea of equal opportunities 
and treatment for women, but women may have simply been more attentive to the fancifully 
imagined unintended consequences of legal equality.  Further research revealed that when the 
ERA was framed as a feminist rather than equal rights issue, both men and women were less 
supportive (Terkildsen & Schnell 1997).  In a particularly sophisticated analysis Sapiro and Soss 
concluded that although people engaged very diverse frames and interpretations of the Thomas-
Hill televised spectacle, the pattern of frames for men and women were largely the same (Sapiro 
& Soss 1999). 

So the absence of a case of differentiated perceptions based on gender identity that might 
parallel the dramatic racial differences in response to the Simpson trial remains a bit of a puzzle.  
We are not in a position to conclude that gender was not associated with differing perceptions of 
events among men and women, but it appears that at least among these recent cases whatever 
differences of perception that may have evolved did not align with political preferences which is 
itself an important finding.  In other cases we may well find such an alignment.  Again, there is 
great variation depending on the political events and issues and their historical grounding.  It is 
precisely this variation that runs contrary to the static notion of coordinated and hegemonic 
control.  Critchlow and Stachecki report that “the proponents of ERA tended to see its defeat as a 
failure of democracy.   Many supporters of ERA blamed the defeat of the amendment on the 
insurance industry, New Right organizations, and other special interests for providing funding 
for a well-organized, highly financed opposition that subverted the democratic process” 
(Critchlow & Stachecki  2008 158).  Were that the case, the hegemony analytic might be more 
appropriate.  But the evidence points to a much more complex ebb and flow in the public sphere 
where grass-roots political entrepreneurs like Phyllis Schlafly discovered to their delight that 
their home-grown rhetoric resonated strongly with deeply held values within many strains of the 
American public.  The challenge to the communication research community is to better 
understand whether the shift to a digital world of pull media will empower even more grass-roots 
entrepreneurialism of perhaps both the left and right. 

Mediated Mathew Effects 
The blogosphere does indeed offer the prospect energized grass-roots entrepreneurialism 

– let a thousand Phyllis Schlaflys and also a thousand Gloria Steinems bloom – what a most 
interesting garden.    The phenomenon of the Mathew Effect, however, posits a set of 
mechanisms of cumulative advantage frequently summarized by the phrase the rich get richer 
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that work in the opposite direction.  The somewhat more technical language for analyzing such 
phenomena includes the terms -- positive feedback, first mover advantage, preferential 
attachment and network effects.  The literature is extensive (Merton 1968; Adamic et al. 2001; 
Barabasi & Bonabeau 2003; Watts 2004; Newman 2005; Napoli 2008).  Our particular concern 
in the domain of the public sphere is how the famous become more famous and because of the 
limited breadth of public attention make it particularly hard for new voices and new ideas to be 
heard.  The basic phenomenon is widely recognized and well-understood – the very fact of being 
on the best seller list or the box office champion draws self-reinforcing further attention. 

But now a new vocabulary has been popularized to suggest how the dynamics of digital 
profusion might actually engender a significant and largely welcome counterforce.  The seminal 
thinker here is Wired Magazine’s executive editor Chris Anderson and the terminology he has 
popularized focuses on the notion of “the long tail” (Anderson 2004; 2006).  Anderson 
acknowledges that the self-reinforcing psychology of best-sellers is still in force but, using the 
book store as the central example, unlike the local brick and mortar store that can stock a few 
thousand unique titles, web based national giants like Amazon can stock hundreds of thousands 
of unique titles and now boasts of having sold over seven million unique titles to date (Rosenthal 
2011).  We will address the dynamics of the long tail in some detail in the following chapter, but 
for now it is important to acknowledge that a well-stocked bookstore, surely a good thing of 
course, does not lead inevitably to an agile and dynamic public agenda and a fully open and 
equitably competitive marketplace of ideas.  Bloggers may well write persuasively and 
informatively about critically important injustices, but does there remain a threshold of collective 
public attention for an issue to be taken seriously in the world of politics and public policy and in 
the mainstream large-audience commercial media?  Such inquiries, of course, resolve ultimately 
to the questions – how large is the attention space, and does the digital environment enlarge it 
meaningfully?   

Mediated Attention Space 
Earlier in this chapter we introduced the idea of attention space by reference to 

sociologist Randall Collins’ study of the history of schools of philosophy (1998).  His analysis, it 
will be recalled revealed a law of small numbers – in the recorded history of philosophy over the 
millennia, he concluded, there were no fewer than three and no more than six recognized schools 
of philosophic thought.  It was his way of demonstrating within this particular recorded field of 
inquiry that attention space is limited.  And he posited a dynamic sociological mechanism by 
which the law of small numbers is generally maintained – big schools split up and smaller and 
less prominent schools combine.  In our earlier review of human cognitive psychology we 
encountered a similar law of small numbers – George Miller’s celebrated magic number seven – 
the experimentally determined number of considerations or distinctions most of us can manage at 
one time in our heads (1956).  And Miller posited a strikingly similar mechanism of what people 



Ch 6  --269 

 

do when the number of factors to be considered is much larger – we “chunk” that is, we group a 
set of similar factors together as one so the overall number of factors is more manageable.     

Is there evidence of a corresponding law of small numbers at work in the public sphere?  
Does collective attention work like individual attention?  Do newly arriving public issues push 
older ones into obscurity?  The short answer is yes, indeed – there is a great deal of evidence to 
that effect.  In studies of the public agenda in the traditional media and by a variety of measures 
of public opinion analysts have discovered parameters quite similar to Miller and Collins ranging 
from three to seven (Hilgartner & Bosk 1988; Neuman 1990; Zhu 1992; Brosius & Kepplinger 
1995; McCombs and Zhu 1995).   The language varies but the underlying idea is the same.  
Hilgartner and Bosk refer to what they call the “carrying capacity” of the public arena (1988).  
Neuman in an over-time analysis demonstrates a minimum “threshold” of public attention to 
issues in the news (1990).  Zhu refers to a “zero-sum theory of agenda-setting” (1992).  Brosius 
and Kepplinger use the terminology of  “issue competition” and a model of “equal displacement” 
as new issues “kill off” older ones(1995).  McCombs and Zhu refer to the “carrying capacity”, 
“diversity”, and “volatility” of the public agenda (1995).  And most of these scholars tip their hat 
to the seminal work of Anthony Downs, some citing his classic observation “American public 
opinion rarely remains sharply focused upon any one domestic issue for very long even if it 
involves a continuing problem of crucial importance to society" (Downs 1972 38).   

But now a new wrinkle – how will the shift to the informational abundance of digital 
technologies and the evolution from push to pull media-audience dynamics influence, if at all, 
the size and character of the public agenda?   It turns out to be an extraordinarily difficult 
question to address.  Our empirical measures and theoretical conceptions of how the dynamics 
might work are not yet very sophisticated.  I’ll mention a few of the difficulties that need to be 
addressed. 

First of all, the idea of a public agenda is a tricky one (Wlezien 2005).  If an interviewer 
asks you what are the most important issues facing the country (the classic inquiry used for years 
by Gallup and the American National Election Study) and waits patiently for you to respond, you 
are likely to scan your memory banks for a few issues in the news you can recall – that is what 
other people rather than what you personally might rate as most important.  Then after ticking off 
a few you stop because it is hard to remember and you have politely fulfilled the requirement of 
the interpersonal exchange by providing a few answers.  Perhaps a more deeply probing question 
would be “what are a few important issues facing this country which you believe are not getting 
the attention they deserve?” but I do not believe such a question has been asked systematically.  
Further, the finite constraints of a single web page or newspaper front page or broadcast 
newscast make a finite news agenda a mechanical truism.  The delicate but centrally important 
question of whether the public agenda is responsive to the diversity of issues and framing of 
issues and deeply felt concerns in the thinking of the citizenry has not yet been fully addressed 
by the limited tools of empirical scholarship.  It could be said that it was the disjuncture between 
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the public political agenda of his day in Italy and his own personal political concerns that 
motivated Antonio Gramsci’s original musings on the phenomenon he in his frustration labeled 
hegemonic control.   

Second, there is the difficult question of what have been called issue publics – a notion 
originally popularized by Philip Converse (1964) to acknowledge that even if citizens typically 
do not study all public issues in depth, there may be some groups of issue specialists.  Examples 
include African Americans following civil rights (Iyengar 1990), Jews attending to the Middle 
East (Krosnick & Telhami 1995) and veterans keeping an eye on military-related issues 
(Jennings & Markus 1977).  The logic here is that if a concerned group is keeping an eye out, 
they will function successfully as a monitor and alert the broader public when trouble looms 
(Neuman 1986; Schudson 1998; Zaller 2003).   Accordingly, research techniques would need to 
track broader public attentiveness to issues but attentiveness among more specialized groups as 
well.  Zaller (2003) uses the metaphor of a burglar alarm, and the broader challenge becomes to 
understand under what conditions when, say, a specialized group in the blogosphere rings the 
alarm over an issue or event, the public at large does or does not notice.  

Media and Issue-Attention Cycles 
As we discuss the limited breadth of public attention we are drawn inevitably back to the 

insights of economist Anthony Downs and his case study of the issue-attention cycle (1972).  He 
was writing, of course, at the height of the domination of the traditional print and broadcast 
media and his informal expectations suggested that these issue cycles would most likely be 
measured in some modest number of years rather than days or months.  But in the era of viral 
videos and 24-hour news cycles, we may want to consider measures as well in minutes and 
hours.  The case study Downs picked, the issue of ecology, although it is not likely that Downs 
anticipated it, turned out to be an unusual one.  Writing just a decade after Rachel Carson’s 
seminal Silent Spring (1962) had begun to stimulate what would become a social movement by 
raising public attention to the particular danger of pesticides Downs defined the ecology issue as 
“cleaning up our air and water and of preserving and restoring open spaces” (1972 43).  He 
concludes his analysis by noting “There is good reason, then, to believe that the bundle of issues 
called ‘improving the environment’ will also suffer the gradual loss of public attention  
characteristic of the later stages of the ‘issue-attention cycle’ (1972 50).  How dramatically 
wrong Downs turned out to be in this particular case does not diminish the importance of his 
insight into various forms of issue “wear out,” but it points out the importance of more 
sophisticated models of issue evolution as underlying and enduring concerns take on new 
valences as events arise and policies develop (Carmines & Stimson 1989; Stimson 1991, 2004; 
Page & Shapiro 1991; Kellstedt 2003). 

Political campaign strategists, journalists and public relations professionals generally 
have a pretty good ear for determining whether a story, an event, issue or revelation of some sort 
will have “legs” or will fade away buried into oblivion by whatever arises in the next news cycle 
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(Arno 2009).  Their judgment is intuitive and no doubt based on their experience with thousands 
of stories.  But as media professionals they may opine, but they are not inclined formalize or test 
their thinking in terms of a systematic theory.  That is the job of the research community.   

Unfortunately the state of the literature developed by the research community on what 
gives an issue or news story legs – that is ongoing public concern and attention and media 
coverage is not yet convergent.  A number of scholars have compiled lists of the factors that 
contribute to an event’s sustaining viability in the public sphere but a coherent model with at 
least some empirical support remains elusive.  Table 6.4 represents a paraphrased summary of 
several prominent lists.  Scholars in the field of journalism and mass communication have  

struggled for much of the last century with developing a reliable typology of “news 
factors” that is qualities of an issue or event that make it newsworthy and sustain attention in the 
press and public (Hughes 1940; Ostgaard 1965; Galtung & Ruge 1965; Buckalew 1969; Molotch 
& Lester 1974; Gans 1979; Schulz 1982; Gamson 1984; Staab 1990; Heath & Heath 2007).  The 
difference in emphasis among the sampled typologies in Table 6.4 is striking.  Most of this work 
simply analyzed news content or journalists’ “gatekeeping” behavior without attempting to 
assess public interest.  The studies that empirically contrast journalists’ judgments of 
newsworthiness with citizens find surprisingly low correlations and sometimes no correlation at 
all (Martin, O'Keefe &Nayman 1972; Neuman Just & Crigler 1992; Jones 1993; Boczkowski & 
Peer 2010).  Further, Doris Graber, for example, reminds us that in the Pew Research Center 
surveys over the last two decades only 7% of the stories tested attracted “ a great deal of 
attention” from at least half those interviewed (Graber 2007 265).  So we can conclude that 
research on what makes a particular issue resonate over time in the public sphere remains at an 
early stage, and that the extensive over-time big data on media content and audience attention, 
audience commenting and audience forwarding/linking offers great promise to move theory 
building and testing forward.   
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Table 6.5 represents my effort to integrate the key dimensions in the developing news 
factors literature with an emphasis on the question not just of newsworthiness but of longer term 
continuity.  So returning to the original paradox of Anthony Downs’ incorrect prediction that the 
ecology issue was likely to disappate in media and in public attention over time we see that each 
of these proposed elements in Table 6.5 was at least partially engaged and served to sustain and 
evolve the public issue.  First, new scientific evidence became public about the serious health 
consequences of environmental neglect so the importance and the number of people affected was 
understood to be larger than originally perceived.  Second, new events from the revelation of 
new superfund sites to nuclear reactor disasters keeps environmental issues in the public mind.  
Third, a full-fledged environmental movement of activists and supporters arose to draw public 
attention to these issues.  Fourth, new dimensions to environmental concerns such as, for 
example, the matter of global climate change, draw new attention and energy to this issue 
domain.  And Fifth, not so much new elites, but in this case an entire generation of concerned 
younger citizens adopted the issue as their own (Van Liere & Dunlap 1980; Guber 2003; Nisbet 
& Myers 2007; Hansen 2009).   

The accumulated research in several research traditions convergently conclude that rather 
than a simple and perhaps mechanical model of agenda setting, it appears that the relationship 
between the media and the public is highly dynamic and variable.  Sometimes issues wear out, 
other times they grow into mass movements.  We are just beginning to understand the conditions 
that distinguish the two. 

Perhaps the ultimate question here could be characterized as a variant of Shanto Iyengar’s 
famous distinction between the more concrete “episodic” framing and the more historically 
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socially grounded “thematic” framing of public issues.  Iyengar’s analysis focused on how such 
differences in media framing could effect audience perceptions at one point in time.  Drawing on 
Iyengar’s insight is likely to be useful as well in the analysis of longer term trends in the public 
sphere.  It appears, for reasons we do not yet fully understand, that both the media and the public 
evolved from a largely episodic to a predominantly thematic interpretation of the environmental 
issue in the decades following Downs’ failed prediction. 

Spirals of Dominant Opinion 
Finally, we turn to Noelle-Neumann’s provocative thesis about spirals of silence.  When 

we introduced this work earlier in the chapter it was noted that Noelle-Neumann added several 
new dimensions to the analysis of media-audience interactions over time.  First of all, the very 
notion of self-reinforcing spiraling dynamics is a commendable step forward from rudimentary 
stimulus-response causal models.  Second, although her own data were primarily short-term 
electoral polling studies, she positioned her theory in a much richer historical grounding of 
longer term social change with examples from Europe and North America.  Third, although she 
focused on the prospect of negative spirals, as those holding minority opinions would become 
increasingly reluctant to speak out, it is clear these go-with-the-crowd psycho-dynamics could 
work as well in the opposite direction as fads and fashions drew larger numbers into supporting a 
particular position or framing of an issue.  Fourth, the key underlying idea in this work is that in 
addition to the distribution of opinion, there is, importantly, a second distribution of the 
perceived climate of opinion that may or may not accurately reflect community feelings.  It is 
presumed that the media could be particularly influential in influencing the latter distribution.  
Fifth, these dynamics highlight the question of trends in opinion polarization, political comity 
and cultural tolerance which are hypothesized to be linked to the changing structure of media 
technologies.  All of these issues raised in the spiral of silence tradition are quite resonant with 
the broader body of work concerning potential hegemonic influences in, for example, Gramsci, 
Habermas and Hall, but with an emphasis on over-time dynamics and empirical investigation of 
the success or failure of potential influence efforts by elite individuals or institutions. 

As with the cultivation analysis research tradition which focused quite narrowly on 
expectations of violent crime and perceptions of the numbers employed in law enforcement, 
spiral-of-silence research has focused on a relatively small set of issues originally identified by 
Noelle-Neumann.  The challenge now is to move beyond the seminal studies to a broader array 
of issues and research designs to assess the dynamics of both positive and negative spirals and 
the potential role of the media in these processes.  Her challenge to the field in the 1970s remains 
relevant and resonant today: 

Mass media are part of the system which the individual uses to gain information about 
the environment. For all questions outside his immediate personal sphere he is almost 
totally dependent on mass media for the facts and for his evaluation of the climate of 
opinion. He will react as usual to the pressure of opinion as made public (i.e., published). 
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Research will have to be increasingly concerned with questions about how the prevalence 
of opinion on specific topics or persons originates in the media system, and which factors 
promote or inhibit it (Noelle-Neumann 1974). 

 

Noelle-Neuman was a pollster and most of the researchers working in the tradition she 
established are also survey research specialists and as a result most of the research has focused 
opinion trends rather than the institutional character of the media system.  So it may be useful to 
step back and ask the most fundamental question – given that the media systems of modern 
industrial democracies are primarily privately owned commercial enterprises, would we expect 
these institutions to primarily emphasize and reinforce the prevailing climate of opinion or to pay 
particular attention to minority or deviant points of view? 

There may not be a full consensus on this question, but my reading of the literature leads 
me to conclude that the answer is that the commercial media tend to be bi-polar – that is, they are 
very conservative and because of their commercial marketing orientation are careful not to 
offend any significant group by violating conventional norms and they are also drawn to 
highlighting deviant behavior because it attracts audience attention.  On issues such as the 
depiction of racial diversity and professional women outside the home in commercial television 
in the U.S., for example, the industry was very slow to adjust to changing cultural norms.  On the 
other hand, on the issues of anti-war protest and environmentalism in the 1960s and 1970s the 
media was generally quite attentive.  Like the media, the research literature here is a bit bi-polar 
as critics from the left and from the right critique the media for being captured by the other side 
and as a result a balanced assessment may need to be excavated from the polemics. 

There are two important findings from the more recent spiral of silence that deserve 
special attention and may help to integrate this tradition in with a broader model of the evolving 
structure of political communication.  The first finding is drawn from a carefully conducted 
meta-analysis of empirical studies in this tradition.  The conclusion is that although evident in 
most studies and most often statistically significant the effect is actually quite small (Glynn, 
Hayes & Shanahan 1997; Shanahan, Glynn & Hayes 2007).  So the reluctance to speak out 
which would otherwise be clearly inimical to an open marketplace of ideas is limited to some 
citizens and some circumstances and as a result still important but perhaps less critical.  The 
second finding is that reluctance to speak out appears to be most evident among personal 
acquaintances rather than a more generalized abstract community of public opinion (Moy, 
Domke & Stamm 2001).  This draws attention to the fact that the original empirical studies 
Noelle-Neumann conducted were in Germany, a country noted for its (until recently) relative 
ethnic and cultural homogeneity and national identity.  In more culturally and ethnically diverse 
nation states, it is likely that sub-communities of opinion expression and activism may represent 
an important counterbalancing process.   
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There is an analytic concept from a neighboring arena of research that could and should 
be drawn into this sphere of scholarship.  The concept is referred to as indexing (Bennett 1990) 
or bracketing (Hallin 1984) a dynamic defined basically as “by defining the boundaries of 
acceptable controversy, the media define the range of legitimate opinions that the public may 
adopt” (Mutz 2006 239).  In other words, although minority views may be covered by 
mainstream media, the coverage may characterize those views a deviant or without legitimacy.  
It is a promising area for more sophisticated textual analysis of the media combined with 
expanded survey research not just on opinions but perceived climates of opinion. 

So the final question to be addressed here is what evidence we have developed so far on 
how the changing digital environment might influence spirals of silence or of issue engagement.   
The literature leads us to five tentative conclusions.  First, the profusion of channels of electronic 
communication generates a high-choice environment.  Markus Prior among others has pointed 
out that those with little interest in political life, when given the option will opt for non-political 
entertainment content and as a result spiral from limited to perhaps even more limited political 
information and engagement (Prior 2007).  Basically inadvertent exposure to politics is reduced.  
Inadvertent exposure may not have been the site of significant political education, but still 
important at the margin.  So, for some a spiral of disengagement.  Second, in contrast, for the 
politically engaged the environment of profusion is a virtual candy store of public information 
and political debate.  Pippa Norris identifies this as a virtuous circle (Norris 2000).  Accordingly, 
for others a positive spiral of political engagement.  Third, the profusion leads to an environment 
of what might be termed niche news – highly specialized, more detailed and often much more 
opinionated and adversarial news and commentary.  There are two important qualifiers to this 
observation.  Although niche news is available, the overwhelming majority of online information 
seekers continue to rely on the mainstream media, typically established newspapers and 
broadcast networks (Hindman 2009). And further, we cannot be sure these niche sources of 
information are actually a new phenomenon given the ongoing importance of interpersonal 
conversations, group participation and two-step flows of information and interpretation (Katz & 
Lazarsfeld 1955; Huckfeldt & Sprague 1995; Huckfeldt, Johnson & Sprague 2004; Mutz 1998, 
2006).  It may be simply that some portion of interpersonal discussions has shifted to an online 
format.  Forth, importantly, the extensive research on increasing isolation from and lack of 
knowledge about individuals and communities different from oneself hypothesized by Turow 
(1996) and Sunstein (2001)  is not supported in the data (DiMaggio & Sato 2003; Mutz 2006; 
Hindman 2009; Garrett 2009).  And fifth, similarly, although there is dramatic evidence of 
increased polarization of elites, this polarization, so far at least, is not also reflected in the mass 
population (DiMaggio, Evans & Bryson 1996; Evans 2003; Baldassarri & Gelman 2008; Fiorina, 
Abrams & Pope 2010).  The issue of bracketing and indexing remains an important one, but 
unfortunately, there is simply not adequate analysis to date to confirm a trends or continuities in 
that dimension as the public sphere becomes increasingly electronic. 



Ch 6  --276 

 

A Digital Marketplace of Ideas 
The focus of this chapter has been on the trials and tribulations of sustaining cultural and 

political pluralism in the public sphere as we move from a system based on traditional print and 
broadcast media to a vastly larger and more complex electronic structure of communication.  An 
ongoing theme has been the question – will the natural human impulse to identify with others 
like ourselves and to be invidious in our dealings with out groups be transported from the level 
of individual psychology to the organizational structures of the public sphere?  To answer such a 
difficult question we started first with the relevant research literatures of the last century which 
theorized about what was and was not working in protecting the public presentation of minority 
views from various mechanisms of majority censorship in the traditional media systems with an 
emphasis on the American case.  We put six popular theories to work each positing a particular 
social mechanism which restrict openness or distort market mechanisms in favor of established 
interests.  Three of these theories dealt primarily with possible patterns of elite domination -- 
Agenda-Setting, the Iron Law of Oligarchy and the Matthew Effect.  Two dealt with the 
limitations of public attention -- Collective Attention Space and the Issue Attention Cycle.  And 
the final theoretical tradition -- the Spiral of Silence – added an important new dimension to the 
analysis of participation in the public sphere – the perception of the legitimacy of expressing 
unpopular or minority views. 

Our strategy in walking through the accumulated evidence in each case was to pick a set 
of eight prominent issues dealing with inequality, social identity and policy to explore where 
possible whether a particular mechanism may work in different ways when engaging different 
types of public debate.  We did not attempt to address all 48 possible multiples of six 
mechanisms and eight issue domains; to do so would have been tedious and ultimately self-
defeating.  But we tried to keep the interaction of mechanisms and issue domains in play as we 
reviewed the literature. 

A pattern emerged.  And the pattern reflected a general weakness in the state of theory 
building and theory testing in the social sciences and those empirically oriented reaches of 
cultural studies which are closer to the social sciences.  The pattern was this.  The seminal 
theorists would posit a mechanism such as, for example, agenda setting and then proceed to try 
to find evidence to support the existence of the mechanism.  Because over time measurement is 
expensive and time consuming most of the work involved short-term surveys and content 
analyses or experiments.  Counter evidence was generally ignored and dramatic variance in the 
strength of the mechanism was also ignored.  All that was required was some measure of 
statistically significance and publication followed with celebration of purported evidence that the 
posited mechanism does indeed exist. 

The argument of the chapter then shifted from analysis to exhortation in an attempt to 
make the case that the dramatic variations in the strength of effects (and absence of effects and 
reverse effects) were actually the most interesting contribution to theoretical refinement – under 
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what conditions and for what types of issues do these mechanisms of control of and distortion of 
an otherwise open marketplace of ideas take hold? 

The movement from a mechanical model of effect and true-false dichotomous notion of 
theory testing to a more dynamic and refined one is still at an early stage.  The older and simpler 
models are more intuitive and resonant with normative groundings of particularly the political 
left.  Hopefully a movement to more conditional models of agenda setting and the like will not 
be taken as an abandonment of political first principles. 

Do we have a firm conclusion about whether the digital public sphere will be more 
conducive to a vibrant and open marketplace of ideas than the industrial print and broadcast 
media of the twentieth century?  A conclusion yes.  A firm conclusion, well not yet.  The 
conclusion is that the diversity, openness, flexibility and global span of the electronic public 
sphere all represent an important step forward.  There are exceptions and the forces of various 
versions of cultural and political uniformity have not diminished as the centuries turned.  Many 
would, as China and some other nation states have tried, to reprogram the Internet.  So we 
conclude with a tip of the hat to Benjamin Franklin who as he left Independence Hall on the final 
day of deliberations at the close of the Constitutional Convention of 1787 was approached by a 
lady who asked “Well Doctor what have we got a republic or a monarchy?”  “A republic,” 
replied Doctor Franklin, “if you can keep it.”  That is the challenge to the electronic public 
sphere.  Largely off to a promising start.  The future, however, will largely pivot not on the 
evolution of technology but of public policy, the topic of our final chapter. 
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Public Policy 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Television is just another appliance. It's a toaster with pictures. 
  Mark Fowler (1981) 

 
Content is King.  
Bill Gates (1996) 

 
 We need to recognize that the entire information sector -- from music to newspapers to telecoms 

to Internet to semiconductors and anything in-between -- has become subject to a gigantic 
market failure in slow motion.   

Eli Noam (2004) 
 

  A culture without property, or in which creators can't get paid, is anarchy, not freedom.  
Lawrence Lessig (2005) 

 
“Preserving the openness and freedom of the Internet is non-negotiable; it is a bedrock principle 

shared by all in the Internet economy.”  
Meredith Baker (2010) 
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We have attempted in the previous chapter to make the case for the marketplace-of-ideas 
construct as a guiding normative principle of communication scholarship.  We turn now to 
explore the marketplace of ideas notion as an equally good grounding principle for public policy 
more broadly defined.  There exists a broad array of criminal and civil laws that guide the 
practice of business and finance, why would we need a special category of public policy and 
regulation for the domain of human communication?  Good question.  Mark Fowler who was 
appointed by President Reagan as Chairman of the principal regulatory body in this domain, the 
Federal Communication Commission, had an answer quoted briefly above.  The full quotation is 
"Television is just another appliance. It's a toaster with pictures. Let the people decide through 
the marketplace mechanisms what they wish to see and hear. Why is there this national obsession 
to tamper with this box of transistors and tubes when we don't do the same for Time magazine?" 
(Fowler 1981).  His remark enraged and energized liberals who continue to quote that remark to 
this day as a signpost of conservative cluelessness about the special needs that require ongoing 
public scrutiny and at times regulation to protect the vibrancy, openness and fairness of the 
public sphere. 

Fowler’s remark, now three decades old, is so iconic that all one needs to do in a 
gathering of American communications policy specialists is mention the word toaster to provoke 
a round of knowing chuckles.  But before proceeding, we will need to make clear that the simple 
stereotype of conservative and liberal views on government regulation – conservatives want less, 
liberals want more – which underlies Fowler’s metaphor can be very misleading in this domain 
of policy.  Policy activists and lobbyists who rely on all the traditional conservative rhetoric are 
more often than not actually seeking government intervention.  They are delighted with 
government intervention in the marketplace when it serves the economic interests of the 
particular entities they represent.  It is a point that has been made powerfully by economist Bruce 
Owen and his associates in a series of case studies (Owen and Braeutigam1978; Noll & 
Owen1983).  There are few philosophical purists in the lobbying business.  We make this point 
emphatically at the outset because it is an important component of this chapter’s central theme.  
The groups of active and resourceful policy players in the U.S. and around the world each seek a 
digital marketplace of goods and of ideas that gives them and their associates a sustainable 
competitive advantage.  A truly open marketplace could only be the goal of naïve dreamers or a 
useful rhetorical strategy for those who seek precisely the opposite.  So it is to the good fortune 
of the policy process in the U.S. and globally that there actually are some philosophical purists in 
the lobbying business, groups like the Electronic Freedom Foundation, Free Press and Public 
Knowledge that struggle along on public contributions and mostly volunteer labor from a mix of 
enthusiastic students and veteran attorneys.  They describe their reason for being as fighting for a 
“free and open Internet” (Declaration of Internet Freedom 2012).  They are resourceful and 
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committed but they are overwhelmingly outgunned by the various large corporations and 
industrial groups.  It is David versus Goliath.  Thus our theme in this chapter--  as various policy 
decisions are made in the decades ahead that will shape the structure of public communication, 
it is unlikely that an open marketplace of ideas will be the central motivating value.  It will 
instead be motivated by goals of protecting the profitability of intellectual property, law 
enforcement and protecting children from pornography.  Sociologist Robert Merton has 
famously warned that the “empirical observation is incontestable: activities oriented toward 
certain values release processes which so react as to change the very scale of values which 
precipitated them” (Merton 1936 903).  In other words, as we seek various other, perhaps even 
desirable ends, without sustained vigilance, a vibrant and open digital marketplace of ideas may 
be slowly but effectively eroded.  Table 7.1 outlines some of the political forces that will occupy 
our attention in the pages ahead. 

 

Regulating the Marketplace of Ideas 
Mark Fowler’s provocative metaphor is, unfortunately, not particularly exceptional in 

American policy debates.  The characteristic and some would say defining American impulse is 
to rely on a market mechanism rather than an administrative one whenever possible (Lindblom 
1977; Williamson 1985).  Most of the world’s nations until quite recently contentedly relied on 
the government to run not only the post office but the telephone system and broadcasting system 
as well (Neuman, McKnight & Solomon 1999).  One has to step back from the accepted 
American institutional traditions to realize that the system is actually more than a little bizarre.  
In the 1930s the government essentially gave the public broadcast spectrum for radio and later 
for television to commercial applicants who were simply asked to serve “the public interest, 
convenience and necessity” a curious phrase with historical roots in utility regulation that was 
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never defined with any clarity and virtually never enforced in eight decades of routine license 
renewal (Pool 1983; Neuman, McKnight & Solomon 1999).  An analysis of judicial and 
regulatory rulings reveals that it was simply assumed that the discipline of the commercial 
marketplace tied to audience ratings would suffice (Cole & Ottinger 1978; Krasnow, Longley & 
Terry 1982; Robinson 1989; Brock 1994; Einstein 2004).  As a result, when candidates wish to 
share their policy views and aspirations with potential voters at election time they are required to 
pay commercial rates for adverting time.  Despite the growth of online electioneering, television 
is still the main forum of the electoral public sphere and commercial time is expensive.  The 
2008 campaign season witnessed $5.3 billion in campaign expenses with $2.4 allocated to the 
presidential race and $1.5 to congressional races – again primarily for television time (Center for 
Responsive Politics 2008).   The corrupting influence of commercial advertising expenses on the 
political process is widely acknowledged (Ackerman & Ayres 2004).   Europeans where 
campaigning is largely publicly funded and airtime provided as a public service observe this 
process of constantly raising and spending billions of dollars for access to the public spectrum 
with curious fascination (Nassmacher 1993).  If the President wanted to speak to the American 
people and the press for some reason chose to ignore the request the presumptively most 
powerful individual in the world would be helpless and without the resources to effectively 
communicate save perhaps to the occasional visitor to Whitehouse.gov.  Such a scenario, of 
course, is unlikely, but it serves nonetheless to starkly highlight the curious structural 
arrangements of the American public sphere.  

The present chapter reviewing how public policy affects the structure of communication 
gives us the opportunity to explore the underlying debate about digital political economy in a 
little more detail.  The Internet provides the opportunity in the public sphere for all who had only 
the opportunity to listen now the opportunity to speak.  But the Internet has had a dramatic, some 
would say disastrous, impact on the financial support for independent journalism, especially the 
critically important and expensive tradition of investigative journalism (Downie & Schudson 
2009).  And setting up a website or blog does not guarantee an audience.  Hindman notes, for 
example, “Yes, almost anyone can put up a political Website. But this fact means little if few 
political sites receive any visitors. Putting up a political Website is usually equivalent to hosting 
a talk show on public access television at 3:30 in the morning” (2009 45).  So in addition to a 
discussion of the public policies themselves guiding public communication, we will review the 
dynamics of audience behavior and associated media economics of the digital environment.  We 
turn first to the four key paradoxes identified in the last four chapters as each suggests a 
somewhat different take on the public policy challenges ahead.     

Profusion.  An abundance of information and channels for communication, of course, is 
the principal rationale behind the deregulatory movement advocated among the conservative 
ranks.  Market-championing libertarians like Peter Huber propose abolishing the FCC and his 
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conservative compatriot George Gilder would agree pointing to limitless bandwidth and limitless 
communication (Huber 1997; Gilder 2002).  This rejection of regulation is more than a little 
ironic because much of what has made the media so profitable over the last century has been the 
limitation on market entry of potential competitors in telecommunications through common 
carriage regulations that mandate monopoly provision of regulated wireline telephone service as 
a natural monopoly and the spectrum scarcity that effectively limits broadcasting to those largely 
commercial entities that already have licensed frequencies.    

American political culture celebrates the First Amendment and the tradition of a free 
press as a counterpoint to centralized government power.  A particular irony of the digital 
profusion is that the advertising-based business model for independent newspapers (and to a 
certain extent broadcast news) is being threatened by the profuse competition.  For a series of 
complex reasons the advertising income for online-distributed news is only one seventh the 
income from traditional newsprint (Edmonds et al. 2012).  Media economics is in flux so it is not 
yet clear whether a new commercial model will replace the old one, but there is reason for 
concern about the economics for supporting high quality professional and independent 
journalism, with sufficiently deep pockets to stand up to both government and various vested 
interests.  Highly profitable media enterprises evolve when demand exceeds supply, and the 
digital profusion is wreaking havoc in that department.   

Critics of the commercial public sphere have traditionally and appropriately wrung their 
hands over the potentially stultifying gate-keeper function of the media industries – the core of 
the concern with diversity of media ownership and agenda-setting.  Profusion turns the gate-
keeper notion on its head – but raises the prospect of a whole new gate-keeper/agenda-control 
problem.  When information is abundant, the problem is not the existence of information but 
finding the wanted informational needle in a potentially massive digital hay stack.  So control of 
the search process, rather than the production process becomes an increasingly serious concern.  
Google currently in the U.S. famously controls about two thirds to three quarters of the market 
for web searches (Auletta 2009; Segev 2010).  They profess that they would not consider 
steering search to serve their interests for fear of alienating users, but concerns appropriately 
remain  - biases can be subtle and the difference in visibility of being listed on the first of 
subsequent pages of search are significant.  Listings on the first page of Google search results are 
30 times more likely to engender a response than those on the second page (iProspect 2006).  
Furthermore, there is even a more serious and subtle contender for digital gatekeeper – the 
Internet Service Providers (ISPs) that have the technical capacity to filter the flow of information 
and, if inclined, to effectively censor any number of sources.  This has been evident in some 
authoritarian regimes at the authorities behest and not yet evidently in Western industrialized 
democracies – but, as before, vigilance is appropriately motivated and a potential delicate 
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question for public policy.  In the American case this has thus far been manifested in a debate 
about “network neutrality” a topic we will address in some detail shortly.   

Finally, profusion inherently raises the question of the citizen’s capacity to control access 
to the private details of their lives.  As virtually every communicative and financial exchange 
leaves a complex digital footprint.  The complex politics of privacy in a networked world could 
have consumed the attention of this entire manuscript, but we will attempt only a brief review in 
the pages ahead. 

Polysemy.   Human communication’s poetic strength and its critical weakness derives 
from the fact that what one says and what another hears engages the fundamental and inevitable 
ambiguity of words and images.  And indeed, depending on the circumstances, contrasting, say, 
an art gallery with a surgeon’s operating room, we might alternatively celebrate or agonize over 
the prospect of communicative ambiguity.  How might such a fundamental and defining 
characteristic of collective communication inform the design of public policy?  Here, perhaps a 
relatively modest insight from the domain of content regulation.  Take, for example, the long-
standing attempt to constrain the propagation of obscenity and pornography.  United States 
Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart famously remarked in his attempt to describe a threshold 
test for pornography in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964):  “I shall not today attempt further to define the 
kinds of material I understand to be embraced within that shorthand description (of hard-core 
pornography); and perhaps I could never succeed in intelligibly doing so. But I know it when I 
see it, and the motion picture involved in this case is not that.”  Such judicial candor is rare, but it 
reveals the difficulty of trying to apply hard and fast bureaucratically enforced rules to censor 
one category of speech and protect another.  The impulse to censor and regulate public speech 
can be strong.  We will make the case that precisely because of the paradox of polysemy, the 
better public policy is to counter bad ideas in the public sphere with more speech rather than to 
try to identify ill-conceived utterances and aspire to extinguish each and every one.  Put in 
general terms, policies reliant on censorship appear to be evidently ill-conceived but fears of evil 
propaganda can motivate strange public policy. 

We have noted recurrently that when explicitly confronted with the question, virtually all 
observers acknowledge the fundamentally polysemic character of human communication.  Yet 
when it comes to crafting policy and responding to the existence of highly unpopular and 
threatening speech, the Third Person Effect takes hold and thinking regresses to a mechanistic 
and simplistic notion of cause and effect.  This appears to be the propaganda problem reborn.  
The challenge to public policy is to sustain faith in the open-market principle and to empirically 
verify that the best counterpoint to errorful or hurtful speech is corrective speech rather than 
attempts at suppression. 
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Polarization.  A recurring theme we have addressed in multiple chapters is a concern 
epitomized by Cass Sunstein and others about increasing political and cultural polarization 
particularly in the U.S. but also globally (Sunstein 2001).  In a world of push media, there are 
structural incentives associated with maximizing audience size and not alienating potential 
advertising targets that reinforce the journalistic principles of moderation, balance and fairness.  
Sunstein in particular goes further to argue that the identity-driven impulse toward homophily 
leads to a self-serving isolation, a Daily Me that leads to increasing ignorance of the views and 
logic of those with whom we disagree or of different cultural traditions.  We have discovered 
that Sunstein got it half right.  People do indeed behave homophilically and like to stick with 
their own kind expose themselves to opinions reinforcing their own views, but importantly they 
do not seem to exercise the predicted avoidance behavior.  In fact, advocates and opinionated 
pundits spend more than a little time critiquing and making fun of the views of ‘the other side.’   
Democracy is messy.  Advocates may disagree on both means and ends.  We will review the 
prospects for protecting a public sphere that vibrant but as civil and deliberative as possible. 

Pluralism.   Sustaining a lively and open pluralism is precisely the challenge at hand if 
we are to think about how communication flows could be self-consciously structured to counter 
the various individual level and institutional level distortions we have reviewed.  The thesis of 
critical communication scholarship is that because of the historical dominance of the capitalist 
elite, the media have hegemonically distorted the flow of information and public discussion to 
reinforce and reproduce their position of dominance.  One need not imagine smoke-filled rooms 
and a secret society of media executive conspirators.  The critique merits further attention even if 
mechanisms involved turn out to be partial, not particularly self-conscious and frequently 
unsuccessful.  Powerfully articulating one’s self interest in the public sphere is not in itself a bad 
thing – the trick is making sure everybody gets their chance and that it is a reasonably level 
playing field. 

Technologies of Freedom. 
In 1983, quite early in the digital revolution, the MIT Political Scientist Ithiel de Sola 

Pool published a prescient volume entitled Technologies of Freedom which brought together his 
thinking about how the forces of technology would likely change the nature of broadcasting and 
publishing.  The title is an engaging turn of phrase and it introduces what turned out to be an 
important and influential book.  The manuscript was published a full decade before the modern 
public Internet would first start to take shape.  But Ithiel, who started his career focusing on 
political philosophy, had become increasingly concerned that the shifting technical basis of 
communication which he witnessed firsthand from interaction from his more technically inclined 
colleagues at MIT might be used to weaken the First Amendment tradition in the United States.  
Although he had dabbled in Marxism as a young man he had become disillusioned with the left 
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and the new left he was not particularly concerned with potential commercial abuses of the 
changing media environment.  His focus was government’s inclination and increasing ability to 
constrain or discourage open criticism.  His overview of the American regulatory traditions in 
communication is masterful and merits careful attention but we will have space only to 
summarize these issues briefly here.  What made his overview particularly unusual is his 
inclusion of the history of telephonic regulation as well as publishing and broadcasting.  A 
schematic of his model is summarized in Table 7.2.  
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Technical Basis of 
Communication 

Regulatory 
Tradition 

Basic Rationale 

Publishing First Amendment – 
Free Press 

A celebrated principle of American 
democracy since 1791 and supported by 
numerous court decisions in the ensuing 
centuries -- since there is no limit to the 
number of printing presses, counteract 
potentially false speech with more free 
speech rather than some form of government 
censorship, regulation or taxation. 

Public Telephone 
Network 

Common Carriage Since 1913 the then privately owned and 
competitive telephone companies became a 
single system, in effect a monopoly, 
regulated by the principles of common 
carriage – guaranteed access with charges 
regulated by public utility commissions and 
no constraints on speech. 

Broadcasting Public Trustee Because of the limited availability of 
electromagnetic spectrum for radio and 
television broadcasting the FCC in a formal 
process since 1934 makes channels 
available in exchange for broadcasters to 
serve as public trustees of the spectrum and 
serve the “public interest, convenience and 
necessity” a vague and seldom enforced 
requirement that is believed by many simply 
to be served best by the discipline of the 
commercial marketplace though advertising 
demands and audience ratings. 

Table 7.2 Three Regulatory Traditions in American Communication Policy 
 

The First Amendment – Free Press Tradition.  Historically the earliest of these three 
parallel traditions is much celebrated First Amendment introduced to the first Congress by James 
Madison in 1789 and ratified into constitutional status in 1791. This was an era of 
pamphleteering and printer-publishers of small newspapers (think Benjamin Franklin) so it is 
easy to appreciate the shared understanding of these times that there was no practical limit to the 
number of printing presses that might be marshaled for public speech – a technology only 
slightly more complicated than a megaphone and a soap box (Clark 2005).  So why not let a 
thousand presses bloom, certainly a better working principle, it would appear, than inviting the 
government into the business of reviewing and censoring unwanted critical or potentially 
threatening voices in the early striving republic (Amar 2009).     
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The First Amendment-Free Press concept is actually a rather radical idea in those times 
and in ours and one could imagine that two centuries of legislators and other public officials 
outraged at public criticism by journalists, editorialists, pundits and letter writers would have 
whittled such a stark prohibition against any form of censorship down through court cases and 
administrative maneuver.  Surely the hegemonist tradition would predict such an institutional 
and judicial history.  But surprisingly, although some critics, primarily on the left, are 
unimpressed, the courts have sustained and, if anything, strengthened the principle.  
Constitutional scholar Benno C. Schmidt Jr. published a fascinating history of the evolving case 
law (1976).   Briefly summarized, Schmidt argues that although the U.S. Congress flirted with a 
legal basis to outlaw criticism of government under the English common law tradition of “anti 
sedition” restraints in the late 18th and early 20th century, the American legal and judicial 
tradition has, quite to the contrary, protected even critical and broadly unpopular speech.  In 
response to violence and terrorism the “clear and present danger rule” following a Supreme 
Court case in 1919, and more recently the court has protected even inflammatory speech unless it 
is directed to inciting and likely to incite “imminent lawless action”.   Further the courts in 
multiple occasions have denied government requests to restrain publishers in advance of 
publication under the “prior restraint” tradition.  The federal courts routinely throw out state laws 
that limit free and unrestricted speech most prominently in the 1974 Miami Herald case when 
Florida tried to require newspapers to publish rejoinders when government officials are 
criticized.  Perhaps most supportive of Schmidt’s thesis is the famous Times v Sullivan case of 
1964 when the Supreme Court ruled that the criteria necessary for sustaining a claim of 
defamation and libel against public or governmental figures was more stringent than for common 
citizens in a clear affirmation of support of the benefits of critical speech in an open marketplace 
of ideas.  The American free press/free speech tradition continues to be among the most liberal in 
Western democracies (Krotoszynski 2006). 

The Common Carriage Tradition.  Common carriage law harkens back to a long tradition 
of government regulation of public utilities typically for the provision of water and electricity 
and public conveyances such as ferries, bridges and public taxis. The key concept is the notion of 
a “natural monopoly” that is a market more efficiently and appropriately served by a single 
provider or system with regulated tariffs rather than competing independent vendors in an open 
marketplace.  A regulated tariff is necessary to prevent monopolists from taking advantage of 
their monopoly position – regulators traditionally use a fixed percentage of return on investment 
as a guideline in setting tariffs (Pool 1983).  Free speech does not have a great deal to do with 
bridges and taxis – the key development here took place in the U.S. in 1913 in the famous 
Kingsbury Commitment of the government to protect AT&T from further competition, making 
the privately owned Bell system the de facto monopoly telephone service provider (Brock 1981).  
Among the rules of the common carriage tradition in addition to negotiated tariffs is a notion of 
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“universal service,” (no refusal of service to unwanted or inconvenient customers) no price 
discrimination (same price for all customers) and no liability for what customers are saying when 
they use the telephone network.  You can say whatever you want on the telephone.  True, the 
government can tap your phone, but not without independent evidence of potential criminal 
behavior and a court warrant (Etzioni 1999).   

The novel introduction of common carriage as an issue in the free speech debate by Pool 
was stimulated by his early insight into the prospects of digital convergence.  At the time he was 
writing in the 1970s, the telephone was still basically a means of interpersonal rather than group 
or mass communication, but he understood that the increasingly digital forms of network 
communication within and outside the public telephone network were going to blur the 
boundaries between interpersonal, group and mass communication.  The common carriage 
concept becomes increasingly important to free speech as the debate rages over possible 
structural or content regulation of the Internet.  The guiding principle to date has been “hands off 
the Internet” (Hahn & Wallsten 2006) which means so far that Internet Service Providers (ISPs) 
do not have regulated rates – they are seen as a competitive marketplace although for Broadband 
service provision in the United States the telephone and cable networks are the only practical 
vendors creating an unfortunate duopoly situation (Goldsmith & Wu 2006; Zittrain 2008).  
Duopolies are not generally as responsive in price and service as open-entry multiple provider 
markets.  Further, ISPs have been protected from being held liable for the speech and behavior of 
their customers, notably on issues of defamation or obscenity and importantly infringement of 
copyright (Schruers 2002). 

The Public Trustee Tradition.    This uniquely American legal construct is in my view 
uniquely incongruous.  It was designed as a way to make sure that the public airwaves, although 
dominated by competing commercial broadcast entities, would be both an unregulated and 
unconstrained venue for free speech and public debate and utilized in the service of the public 
interest.  Drawing on the long established language of public utility regulation the establishing 
1927 Radio Act and 1934 Communications Act requires that the FCC oversee licensed 
broadcasters to assure that they are serving the “public interest, convenience and necessity.”  The 
phrase despite, its historic pedigree, was never well defined.  Bravely in 1928 the newly created 
Federal Radio Commission set out a definition as follows:  “The commission also believes that 
public interest, convenience, or necessity will be best served by avoiding too much duplication of 
programs and types of programs....” (Sophos 1990 667).  It was their apparent intention at the 
outset to give preference to applicants in a market who professed to present programming not 
already available in the market, making a special mention of those stations which relied 
primarily on the playing of “phonograph records” (Ford 1961).  But such direct content-oriented 
government direction was not to be.  The Radio Commission and its successor the FCC 
ultimately evolved five principles – an interesting mix of structural and content-related notions, 
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for the practical definition of a public trustee’s corresponding public obligations (Krugman & 
Reid 1980). 

1. Diversity. The programming diversity notion morphed into a practice more 
easily enforced in practice of developing rules to enforce diversity of station ownership 
(Einstein 2004; Noam 2009).   Entities (with some exceptions) were to own no more than 
one station in a market, avoiding newspaper company crossownerhip (again with some 
exceptions), some limitation of ownership in multiple markets and with occasional 
preferences given to minorities wishing to obtain licenses.  

2. Ascertainment.  Broadcasters were required to “ascertain” the interests and 
preference of potential audience members in there broadcast area by interviewing 
prominent citizens and survey questionnaires of the broader population for guidance in 
their programming decisions.  This was a practical application of the Commission’s 
longstanding emphasis on supporting “localism” in broadcast policy (Horwitz 1989).  

3. Non-Entertainment Programming Guidelines.  In the FCC’s famous 1948 
“Blue Book” the commission set out some rough guidelines for news and public affairs 
programming.  Again, under pressure from the broadcasters, policy evolved and although 
never officially formalized in commission proceedings there were a set of “magic 
numbers” -- nominal percentages of news and public service programming that were 
understood to be sufficient for license renewal (Neuman 1986).   

4. Comparative Hearings.  Occasionally the routine process of license 
renewal would get interesting when a competitor or community group would file a 
“petition to deny” renewal and force an administrative comparative hearing of multiple 
applicants for a radio or television broadcast license (Brock 2003).   

5. The Fairness Doctrine.  The Fairness Doctrine exemplified the FCC’s 
brief but fairly dramatic foray into content regulation in broadcasting.  It was introduced 
in the 1949 Commission Report in an effort to put some concreteness and some 
regulatory teeth into the founding “public interest, convenience and necessity” language 
(Krasnow et al. 1982).  The policy required those licensed to broadcast over the public 
spectrum to present news and public affairs including “controversial issues of public 
importance” in a manner that is honest, equitable and balanced and in doing so to allow 
reasonable opportunity for members of the community to present contrasting points of 
view.  This affirmative obligation spurred an era of broadcast editorials, public affairs 
specials and open-mike-style public rejoinders (Aufderheide 1990).  Liberal critics of the 
media still like to refer to this era as something of a golden age of broadcasting and of 
broadcast regulation.  Conservative critics at the time were outraged by content 
regulation which they saw as a violation of the First Amendment and (correctly) note that 
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the policy resulted from the work of an activist faction of the FCC staff in the late 1940s 
(Horwitz 1989).  The power of the FCC to regulate content in this way was affirmed in 
1969 by the Red Lion Supreme Court Case (Blake 1969).  These broadcast practices 
waned in the 1970s as did the FCC’s emphasis on the doctrine and it was effectively 
revoked as a matter of commission policy in 1987 in the Reagan administration on the 
grounds that such content regulation violates the First Amendment rights of broadcasters 
(Aufderheide 1990).  Periodic attempts by activists and members of Congress to reinstate 
the doctrine through statute have not succeeded, and given the growing opportunities for 
raising and responding to controversial issues online, are not likely to gain much traction 
in the modern policy environment.  The policy represents a rare exercise in regulatory 
activism and a rare case when regulatory proclamations actually had a demonstrable 
effect on practice although few argue that the American public sphere was significantly 
changed by the exercise of the policy itself.  Most of the debate over the Fairness 
Doctrine may revolve around its symbolic importance in noting that broadcasters do 
indeed have obligations beyond simply creating audiences for advertisers (Krattenmaker 
& Powe 1985; Geller 1987; Donahue 1989; Aufderheide 1990). 

The central technologies-of-freedom argument posits that our regulatory traditions for 
public speech are deeply rooted in different historical eras, different technologies and different 
assumptions about whether the character of those technologies make possible open market entry 
for competition or might require a stronger regulatory hand because of spectrum scarcity or 
natural monopoly properties.  Pool’s review of the history and his prescient prediction about the 
electronic convergence that was to take place dramatically over the 25 years following his book’s 
publication raises the corresponding question – if these three separate traditions of regulation are 
no longer appropriate, what model should we adopt for the future—a mix of the three, one of the 
three, an entirely new formulation, or complete deregulation and a proud public policy of 
communicative laissez faire?  Furthermore, perhaps we can build on what have we learned from 
the successes and failures of these traditions to date to meet the ideals of a vibrant public sphere, 
respect and even encouragement for minority voices and a resultant open marketplace of ideas.   

Pool’s answer to this question was unambiguous – rely on First Amendment principles, 
protect the public from government censorship, and rely on market dynamics to keep journalists 
and public advocates on their toes.  Pool’s historical positioning of the question is nuanced and 
effective.  His answer is characteristically crisp and coherent.  But, in my view, his answer is 
incomplete.  It is incomplete because his concern about distortions in the open marketplace of 
ideas focused on government censorship and effectively ended there.  But, as we have seen, there 
are multiple and other powerful forms of market distortion and self-interested manipulation and 
market failures that require ongoing vigilance -- vigilance by the public, by the diverse array of 
policy advocates, both paid and unpaid, and by the government itself.  This is especially true 
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when the centuries-old business model for advertiser supported independent journalism is in peril 
and the capacity of artists, authors and other creators to protect the intellectual property they 
have created is also in peril due to technological upheavals.  So we will take Pool’s model as our 
starting point, the First Amendment, a platform on which to build a more complete public policy 
for protecting openness in communication structure. 

Commercial Hegemony 
 

We will attempt to address a critically important question at this point.  In its most 
straightforward formulation the question is this – Has the digital revolution and the attendant 
shift from push to pull audience dynamics significantly challenged the longstanding commercial 
dominance of the media marketplace?   In my view the most straightforward formulation of an 
answer to this question is that it will depend on how we as a community of concerned public 
citizens respond to this critical juncture in public policy and commercial practice.  Thus, I argue, 
such conclusions speak to the urgency of the issues this book attempts to address.  In the pages 
ahead I will adopt a two-stage strategy for addressing this question.  The first stage is to 
interrogate how the now well-established community of critical communication scholars has 
responded to the digital revolution.  Also in this first stage we examine whether the principal 
arguments of the critical community hold up well in the new media environment.  The second 
stage is to review some new directions for critical commentary and research especially 
appropriate and re-energized by the altered conditions of the media/audience environment.  We 
will conclude that an entirely fresh paradigm of critical evaluation and empirical scholarship will 
be required perhaps a “NeoCritical Perspective”.  (The term derives from the commonly used 
epithet “neoliberal” which is generally taken to mean, in effect, conservative and market 
oriented. The term neoconservative, of course, also means conservative and market oriented, so 
terminological options are limited.) 

The Critical Community Responds to the Digital Revolution.  Is there a central theme and 
consistent voice discernable among the responses of the various academic critics of the 
hegemonic commercial media system?  I believe there is and it would be summarized in the 
admonition– not so fast!  By that I mean to suggest that the critical community feels the 
optimistic voices proposing that the Internet and attendant digital novelties solve many of our 
longstanding problems with the dominance of big corporations, a one-way public sphere and 
banal popular culture are being naïve.  Many critics, it would appear, are enjoying the 
opportunity to poke fun at the optimists.  Among them one might include Vincent Mosco, his 
2005 volume is entitled: The Digital Sublime: Myth Power and Cyberspace.  Perhaps he is 
having too much fun quoting business consultant Don Tapscott (who has written now thirteen 
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books about revolutionary change in the business world and makes his living selling these books, 
giving speeches and, of course, consulting).  Mosco: 

Here is a common refrain from one of the song books of the cyberspace revolution: 
“Today, we are witnessing the early turbulent days of a revolution as significant as any 
other in human history.  A new medium of human communications is emerging, one that 
may prove to surpass all previous revolutions—the printing press, the telephone, the 
television, the computer— in its impact on our economic and social life.” (Mosco 2005 
18) 

Mosco feels such hyperbole is in fact representative of a longstanding American 
celebration of genius inventors and material innovation and warns that such messianic rhetoric 
serves to distract us from continuing concerns about media ownership and dominant ideologies.  
Dan Shiller’s Digital Capitalism (2000) makes many of the same points and emphasizes how the 
new technologies increase the reach of the increasingly large and increasingly transnational 
corporations.  The bottom line shared among virtually all within this community is that some 
celebrated institutions of twentieth century communication capitalism may be in decline – 
notably the revered and once dominant metropolitan newspapers – the fundamental dynamics of 
political economy are still with us. 

A second point frequently made, also a note of caution, is that we have had open 
technologies of the people before – notably citizens band radio, amateur radio, community 
access cable television channels and the like, and it is difficult to sustain an independent public 
voice without financial resources and institutional support (McChesney & Scott 2004).  The most 
impressive demonstration of the paradoxical failures of public access without institutional 
support took place in the US in the 1970s when local franchise authorities and the federal 
government mandated that cable operators make channels available to local citizens to program 
whatever they cared to, as long as it did not violate copyright, pornography and libel laws. Cable 
companies were required to provide video recording equipment and/or studio space to those who 
requested it, but nothing more. After a flurry of experiments by high school groups and aspiring 
film makers, both the audience and the citizen programmers drifted away to other pursuits.  In 
the mid seventies the FCC required larger systems to make as many as 20 channels available but 
they were largely unused.  A few interview shows and coverage of local community meetings 
survived.  In 1979 the Supreme Court ruled that these local origination content requirements 
violated the free speech rights of the cable companies and the empty channels were replaced with 
commercial broadcast retransmissions (Pool 1977; Englemann 1990; Boyle 1997; Linder 1999; 
Lewis 2000; Mullen 2003). 

A third point emphasized by Edwin Baker and Robert McChesney among others is that 
the rhetoric extolling the expansion of free market competition in the digital age ignores the 
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important fact that the market never was free but was in fact a creation of federal subsidies and 
protections of incumbent players.  McChesney:   

It may appear that the profit-driven nature of the U.S. media system generates an 
inexorable logic that requires businesses to act as they do, for better or for worse. There 
is an element of truth to such a position, but taken in isolation it is also misleading. The 
larger truth is that the current media market's nature is set by explicit government 
policies, regulations, and subsidies. (2004 210) 

 

McChesney goes on to point out that the American broadcast television industry was 
extraordinarily successful in engineering what he calls a “corrupt” government giveaway of $70 
billion dollars worth of spectrum to keep broadcasters on the air with a digital signal at newly 
assigned frequencies at no cost to the broadcasters which also managed to make sure no new 
spectrum for TV broadcasting was available to increase competition (2004 214).  Corrupt, 
however, implies it was a shady behind-the-scenes deal or bribe.  In fact it was much more 
interesting, a fascinating case study of brilliant legal and technical maneuvering in a relatively 
open policy process, a case study in powerful vested incumbents winning the day (Brinkley 
1997; Neuman, McKnight & Solomon 1998).  But it does not always work out that way and the 
over-the-air broadcasters a few years later find their spectrum under fire again as other powerful 
interests including the cellular telephone and computer industries (Genachowski 2011). 

A fourth argument that arises frequently in this literature makes the point that the impulse 
toward commodification and consumerism remains strong and in many ways characterizes the 
web.  Pop up windows may be said to represent commercial cultures attempt to put “push” back 
into the media mix.  Indeed there was fad in 1996 when a hot Internet startup called Pointcast 
attracted a lot of attention by offering a “free” news and entertainment service supported by 
advertising formulated in a particularly obtrusive interruptions and flashing banners.  They 
labeled their initiative a “push” technology and filed a patent using that language but discovered 
web users even in these early days had different expectations and annoyed by the interruptions 
migrated elsewhere leaving Pointcast as an early example of a dot com flop remembered now as 
one of the ten worst ideas in Internet history (Himelstein & Siklos 1999; Meyer 2005).  The push 
concept lives on in spam email and variations of the pop up window, but spam filters and pop-up 
blockers limit their effectiveness.  So although the character of the interaction between the 
potential consumer and the marketer has changed, the commercial consumerist character of 
American public culture has not.  Interestingly, analyses of how individuals use search engines 
day-to-day reveal that 30-40% of typical searches involve queries about products and services.  
So the materialism in this case comes from pull rather than push behavior (Neuman & 
Gregorowicz 2010).   Whether the celebrated culture of materialist consumption in America is 
exaggerated by advertising based media or simply exploited by them is a difficult question for 
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further research.  We know that pornography is a prominent element in the content associated 
with newly developed media technologies and then gradually recedes to the background as other 
content categories grow, of course, not disappearing (Theroux 2012).  Perhaps we will see the 
same with pull inquiries about goods and services.     

A fifth argument focuses on how the legal structure evolving out of older media 
technology becomes a significant impediment to the new, a phenomenon we might tag as the 
revenge of the old media.  The key example here is traditional intellectual property law designed 
originally to incent invention and cultural creativity which has been awkwardly grafted onto the 
new media environment (Litman 2000; Lessig 2004, 2006).  Protecting the rights of creators to 
benefit financially from their creations is a significant challenge in a world where peer to peer 
copying and sharing is both costless and convenient.  These issues will be addressed in more 
detail ahead, but it is paradoxical that laws designed to promote innovation and creativity are 
being exploited largely by the receding older media interests such as record labels and book 
publishers to resist innovation and creativity.    

Finally, many in the critical community and most prominently Robert McChesney 
recognize that if the public is going to become engaged with these issues and make a difference, 
the time is ripe as confidence in old business models and regulatory paradigms is shaken and 
new technologies raise fresh issues or more often old issues in new circumstances.  McChesney 
uses the phrase “critical juncture” to identify this window of opportunity.  We find ourselves in 
enthusiastic agreement.  He professes: 

Critical junctures [are] those historical moments when the policy-making options are 
relatively broad and the policies put in place will set the media system on a track that 
will be difficult to reroute for decades, even generations. Critical junctures are another 
way to say that society holds a "constitutional convention" of sorts to deal with the 
problem of the media. At these points there tends to be much greater public criticism of 
media systems and policies and much more organized public participation than during 
less tumultuous periods.  Critical junctures can come about when important new media 
technologies emerge, when the existing media system enters a crisis, or when the political 
climate changes sufficiently to call accepted policies into question or to demand new 
ones. When two or all three factors kick in, there is a high probability of a critical 
juncture; at these historical moments, opportunities to recast the media that would be 
nearly impossible under normal circumstances can materialize (McChesney 2004 24). 

 

McChesney is unusual among academic critics because he has a history of getting 
directly involved with the policy process and organized a successful advocacy group which 
called Free Press which lobbies on media policy issues and organizes a large annual conference 
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of academics, community organizers, foundation staff, independent media activists and artists – 
The National Conference for Media Reform. 

The Critical Community’s Response to the Digital Revolution Remains Incomplete.  One 
must admire the energy and perseverance of the media reform community.  It is clearly 
characterized by a David and Goliath dynamic, and there should be no doubt about who is 
playing the David role in this scenario.  The big media Goliath employs a phalanx of well paid 
and very sophisticated lobbyists bearing significant campaign contributions.  Many of these 
lobbyists are former members of Congress and congressional staff specialists in the media field.  
Although the impulse to root for David is strong, we will proceed by being critical of the critics 
for clinging to old slogans and appeals no longer relevant in the digital age and for failing to 
embrace and pursue the many positive elements of the technical revolution that swirls around 
them.  

The literature of media reforms celebrates a golden age of broadcasting when an activist 
FCC insisted that broadcasters meet their public trustee obligations to educate and inform and to 
promote open public discussion of controversial issues -- the era of the Fairness Doctrine.  The 
fact that numerous regulatory constraints on broadcasters associated with ascertainment of 
community interests, public access requirements and prohibition of multiple station ownership 
have been weakened or abandoned is a source of great frustration.  There are, however, two 
problems with this golden-age thinking in my judgment.  First, the regulations never worked that 
well and second, the broadcasters were notoriously successful at not letting any of them cramp 
their commercial style.  Public service and educational programming frequently found itself 
scheduled for the less-than-high-profile midnight to 6am slot.  If a full scale reinstatement of the 
Fairness Doctrine were instituted (albeit, an extremely unlikely scenario) it would represent a 
tiny blip in the torrential flow of information and entertainment to the public.  The action now is 
online and the online environment actually does overcome the gateway of access problem of the 
era of large-scale publishing and commercial broadcasting.  It may sound melodramatic but it is 
true that we have returned to an era that encourages open pamphleteering not unlike the era of 
the American Revolution and we await the next John Peter Zengers and Thomas Paines.  It 
strikes me that some use their blogs and websites to scold the media for ignoring independent 
and alternative voices and visions, rather than to use them to put forward the alternative voices 
and visions.  Thomas Kuhn is famous for arguing that old paradigms are never abandoned by 
their champions and only decline when the old champions are eventually replaced by younger 
champions of new paradigms (Kuhn 1962).  Perhaps such a dynamic will characterize the 
literature of media reform as well. 

The good news is that the institutional, financial, and technical barriers to public speech 
have receded dramatically.  The blogosphere is vibrant.  The number of open discussion venues 
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is large and growing.  The topical agenda is boundless.  This could be a cause for celebration.  
But the critical community is quick to point out that although political diversity abounds, the 
most popular websites, as we have shown, continue to be dominated by familiar commercially 
oriented old-media corporations like ESPN, CNN and the New York Times.  This is an 
important point, and should be the subject of serious research on the dynamics of attention in an 
online media environment – but it is not a matter that could or should be addressed by the FCC 
or regulatory invocations from Congress. 

Perhaps the most exciting structural innovation in the new media environment is the 
explosion of collaborative and social media which permit new forms of networking, information 
sharing and the structured aggregation of content.  The classic exemplars are Wikipedia, 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr and Digg.  This more participatory, interactive and flexible 
style of online behavior has been dubbed Web 2.0 acknowledging a transformative generational 
shift in how the web is being used.  Web 1.0 was based on web sites – basically a 
broadcast/publishing model had been more or less moved wholesale from broadcasting and 
printing to Internet transmission and screen display.  Some of the players in this process of 
innovation such as the Wikipedia Foundation have made a point of remaining a non-profit.  
Others, and that would be most of the others, anticipate income from advertising, notably 
targeted advertising and new forms of recommendation-based marketing.  As of this writing 
Facebook had revenues approaching $4 billion in 2011 so despite travails in the companies stock 
price there remains wide-spread anticipation that Zuckerberg and his colleagues will continue to 
successfully monetize the popularity of their social networking platform.  But it is far from a 
picture of uninterrupted capitalist profiteering.  Most startups lose money for years and only a 
few turn the corner to profitability.  And success in terms of popularity does not necessarily 
reflect success in terms of profitability.  The widely used YouTube open-access platform for 
sharing videos engages such extensive technical costs associated with storing and streaming 
video that one estimate calculated that the enterprise reportedly loses a half billion dollars a year 
and survives with ongoing patronage from its parent company Google (Spangler 2009).  We will 
return to the dynamism of these new forms of social interaction and the mix of commercial and 
non-commercial institutions later in this chapter.  Our point of emphasis here is that these matters 
are seldom addressed by the critical community as it continues with a now decades old diatribe 
against corporate mergers and a lack of regulatory oversight of the old-media public sphere. 

Does the classic reformist critique need to be updated?  Yes, of course.  The fundamental 
concern that elites will use their resources to skew the flow of information and interpretation to 
reinforce their position of advantage is, of course, as worthy of attention as ever.  But the 
reliance on the traditional critiques of corporate media and the need for a beefed up regulatory 
regime may be counterproductive strategies.  To strengthen that point I return to a classic critique 
of the corporate media published originally during the Reagan era by Edward Herman and Noam 
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Chomsky (1988).  They dubbed their analysis the “Propaganda Model” and developed six 
themes in their introductory chapter that guided their analyses in the subsequent chapters and 
case studies.  The themes are summarized in Table 7.3 along with a commentary on what has 
changed in the structure of public communication.  The emphasis in the Herman-Chomsky 
volume is on media bias in the coverage of international events rather than inequities within the 
U.S. system of political economy.  The motivations for any presidential administration to spin- 

doctor the interpretation of events to put them in the most favorable light is as strong as ever but 
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in virtually all of the six themes the original critique is either irrelevant, or more often, 
incomplete, ignoring the increasing potential for individuals to consult news from global sources.  
In 2011, for example, the uprisings in the Middle East drew increasing attention to Al Jazeera 
English cable channel which featured extensive coverage.  Because, predictably, few cable 
systems carried the channel, viewers took advantage of the online video stream and more 
recently and mixture of video streaming and social media (Weprin 2011).  

State Hegemony 
Critics of the American media system, as noted above, focus on the tight linkages and 

mutual support between the corporate media and the federal government as both share a natural 
interest in protecting the status quo.  In the American case, the state does not actually do the 
writing, editing and producing of the media fare itself.  Further, direct censorship of media 
content remains extremely rare outcome almost always related to special cases of national 
security.  But in other state systems around the world, state control and censorship is much more 
direct and prominent, so a brief review of direct state hegemonic practices is in order. 

 

 Negative Government Actions Positive Government Actions 
Censorship Direct control of media content 

Censorship of non-gov’t media 
Blocking web sites 

 

Intimidation Physical attacks on journalists/critics 
Imprisonment of journalists/critics 
Threats against journalists/critics 

 

Economic Taxation of media Finance public broadcasting 
Finance political campaigning 
Finance public Internet 

Law and regulation Libel, defamation, sedition laws 
Control of access to spectrum/net 
 

Legal protection journalist sources 
Legal protection free speech 
Access to government information 
 

Table 7.4  Elements of State Hegemony 
 

The term hegemony, of course, focuses attention on some of the more subtle forms of 
filtering, interpreting, labeling, framing, narrative creating and agenda setting that characterize 
the flow of communication in industrialized capitalist democracies with some measure of a free 
press.  But in many putative democracies the exercise of state hegemony, well, it might be said, 
lacks subtlety.  The threats, imprisonment and sometimes outright murder of government critics 
and independent journalists continue to be a major concern around the world.  The occasional 
murder or imprisonment of a high-profile journalist in one of the more prominent nation states 
may find its way into the middle pages of American newspapers, but the precariousness of the 
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journalism profession world-wide may not be evident to the casual observer.  The International 
Federation of Journalists based in Brussels has been issuing annual reports on the intimidation of 
journalists for two decades and report in their most recent annual tally: “It is a poignant roll call 
of tragedy and loss recording the death of 2,271 colleagues, including… 94 journalists and media 
staff [that] were killed, victims of targeted killings, bomb attacks and crossfire incidents” in 
2010.  “Despite many promises, governments continue to fail in their duty to hunt down the 
killers. Many deaths are recorded without serious investigation. The absence of the rule of law, 
whether due to police corruption, judicial incompetence or political indifference not only 
endangers journalists, it imperils democracy and compromises hopes for peace and 
development”  (White & Sagaga 2011 2).   Not all of these tragic incidents were orchestrated by 
that state apparatus; it is likely other elements such as criminal gangs are involved – it is 
paradoxical that in most cases of attempts of this sort to silence an inquisitive press, it is not clear 
whose fingerprints are associated with the crimes. 

Table 7.4 attempts to sketch out several continua of state intervention, both positive and 
negative, in attempts to protect or disrupt free and at times critical speech.  The non-profit 
Freedom House, much like the IFJ has tracked the dynamic chemistry of state-press 
relationships.  The story they tell is an interesting one – after the dramatic gains in the late 20th 
century with a wave of authoritarian states evolving into apparently successful electoral 
democracies and the corresponding liberation of the states of the former Soviet Union, there has 
been a disappointing reversal and back peddling, perhaps most noticeably in Russia itself as the 
state and judicial system appear to be reverting to their former ways under the continuing guise 
of a free press and open electoral democracy (Puddington 2011).   

Of particular interest in our case is the special case of free speech on the net.  Again, a 
fascinating story: 

When the internet first became commercially available in the 1990s, very few restrictions 
on online communications and content were in place…  Even the authorities in China, 
which today has the most sophisticated regime of internet controls, exerted very little 
oversight in the early days. However, as various dissident groups in the late 1990s began 
using the internet to share information with audiences inside and outside the country, the 
government devoted tremendous human and material resources to the construction of a 
multilayered surveillance and censorship apparatus. Although China represents one of 
the most severe cases, similar dynamics are now becoming evident in many other 
countries...In 23 of the 37 countries assessed, a blogger or other internet user was 
arrested for content posted online… 
 
In 12 of the 37 countries examined, the authorities consistently or temporarily imposed 
total bans on YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, or equivalent services. Moreover, the 
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increased user  participation facilitated by the new platforms has exposed ordinary 
people to some of the same punishments faced by well-known bloggers, online 
journalists, and human rights activists. Among other recent cases, a Chinese woman was 
sent to a labor camp over a satirical Twitter message, and an Indonesian housewife faced 
high fines for an e-mail she sent to friends complaining about a local hospital… 
 
Of the 37 countries examined, the governments of 15 were found to engage in substantial 
blocking of politically relevant content. In these countries, instances of websites being 
blocked are not sporadic or limited in scope. Rather, they are the result of an apparent 
national policy to restrict users’ access to dozens, hundreds, or most often thousands of 
websites, including those of independent and opposition news outlets, international and 
local human rights groups, and individual blogs, online videos, or social-networking 
groups...Two of the countries categorized by Freedom House as electoral democracies—
Turkey and South Korea—were also found to engage in substantial political 
censorship…The widespread use of circumvention tools has eased the impact of content 
censorship and at times undermined it significantly. Such tools are particularly effective 
in countries with a high degree of computer literacy or relatively unsophisticated 
blocking techniques. For example, YouTube remained the eighth most popular website 
among Turkish users despite being officially blocked in that country for over two years, 
and the number of Vietnamese Facebook users doubled from one to two million within a 
year after November 2009, when the site became inaccessible by ordinary means. Users 
need special skills and knowledge to overcome blockages in countries such as China and 
Iran, where filtering methods are more sophisticated and the authorities devote 
considerable resources to limiting the effectiveness of circumvention tools. Still, activists 
with the requisite abilities managed to communicate with one another, discuss national 
events in an uncensored space, and transmit news and reports of human rights abuses 
abroad... 
 
Rather than relying exclusively on technological sophistication to control internet 
content, many governments employ cruder but nevertheless effective tactics to delete and 
manipulate politically or socially relevant information. These methods are often 
ingenious in their simplicity, in that their effects are more difficult to track and 
counteract than ordinary blocking.  One common method is for a government official to 
contact a content producer or host, for example by telephone, and request that particular 
information be deleted from the internet. In some cases, individual bloggers or 
webmasters are threatened with various reprisals should they refuse the request. (Kelly 
& Cook 2011 1-7)
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There is, in my view, a clear bottom line to this brief review of the direct state 
involvement side of the hegemony problem.  It is simply that in the absence of a strong and 
deeply rooted free-press/free speech tradition (and sometimes despite its presence) the impulse to 
censor criticism is extremely strong among incumbent authorities and maintaining an open 
marketplace of ideas is a constant battle requiring extensive energy and resources to sustain it.  
In the traditional media world of the twentieth century, those energies and resources came from a 
mixture of foundations and academics but primarily from the culture of professional journalism 
and the profitable print and broadcast news industries that supported that professional culture.  
The basis of these resources in the digital age is far from guaranteed.  It is a cause for concern. 

Beyond Ideology 
The field of political economy is organized around a singular, delicate, fundamental and 

dynamic question – how best do we organize the boundary between the polity and the economy?  
The increasingly strident debates between the partisans of the left and right pivot on their 
essentially polar opposite impulses on that question.  When in doubt, the liberal impulse dictates 
– rely on public institutions to reign in the rapacious impulses and destructive cycles of the 
unfettered marketplace.  Correspondingly, the conservative impulse celebrates the primacy of the 
free market as an economic engine and vilifies the delays, self-serving bureaucracies, 
inefficiencies and taxes necessary to support the regulatory apparatus.  Both perspectives have a 
legitimate point to make, of course.  But, again paradoxically, it is not clear that the best way to 
dynamically define the boundary between the polity and the economy is rhetorical team sports 
with two teams of jousting ideological combatants trying desperately to knock the others off their 
horse with frenzied adversarial crowds cheering them on.   The polarization is reinforced in the 
American case by the historically evolved economic alignments of the Democratic and 
Republican parties.  It may be reinforced as well by the human propensity for tribal identities, 
charismatic rhetoricians, and brutal tournament combat.  Ultimately, of course, the optimal 
balance of and capacity for undistorted communication between market and public mechanisms 
in supporting social, cultural and economic productivity is a question subject to empirical 
verification.  It appears historically that many perhaps most political entities from towns to 
nation-states cycle through an awkward sequence of excesses in each direction followed by an 
equally predictable overcorrection.  The cycle is not unlike the celebrated boom and bust cycle of 
unregulated markets.   Perhaps most frustrating to serious students of political economy is that 
framing the question as an either-or binary of selecting a market versus an administrative 
mechanism to address a particular problem obscures the more fundamental underlying question.  
Although the rhetoricians may find it useful to ignore the fact, almost every allocative process in 
modern societies is a complex mix of public policies and market mechanisms in interaction.  
Powerful players are equally incented to manipulate the structure of markets as well as the 
structure of public policy to serve their vested interests. The challenge to political economy is 
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keeping the administrative and market structures in some reasonable balance and both as free as 
possible from the distortions introduced by the various self-interested parties.   

If the optimal balance of market and administrative mechanisms in various domains such 
as, for example, agriculture, national defense, transportation or communication is subject to 
empirical verification, why all the ideological fuss?  Of the multiple answers to such a question, 
four resonate particularly with the central themes of this book.  First, measuring productivity is 
both difficult and itself subject to numerous subtle and not so subtle distortions.  Second, some 
dimensions of productivity are valued differently by different observers.  Classically, for 
example, some are more concerned about equity while others are more concerned about 
efficiency of a structural process.  Third, for many observers the issue of states versus markets is 
a matter resembling religious orthodoxy and accordingly, is unlikely to be influenced by 
empirical feedback of any sort, especially complex and potentially biased measurements.  
Fourth, the policy process is a historically messy one.  Environmental conditions are changing 
and policies are changing producing complex interactions.  Most policy processes simply do not 
have a tradition of experimentation, assessment and adjustment or one of experimentation with 
systematic controls.  So in all but a few cases of debate in the public sphere over the best policy 
for moving forward in a particular domain, the available empirical feedback is ambiguous and 
ideological propensities tend to dominate public debate.   

If the argument being made here is a reasonable one, the ramifications for public policy 
in public communication should be fairly straightforward.  And, not surprisingly, such an 
approach is resonant with the free marketplace of ideas model.  Communication in the public 
sphere should be structured to make feedback as transparent as possible.   Since the self-
interested framing and filtering of feedback will be unavoidable, the best strategy is probably to 
let a thousand flowers bloom with efforts to keep the cost of the production and distribution of 
information as low as possible and sustained vigilance to protect against any systematic filtering 
of the flow of public communication.    More on systematic filtering shortly. 

The intertwining of the psychology of political ideology and the structuring of technically 
dynamic public sphere offers a promising opportunity for the communication research 
community to be relevant and useful.  We have some limited understanding of the conditions 
under which partisans will attend to the ideas and information provided by those they oppose and 
particularly the conditions under which partisans will actually be responsive to such information.  
We have some understanding historically, structurally and psychologically of how the 
ideological divide between liberals and conservatives came to be.  We know something about 
why the great majority of citizens pay only very limited attention to any component of the 
political and public policy domain.  It is this limited attentiveness that explains why paid political 
advertising, particularly advertising interspersed with entertainment content, although its expense 
distorts the political process, remains critical to reaching potential voters.  Most citizens most of 



Ch 7  --317 

 

the time are not particularly inclined to seek out political websites or policy brochures.  But 
sometimes they do and research on these evolving dynamics continues to be important. 

Digital Economics and Public Policy 
We have noted with some emphasis that if there were historical conditions ripe for a self-

aware restructuring of the institutions and norms of public communication, the disruptive forces 
of the digital revolution offer special promise.   The various players in the modern media system 
from the publishers and broadcasters to the consumer electronics manufacturers, 
telecommunications conglomerates, as well as the associated labor unions, professional 
associations, music labels, copyright administrators and the like and their sophisticated lobbyists 
know a lot about how the existing system works and will undoubtedly devote their considerable 
talents and resources to protecting an equivalently sustainable and profitable position in the 
resultant evolving digital media system.  So if recognition of public values such as reasonable 
costs, open competition and a vibrant public sphere are also to be part of the process, it may be 
useful to explore in some additional detail how it is that the technical developments are actually 
impacting traditional media economics.  

The basic economic model in Figure 7.1 may strike some as awkwardly simplistic but 
there are some subtleties in the details of how that model has traditional worked that are 
commonly misunderstood and critically important to how the digital revolution is impacting 
media economics and audience behavior. 

 The three dominating elements in the center of the figure -- content creation, 
transmission and consumption -- of course, represent the traditional push model of commercial 
media production.  What becomes clear when depicted this way is that the transmission 
technologies of industrialized printing and broadcasting play a gatekeeper role.  Professional 
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journalists, authors, musicians, and creative artists of various traditions do not, for the most part, 
deal directly with their audiences.  The publishing houses, recording labels, newspaper chains, 
movie studios and broadcast, cable and satellite systems represent critically important gatekeeper 
intermediaries who try to predict audience tastes as measured by ratings, bestseller lists and box 
office tallies and it is they who contract with the creative community and provide the financial 
resources for creation and, in effect, deliver an audience to the creator and the creator to an 
audience via arrows 1 and 2.    The power of the gatekeepers, their orientation toward profits 
rather than creativity and the large bureaucratic character of these media conglomerates has been 
an unending target of frustration and criticism within the creative community for generations. 

The key financial engine for this process in most modern industrialized democracies, of 
course, is the advertising industry which most often pays the bulk of the costs (arrow 4).  In 
broadcasting advertising supports 100% of production and transmission, for newspapers it is 
70%, magazines 50%, cable television 50%.  Motion pictures, books and recordings are 
traditionally financed directly by audience payments (arrow 5).   The system has been relatively 
stable and profitable for more than a century with sufficient demand to keep the older industries 
such as newspapers and radio in business as newer technologies like television and cable 
television came along.  The size of the media industry in the U.S. alone is estimated to be 
between one and one and a half trillion dollars depending on how industrial boundaries are 
defined for the purposes of the statistics (Veronis, Suhler & Stevenson 2011).   

The logic of the system, if logic is the right word, is that consumers ultimately pay for the 
cost of production and distribution either directly (arrow 5) or indirectly through the increased 
cost of consumer goods necessitated by manufacturing firms’ advertising budgets (arrow 3).  So, 
for example General Motors spends between $1,000 and $2,000 per car (estimates vary) on 
advertising (Goetz 2011) and McDonald's famously spends annually about 23 cents per person 
on advertising for every human on planet earth (Nelson 2010).    

The key to the profitability of the system, particularly the transmission media, is limiting 
the supply and keeping prices up.  And for a series of complex institutional, historical and 
technical reasons, most metropolitan markets had only one or perhaps two newspapers which 
dominated local retail advertising and because of scarce broadcast spectrum – a limited number 
of radio and television stations.  As a result broadcasters and newspaper publishers traditionally 
had profit margins of between 20% and 25% which is four to five times the American industrial 
average of about 5% (Compaine & Gomery 2000).   The digital revolution, however, has been 
wreaking havoc in the media sector as digital distribution increasingly weakens the oligopolistic 
control of the traditional media.  Unless you are an oligarch, this is very important and very 
promising news. 

Careful observers will note that the arrows labeled 3 and 5 in Figure 7.1 are depicted with 
a dotted rather than a solid line.  The reason is that those are the economic transactional 
interfaces that are most directly influenced by the digital revolution.  Arrow 5 depicts direct 
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payment for content rather than indirect payment through advertising.  Economic theorists are 
champions of direct payment because in their judgment markets work much better that way – 
consumers evaluate alternatives and make judgments on quality that ultimately determine 
demand and price.  Indirect markets introduce all sorts of distortions as advertisers prefer 
particular audience demographics and treat media content as commodity-vehicles for advertising 
rather than potentially valuable elements of public culture in their own right.  More importantly, 
perhaps, the digital transmission of intellectual property offers the prospect of cutting out the 
middle-man transmission/gatekeeper corporations entirely and putting consumers more directly 
in interaction with the actual journalists, authors and artists whose work they value.  Again, 
important, promising news. 

But there is another development signaled by the dotted-line arrow number 3 in Figure 
7.1 which is just now becoming understood.  It might be termed the Google Revolution in 
advertising and marketing.  It has two elements.  First it replaces push advertising with 
something approaching a concept of pull advertising – the use of keyword based promotion of 
products when potential consumers are searching in a product category.  If you think about it for 
a moment, it makes a lot of sense in terms of targeting promotional messages to those who are 
most likely to be in the market for a product.  Looking for some Italian-style high heel shoes – 
search for that phrase in the Google search engine and in addition to those web sites determined 
by the Google search algorithm as what most people want to find, there are 11 paid ads and a 
12th from Google’s own shopping system.  Purchasing online advertising space on pages 
associated with such search terms as cars, insurance, shoes and perfume are worth a lot of money 
and Google lets the marketplace work its magic by auctioning off that limited promotional space 
to the highest bidder providing Google with the large majority of its, for example, $38 billion in 
revenues in 2011 (U.S. Security and Exchange Commission 2011). 

Second, the engineering mentality at Google leads to a series of auction and market-based 
mechanisms for pricing the advertising.  It signals what threatens to be a very significant 
movement in the industry from impression-based advertising based on the cost-per-thousand 
exposures (known as CPM) to cost-per-action (CPA) an “action” being a click-through to seek 
further information or an actual online purchase.  Advertisers had acknowledged for years that 
the return on their advertising dollar was very hard to pin down – an acknowledgement captured 
in the frequently quoted aphorism -- "Half the money I spend on advertising is wasted; the 
trouble is I don't know which half" a lament attributed to 19th century department store magnate 
John Wanamaker.  Actually the best data available on year-long television advertising campaigns 
for established brands suggests that only 17% of them have a statistically significant effect on 
sales (Lodish et al. 1995).   

The potential significance of these two developments to the media industries is immense.  
If advertisers move their promotional budgets entirely or even largely from impression-based to 
search-based mechanisms, it would represent a major financial loss to the media industries.  
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Further, if marketers are better able to determine when their ads are actually working because 
online the medium that delivers the message is also often the medium that closes the sale and 
they accordingly and perhaps abruptly abandon the unsuccessful or less successful campaigns – 
that represents a further and potentially significant loss of income for the creation and 
distribution of intellectual property.   

The traditional analog transmission media of publishing, broadcasting, motion pictures and the 
like have their fixed quasi-monopoly position in their local markets.  Take comic strip artist 
Garry Trudeau, for example.  He has been publishing his syndicated strip Doonesbury in local 
newspapers since the 1970s through the Universal Press Syndicate and developed quite a 
following of fans.  Until recently there was simply no obvious way to get a daily strip to its 
audience without going through and adding value to the local newspaper monopoly and 
aggregator.  Now, most strips including Trudeau’s are available online supported by direct 
subscriptions and/or advertising and typically available as well in newspapers for the still-
substantial analog readership.  But from such an example, one can see how the relative power of 
the gatekeeper has declined.  It is true, of course, that awareness of the Doonesbury strip and its 
subsequent independent popularity was initially enhanced by its newspaper-based visibility.  It is 
relatively easy for any aspiring artist to publish a strip online.  Finding an audience of critical 
mass may be another issue.  But it may be that viral recommendations and social media pass-
alongs will become the ultimate arbiters of popularity and in time come to replace the official 
imprimatur of big media as a key to public visibility and economic sustainability.  

Figure 7.2 captures this power shift as an increasingly universal digital distribution 
system diminishes the power of the formerly requisite middlemen as analog transmitters, 
promoters and profit recipients.   Profitability migrates upstream to the actual creators and 
owners of intellectual property rights.  Choice migrates downstream as pull replaces push and 
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rather than, for example in 1960 when the typical American home had access to 3.4 television 
stations, 8.2 radio stations, 1.1 newspapers, 1.5 recently purchased books and 3.6 magazines 
(Neuman, Yong & Panek 2012), the unadorned Google search box provides instant access in 
2012 to over 40 billion web pages (www.worldwidewebsize.com).  True, the prominent search 
engines and particularly Google are not without the power to steer attention which could 
potentially be used in a self-interested or censorial manner.  So a critical and entirely new 
research question comes to the fore – will the dynamic, transparent and socially networked 
character of the public sphere on the web constrain the exercise of such potential power.  It 
represents a fresh incarnation of the familiar media gatekeeper/agenda-setting hypothesis.  The 
era of the big media gatekeepers and big media profit centers would appear to be in jeopardy. 
These well-financed corporations are highly incented to find a way to reestablish their quasi-
monopolistic position in the new digital environment and that likely battle for exploitation rights 
will occupy much of the rest of this chapter. 

Network Neutrality 
Network neutrality is a slogan and like most slogans it has political purpose.  And like 

most effective slogans it has some inherent potential persuasive symbolic power.  Who wouldn’t 
be in favor of network neutrality?  The rhetorical alternative would appear to be a “network bias” 
which does not sound very appealing.  The arguments for and against network neutrality 
dominate attention in the domain of Internet policy and economics in the U.S. and to some extent 
globally so it is useful briefly explore the origins of the debate and the broader significance of 
the issue.  It turns out that beneath the layers of rhetorical flourish and technical obfuscation the 
future of an open digital marketplace of ideas may be at risk (Farrell & Weiser 2003; Wu 2003). 

It is said in the corridors of power in Washington DC these days that there is no 
independent lobbyist or consultant that is free to comment independently on the issue of network 
neutrality.  The reason for this, as the story goes, is that the two sides in the battle have already 
hired everybody there is with any expertise and experience with these issues.  So then, how are 
these two sides in the battle over what turns out to be economically important but rather arcane 
technical policy issues defined?  On one side in the debate, those proclaiming to favor network 
neutrality are the big firms that use the Internet to conduct business, notably such companies as 
Google, Facebook, Amazon and Netflix.  In the opposite corner are the big telephone and cable 
Internet Service Providers (ISPs) such as AT&T, Verizon and Comcast.  It is a battle of the 
corporate giants – the big network users versus the big network providers.  It must bring a smile 
to the otherwise grim policy propagandists of K Street in Washington (Herman 2006).   

The big users coined the phrase network neutrality because they want to make sure the 
providers do not charge them extra for their extensive use of the network.  Comcast, for example, 
could charge an extra fee to Netflix because Netflix’s movie streaming requires a great deal of 
bandwidth.  From Netflix’s point of view such a practice would be a form of extortion and a 
violation of the fundamental Internet design principle that a bit is a bit and every bit has equal 
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access to the network.  From Comcast and the other carriers’ points of view, they need to “shape 
traffic” to efficiently optimize their networks and to limit the behavior of what they consider 
“bandwidth hogs.”  The carriers have the technical capacity to block or simply slow down traffic 
from any web address they might choose.  Since there are only two practical options for 
broadband connectivity in any local market for most American households – the local cable and 
the local telephone line -- such power in the hands of a de facto duopoly, concerns the other big 
players (Pasquale 2010). 

Why should we be concerned about the relative profitability of the various corporate 
players?  The reason is that the issue of network neutrality, although it is currently defined quite 
narrowly in terms of competing corporate interests, represents a deeper and much more enduring 
question about the architecture of the technical network and how potential distortions in that 
architecture impact the promise of an open marketplace of ideas.  At this point it may be useful 
to return briefly to historical origins of the Internet and how it came to evolve its famously open 
design. 

The Internet, originally the ARPANET, was based on a then newly invented flexible 
system of “packet switching.”   The design developed by academics and government researchers 
for the U.S. defense department’s Advanced Research Projects Administration (ARPA, 
sometimes DARPA) and was optimized to sustain military communication under potential 
enemy attack.  The telephone and most other analog systems of that era had centralized hub-
based switching systems which were potentially vulnerable to targeted attack.  The Internet was 
based on a geodesic grid of routers that forwarded packets to their destination and if any route 
was blocked or overloaded each router had a set of alternative routes for the traffic – and thus 
there existed no vulnerable central communicative hub, just a broad distribution of smaller 
routers each determined to get the packets of bits through as quickly and efficiently as possible.  
The design principle was to keep the network itself as simple as possible with all the fancy 
intelligence of interpreting audio, video and encryption at the “edges” of the network – that is the 
users’ computers (Blumenthal & Clark 2001) .  A bit is a bit.  No high-priority bits.  No first 
class section in the bit streams.  No charging by the bit – this is a government system – it did not 
occur to the designers to build in a billing system or to install speed bumps for those with 
especially large files.  Of course, no capitalists in full possession of their faculties would have 
designed a system without a way to fully control it and charge with precision for its use in time 
or volume, but these engineers could not have anticipated the ARPANET’s spectacular growth 
and now nearly universal use as system of broadband connectivity.  What a wonderful historical 
accident (Edwards 2010). 

The Internet is much more complex now than in the 1960s and 70s, but its basic design 
principle remains the same – a bit is a bit, much like the original concept of a common carrier.  It 
is not the network’s job to judge the political correctness, economic value or moral standing of 
any packet of bits.  In fact, under ordinary conditions the routers just read the addresses on the 
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digital packets and pass them on to the next router in the chain and ignore the contents.  But it is 
technically possible to read the contents of the packets; it is called “packet sniffing.”  And there 
are various interests who are uncomfortable with the wild-west openness of how the network 
works and have proposed at various times a diverse array of potential roadblocks, gatekeepers, 
speed bumps, bit police and censors.  So it is reasonable to predict that if the open Internet based 
on network neutrality was a happy historical accident, it will be a significant challenge to keep it 
that way. 

I am using network neutrality here in a somewhat broader sense that typically arises in 
technical and policy debates in American and International fora and it engages to behavior of not 
just the heavy users and ISPs but also the portals, the social media platforms, the information 
aggregators, and particularly the search engines.  The iconic case study in the current network 
neutrality debate is Madison River Communications, a midsize ISP and telecomm company that 
blocked its customers’ access to Internet-based competitive telephone services (VOIP) until it 
was caught and fined for anti-competitive practice by the FCC (Yoo 2006).  Such cases of 
economic self-interest are relatively straightforward and easy to spot and in this case the blocked 
competitors were very quick to recognize the technical situation and even quicker to complain 
about it.  But if search engines, online encyclopedias or social networks adjust their complex 
algorithms to favor their own products or their favored political position perhaps in even a subtle 
way. it is much more difficult to address.  Further, as is the case in China and other authoritarian 
regimes, there is extensive pressure on commercial firms to censor what they view to be 
undesirable speech.     

There is an unfortunately extensive and sustained tradition in human history of killing the 
messenger.  It may be consoling for the recipient of bad news, but it wreaks havoc on the 
messenger business.  If the mavens who manage the Internet backbone believe that they need to 
exercise more control over differentiated types of Internet traffic in order to exploit particularly 
profitable bit streams, they may soon find themselves in the unwanted position of digital traffic 
cops – in Negroponte’s term of appropriate derision, the bit police (1995).  When criminals use 
the Internet in some way as a contributing element to their evil designs, in the public eye these 
become Internet crimes.  The impulse is to regulate the ISPs.  This is particularly true in cases of 
online sexual predation and exhortations to violence and terrorism.  If for the last century the use 
of a telephone in committing a crime did not make it a telephone crime-- perhaps that is a 
tradition that could be sustained in the digital era. 

Digital Property Rights 
The rich and celebrated tradition of copyright acknowledges the unique character of 

intellectual property which unlike physical property in general requires special handling.  There 
it is in Article I Section 8 of the U.S. constitution as an explicit assignment to the newly created 
federal government: “The Congress shall have power… to promote the progress of science and 
useful arts, by securing for limited times to authors and inventors the exclusive right to their 
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respective writings and discoveries” tucked in between the responsibility for the post office and 
the federal court system.  Copyrights and patents are important because once an inventive idea 
exists, it might easily be copied without appropriate compensation to the author or inventor.  The 
fundamental idea is uncontroversial and globally acknowledged.  It has roots in the 1710 British 
Statute of Anne which begins with the acknowledgement:  “Whereas Printers, Booksellers, and 
other Persons, have of late frequently taken the Liberty of Printing... Books, and other Writings, 
without the Consent of the Authors... to their very great Detriment, and too often to the Ruin of 
them and their Families.”  A series of international agreements from the original Berne 
convention of 1886 now overseen by the UN’s World Intellectual Property Organization in 
Geneva symbolize global acknowledgement the special case in principle if not always in practice 
(Johns 2009).   

 Since the popularization of Gutenberg’s press and through the development of a 
diversity of recording and broadcasting technologies the predictable assemblages of 
entrepreneurial middlemen have emerged the facilitate the movement of ideas from creators to 
audiences for a fee and equally predictably they have made it their business to exploit the 
copyright tradition to protect their business model.  (American copyright, it is sometimes noted, 
is based in significant measure on legal battles over the copyrightability of piano rolls for that 
celebrated digital technology, the player piano.  The Supreme Court ruled unanimously in 1908 
that piano rolls were not copies of a musical work under current law.  Congress changed the law 
in 1909.)  As a result, in the long tradition of the iron law of oligarchy, the legal structure has 
become increasingly designed to benefit music labels, publishers and trade groups and has lost 
some connection to its original motivating purpose of motivating creators and disseminating 
useful arts (Litman 2000; Lesig 2001).  

Note that in the last sentence, there are two implicit purposes that motivate copyright – 
that new ideas and creative arts get created and that they get “used.”  It is the getting used part, 
that has receded to the background in all the hubbub about artists and their many representatives 
getting paid.  The importance of this point has been captured in economist Stanley Besen’s 
particularly insightful series of papers on intellectual property economics.  For example, in his 
essay with legal specialist Leo Raskind he offers the following language to describe the 
foundational purpose of copyright: “the objective of intellectual property protection is to create 
incentives that maximize the difference between the value of the intellectual property that is 
created and used and the social cost of its creation” (Besen & Raskind 1991).  An economist 
right down to his DNA, Besen cannot resist using language that highlights the benefits of 
efficiency, that is, maximizing the ideas created and used and minimizing the costs.  
Accordingly, Besen and his associates are skeptical of the layers of middlemen and 
administrators and use-prohibitions that the evolved system has inadvertently spawned.  It is 
refreshing to have an analyst point out that the original motivation in the constitution was to 
incent creation and facilitate use rather than to focus only on penalizing unauthorized use. 
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One egregious example of overreach is the current length of copyright enforcement in the 
American case.  The term of copyright enforcement in the original American legislation was 14 
years and eligible for a 14-year extension upon formal renewal.  That would seem to be 
sufficient to motivate creativity.  But the length of copyright enforcement has been expanded in 
five subsequent legislative initiatives to its present interval of life of the author plus 70 years or 
120 years from time of creation.  Grandchildren are indeed a delight, but it is hard to imagine an 
author declining to undertake authorship in the absence of a statutory guarantee that their grand 
and great grandchildren will adequately compensated.  Of course, it was not a cluster of 
grandchildren in short pants that shadowed the halls of Congress in each of these legislative 
initiatives; it was the familiar cluster of corporate attorneys in dark suits.  Another egregious 
example is the prohibition of publication or promulgation of so-called orphan works, those 
whose authors are unavailable or unknown (Litman 2000).  

 The presumptive logic is that if previously unavailable authors come forward after publication 
by another party, they need to be able to sue for damages and enjoin publication.  The net result 
is that such liabilities effectively prevent beneficial use of orphaned works.  A legal structure that 
would encourage publication and develop funds for compensation in the rare cases that lost 
authors come forward has been proposed but not yet approved in a compromise with the various 
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industry representatives.  The proposal was initiated by Google as part of its effort to digitize 
virtually all books in existence (Samuelson 2010). 

The technical capacity of private individuals to make copies of protected intellectual 
property with relative ease is not new.  Through the second half of the twentieth century the 
existence of photocopiers and audio and video recorders made it possible and with each year 
increasingly convenient and inexpensive.  Interestingly, the entertainment industry although 
uncomfortable about dual cassette players that made audio copies easy and VCRs that allowed 
for time shifting and sharing accepted the fact that it was not in a position to legislate these 
technologies out of existence.  In fact the Audio Home Recording Act of 1992 explicitly 
acknowledges the legality of making copies for personal use (Fisher 2004).  In the Betamax case 
before the Supreme Court in 1984, the justices ruled definitively that using a VCR in the home 
for personal use such as time-shifting was not infringing (Samuelson 2006).   

What made the industry particularly nervous was that the newer digital technologies 
unlike their analog forebears could make flawless copies and do so from copies of copies.  Their 
concern with that high quality copies might lower demand for the actual recordings but it is 
unlikely that youthful music enthusiasts who were playing cassettes on boom boxes would even 
notice the difference.  The real technology problem for the industry turned out not to be the 
quality of the copies but the networked capacity to share copies of any quality.  It is easy to 
identify the historical moment that this became clear – in 1998 in a dorm room at Northeastern 
University in Boston as 19-year-old Shawn Fanning was listening to his roommates complain 
about how hard it was to find music online.  Fanning had a hunch.  He figured first, that there 
must be a lot of music out there on people’s hard drives; second, that he could probably combine 
Windows API protocols, Internet Relay Chat and Unix server commands to make a friendly 
peer-to-peer music sharing system for every individual who might choose to become part of the 
network; and three, that given the chance people would indeed share.  Fanning quit school and 
worked around the clock in some space in his Uncle’s office back in Hull Massachusetts, a 
particularly remote strip of land in Boston’s Massachusetts Bay.  He worked around the clock 
because he had to assume others had come up with the same idea.  He called his sharing program 
Napster after his own school nickname and his idea and the start-up company he founded with a 
few friends took off like a shot in June of 1999, a mere six months later.  Each of his hunches 
was on the mark.  Needless to say, the media corporations and trade associations took notice and 
before the year was out had filed suit.  A series of court hearings finally resolved in the spring of 
2001 in a ruling that concluded that peer-to-peer sharing did not qualify under the fair use 
doctrine and that even if Napster’s servers were capable of blocking 99.4% of the exchange of 
protected intellectual property, that was not sufficient and the system needed to be shut down, 
which it was that September (Zittrain 2006; Gillespie 2007). 

It is difficult to overestimate the importance both of the creation of the Napster peer-to-
peer sharing system and the definitive court ruling to shut it down.  In the Betamax case two 
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decades before the Supreme Court had basically concluded that home copying technologies were 
legal.  Judge Marilyn Patel of Northern California’s Ninth Circuit court concluded – not when 
they are networked.  Her decision was upheld upon appeal and in turn has had a continuing and 
significant impact on the structure of communication.    Judge Patel’s ruling did not put the very 
concept of peer to peer communication in legal jeopardy, but influence of her ruling on its 
structure is more than subtle.  The television industry survived the Betamax ruling and the 
existence of video recorders.  It is interesting to speculate on what might have happened if like 
Betamax, the Napster system was deemed fair use of intellectual property if the originating copy 
were legally obtained (a counterfactual scenario explored in Carrier Forthcoming).   

Intellectual property should thrive in the digital age.  The new technologies lower the cost 
of production, make easier for audiences to find authors and make it easier for authors to 
transmit their works to audiences.  Further, with a little creativity the networks can provide a 
variety of ways for audiences to compensate authors.  The potential losers in such a scenario are 
the historical middleman/gatekeepers who derived their considerable profits from control of the 
transmission technology.  These are, for the most part, rather sophisticated players who 
recognize that the digital transition is here to stay.  The historically evolved complexities of 
intellectual property law offer them a chance to create their middleman role and profitability in a 
networked world.  Accordingly, we can expect that the domain of digital rights management will 
be a battlefield where the fresh ideas of entrepreneurs will do battle with the vested interests of 
incumbent corporations. 

That said, it is important to note that none of this argument is intended to be inimical to 
the compensation of authors – such an enterprise is entirely praiseworthy.  When the Recording 
Industry Association of America realized that online peers were sharing music, they did what 
comes natural to a trade association – they initiated suit.  They initially targeted 261 individuals 
for egregious downloading including a 12-year old honors student in New York and a 71 year 
old grandfather from Richardson Texas.  RIAA threated a liability of up to $150,000 per song.  
Most of these symbolic targets settled for small sums and they few who went to court ended up 
facing major damages.  Suing one’s customers into submission does not offer the prospect of 
representing a sustainable business plan.  The RIAA felt they were successful in sending a 
message to the online public in general and proposed to drop the mass litigation strategy.  One 
analyst reported they spent $64 million in legal fees and recovered a little over 1 million in 
damages (Beckerman 2008; Electronic Freedom Foundation 2008). 

Contrast that response to a record company that discovered that the song “Forever” by 
Chris Brown was being used in a viral wedding dance video downloaded by a record number 12 
million viewers in a single week in 2009.  The record company was Sony and after requesting 
that the video be disabled on YouTube, the company changed its mind and permitted the video 
and adding a link on the video to purchase the song at iTunes or and the Amazon music store.  
The song reached #4 on the iTunes most downloaded chart and #3 on Amazon (Parfeni 2009). 
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Legal scholar Michael Carrier has estimates that the litigious strategies of the gatekeepers 
have had a significant and sustained negative effect on innovation and experimentation in the 
development of new approaches to the creation, aggregation and distribution of intellectual 
property (Carrier Forthcoming).  The story is not new.  The Western Union Telegraph Company 
was not happy about the invention of the telephone might have been successful in sidetracking 
the invention and tying Bell up in patent disputes.  Fortunately, the executives at Western Union 
dismissed the telephone as an electronic toy (Wu 2010).  The good news is that as the new media 
start-ups grow into a mature industry, the inevitable legal battles will be less appropriately 
described as David versus Goliath.  (For the record, a few decades after Western Union 
dismissed the telephone as a toy, Western Union was purchased by the then much larger and 
more successful Bell Telephone Company and renamed Western Electric as one of Bell’s 
manufacturing subsidiaries (Brock 1981)). 

Lessons of the Long Tail 
An open marketplace of ideas benefits from a diversity of ideas.  If everybody has a book 

in their hands, that’s a good thing.  If all those books are identical, say Mao’s Little Red Book, 
not so good.  The key to having the best ideas rise to the top is establishing the most diverse 
collection to start with.  Scott Page, among others, has demonstrated that empirically with more 
successful idea generation among groups of increasing diverse backgrounds as contributors all 
not so likely to all think alike (Page 2007).  It is an important insight.  So when Chris Anderson, 
the editor-in-chief of Wired published his now famous essay “The Long Tail” in 2004 followed 
by the book length version in 2006, there was reason to celebrate.  He begins with some 
impressive statistics that appear to contradict the familiar 80/20 Pareto Principle, the law of the 
vital few, the idea that roughly 80% of the effects come from 20% of the causes.  In the public 
sphere that translates into a few intensely popular movies, books or recordings and a very large 
number of those largely ignored.  He achieves his effect by formulating the question a little 
differently: 

What percentage of the top 10,000 titles in any online media store (Netflix, iTunes, 
Amazon, or any other) will rent or sell at least once a month?  Most people guess 20 
percent… Only 20 percent of major studio films will be hits. Same for TV shows, games, 
and mass-market books - 20 percent all. The odds are even worse for major-label CDs, 
where fewer than 10 percent are profitable, according to the Recording Industry 
Association of America.  But the right answer… is 99 percent.  There is demand for 
nearly every one of those top 10,000 tracks. (Anderson 2004) 

He introduces his famous graphic, reproduced here as Figure 7.4 which arrays the 
different titles in a particular media domain such as movies, books or video games from the most 
popular to the least.  We see the familiar dramatic head of the curve denoting the blockbusters 
and best sellers and a gentle sloping tail of modest sales or popularity for the great majority of 
titles available.  Anderson’s argument with a focus on Amazon and Netflix as provocative 



Ch 7  --329 

 

exemplars is twofold.  First, unlike a local bookstore, national online providers of intellectual 
property have warehouses with virtually unlimited shelf space.  They can stock a much larger 
number of the less popular titles so the red section of available titles moves profitably much 
further down the curve and thus “the long tail.”  Second, these online retailers are motivated to 
promote the attention of their customers to the less popular titles.  That is especially true of 
Netflix’s mailing of physical DVDs in red envelopes to subscribers.  By pushing demand down 
the curve they need only stock fewer of the most popular titles, especially for the predictable 
moments of peak popularity at time of release.  So Anderson’s story of digital diversity is a 
promising one and has been well received.  There is only one problem.  It is highly misleading. 

Let’s go back to the original premise.  His point is not that the shape of the curve has 
changed, only that firms like Amazon and Netflix can profitably sell titles further down the curve 
than local brick and mortar retailers.  In fact the viral dynamics of online popularity may actually 

lead to a steeper curve of attentional inequity between the most popular and the least.  It is a 
point frequently made by those who study online network dynamics.  Physicist and network 
theorist Albert-László Barabási calls it “preferential attachment” -- the more connected a 
network node is, the more likely it is to receive new links (Barabási 1999, 2002).  Political 
scientist Matthew Hindman calls it “Googlearchy” and reminds us that the very essence of 
Google’s popularity as a search engine is based on its Larry Page’s original insight manifested in 
the famous PageRank algorithm which attributes importance in proportion to the number of links 
that a page receives from other sites (Hindman, Tsioutsiouliklis & Johnson 2003; see also 
Menczer, et al. 2006). The current algorithm is more sophisticated, but that logic remains the 
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core of its success and it is mimicked by virtually all present day competitors in online search.  
So by definition, the results of a semantic search reinforce the winner-take-all/rich-get-richer 
attentional dynamics.  Hindman applied the classic formulas used by economists to measure 
industrial concentration and found that in terms of attention online, the popular and mostly 
corporate websites take a bigger share of attention that the equivalent competitors in radio, 
newspapers and magazines.  The top ten radio stations in the top 50 radio markets garner only 
7% of the listenership. In magazines the equivalent concentration is 27%.  For the web, the top 
ten web sites dominate 62% of the attention of the entire top 100 web sites (Hindman 2006 338). 

So we need to put Anderson in perspective.  Yes, the Amazons of the world, have 
extensive shelf space, and making titles from further down the popularity curve conveniently 
(and profitably) available is unambiguously good news for the marketplace of ideas.  But the 
shape of the popularity curve is not likely to change any time soon, and because of online 
attentional dynamics it may actually get steeper.  Fordham’s media policy analyst, Philip Napoli 
explains why (Napoli 2008).  Three factors, he argues, reflect the continuing forces of 
massification.  First the basic economics of intellectual property has not changed.  It costs a great 
deal to produce the first copy of a book, record or movie.  The cost of making the second and 
subsequent copies is minimal.  So once the sunk cost investment of creating a work has been 
spent, all energy is devoted to marketing it to the largest possible audience.  This largest-
possible-audience logic is reinforced by advertising economics which relishes the efficiency of 
mass rather than niche media adverting exposure.  Second, he notes, “the distribution of audience 
attention in most media contexts tends to cluster around high-budget, mass appeal content, which 
of course also tends to be the content produced by the traditional institutional communicators 
(with the resources to expend on big-budget content.)”  And, third, he draws attention to what he 
labels a matrix of institutional forces including the legacy of traditional thinking within the 
media industries and biases in the technologies of audience measurement (Napoli 2008 59).  

Napoli’s analysis raises an interesting question.  Are the first generations of online 
culture heavily constrained by the traditional culture of one-way industrial commercial media?  
The terms Web 1.0 and 2.0 highlight the distinction between the first historical stage of basically 
putting magazines and newspapers on the computer screen in static web page format (Web 1.0) 
contrasted with the interactive, dynamic and networked social media that evolved in the years 
following (the so-called Web 2.0). 

Hindman’s calculations on the top-heavy concentration of public attention on a few, 
mostly commercial, websites and web portals represent cause for concern.  But as new 
generations of users who grow up on online interactivity, electronic mobility and gaming there is 
reason to believe new patterns of audience behavior and institutional response will evolve. 
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The Marketplace of Ideas Redux 
More than a few pages ago, I proposed that this volume can be seen as one long 

argument.  In its most abbreviated formulation, I assert that the revolution of digital networks 
and media provides us with a most welcome opportunity to rethink how we understand and how 
we might self-consciously structure the practices, institutions and norms of the public sphere to 
better serve important values and ideals.   The story told here turned out to be frustratingly 
complex with paradox building upon paradox as we worked through and partially draw together 
the literatures of media economics, media psychology, political communication and cultural 
studies.  The most promising ideal for structuring the public sphere, I have suggested, is the 
notion of an open and vibrant marketplace of ideas.  Most observers acknowledge the appeal of 
such a notion in theory.  It turns out to be very difficult to engage such a notion in practice, 
however, because so many of us have cherished beliefs associated with our religious, ethnic, 
social class or ideological identity or our gender and we are emotionally and politically engaged 
in correcting what we see as the cultural and structural biases that run counter to that valued 
identity.  So the classic exemplification of communication research scholarship for the past half 
century has attempted to demonstrate two things – that mediated communication has big effects 
and those effects are prejudicial, that is likely to reinforce political bias, perhaps various forms of 
sexism, racism, ageism or to overemphasize violence or commercialism. The work is well 
motivated and the argument is not without merit.  But this stance of scholarship has led to a 
complete disconnect between media research and professional practice.  The disjuncture is 
unfortunate because if there were ever an opportunity for systematic scholarly attention be put to 
constructive use, it is the current disruptive transition from traditional to networked digital 
media. 

The paradigm of modern communication scholarship is deeply rooted the moral aversion 
to the threat of European fascist propaganda from the mid twentieth century.  It is a noble legacy.  
But such a paradigm has not only outlived its usefulness, the big effects plus bad effects mantra 
has become a serious constraint on the field’s capacity to the new and critical challenges and 
opportunities of a new era.  Communication has structure.  The structure of communication 
makes a difference.  The goal can and should be an open marketplace of ideas which thrives on a 
level digital playing field as new ideas compete with old.  That is the essence of pluralism. 

Keeping an economy open and healthy is hard work.  Our colleagues in economics are 
busy.  The importance of their work is widely acknowledged.   

Keeping a democracy open and healthy is hard work.  Our colleagues in political science 
and public policy are busy. The importance of their work is widely acknowledged.   

Keeping the structure of communication open and healthy is hard work.  Researchers in 
communication thus far have only indirectly and obliquely addressed this important challenge.  
The research community has been busy with other worthy normative concerns and research 
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challenges.  The digital revolution provides an opportunity for the communication research 
community to rise to the challenge and for the urgent importance of this work to be widely 
acknowledged both within the domains of scholarship and of public policy. 
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