
Lecture on the Media 

I. Introduction: The Media and Democracy 

• Traditional Model of the Media: the media should 

provide citizens with unbiased information on the 

actions of the government so that these citizens can 

make informed political choices.  

• Unfortunately, the media does not live up to this 

standard, and in many cases works very hard to 

misinform and deceive the public.  

• To understand why this is, we need to look at 

competing visions of democracy. 

• Textbook Model of Democracy: the citizens are in 

charge and through the political process they shape 

the government and its policies. This is a bottom up 

approach.  

• Many people actually subscribe to an Alternative 

Model of Democracy in which a small group of 

powerful elites is in control. They employ the media 

and public relations firms to “manufacture consent” 

to get the citizens to support the policies these elites 

have already decided upon. This is a top down 

approach.  

• We will look at three separate aspects of the media: 

i. Mainstream Media (MSM): large, for-profit 

media conglomerates that control most sources 

of information in the US.  



ii. Alternative Media: media that is not Mainstream 

Media or Social Media.  

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

generated or user-curated content that is 

delivered via complex algorithms.  

II. Mainstream Media 

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

conglomerates that control most sources of 

information in the US.  

• Examples of MSM: CBS, ABC, NBC, FOX, CNN, Fox 

News, MSNBC, New York Times, Washington Post, 

Wall Street Journal, San Diego Union-Tribune, Time 

Magazine, Newsweek, all commercial radio. 

• To understand how the MSM operates we will 

explore the Propaganda Model of the Media which 

was developed by Noam Chomsky and E.S. Herman in 

the late 1980’s in their book Manufacturing Consent.  

• This model consists of five filters that shape what 

stories are reported and how they stories are 

reported: 

i. Size, concentrated ownership, and profit 

orientation of the media. Most media in the US 

is owned by a handful of companies. These 

companies are all for profit and they seek to 

maximize profit for owners and shareholders. 

How does this filter shape content in the media? 



1. “If it bleeds, it leads” mindset where there 

is an emphasis on sensationalism because 

that brings in viewers.  

2. There will be many appeals to emotion 

(particularly scare tactics). 

3. Media owners may have a political agenda 

and will use their media outlets to promote 

that agenda.  

4. Limited variety and a lack of diverse 

viewpoints. 

5. Media outlets will not report on stories that 

could damage the corporate bottom line.  

ii. Dependence on Advertising: 70% of the revenue 

for a newspaper comes from advertising; 90% of 

the revenue for a TV station comes from ads. 

Media is not selling content to viewers; they are 

selling viewers to advertisers. Thus, the content 

in the media is designed to sell products and 

support advertisers. Hoe does this filter affect 

content? 

1. Media will not report on stories that can 

offend advertisers.  

2. The need for ad breaks dictates the rhythm 

of how stories (fictional and non-fictional) 

are told.  

3. Basically any news story needs to fit within 

two commercial breaks, putting an artificial 



limit on how much detail can be presented 

in the story.  

4. This gives the richest companies and 

individuals greater influence over the 

content of the media. Money = power.  

5. Because technology makes it possible to 

avoid commercials, we are starting to see 

commercials integrated into programing 

through product placement and other 

techniques.  

iii. Limited Sources: The media relies on a limited 

range of sources for information; often just 

getting information from PR firms or the 

government without seeking out independent or 

diverse voices.  

iv. Flak: Criticism aimed by powerful elites against 

the media when they stray from what is 

considered an “acceptable” point of view. This 

disciplines the media to rely on a limited range 

of voices and only articulate “acceptable” points 

of view.  

v. Common Enemy: Media likes to organize its 

reporting around some common enemy that can 

be presented as a source of pure evil that the 

good US needs to confront and defend itself 

against. Everything this enemy does is presented 

as evidence of their evil and corrupt natures, 



while everything the US does to combat them 

(even if it is the exact same thing) is presented as 

evidence of how morally upstanding we are. 

What are some of the Common Enemies that the 

US media has presented? 

1. Opposing political parties, liberals, 

democrats. 

2. Communism, USSR, China 

3. Any country that does not wholeheartedly 

support the US. In the early 2000’s it was 

France.  

4. Terrorism (usually defined as Muslim) 

5. Mexicans (and Latin American immigrants 

generally) 

6. Poor people of color 

7. China 

III. Alternative Media 

• Alternative Media: media that is not Mainstream or 

Social Media.  

• Many of the examples of alternative media that I 

want to focus on are Internet sources of media.  

• Examples of Alternative Media: independent vlogs, 

blogs, and videos; independent and non-commercial 

radio (NPR, college radio); independently produced 

podcasts like The Joe Rogan Experience or The 

Skeptics Guide to Universe; the Nation, Mother Jones.   



• What issues arise in assessing the credibility of 

alternative media outlets? 

i. There is a great deal of advertising posing as 

news.  

ii. There are also many websites that are run by 

front groups or AstroTurf groups.  

iii. Alternative media outlets are often very biased; 

however, they tend to be very upfront about the 

biases they have.  

iv. Because they don’t feel the need to report 

widely, they can pick and choose what 

information to present. Sometimes, they are 

honest about this, but other times they aren’t so 

upfront.  

v. There is often no effort made to present 

multiple sides of a story. 

vi. If they are just focused on attracting viewers, 

they will adjust reporting to attract viewers, 

making them subject to the same pressures as 

MSM outlets.  

vii. Anyone can post anything on the Internet. So, 

you find lots of pseudoscience and conspiracy 

theories in these alternative media outlets.  

viii. A person may be writing a great deal on a 

subject they lack any knowledge of or expertise 

in. But they can present this information as fact.  



ix. Alternative media tends to have limited 

resources and lack access to many newsmakers.  

IV. Social Media 

• Social Media: media that relies primarily on user-

generated or user-curated content. Generally, this is 

delivered via complex algorithms.  

• Examples of Social Media: Twitter, Facebook, Yahoo 

Answers, Snapchat, YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, 

MySpace, Reddit. 

• As we think about evaluating these we need to 

consider the role that algorithms play in delivering 

and curating content.  

• Most of these major social media outlets are for-

profit and they make money off advertising, and one 

of the main functions of these algorithms is to keep 

people on these sites so that they can be delivered 

more advertising.  

• These algorithms pay attention to what you view, 

they try and figure out what you and people like you 

want, and then try and deliver more of that to you.  

• As a result, these tend to create Epistemic Bubbles: a 

media environment in which one is only exposed to 

viewpoints they already agree with, and nothing is 

ever challenged.  

• This problem is most prominent on social media, but 

it is a problem with the Internet generally. This is 



because even Google searches work based on a 

customized algorithm.  

• These algorithm are both unavoidable, opaque, and 

generally invisible.  

• One other of these algorithms is that they allow for a 

degree of targeted advertising that we have never 

seen before.   


