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The media surround us. Our everyday lives are saturated by the Internet, television, radio, 
movies, recorded music, newspapers, books, magazines, and more. In the 21st century, thanks 
in part to the proliferation of mobile devices, we navigate through a vast mass media environ-
ment unprecedented in human history. Yet our intimate familiarity with the media often allows 
us to take them for granted. They are like the air we breathe, ever present yet rarely considered.

This book invites you to step back and seriously consider the mass media and the issues 
they raise. It asks you to put your everyday media activities into a broader social, political, 
and economic context to better understand them.

Let’s take the simple act of watching television. Nothing could be easier. Sit yourself 
down and click; it’s on. Click, change the channel. Click, click, click. . . . Most of us do it 
almost every day without thinking much about it. But what if we stepped back to look at 
television in a broader context? What would we find?

Or take the Internet. Facebook, YouTube, Wikipedia, Tumblr, Twitter, Google, Insta-
gram, Yahoo, and a thousand other sites and services compete for our attention, while 
the latest “hot” trend garners endless hype. “Revolutionary,” “ground-breaking,” “a new 
era in communication”—this is the sort of language that has long surrounded the Inter-
net’s evolution. But again, what happens if we pause and take a look with a more critical 
eye? What do we see?

C H A P T E R  1

Media and the Social World

Source:  Carlos Dominguez/Corbis.
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 3

One thing we see is change. The technology and models for producing and delivering 
media content are constantly evolving. The “old” television networks no longer dominate 
as they once did. Hundreds of cable and satellite channels vie for the attention of a frag-
mented audience. Online streaming services like Netflix and Hulu, video-on-demand, 
digital video recorders (DVRs), and smartphones offer content delivery options that enable 
people to choose what and when they watch, making old-fashioned television program-
ming a fading relic of the past. The Internet is changing even faster. The expanded band-
width offered by fiber optics has enabled more sophisticated, higher-quality video and 
audio, while mobile devices have created new ways to access and use the Internet.

But if we focus only on change, we risk missing the forest for the trees. That’s because, 
surprisingly, when we step outside of our routine media habits and move away from all the 
media hype, we also find that some enduring questions and issues face all types of mass 
media. From the printed page (or e-book) you are reading, to the television program you 
watch (on a TV, computer screen, or cell phone), to the world of cyberspace, we can exam-
ine all of these by asking some fundamental questions:

•	 How—and by whom—are media products created?

•	 Why are some images and ideas so prevalent in the media while others are  
marginalized?

•	 What impact are media having on our society and on our world?

•	 How has growth in media influenced the political process?

•	 What should be the government’s relation to regulating the media?

•	 How do people use and interpret the media?

•	 How do new media technologies develop, and what is the effect of technological 
change?

•	 What is the significance of the increasing globalization of media?

These questions and others like them are not simple to answer. Indeed, one of the argu-
ments in this book is that popular answers to such questions often overlook the more 
complicated dynamics that characterize the media process. But these tough questions raise 
important issues with which we need to grapple if we are to understand the mass media 
and their increasingly important place in our society.

THE IMPORTANCE OF MEDIA

The equipment that provides access to electronic media is everywhere (see Figure 1.1). 
Radio (99%) and television (96%) have a nearly universal presence in U.S. households 
(Nielsen 2013a; U.S. Census Bureau 2012). Many U.S. households have cable (49%), fiber 
optic (8.3%), or satellite (29%) television service. DVRs (42%), DVD or Blu-ray players 
(80%), and game consoles (42%) are also common (Nielsen 2013b). Adults in the United 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY4

States are equipped with a vast array of media technology, including a cell phone (91%) or 
smartphone (56%); a desktop (58%), laptop (61%), or tablet (31%) computer; and about 
two-thirds (65%) have broadband Internet access at home (a dramatic increase from just 
3% in 2000). MP3 players (43%) and e-readers (26%) are also popular (Pew Internet and 
American Life Project 2013; see Figure 1.2). Teens aged 12 to 17 have rates of cell phone 
(78%) and smartphone (37%) ownership that are nearly as high as adults, and 93 percent 
of teens own or have access to a computer at home (Madden et al. 2013).

Many Americans quickly embrace new technology, thereby continuously changing the 
media landscape. For example, the proliferation of mobile media devices—cell phones, MP3 

Figure 1.1  Penetration of Select Media in the United States, 2010
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Sources: 1Nielsen (2013b); 2U.S. Census Bureau (2012); 3Pew Internet and American Life Project (2013).
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 5

players, tablet computers, and the like—has made it easier to access media products anytime 
and anywhere and has led to a decline in the use of desktop computers (see Figure 1.2). The 
growth of Internet-based video streaming services has also led to an uptick in the  
number of “Zero-TV” households that do not access television programs through the tradi-
tional avenues of over-the-air broadcasts, cable, or satellite. Three-quarters of these house-
holds have a television set, and many of them stream video on the Internet to their television 
sets or watch video on mobile devices. Though Zero-TV homes are still fewer than 5 percent 
of U.S. households, over half are made up of young adults under age 35 and likely signal an 
emerging trend. The growth of such households is likely to continue; and in the fall of 2013, 

Figure 1.2  �U.S. Adult Ownership of Media-Related Devices and Broadband Internet  
Access, 2006–2013
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Notes: Data from multiple surveys in a single year were simplified. Data was not available for all categories in all years. 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY6

Nielsen—the dominant company in media audience measurement—began counting such 
homes in their television ratings for the first time (Nielsen 2013a).

Whatever devices they use, Americans spend an enormous amount of time watching, 
listening to, reading, or otherwise using these various forms of media. For example, Nielsen 
estimates that, on average, Americans spend more than 5 hours a day watching television: 
4 hours and 39 minutes on live TV and 25 minutes on “time shifted” television (recorded 
programs watched later). Over the course of a year, that adds up to more than 76 days of 
TV viewing! Imagine someone sitting in front of a television set 24 hours a day for two and 
half months! Every year, that’s how much TV the typical American watches.

Media use among young people is also extensive, though reading print has been declin-
ing (see Table 1.1). One study found that young people 8 to 18 years of age devoted more 
than 7.5 hours a day to entertainment media, including television, music, computers, and 
video games. Because they often multitask—using more than one form of media at a time, 
such as listening to an MP3 player while surfing the web—young people managed to access 
10 hours and 45 minutes of media content during those 7.5 hours (Rideout, Foehr, and 
Roberts 2010). With such vast exposure to media, it can be argued that the media have 
become the dominant social institution in contemporary society, supplanting the influence 
of older institutions, such as the educational system and religion.

Our media and our society as we know it are fused: media/society. One way to recognize 
the importance of the media in our lives is to imagine life without the media. Imagine that 
you wake up tomorrow in a sort of twilight zone parallel universe where everything is the 

Media are so central to our daily lives that we often use more than one form 
at a time. Multitasking is common, and media devices—many of them 
portable—are deeply integrated into social life.
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 7

same except that media do not exist: no television, no movies, no radio, no recorded music, 
no cell phones, no computers, no Internet, no books or magazines or newspapers.

If the media were eliminated, nothing else would be the same. Our entertainment would be 
different. We would not watch sports on TV, catch videos or stream programs online, or go to a 
movie for fun. We would not listen to recorded music for relaxation. We would not use our cell 
phones to call or text friends. We would not post news and information about ourselves—or 
communicate with others—on social networking sites, blogs, or other Internet forums. Our 
understanding of politics and the world around us would be different because we would not 
have newspapers, television, magazines, websites, and books to explain what is happening in 
our communities and beyond. Even our perceptions of ourselves would probably be different, 
because we would not have television characters and advertising images to compare ourselves 
against. For example, we might not concern ourselves so much with the latest fashions, music, 
or cars if ads did not imply that we should be concerned with such things.

With no television, no recorded music, no movies, no radio, and no Internet, we would 
have a great deal of time on our hands. We would probably spend much of it interacting with 
other people. We might entertain ourselves by playing music or playing games. We might 
attend meetings and lectures or hold discussions on politics and current events to learn 
what was going on. We might take up hobbies or learn new skills to pass the time. Our social 
lives—how we interact with other people—would also change in the absence of media.

Table 1.1  Media Use by Young People 8–18 Years Old, 1999–2009

Among all 8- to 18-year-olds, average amount of time spent with each medium in a typical day:

1999 2004 2009

TV content 3:47 3:51 4:29

Music/audio 1:48 1:44 2:31

Computer :27 1:02 1:29

Video games :26 :49 1:13

Print :43 :43 :38

Movies :18 :25 :25

TOTAL MEDIA EXPOSURE 7:29 8:33 10:45

Multitasking proportion 16% 26% 29%

TOTAL MEDIA USE 6:19 6:21 7:38

Source: Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts (2010).

Notes: Total media exposure is the sum of time spent with all media. Multitasking proportion is the proportion of media 
time that is spent using more than one medium concurrently. Total media use is the actual number of hours out of the day 
that are spent using media, taking multitasking into account.
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY8

Of course, changes would reach well beyond our private lives. The behavior of politi-
cians, business executives, and leaders in other fields would change without media. 
Government would operate differently. Without advertising, business would be funda-
mentally different. Education, religion, and every other institution would also be differ-
ent without media, as would social movements and citizens’ organizations.

Given the pervasiveness of the media and their significance in our lives and in society, 
it’s surprising to realize that the mass media are relatively new phenomena. Most forms of 
mass media are still in their infancy. Before we go any further in our discussion, we should 
take a brief look at the history and meaning of mass media.

THE RISE OF MASS MEDIA

The word media is the plural of medium. It is derived from the Latin word medius, which 
means middle. The communication media are the different technological processes that 
facilitate communication between (and are in the middle of) the sender of a message and 
the receiver of that message. In this book, we will sometimes use the term reader or user 
rather than receiver or audience because we want to highlight the active role of audiences in 
interpreting the messages they receive and, increasingly, in generating media content of 
their own. People “read” the sound and pictures of media messages just as they read the 
words of a written media message. Reading implies actively interpreting media messages. 
The same media product might mean very different things to two different people. For 
example, a music video of a popular new artist may elicit very different responses from a 
15-year-old fan of the band and a parent concerned about stereotypically sexist images that 
might be present in such videos. The media product—the video—is the same, but different 
“readers” interpret it in very different ways. In studying media, then, it’s important to con-
sider readers because they do not simply swallow the messages presented in the media.

Sociologists call the process of actively creating meaning in this way the social construction 
of reality. This means that, while reality exists, we must negotiate the meaning of that reality. 
A student who sports a series of prominent tattoos is an objective reality. However, different 
people will interpret such body art in different ways. Is it a sign of conformity to a fad? A rebel-
lious political statement? A playful snubbing of mainstream norms? A disgusting mutilation 
of the body? Or is it just an act of personal expression? The meaning of the tattoos must be 
constructed by those observing them. The same is true for the meaning of media messages. 
That is why the audience, or “readers,” is such an important part of the media process.

One of the biggest changes in recent years is that, increasingly, audiences are also users 
of media; they contribute content to the platforms created by media companies. These 
include a product review on Amazon, a Facebook update, a video on YouTube, photos via 
Instagram, music posted on a Tumblr blog, a tweet, a comment or tag on a news item, a 
post on a hobby forum, a “mash-up” audio recording, or one of countless other ways that 
users can now create their own content and make it available to others via the Internet. 
Such user-generated content blurs the line between media producer and consumer.

Our primary concern in this book is mass media, that is, media that reach a relatively large 
audience of usually anonymous readers. Writing a letter, sending an SMS text message, or 
placing a telephone call involves the use of different communication media; but scholars 
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 9

generally do not consider these to be mass media because messages in such media have a 
single, intended, known recipient. You know the individual who will receive your letter, text, 
or phone call. Mass media producers, though, have no way of knowing exactly who—or how 
many people—will read their book, watch their television program, buy their CD, or “hit” their 
Internet home page. The difference between mass media and other forms of communication 
is not always simple or clear-cut. As noted, the distinctions have become blurred with the 
introduction of new technologies. Many Internet platforms enable ordinary users to reach 
potentially a large audience. However, in reality, the vast majority of what is posted on Face-
book pages, blogs, and video sharing sites is seen by only a handful of people—often friends 
and acquaintances we already know. Our primary concern in this book is the generally recog-
nized mass media of print, film, radio, television, sound recordings, and the Internet.

The Print Medium
When American revolutionaries founded the United States, there was only one form of 
mass media: print. (See DeFleur and DeFleur 2009; and McQuail 2010 for summaries of the 
rise of mass media.) The technology for printing dates back to the beginning of the 15th 
century, when inventors in Korea first created the cast metal type that made printing pos-
sible. In 1450, Johannes Gutenberg made printing more practicable by converting a wine-
press into the first printing press with movable type. While the technology evolved, media 
content changed little. Reflecting the power of the Church in Europe at the time, the Bible, 
which scribes had previously hand copied, was the book most often produced by early 
printers. Thus, as was true for later changes, social forces other than technology deter-
mined the direction of media development (see Figure 1.3).

For several centuries, print media—in the form of books, newspapers, and pamphlets—
served as the only means for reaching a wide audience from a distance. However, the need 
for physical distribution limited print media products (unlike later electronic media). News, 
for example, traveled only as fast and as far as a horse, train, or ship could carry it. It rou-
tinely took four to eight weeks for information to travel from Europe to the United States. 
Even distances that we now perceive to be quite short—from New York to Washington, for 
example—were separated by a vast communication gulf. The only way to communicate 
across such distances was for messages to travel physically between the two locations. 
While improved transportation technology increased the speed of communication through-
out the 19th century, in the years immediately preceding the development of the telegraph, 
it still took several days for news to travel from one city to the next (see Figure 1.4). Both 
routine and extraordinary information, from holiday greetings to news of the outbreak of 
war, traveled at a slow speed difficult to imagine today.

Not until the 1840s did the technological innovation of the telegraph allow for near instan-
taneous communication over long distances that were physically wired together. For the first 
time, there was a separation between transportation and long-distance communication. 
Since it did not reach a large audience, the telegraph was not a mass medium, but it did speed 
up the dissemination of information through newspapers. Reporters could send news stories 
instantaneously over a long distance to newspapers that would then print and distribute the 
story locally. The invention of the telephone in 1876 opened the way for more widely acces-
sible personal long-distance communication as well as facilitating the work of reporters.
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY10

Sound Recording and the Film Medium
In 1877, Thomas Edison developed the phonograph, which marked the beginning of the 
first new mass medium since print. In 1887, phonograph records were introduced and, 
later, other forms of sound recording proliferated. In 1948, the long-playing (LP) 33 1/3-rpm 
record was launched by Columbia Records and became the recording industry standard for 
more than 30 years. Magnetic tape originated in the 1920s and became most popular in its 
easy-to-use cassette form, introduced in the 1960s. In the early 1980s, sound recording 
went digital, and the compact disk (CD) emerged as the dominant recording format. By the 
late 1990s, digital file formats, such as MP3, were allowing music to be more speedily dis-
tributed via the Internet and stored on mobile MP3 players, such as the iPod. Since 2011, 
digital music has made up the majority of music sales, outselling CDs and vinyl; in addition, 
streaming audio services, such as Spotify, Pandora, and Rdio, enable audiences to hear a 
vast array of music without purchasing any specific tracks.

In 1895, Auguste and Louis Lumière invented the cinematograph, which subsequently 
led to “moving pictures.” While the need to assemble a viewing audience in a particular 
location limited the reach of this new medium, movies proved to be enormously popular. 
By 1912, 5 million Americans a day were attending the cinema. Fifteen years later, the 
introduction of the first “talking picture” made moviegoing even more accessible and 
popular. By the late 1970s, videocassette recorders (VCRs) allowed people to purchase or 
rent movies to watch in their own homes. They also enabled users to record television 
broadcasts and to film their own home videos.

In 1997, the digital video disk (DVD) was introduced, marking the shift of film to digital 
formats. Increasingly, digital cameras and related software made it relatively easy for the 
general public to record and edit their own movies. By the mid-2000s, websites such as 
YouTube and Vimeo provided accessible spaces for the upload of these amateur films. 
Meanwhile, commercial films were increasingly available via Internet streaming options, 
such as those provided by Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon.

Broadcast Media
In the first decade of the 20th century, innovations leading to the rise of radio presented 
new opportunities for communication. Radio was the first broadcast medium, and it intro-
duced a new element to the media equation. No longer did media producers have to 
physically distribute their products (for example, to newsstands, bookstores, or movie 
theaters). Nor did the public have to travel physically to these locations to have access to 
mass media. Now, communicators could use the airwaves to transmit a media product 
directly to anyone who owned a radio receiver. Communicators could now cast media 
messages broadly.

Broadcasting made another advance with the introduction of television. When the Pio-
neer Corporation introduced the first television sets to the United States in the 1940s, their 
advertising boasted, “We bring the revolution home” (Tichi 1991: 12). They were not exag-
gerating. In the span of less than 10 years, between 1946 and 1955, television sets made 
their way into 65 percent of American households (Spigel 1992).

In 1998, with television in nearly all American homes, the first digital television 
broadcasting began. However, faced with the slow sales of digital television sets, stations 
had little incentive to invest in new digital broadcasting equipment. At the urging of 
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 11

Figure 1.3  Time Line of Media Development

Year	 Media-Related Event

100	 Papermaking develops in China and spreads through Asia and the Arab world by the year 600

700	 Arabs carry Chinese techniques for papermaking to the West

1000	 Moveable type made of clay used in China

1400	 Moveable metal type developed in Asia

1450	 1456 Gutenberg perfects moveable metal type and handpress in Germany; the Bible is printed

1600	 First newspapers appear in Germany, France, and Belgium

1700	 1702 London’s Daily Courant is the first daily newspaper

1800	 1833 Mass-circulation media begin with the first penny press newspaper, the New York Sun

	 1837 Telegraph is first demonstrated

1850	 1876 First telephone message sent by Alexander Graham Bell

	 1879 Edison patents the electric light

	 1884 Eastman perfects roll film

	 1894 Motion pictures are invented and the first films are shown to the public

	 1895 Radio messages are transmitted by Marconi

1900	 1920 First regularly scheduled radio broadcasting begun by KDKA in Pittsburgh

	 1927 The Jazz Singer is the first feature-length film with synchronized speech

	 1933 TV is demonstrated by RCA

	 1937 First digital computer created from telephone parts

	 1941 First commercial TV is broadcast

	 1946 The first mainframe computer is invented at the University of Pennsylvania

	 1949 Network TV begins in the United States

1950	 1956 Videotape recording (VTR) is invented

	 1957 Sputnik, world’s first communication satellite, is launched by USSR

	 1961 San Diego cable operator is the first to import television signals from another city

	   (Los Angeles) for distribution to subscribers

	 1969 First nodes of the computer Internet are created in a Pentagon plan to establish a

	   decentralized communications system that can withstand nuclear attack

	 1970 Early (and expensive) videocassette recorders (VCR) introduced

	 1971 Invention of the microprocessor

	 1975 The first microcomputer is marketed; fiber optics transmission begins; HBO begins 
  transmitting programming to cable TV systems by satellite

	 1977 Qube, the first interactive cable system, begins in Columbus, Ohio; 200,000 VCRs sold; 
  more affordable machines enter the market and sales boom

	 1982 Audio compact disk (CD) introduced

	 1990 World Wide Web (WWW) started as simple user interface for a wide variety of data types

	 1994 First cyber stations (radio stations on the Internet) appear

	 1997 Digital video disks (DVD) first introduced

	 1998 Digital television broadcasting begins

(Continued)
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY12

Figure 1.3  (Continued)

	 1999
•• Compact MP3 files makes music downloads more practical
•• Netflix launches DVD-by-mail subscription service; adds streaming in 2007

	 2000–2001

•• Satellite-based digital audio radio services begin to grow with the launch of XM radio
•• Wikipedia is launched and becomes a major collaborative resource
•• Apple’s iPod is introduced
•• Microsoft Xbox introduced, beginning competition with Sony’s Playstation

	 2002
•• Friendster, an early social networking site, is founded; MySpace (2003) and Facebook 

(2004) later follow
•• The Blackberry smartphone is introduced, supporting web browsing, texting, and 

e-mails; the iPhone (2007) later becomes a market leader
•• Popularity of web logs—blogs—continues to grow

	 2003
•• The term Web 2.0, coined in 1999, is increasingly used to refer to different web 

applications that facilitate user interaction, collaboration, and information sharing
•• Skype peer-to-peer Internet telephone network is introduced

	 2004
•• Flickr photo sharing site is launched
•• Podcasts become more popular and easier to find and download
•• Google launches project to digitize millions of books

	 2005
•• YouTube, a video posting website, is founded

	 2006
•• First Sony e-reader is introduced, followed by Kindle (2007) and others
•• Twitter microblogging service is founded

	 2007
•• The combination of easy-to-use video cameras, video sharing sites, and growth of 

social networking contributes to the rise of viral videos
•• Hulu website launched to stream commercial television programs and movies

	 2008
•• Google announces initiative to digitize old newspaper archives

	 2009
•• Social networking sites reach new peak of popularity

	 2010
•• Apple’s iPad helps spark revival in the dormant tablet computer market

	 2011
•• Digital music purchases make up a majority of all units sold, surpassing physical (CDs, 

vinyl, etc.) sales for the first time ever

	 2013
•• Google Glass is introduced, signaling the emergence of “wearable technology”—in this 

case in the form of glasses

Sources: Crowley and Heyer (1991); Jost (1994a); Rogers (1986); Shedden (2010); and media accounts.
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 13

Figure 1.4  �Time (in Days) Required for News to Travel From New York to Select Cities, 
1794–1841
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manufacturers and broadcasters, the government intervened and ordered all television 
stations to convert to digital signals by June of 2009. This marked yet another medium 
making the shift to the universal digital format. Digital television programming can be 
easily stored on DVRs for later “time-shifted” viewing, delivered “on demand” via cable 
and satellite services, or streamed via the Internet.

The development of broadcasting fundamentally altered patterns of media consumption 
by creating the possibility of a largely privatized and individualized media experience. 
Consuming media or other forms of entertainment were often social activities, such as 
attending movies or going to concerts. These public activities were replaced, or at least 
supplemented, by television, video, and DVD rentals, and recorded music, which people 
usually experience in the privacy of their own homes. More recently, the social dimension 
of television viewing has been revived through social networking. For example, fans and 
critics often use Twitter to deliver commentary during live television broadcasts.

Digitization, the Internet, and Mobile Technologies
The rise of computing technology changed the media landscape in a variety of important 
ways. First, media content could now be created in digital form, stored in the 1s and 0s of 
computer code. This meant that traditionally distinct forms of media—text, image, audio, 
and video—now converged. In digital terms, there is no difference between a movie, a 
recorded song, a family snapshot, and an e-book chapter; they are all collections of digital 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY14

information. Media devices were no longer distinct either. A vinyl record can only be played 
on a phonograph. A digital recording can be created, copied, distributed, and played on any 
computerized device with appropriate software: desktop computer, MP3 player, cell phone, 
and the like.

Second, digitization changed the world of media production as well. Authors replaced the 
pen with word processors. Filmmakers turned to digital video recording and editing tech-
niques. Musicians manipulated recordings in software programs. And, in some cases, media 
creation for different platforms merged. For example, journalists now routinely create content 
suitable for their newspaper’s print edition as well as for broadcast and online distribution; the 
distinctions between different media have become far less significant (Brooks et al. 2012).

Third, the rise of the Internet provided an unprecedented global platform on which 
digitally based media content could be distributed and consumed. The Internet made it 

When manufacturers first promoted television, they 
promised a wide range of benefits for the family.

So
ur

ce
: A

d*
Ac

ce
ss

 O
n-

Li
ne

 P
ro

je
ct

—
Ad

 #
TV

06
99

; J
oh

n 
W

. H
ar

tm
an

 C
en

te
r 

fo
r 

Sa
le

s,
 A

dv
er

ti
si

ng
 &

 
M

ar
ke

ti
ng

 H
is

to
ry

; D
uk

e 
Un

iv
er

si
ty

 D
av

id
 M

. R
ub

en
st

ei
n 

Ra
re

 B
oo

k 
&

 M
an

us
cr

ip
t 

Li
br

ar
y;

 h
tt

p:
//

lib
ra

ry
 

.d
uk

e.
ed

u/
di

gi
ta

lc
ol

le
ct

io
ns

/a
da

cc
es

s.

Copyright ©2014 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 15

easier to distribute media content, to share it, and to find new media content of all sorts. 
Previously, separate devices—books, phonographs, television sets, radios, and so on—were 
needed to access different media forms. Now, the Internet quickly delivered all of these to 
any desktop computer with Internet access.

Fourth, computers, digitization, and the Internet enabled greater interactivity among 
media users, and between media users and media content. This allowed users to seek out 
a wider range of content, customize media products and delivery options, provide feed-
back, share and discuss with friends, and even create original media content, becoming 
producers as well as consumers.

Fifth, as technologies advanced, computers became smaller and more mobile. A smart-
phone is not really a phone in the traditional sense at all; it is a mobile computer, one of 
whose functions happens to be making “telephone” calls. The rise of mobile technologies 
has included smaller tablet computers, smartphones, and portable MP3 players—along 
with the emerging market of wearable computer devices in the form of glasses and wrist-
watches. All of these devices have made it easier to access media content, expanded the 
places where we can use media, and increased the amount of time we spend connected to 
media and communications networks.

These overlapping changes in technology have had a profound impact on media pro-
duction and consumption and have transformed various media industries. But it is impor-
tant to reiterate that changes in technology do not determine the evolution of media. 
Instead, as we will see, technology is only one of a number of interacting factors that shape 
the development and uses of media.

The rise of the Internet is a case in point. Changes in computer technology were a neces-
sary but not sufficient condition for the existence of the Internet. It took government financ-
ing and regulation to help organize and launch the Internet system, primarily out of univer-
sities. The Internet was originally conceived as a decentralized communications network 
capable of functioning after a nuclear attack on central locations such as Washington, DC. 
Much of the funding to develop the Internet, therefore, came from public tax dollars through 
the Pentagon budget in the name of national defense. This is a clear example of an external 
social institution directly influencing the development of technology. Later, the Internet was 
touted as a revolutionary information superhighway, potentially serving as a means to edu-
cate and engage citizens in a democratic society. Over time, though, the commercial applica-
tions of the Internet became paramount with giant new media companies using the technol-
ogy to advertise, sell, and deliver products in new ways, in some cases undermining the 
promise of democracy (McChesney 2013). The point is that, throughout the history of 
media, technology by itself has never led unambiguously in a specific direction; rather, 
broader social forces have channeled the development and application of technological 
capabilities.

MEDIA AND SOCIETY

Because media are such an integral part of our lives, they generate a great deal of popular 
interest and debate, especially regarding controversial topics. Does television have too 
much sex and violence? Are the news media biased? Do teens reveal too much on their 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY16

Facebook pages? Have TV talk shows and “reality” programs gone too far with their sensa-
tionalized topics? Are newspapers dead? Should the government ensure equal access to the 
Internet by legislating net neutrality? To address such questions, we need a better under-
standing of the mass media and their role in contemporary social life.

A sociological perspective, which underlies this book, can help us understand the media 
(Croteau and Hoynes 2013). For both students of mass media and citizens in the 21st century, 
sociology provides a set of tools to help make sense of the dizzying array of media-related 
issues. A sociological perspective asks us to consider the role of media in our individual lives 
(the micro level) in the context of social forces such as the economy, politics, and techno-
logical development (the macro level). Most of all, sociology suggests that, if we want to 
understand the media and their impact on our society, we must consider the relationships 
(both micro and macro) between media and the social world.

Mass Media in Socialization
One way in which individuals are connected to the larger social world is through socializa-
tion. Socialization is the process whereby we learn and internalize the values, beliefs, and 
norms of our culture and, in so doing, develop a sense of self. Americans might, for exam-
ple, learn as children that the United States is a democracy whose citizens have fought 
valiantly in the name of freedom and have excelled in science, business, entertainment, 
and the arts. Such information, coupled with socializing rituals, such as Fourth of July 
parades, Memorial Day remembrances, pledging allegiance to the flag in school, and play-
ing the national anthem at sporting events, encourages people to take pride in being an 
“American,” thus helping to form one aspect of their identity.

Through the socialization process, we also learn to perform our social roles as friend, 
student, worker, citizen, and so forth. The process of socialization continues throughout 
life, but it is especially influential for children and adolescents. If socialization proceeds 
smoothly, we hardly notice it. The dominant values, beliefs, and norms of our society 
become “our” values and norms. The internalization of the lessons of socialization means 
that our culture becomes taken for granted. We learn to hold “appropriate” values and 
beliefs. We learn to behave in socially acceptable ways.

We realize the learned, taken-for-granted nature of our beliefs and values only when 
someone calls them into question or contradicts them. A diverse society such as the United 
States incorporates many different cultures, and, consequently, different groups of people 
are sometimes socialized into adopting distinctly different norms, beliefs, and values. These 
cultures can sometimes clash. It can be startling to learn, for example, that the civics book 
version of U.S. history that socialized proud Americans often glosses over the less noble 
incidents in that complex history.

We also can become aware of the learned nature of our beliefs when we travel abroad 
and experience a different culture or hear about other people’s travels. The idea of experi-
encing culture shock suggests that we are not equipped—we were not socialized—in the 
ways and norms of a particular culture.

Part of the explicit responsibility of some social institutions, such as the family and 
schools, is to promote socialization. We expect families to pass on core values, a sense of 
responsibility, an appropriate work ethic, and so forth. Traditional educators often gear 
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 17

schools toward teaching children the necessity of submitting to authority, of being punc-
tual and orderly, and of following instructions—skills and orientations that help produce a 
reliable, compliant worker for future employers.

Other socializing agents, such as adolescent peers, usually have a less intentional, 
though just as powerful, socializing influence. Often, however, these unofficial socializing 
agents can promote messages that contradict the ones being espoused by the “powers that 
be.” When parents chastise their teenage kids for hanging around with “the wrong crowd,” 
they are implicitly aware that the potential socializing influence of peers can work to coun-
ter parental influence. Parents and teachers might be promoting hard work and study as 
important values, while peers may be suggesting that partying is a more interesting way to 
spend one’s time.

In contemporary society, the mass media serve as a powerful socializing agent. By the 
time an average American student graduates from high school, she or he will have spent 
more time in front of the television than in the classroom and will have spent even more 
hours consuming other forms of media. Audiences learn and internalize some of the val-
ues, beliefs, and norms presented in media products. Take the example of crime. During 
the 1990s, the number of crime stories on television news increased dramatically, despite 
the fact that violent crime declined throughout the decade. This growing incongruity led to 
studies examining whether media coverage of crime was needlessly promoting fear among 
citizens.

Some researchers say it does. In creating entertaining and emotionally engaging stories, 
news outlets can promote fear and moral panic and thereby contribute to the widespread 
expectation that dangers and threats are everywhere, contradicting the actual data on crime 
rates (Altheide 2002, 2009). Some researchers argue that we “learn” about crime even while 
we are watching entertainment television. For example, watching a lot of police crime 
shows seems to cultivate two beliefs. First, heavy viewers are more likely than light viewers 
to see their community as a dangerous, violent place where they are likely to become crime 
victims. Second, heavy viewers of crime shows tend to develop empathy for the police—
even when television police are clearly violating someone’s civil rights. The result of such 
media exposure seems to be an increased likelihood that viewers will adopt a tough law-
and-order attitude supportive of authority figures such as the police (Carlson 1985, 1995).

But the relationship between media content and public attitudes is nuanced; both media 
forms and audience traits matter. Some research suggests that, while news coverage 
increases the fear of crime, fictional portrayals of crime do not (Grabe and Drew 2007). 
Local news seems to be especially influential in promoting fear of crime on both a personal 
level and as a society-wide problem, regardless of the actual local crime rates, while 
national news and news magazine programs do not (Escholz, Chiricos, and Gertz 2003; 
Romer, Jamieson, and Aday 2003). Police “reality” programs also seem to enhance fear of 
crime. Audience traits matter, too; one survey found that the association between television 
viewing and fear of crime was strongest among viewers who were female, nonvictims, low 
income, and younger (Escholz, Chiricos, and Gertz 2003).

Of course, the more controversial discussions of media as a socializing agent usually 
involve media products that seem to challenge convention and authority; music videos, 
song lyrics, and pornography immediately come to mind. We will explore those issues 
later. Media influence on socialization is not direct and unambiguous, and we will also 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY18

explore some of the debates in this area of research. For now, it’s enough to note that the 
media play a role, however qualified, in socializing us into our culture.

Mass Media in Social Relations
From a sociological perspective, the media play a crucial role in almost all aspects of daily 
life. However, their influence is not limited to what we know. The sociological significance 
of media extends beyond the content of media messages. Media also affect how we learn 
about our world and interact with one another. That is, mass media are bound up with the 
process of social relations.

This impact is most obvious when we look at the ways in which the mass media literally 
mediate our relationships with various social institutions. For example, we base most of 
our knowledge of government on news accounts rather than experience. Not only are we 
dependent on the media, then, for what we know, but the media’s connection to politics 
also affects how we relate to the world of politics. Before mass media, political debates usu-
ally took place in public forums where crowds were physically present. Today, instead of 
attending a political event, we are more likely to read or watch the news of a political 
debate—followed by instant analysis and commentary—in the isolation of our homes. 
Rather than take part in community action, we might satisfy a desire to participate in 
political life by calling a radio talk show or posting on a political website. In turn, politicians 
rely heavily on the media to communicate their messages. Gone are the days when candi-
dates and their campaign workers relied primarily on pounding the pavement and knock-
ing on doors to talk with voters. When such practices take place today, they are likely to be 
staged by politicians for the benefit of the media. We see similar dynamics at work with 
televised sports, televangelist preachers, and other “mediated” aspects of social life.

The pursuit of connections through social media can 
sometimes displace face-to-face social interaction.
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 19

In more subtle ways, media are often part of our most routine relations with our families 
and close friends. Couples talk over the radio at breakfast as they read the morning newspa-
per. Families often watch television together, huddled around the “electronic hearth.” 
Friends text or e-mail to share links to interesting websites, and groups of young people go 
to the movies or spend the evening playing video games together. Time-strapped parents 
sometimes use the TV as a surrogate babysitter, allowing their children to watch hours of 
television at one sitting—often on a TV set in the child’s bedroom. Strangers in public places, 
such as planes or coffee shops, are often more likely to relate to their media devices—iPods, 
cell phones, and laptops—than they are to the people who surround them. In all these cases, 
media products are connected to the ways we interact with other people on a daily basis. 
Media products provide a diversion, a source of conflict, or a unifying force.

The impact of media—both in content and in process—on all areas of society is undeni-
able. Talking about social life without including a discussion of the role of mass media risks 
missing an important element of contemporary society.

A SOCIOLOGY OF MEDIA

Sociologists are not the only ones who study the mass media. Political scientists are some-
times interested in the media’s role in politics. Literary scholars might examine the media 
as cultural texts. Some psychologists are interested in the effect of media exposure on 
individual behavior. Most important, mass communication scholars explore a wide range 
of media issues that often emphasize the structure and practice of media institutions.

The lines between the different approaches to the media are rarely clear. Instead, the 
differences tend to be ones of relative emphasis. It is common to see references to socio-
logical theories and concepts in the mass communication literature. In fact, some mass 
communications scholars were trained as sociologists before turning their attention exclu-
sively to the media. In turn, sociologists draw on the work of mass communications schol-
ars. But although they can overlap, there is a difference between the disciplines of mass 
communication and sociology. The field of mass communications is defined by a particu-
lar substantive area of interest, while sociology is a perspective that is applied to a wide 
range of substantive areas, including the media. Not all sociologists study the media, and 
not all mass communications researchers use a sociological perspective.

One of the best-known articulations of the sociological perspective came from C. Wright 
Mills, an American sociologist. Mills (1959) once argued that a sociological perspective—
what he called the “sociological imagination”—enables us to see the connections between 
“private troubles” and “public issues.” Such a perspective suggests that we can understand 
the condition of the individual only by situating that person in the larger context of society.

For example, students make very personal and individualized decisions about why they 
want to attend college. However, if you step back a moment, you can see that the individual, 
private choice of attending college makes sense only in the larger public context of society. 
We can understand this “individual” choice in the broader context of an economy in which 
a college education is now required for more and more occupations, or we can understand 
some students’ choices in light of a larger culture that highly values formal education, as 
evidenced by their parents’ (key socializing agents) pressure on them to attend school. 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY20

Thus, social structure inextricably links the private lives of college students to the public 
world of economics (jobs), politics (public universities, government loans), and culture (the 
value of learning).

In contemporary society, it is media that most often act as the bridge between people’s 
private lives and their relation to the public world. That is, people often learn about their 
place in larger society through mass media. The lessons media products might be teaching 
and the experience of participating in a mass-mediated society, therefore, are of crucial 
interest to anyone who wants to understand how society functions.

Throughout this text, we will note examples of media research that implicitly or explic-
itly employ a sociological perspective. A sociological perspective also informs our organiza-
tion of this text. This book is not a historical overview of the evolution of media, nor is it a 
mass communications account of how the media industry functions. Such works are 
important, but what we highlight in this text is a sociological approach that emphasizes 
social relations, especially in the form of the tension between structure and agency, which 
we explain below.

The Importance of Social Relations
Sociologists believe that the individual is, to varying degrees, a product of social relations. 
The language we use, the education we receive, and the norms and values we are taught 
are all part of a socialization process through which we develop and embrace a sense of 
self. We become who we are largely through our social relations with others. At its most 
basic level, this means that our sense of identity and individuality emerges from our social 
interaction with others.

For example, we develop an identity by routinely imagining how others see us. Imagine a 
self-conscious interaction such as an important job interview. We dress up for the part of 
“serious” applicant and play the role we think the employer wants to see. We might feel very 
nervous because we are trying to sense how the employer views us. We ask ourselves ques-
tions: “Am I dressed appropriately?” “Did I answer that question well?” “Did the employer like 
me?” We put ourselves in the shoes of the employer and imagine how we must appear to him 
or her. We then imagine the employer’s judgment of us, and we experience a feeling—such 
as pride or embarrassment—as a result of this imagined judgment. One sociologist (Cooley 
1902/1964) called this the “looking glass self.” In social interactions, we try to see ourselves 
as if we were looking in a mirror. Our behavior is often affected by what we think others 
expect from us. Usually, our social interactions are not as tension filled as a job interview, but 
the process still applies to a wide range of our daily interactions.

Furthermore, our daily activities usually take place within the context of larger groups 
and institutions. (The job interview mentioned above might take place in the context of a 
corporation, which in turn exists in the context of a larger economy, and so on.) Family, 
friendship circles, school, teams, work, community—these are the collective contexts in 
which we develop our roles and identities as daughters or sons, friends, students, athletes, 
employees, citizens, and so forth. Each role brings with it a set of expectations about our 
actions; being a “good” student, employee, or friend usually involves conforming to those 
expectations. Sociology teaches us, therefore, that, if you want to understand people’s 
actions, you must consider the larger social context in which they occur.
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 21

Understanding the importance of social relations lies at the heart of thinking sociologi-
cally. Sociologists often try to look at the “big picture” to see the interplay between parts of 
social systems. In considering the mass media, we will emphasize three types of social 
relations:

•	 Relationships between institutions—for example, the interactions between the 
media industry and the government

•	 Relationships within an institution, which involve the interaction of individuals 
occupying their institutional roles and positions—for example, the relationship 
between a screenwriter and the head of a motion picture studio

•	 Relationships between institutions and individuals, who are always part of larger 
social groups—for example, the use of media products by audiences or readers

Seeing the operation of social relations on different levels is also important to recogniz-
ing some of the different roles the media play in our society. One reason why the media 
are often controversial is that different groups expect the media to play different—and 
often incompatible—roles. For audiences, the media can serve as entertainment and diver-
sion and as sources of information about the world beyond direct experience. For media 
workers, the media industry offers jobs, with resulting income, prestige, and satisfaction, 
as well as a place for the development of a professional identity. For media owners, the 
media are a source of profit and, perhaps, a source of political power. For society at large, 
the media can be a way to transmit information and values (socialization) and can serve as 
a check on the abuse of political and economic power. Many of the debates about the 
media relate to the relative prominence of each of these divergent roles.

Structural Constraint and Human Agency
Sociologists often link discussions of social relations to the concepts of structure and 
agency. In this context, structure suggests constraint on human action, and agency indi-
cates independent action. Each social relationship noted above is characterized by a ten-
sion between structure and agency. Because the tension between social structure and 
human agency is at the heart of this book, these ideas deserve closer attention.

Structure

Structure is not something physical. In the broadest sense, social structure describes any 
recurring pattern of social behavior. For example, we can talk about family structure as a 
pattern of behaviors associated with the culturally defined idea of family. The “traditional 
family” is actually a quite recent, historically specific phenomenon (Coontz 1992). 
However, during the post–World War II years in Western countries, the “traditional fam-
ily” usually meant married, heterosexual couples with children. In such relationships, 
the expected role of the wife was to work at home raising children, especially in white, 
middle-class families. The expected role of the husband was to work for a paycheck to 
cover the household bills.
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY22

When sociologists speak of the change in family structure, they are referring to the 
changes in the pattern of expected family behavior. Traditional expectations that a family 
include two parents, that the parents be married, that they be heterosexual, that a woman 
work only in the home, and so forth, have changed dramatically. Single-parent families, 
blended families, two-income families, unmarried couples, and gay or lesbian couples, to 
name a few, have supplemented the “traditional” family. The family structure—the pattern 
of behavior associated with families—has changed.

It’s easy to see from today’s perspective that the traditional family structure was an 
attractive one for some people. It enabled them to fit neatly into clearly defined roles that 
brought them significant rewards. Husbands and children were nurtured and cared for. 
Wives were spared the pressure of holding down a job outside the home, while often 
enjoying autonomy in the home. However, it is also easy to see that such a structure lim-
ited the options of many people. It constrained their behavior by encouraging or coercing 
them to conform to the accepted standards of family-related behavior. For example, 
husbands were denied the experience of participating significantly in raising children, 
while wives were denied the opportunity to use their skills outside the home in paid 
employment.

A more immediate example of social structure is the complex pattern of institutions that 
make up the educational system in the United States, within which students, teachers, and 
administrators fulfill their expected roles. This structure can be enabling to students who 
successfully navigate through the system and eventually receive diplomas. Schooling often 
helps these students achieve a better life. However, as all students know, the educational 
structure can also be very constraining. Required courses, assignments, deadlines, and 
grades are all part of a structure that limits the actions of students and teachers. It is this 
constraint feature that is most important when considering structure.

Agency

When sociologists discuss structure, they often pair it with agency. Agency is intentional 
and undetermined human action. In the education example, the structure of education 
constrains students, but students also have a great deal of leeway in what they study, how 
much time and energy they spend on schoolwork, and so forth. Indeed, some students 
reject the educational structure entirely and drop out. Students in fact have the capacity for 
independent action in schools—they have agency. However, the regulations and norms of 
the educational system—the structural constraint—limit that agency.

It is important to note that human agency reproduces social structure. The education 
system or the traditional family structure continues only as long as new generations of 
people accept the roles they are asked to fill. Daily activities within the family and school 
help to reproduce social structures, and they can also be a source for changing them. As 
long as most women saw themselves primarily as mothers and housewives and men 
accepted the role of primary wage earners, the traditional family structure was able to 
continue. However, when enough women began to demand the right to choose from a 
wider set of possible roles, including having a career outside the home, family structure 
began to change. Thus, while structure constrains agency, it is human agency that both 
maintains and alters social structures.
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 23

Structure and Agency in the Media
With respect to the media, the tension between structure and agency is present on at least 
three levels, which correspond to the three types of social relations discussed earlier. We 
can express these three levels of analysis as three pairs of questions about structural con-
straint and agency.

•	 Relationships between institutions. How do nonmedia social structures, such as gov-
ernment and the economy, affect the media industry? How does the media industry 
influence nonmedia social structures?

•	 Relationships within an institution. How does the structure of the media industry 
affect media personnel (and indirectly media products)? How much do media per-
sonnel influence the media products (and indirectly the media industry)?

•	 Relationships between an institution and the public. How do the mass media influ-
ence the readers (audiences) of media messages? How do readers interpret media 
messages and make use of media?

These basic social relations underlie our discussion throughout this book.

Relationships Between the Media and Other Social Institutions

First, our broadest level of analysis is the tension between structure and agency produced by 
different institutions. We cannot adequately understand the media industry without consider-
ing the social, economic, and political context in which it exists. Institutions outside the control 
of media personnel set certain legal and economic limits within which the media must operate. 
In turn, media have agency in the sense of acting on their own and perhaps influencing other 
social institutions. A totalitarian regime, for example, is likely to exert extreme constraint on the 
press in that society. There would be little room for agency by the mainstream media, although 
underground media may emerge to challenge the status quo. Labeling a society democratic, on 
the other hand, includes the suggestion that, at least in theory, the media are free of severe 
constraint by the government and thus have significant agency. Indeed, media in democratic 
societies can themselves exert a constraining influence over other institutions.

In the real world, there is always a mixture of structural constraint and independent 
agency. Media researchers, therefore, examine both how social structures external to the 
media affect the industry and how the media affect other social structures. This level of 
analysis includes questions such as the following: Does advertising revenue influence the 
content of popular magazines? Should music lyrics be rated as movies are? How have media 
affected the organization of political campaigns? Does it matter who owns major publishing 
houses or newspapers? How do search engine results affect how people use the Internet?

Relationships Within the Media Industry

Second, to understand the decisions made by journalists, writers, producers, filmmakers, 
media executives, and other media personnel, we must understand the context in which 
they labor. This means that we must be familiar with both the internal workings of mass 
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media organizations and the processes of professional socialization. The sociological 
emphasis here is on social positions, roles, and practices, not on particular individuals. 
Relevant issues of concern include the structures of media institutions, who wields 
power within them, what professional norms and expectations are associated with dif-
ferent positions, and so forth.

Within the media industry, the tension between structure and agency is related primar-
ily to how much autonomy media personnel have in doing their work. The amount of 
autonomy will vary depending on the position an individual occupies. The questions raised 
include the following: To what extent do standard journalistic practices shape the process 
of news reporting or the content of the news? How much do economic considerations enter 
into the decision-making process of Hollywood moviemaking? How “free” are musicians 
to create their music? How have independent bloggers influenced the norms and routines 
of commercial news media? In the language of sociology, structural considerations may 
significantly affect the individual agency of media personnel. At the same time, the collec-
tive agency of those who work in the media has the potential to alter the structures that 
constrain individual media professionals.

Relationships Between the Media and the Public

A third kind of social relationship occurs when the media deliver messages to readers. Here, 
the issues of interest involve how readers interact with media products and media technol-
ogy. Readers are not passive sponges that soak up the many messages they come across in 
the media. This would imply a one-way relationship with the media determining the 
thoughts and behavior of listeners and viewers. Instead, readers of media products must 
actively interpret media messages. Increasingly, media users also have the opportunity to 
create their own content, manipulate existing content, and otherwise interact through 
various media platforms.

When we interpret the words of someone speaking with us face-to-face, we have an 
excellent resource at hand: the speaker. We interactively construct the conversation. We 
can elicit more information from the speaker by asking a question (“What do you mean?”) 
or by using appropriate facial expressions to convey our reactions. We can comment on 
statements and thereby affect the course of the conversation. Such interaction between 
speakers helps promote mutual understanding about the messages being communicated.

Mass media messages, however, do not allow for the intimate interaction of sender and 
receiver that characterizes personal communication. We cannot ask a stand-up comedian on 
television to explain a joke. We either get it or we don’t. If a television reporter mentions the 
National Labor Relations Board and we do not know what she is referring to, we cannot ask for a 
clarification. Audiences, therefore, must rely on other resources to make sense of media messages.

Relevant resources available to audiences might include knowledge and information 
gained from personal experience, other people, formal education, or other media products. 
These resources are neither randomly nor equally distributed. The interpretive skills that 
people bring with them to their viewing, listening, and reading are shaped by aspects of 
social structure, such as class and education. Thus, in constructing their own individual 
interpretations of the media, people constantly draw on collective resources and experi-
ences that are shaped by social factors. Although media messages are impersonal and 
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 25

subject to multiple interpretations by audiences, the construction of meaning does not take 
place in individualized isolation.

Active audience interpretation is important, but we must also realize that the thousands 
of hours people spend with the media do have some influence on them. Readers are not 
completely immune to the impact of media content and media technology. The structure 
and agency framework suggests that we have to explore the dynamic tension between the 
power of social structure and the (always partial) autonomy of human activity. How power-
ful are media images in shaping how we think and feel? Do they affect how people are 
likely to behave? For example, does violent television programming encourage children to 
be more aggressive? What are the differences in the ways different people respond to these 
images? How does media technology affect our social relationships? Who is making use of 
new participatory and collaborative forms of media, and how are they using these new 
capabilities? Ultimately, these are complex questions that do not lend themselves to easy 
answers involving all-encompassing media power or complete individual freedom. The 
relationship between structure and agency helps illuminate the various levels at which 
mass media images, whose meanings are neither fixed nor arbitrary, influence but do not 
determine our understanding of the world.

A MODEL OF MEDIA AND THE SOCIAL WORLD

How can we begin to make sense of the complex relationships we have identified?  
Figure 1.5 provides a graphic representation of these relations. The model illustrates the 
fundamentals of a sociological perspective on the media. As noted above, we cannot 
understand the media without looking at them as one aspect of a larger social world. 
Our model represents this by showing that all components of the media, as well as the 
audience, exist within the broader framework of the social world (the shaded area).

Four components, each represented by a separate box in the diagram, make up the core 
of our model. We must understand that all four elements are simultaneously a part of the 
social world and surrounded by the social world. We must also remember that the graphic 
organization of these four elements is arbitrary. There is no “top” or “bottom” to the pro-
cess; rather, it is a circular, multidimensional process. Arrowheads represent the potential 
relationships between these components. (Not all relationships will be relevant in all situ-
ations.) We will first describe the elements represented by the four large boxes (proceeding 
clockwise from the bottom) and then turn our attention to the unique status of the social 
world (represented by the shading), which is both in the center of the model and simultane-
ously surrounding it.

The box at the bottom of the model represents the media industry, by which we mean 
the entire organizational structure that makes up the media, including all media personnel. 
The media industry is affected by changes in technology (e.g., the invention of television) 
but is also instrumental in influencing the direction and application of technology (e.g., the 
use of computers for film animation).

The media industry is the producer of the media message or product. For example, a 
book is written by an author, designed, typeset, printed (or formatted as an e-book), 
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY26

distributed by a publisher, and sold, either physically or electronically. However, the 
conventions of particular genres of media products also influence the creators of the 
products. The murder mystery genre, for example, requires the existence of a crime.

Readers or audiences may be influenced by the media messages they see (e.g., learning 
about an impending snowstorm from the weather report), but they must actively interpret 
and construct meaning from those messages and products (e.g., deciding whether to trust 
the forecast and whether to act differently as a result).

The direction and development of technology is affected by how the readers or audi-
ences choose to use it—or not to use it. The technology for video phones has long existed 
but consumers have been largely resistant, perhaps for privacy reasons. In turn, technology 
has a potential impact on the public. For example, movie viewing usually requires close 
attention because the medium communicates via both sound and images. This contrasts 
with radio. The technology of radio makes it a very mobile medium that does not demand 
our full attention. Unlike movies, which we must watch in order to fully follow, radio allows 
us to do other things while still attending to it, such as drive a car, jog, cook dinner, or work. 
Books demand more attention than television. We can carry on a conversation while 
watching TV, but is far more difficult to read a book and carry on a conversation at the same 
time. Each medium, therefore, tends to produce a different experience for the readers. This 
is one effect of technology.

Figure 1.5  Simplified Model of Media and the Social World

Media
message
or product

Readers or
audience

Technology

Media
industry

Social
World
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 27

The middle, and broader context, of the model is the social world. We theorize this to be 
all the social elements not included in the four main boxes. Some of these elements are 
crucial for an understanding of the workings of the media and thus can be thought of as 
being at the center of the model. For example, in this book, we will examine the role of 
government and broader economic forces; these are nonmedia social factors that influence 
all the elements of our model.

Notice that the top and bottom elements of our model include human agents— 
real people—while the left and right boxes are human creations. People are the medium 
through which media messages and technology affect each other. Similarly, the relation-
ship between the media industry and most members of the audience is mediated by media 
products, technology, and other factors in the social world. The audience has always had 
the capacity to respond to the media industry, for example, by writing a letter to a television 
network. But the change in one media element—technology—has enabled much more 
robust and easy-to-use feedback mechanisms whereby users can personalize media 
choices (therefore providing detailed feedback about likes and dislikes), leave comments 
and feedback instantly (with text messages, website comments, tagging, and the like), and 
create their own media content (via wikis, blogs, discussion forums, and other platforms).

Note, too, that any single component of the model simultaneously relates to other com-
ponents. For example, the reader of a media message simultaneously experiences the 
impact of technology (the medium) and other social forces (including things such as race, 
class, and gender). Thus, readers do not interpret media messages in isolation. Similarly, 
media products are simultaneously influenced by the media industry that creates them, 
the readers who interpret them (or choose to ignore them), and other aspects of the social 
world, such as government regulation.

Our simplified model is meant to identify some of the key components in a sociology 
of media and to clarify some of the relationships among these components. Like all models, 
it cannot fully account for the infinite complexities of the “real” social world. However, 
using the model to analyze the media can help us clarify the workings and social signifi-
cance of mass media.

APPLYING THE MODEL: THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

To illustrate briefly how the model can alert us to important real-life issues, let us consider 
the modern U.S. civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s (Branch 1988; McAdam 1982; 
Morris 1984). We can think of this social movement as a part of the nonmedia social world 
insofar as it exists independent of our four components of the media model. For the 
moment, then, imagine the civil rights movement as being the element of the social world 
that occupies the center position in our model.

Using this premise, and moving clockwise around our model, we see that the media 
industry created media messages about the civil rights movement, while the genre norms 
of “news” coverage influenced the media personnel reporting the news. Reporters wrote 
stories about the movement, but because these stories constituted “news,” they were sup-
posed to be a balanced presentation of facts.
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY28

The media messages about the civil rights movement affected the viewing and reading 
audiences, who, in turn, were interpreting the meaning of those messages. Readers are 
influenced by the words and images about race-related issues that appear in a wide variety 
of media products, including news reports, television sitcoms, Hollywood movies, music, 
best-selling books, and popular magazines. In our case, some supporters in the North, for 
example, were moved by media accounts to make financial contributions to movement 
organizations in the South, while others sympathized with the forces of segregation. The 
media messages were having an impact, but the readers could interpret the meaning and 
significance of the messages.

Audiences made use of technology, especially the newly emerging television technology 
in the 1950s and 1960s, to access media messages. Meanwhile, technology may have indi-
rectly influenced readers, in this case with the immediacy and impact of television pictures 
of police violence against demonstrators. Technology was also affecting the media indus-
try; lighter handheld cameras allowed reporters more mobility. The industry, in turn, influ-
enced the use of the new technology by applying it to the coverage of demonstrations.

Now, let us move to the center of the model. The civil rights movement has clearly had 
an impact on the media industry (and other social institutions) that, like all major indus-
tries, has changed its hiring and promotion practices to comply both with cultural changes 
and with laws against discrimination. The limited racial diversity that exists today in the 
media industry would not have come about without the influence of this social movement 
and the resulting changes in legislation and social norms. This is one example of how the 
social world influences the media industry.

However, the media industry also had an impact on the civil rights movement. Because 
social movements are aware of the potential effect the media may have on society at large, 
they have often crafted strategies that try to take advantage of potential media coverage 
(Ryan 1991). (They have also created their own media—from the underground press of the 
1960s to the Indy Media Centers of recent years—as an alternative to corporate media.) In 
modern society, social movement strategies, such as marches and demonstrations, are 
important as much for the media coverage they generate as for the actual events themselves. 
Many social movements, therefore, have become media conscious in their efforts. Thus, the 
impact of the media industry—in the form of its personnel and its organizational routines—
on such movements is evident even before the media produce any coverage of the group.

Media messages affected the civil rights movement as it tried to develop favorable media 
coverage and, in some cases, altered strategies that generated negative coverage. The move-
ment did not affect media messages directly but instead did so indirectly by influencing 
the media industry. Thus, changes in the social world can filter through the media industry 
and affect media products. An industry that employs more people of color in positions of 
power, for example, is more likely to be sensitive to race issues in its media products.

The civil rights movement has had a direct impact on citizens who are also “readers” of 
media products. The presence of this movement has meant more social equality and direct 
material and psychological benefits for many people. At the same time, citizens have acted 
as social agents creating the social movement in the first place, illustrating the interaction 
between these two components of the model.

The technology of the 1950s that the civil rights movement relied on to communicate 
its messages may seem ancient by today’s standards, but it was an integral part of the 
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CHAPTER 1    Media and the Social World 29

ongoing organizing effort. Movement organizers influenced the application of the exist-
ing technology by using it for their own ends. For example, if a leaflet announcing a 
meeting needed to be distributed, stencils might be cut for hand-cranked mimeograph 
machines. Alternative newspapers were a source of movement information. Computer 
desktop publishing, laser printers, high-speed copiers, websites, e-mail lists, and tweets 
would have seemed like science fiction at the time.

Perhaps more important is the indirect manner in which technology—through the media 
industry—affected the movement. In the 1950s, a new generation of cameras allowed news 
teams to readily cover social movement events, sometimes producing dramatic images of 
the clashes between civil rights marchers and police. By the 1990s, this shift toward smaller 
cameras meant ordinary citizens could film events and pass the video along to the main-
stream media for wider distribution. Video of the brutal beating of Rodney King by Los 
Angeles police was one example. The incongruity between these stark images and the initial 
acquittal of the police officers involved played an important role in the 1992 Los Angeles 
riot. Today, such a video could be posted online, bypassing the news media entirely.

In part because they do not have regular access to the mainstream media, 
many social movements must adopt tactics that will attract attention and 
increase their chances of gaining media exposure. A common strategy is the 
public demonstration, featuring eye-catching signs. Here, journalists take 
pictures while protestors in Berlin, Germany, demonstrate at the Chinese 
Embassy against press restrictions used during the 2008 Olympics in Beijing. 
Their banner transforms the well-known Olympic rings into handcuffs. Similar 
protest images were created for the 2014 Sochi Olympics.
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PART I    MEDIA/SOCIETY30

This brief sketch of the civil rights movement illustrates the utility of a sociological 
approach to understanding how media interact with the social world. This interaction is 
always multidimensional, and each element of our model will receive closer attention in 
later chapters.

CONCLUSION

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of media in today’s society. From the privacy 
of our living rooms to the public forums of presidential debates, the media serve as the 
informational network connecting the many elements of our society. There is no doubt that 
the media are significant and worth studying. A sociological approach to the media allows 
us to identify the key questions and reminds us to keep the “big picture” in mind when we 
discuss media issues.

The remainder of this book is organized into sections on media production, content, and 
audiences, with a concluding chapter on the future of the media in a global culture. The 
model of media and the social world presented in this chapter is the underlying framework 
for the rest of the book. At the most general level, this sociological framework helps us 
identify questions we should ask when we study the media. In this case, these questions 
concern the multidirectional relations between components of our model: the social world, 
the media industry, media products, audiences, and technology. Examining the relation-
ships among these key elements is the first step toward developing a nuanced understand-
ing of the role of mass media in our society.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.	 How does the influence of mass media extend beyond what we know to include how 
we relate to the social world?

2.	 How does the presence of media affect your life? How would it be different without the 
mass media?

3.	 What do you think is the most significant media development in your lifetime? Why?

4.	 What is meant by the terms structure and agency? What is a media-related example 
that shows how the two concepts are connected to each other?
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