
Lecture on the Media 

I. Introduction to the Media 

• Traditional Model of the Media: the media should 

provide citizens with an unbiased view of the 

government so that they can make informed political 

decision such as voting.  

• Unfortunately, in many (maybe most) cases the 

media does not live up to this obligation. Often, 

rather than informing the public the media 

misinforms or deceives the public.  

• To help us understand why we find ourselves in this 

situation it is helpful to think about different 

conceptions of democracy. 

• Textbook Model of Democracy: The people are in 

charge and through the political process they shape 

the policies of the government. This is a bottom up 

approach.  

• This vision of democracy is not shared by the many 

powerful individuals and groups that actually control 

the government.  

• Instead the operate with an Alternative Model of 

Democracy: a small, powerful group of elites is in 

control. They employ the media and public relations 

firms to “manufacture consent” in order to get the 

public to support the policies these “responsible 



elites” have already decided upon. A top down 

approach.  

• Under this model the role of the media is to report 

stories in such a way that the public will support the 

policies these elites have already decided upon.  

• We are going to divide out analysis of the media into 

three parts: 

i. Mainstream Media: large, for-profit media 

conglomerates that provide most sources of 

information in the US.  

ii. Alternative Media: not mainstream or social 

media. 

iii. Social Media: media that relies primarily on user-

generated or user-curated content that is 

typically delivered through complex algorithms.  

II. Mainstream Media 

• Mainstream Media (MSM): large, for-profit media 

conglomerates that provide most sources of 

information in the US.  

• Examples of MSM: CNN, Fox News, Washington Post, 

ABC, NBC, CBS and their local affiliates, New York 

Times, Wall Street Journal, San Diego Union-Tribune, 

The Los Angeles Times, all commercial radio, Time, 

People, US News and World Reports, Newsweek, US 

Weekly, The New Yorker, ESPN. 



• To understand how the MSM operates we will 

employ what is known as the Propaganda Model of 

the Media.  

• This is a model of the media developed by Noam 

Chomsky and E.S. Herman in the 1980’s in their book 

Manufacturing Consent.  

• This model consists of five filters that shape and 

influence what stories are allowed to be reported and 

how these stories are reported: 

i. Size, concentrated ownership, and profit 

orientation of the media. Most media in the US 

is owned by a handful of large for-profit 

companies. These companies are trying to 

maximize profit for owners and shareholders. 

How does this filter shape the content of the 

media: 

1. “If it bleeds, it leads.” Media outlets 

prioritize sensational stories (or they 

sensationalize stories) in order to attract 

viewers because that is how they make 

profit.  

2. Media outlets using their size to promote 

and push a particular political agenda.  

3. Media won’t report on stories that can 

impact the corporate bottom line (ABC will 

never run a story about working conditions 

at Disneyland).  



4. Media will report on stories that benefit the 

corporate bottom line (corporate synergy).  

5. Because all these media outlets are for-

profit you won’t ever hear stories that are 

critical of capitalism generally.  

ii. Dependence on Advertising: 70% of the revenue 

for a newspaper comes from ads; 90% of the 

revenue for a TV station comes from ads. Media 

is not selling content to viewers; media is selling 

viewers to advertisers. Thus, the content in the 

media is content that is conducive to selling 

products.  

1. The need for commercial breaks dictates 

the rhythm and the way that stories are 

told and presented.  

2. All news stories have to fit within two 

commercial breaks, meaning that one can’t 

really do long-form journalism.  

3. This results in incomplete or overly 

simplified reporting.  

4. Won’t report on stories that could offend or 

alienate sponsors.  

iii. Limited Sources: Media gets its information from 

a limited range of sources. Very often these 

sources are governmental officials or PR firms, 

and typically the media doesn’t go beyond these 

and seek out more diverse points of view. How 



will this filter influence what we see in the 

media? 

1. Will only here one or just a few sides of an 

issue. 

2. At most one will just here two sides of an 

issue.  

3. The media often reports only on the 

difference of opinion between Republicans 

and Democrats in Washington.  

4. Lose complexity in discussions of issues.  

5. This allows PR firms to set the agenda and 

the terms of debate.  

6. The people with the most money have the 

loudest voice. 

7. Because many journalists are focused on 

maintaining access to powerful figures they 

won’t ask difficult or challenging questions.  

iv. Flak: criticism aimed by powerful elites against 

the media. The desire to avoid flak disciplines 

the media to rely on a limited range of sources 

that are reliable and promote “acceptable” 

points of view. If a journalist says something that 

is considered “inappropriate” they will receive 

an enormous amount of criticism for other 

media outlets and can often end up losing their 

jobs. How does this filter shape the content of 

the media: 



1. Limits the ability to disagree or provide 

alternative perspectives.  

2. This also contributes to the limited sources 

that appear in the media.  

v. Common Enemy: The media likes to organize its 

coverage around some villain figure. Then, 

everything that villain figure does is presented as 

evidence of how evil and corrupt that villain is, 

while everything we do (even if it is the same as 

that villain) is evidence of how tough and 

morally upstanding we are. What are some of 

the “common enemies” that the media creates? 

1. Muslim terrorist 

2. Mexican Immigrants 

3. Black People (Super predators) 

4. Welfare Queens 

5. China 

6. USSR (Russian Communists) 

7. Iran 

8. Iraq 

9. Liberals or Democrats 

III. Alternative Media 

• Alternative Media: media that is not Mainstream or 

Social Media.  

• Examples: Independently produced podcast like the 

Joe Rogan Show or the Skeptics Guide to the 

Universe, Independent book publishers, self-



published e-books, various independently published 

websites and blogs, Wikipedia 

• What questions should we ask when looking at 

something that is posted or distributed on the 

internet? 

i. Whose interest does this serve? 

ii.  What agenda is motivating the creator of this 

content? 

iii. Is this just an elaborate ad designed to sell 

something? 

iv. Is this produced by a front group or an AstroTurf 

organization? 

v. Anyone can post anything on the internet, so 

there are no editors or gatekeepers.  

IV. Social Media 

• Social Media: media the relies primarily on user-

generated or user-curated content. Much of this 

media is delivered via complex algorithms.  

• Examples: Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, 

TikTok, Reddit, YouTube 

• For most of these the content that is delivered to you 

is driven by a complex algorithm.  

• These algorithms are designed to keep you on that 

particular site, and they do this by delivering to you 

content that they think you will want to see.  

• In this way they can deliver more advertising to you. 



• One of the great advantages for advertisers of social 

media is that they can do specifically targeted ads.  

• One of the biggest impacts of this is that it creates 

Epistemic Bubble: people are only exposed to points 

of view that they already are inclined to believe in, 

and they never here any contradictory information.  

• Even search engines like Google contribute to this 

phenomenon.  

• These search engines tailor their results to you based 

on the complex profiles they have built up about you.  

• Here are some ways that Google tailors search 

results: 

i. Google delivers different results depending on 

the location you search from.  

ii. Google pays attention to your past searches and 

tailors its results on that basis as well.  

iii. Even if you aren’t logged-in or have some kind of 

safe search on, Google knows what computer is 

doing the search and assumes that the same 

person uses the same computer.  

iv. Because these algorithms are what delivers the 

content, there is a huge industry focused on 

figuring out how to optimize content based on 

what the algorithm looks for.  

v. Google does read your emails.  

• In your groups I would like you to discuss the 

following question: 



i. What steps could one take to avoid falling for a 

Pizzagate style conspiracy? 


