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Introduction

Ways of Thinking about Mass Media
and Society

Alison Alexander and Jarice Hanson

Media are everywhere in the industrialized world today. It is likely that
anyone reading this book has access to more forms of media than their
grandparents could have ever dreamed of. Many readers are probably adept
at multitasking—a term unheard of when this book series began in 1987.
Many readers are probably adept at using so many technologies that de-
liver content over the Internet or cell phones that it almost seems strange
to think that broadcast TV, cable TV, film, radio, newspapers, books and
magazines, and the recording industry all once were thought of as different
forms of media, all delivered in different ways, and all with different eco-
nomic structures. The convergence of these media over wired and wireless
distribution forms now presents us with words, sounds, and images that
often blur former distinctions among media forms and industries.

Media are also often scapegoats for the problems of society. Some-
times the relationship of social issues and media seems too obvious not to
have some connection. For example, violence in the media may be a reflec-
tion of society, or, as some critics claim, violence in the media makes it
seem that violence in society is the norm. But in reality, one important
reason that the media are so often blamed for social problems is that the
media are so pervasive. Their very ubiquity gives them the status that makes
them seem more influential than they actually are. If one were to look at
the statistics on violence in the United States, it would be possible to see
that there are fewer violent acts today than in recent history—but the pres-
ence of this violence in the media, through reportage or fictional represen-
tation, makes it appear more prevalent.

There are many approaches to investigating the relationships that are
suggested by media and society. From an organizational perspective, the
producers of media must find content and distribution forms that will be
profitable, and therefore, they have a unique outlook on the audience as
consumers. From the perspective of the creative artist, the profit motive may
be important, but the exploration of the unique communicative power of

xvi



INTRODUCTION Xvii

the media may be paramount. The audience, too, has different use patterns,
desires for information or entertainment, and demonstrates a variety of
choices in content offered to them, as well as what they take from the media.
Whether the media reflect society or shape society has a lot to do with the
dynamic interaction of many of these different components.

To complicate matters, the “mass” media have changed in recent years.
Not long ago, “mass” media referred to messages that were created by large
organizations for broad, heterogeneous audiences. This concept no longer
suffices for the contemporary media environments. While the “mass” media
still exist in the forms of radio, television, film, and general interest newspa-
pers and magazines, many media forms today are hybrids of “mass” and
“personal” media technologies that open a new realm of understanding
about how audiences process the meaning of the messages. Audiences may
be smaller and more diverse, but the phenomenon of using media to form a
picture of the world and our place in it is still the fundamental reason for
studying the relationship of media and society.

As we look at U.S. history, we can see that almost every form of media
was first subject to some type of regulation by the government or by the
media industry itself. This has changed over the years so that we now have a
media environment in which the responsibility for the content of media no
longer rests entirely in the hands of the FCC or the major corporations. We,
as consumers, are asked to be critical of that media which we consume. This
requires that we become educated consumers, rather than relying on stand-
ards and practices of industry or government intervention into questiona-
ble content. While this may not seem like a big problem for adult consumers,
the questions and answers become more difficult when we consider how
children use the media to form judgments, form opinions, or seek information.

Our habits are changing as the media landscape grows. The average
American still spends over three hours a day viewing television, which is on
in the average home over seven hours a day, but recent statistics indicate
that the “average” American actually spends about 10 hours a day facing a
screen of some sort—whether that is a TV screen, computer screen, or cell
phone screen. That interaction with media clearly warrants some under-
standing of what happens in the process of the person/media interaction
and relationship.

Politics and political processes have changed, in part, due to the way poli-
ticians use the media to reach voters. A proliferation of television channels has
resulted from the popularity of cable, but does cable offer anything different
from broadcast television? Videocassettes deliver feature-length films to the
home, changing the traditional practice of viewing film in a public place, and
video distribution via the Internet is now a practical option for anyone with
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transmission lines large enough to download large files. The recording industry
is still reeling over the impact of MP3 and free software that allows consumers
to sample, buy, or steal music online. Communications is a multibillion-dollar
industry and the third fastest-growing industry in America. From these and
other simple examples, it is clear that the media have changed American soci-
ety, but our understanding of how and why remains incomplete.

Dynamics of Interaction

In recent years, the proliferation and availability of new media forms have
changed on a global scale. In the United States, 98 percent of the homes
have at least one telephone, but in 2008 the number of cell phones out-
numbered land phones. On a global scale, about half of the world’s people
now have access to a cell phone. In the United States, over 98 percent of
the population has access to at least one television set, but in some parts of
the world, televisions are still viewed communally or viewed only at cer-
tain hours of the day. The use of broadband connections continues to grow
in the United States, while some other countries (usually smaller countries,
with high GNP) are reaching saturation with broadband technologies, and
other countries still have limited dial-up services for the Internet.

But apart from questions of access and available content, many funda-
mental questions about the power of media in any given society remain the
same. How do audiences use the media available to them? How do message
senders produce meaning? How much of the meaning of any message is pro-
duced by the audience? And increasingly important for discussion is, how
additional uses of media change our interpersonal environments and human
interactions.

Progress in Media Research

Much of media research has been in search of theory. Theory is an organ-
ized, commonsense refinement of everyday thinking; it is an attempt to es-
tablish a systematic view of a phenomenon in order to better understand
that phenomenon. Theory is tested against reality to establish whether or
not it is a good explanation; so, for example, a researcher might notice that
what is covered by news outlets is very similar to what citizens say are the
important issues of the day. From such observations came agenda setting
(the notion that the media confer importance on the topics they cover, di-
recting public attention to what is considered important).

Much of the early media research was produced to answer questions of
print media because print has long been regarded as a permanent record of his-
tory and events. The ability of newspapers and books to shape and influence
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public opinion was regarded as a necessity to the founding of new forms of
governments—including the U.S. government; and a good number of our
laws and regulations were originally written to favor print (like copyright
and freedom of the press). But the bias of the medium carried certain restric-
tions. Print media necessarily were limited to those individuals who could
read. The principles that emerged from this relationship were addressed in
an often-quoted statement attributed to Thomas Jefferson, who wrote,
“Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without
newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a
moment to prefer the latter.” But the next sentence in Jefferson’s statement
is equally important and often omitted from quotations: “But I should mean
that every man should receive those papers and be capable of reading them.”
Today, however, the newspaper is no longer the primary distribution form
for information that is critical to living in a democracy.

Today, media research on the relationships of media senders, the chan-
nels of communication, and the receivers of messages is not enough. Consum-
ers must realize that “media literacy” and maybe even “technological literacy”
are important concepts too. People can no longer take for granted that the
media exist primarily to provide news, information, and entertainment. They
must be more attuned to what media content says about them as individuals
and as members of a society, and they need to be aware of how the ability for
almost everyone to create media (like blogging, or social networking) chal-
lenges traditional ownership and privacy laws and regulations. By integrating
these various cultural components, the public can better criticize the regula-
tion or lack of regulation that permits media industries to function the way
they do.

The use of social science data to explore the effects of media on audi-
ences strongly emphasized psychological and sociological schools of
thought. It did not take long to move from the “magic bullet theory”—
which proposed that media had a direct and immediate effect on the receiv-
ers of the message, and the same message intended by the senders was the
same when it was “shot” into the receiver—to other ideas of limited, or even
indirect, means of influencing the audience.

Media research has shifted from addressing specifically effects-oriented
paradigms to exploring the nature of the institutions of media production
themselves, as well as examining the unique characteristics of each form of
media and the ability of the media user to also produce media products. What
most researchers agree upon today is that the best way to understand the power
and impact of media is to look at context-specific situations to better under-
stand the dynamics involved in the use of media and the importance of the
content.
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Still, there are many approaches to media research from a variety of
interdisciplinary fields: psychology, sociology, linguistics, art, comparative
literature, economics, political science, and more. What these avenues of
inquiry have in common is that they all tend to focus attention on individu-
als, families or other social groups, society in general, and culture in the
broad sense. All of the interpretations frame meaning and investigate their
subjects within institutional frameworks that are specific to any nation and/
or culture.

Many of the questions for media researchers in the twenty-first century
deal with the continued fragmentation of the audience, caused by greater
choice of channels and technologies for traditional and new communica-
tion purposes. The power of some of these technologies to reach virtually
any place on the globe within fractions of a second will continue to pose
questions of access to media and the meaning of the messages transmitted.
As individuals become more dependent upon the Internet for communica-
tion purposes, the sense of audience will further be changed as individual
users choose what they want to receive, pay for, and keep. For all of these
reasons, the field of media research is rich, growing, and challenging.

Questions for Consideration

In addressing the issues in this book, it is important to consider some recur-
ring questions:

1. Are the media unifying or fragmenting? Does media content help
the socialization process, or does it create anxiety or inaccurate
portrayals of the world? Do people understand what they are doing
when they post personal information online or open themselves
to immediate criticism and feedback?

2. How are our basic institutions changing as we use media in new
and different ways? Do media support or undermine our political
processes? Do they change what we think of when we claim to live
in a “democracy”? Do media operate in the public interest, or do
media serve the rich and powerful corporations’ quest for profit?
Can the media do both simultaneously?

3. Whose interests do the media represent? Do audiences actively
work toward integrating media messages with their own experi-
ences? How do new media technologies change our traditional
ways of communicating? Are they leading us to a world in which
interpersonal communication is radically altered because we rely
on information systems to replace many traditional behaviors?
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Summary

We live in a media-rich environment where almost everybody has access to
some forms of media and some choices in content. As new technologies
and services are developed, are they responding to the problems that previ-
ous media researchers and the public have detected? Over time, individurals
have improved their ability to unravel the complex set of interactions that
tie the media and society together, but they need to continue to question
past results, new practices and technologies, and their own evaluative
measures. When people critically examine the world around them—a world
often presented by the media—they can more fully understand and enjoy
the way they relate as individuals, as members of groups, and as members
of a society.




