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The Internet and New Media Today

Discuss how the broadcast/cable media function under the four theories of the press in at least two countries of your choice.

Introduction

The four theories of the press are the work of Frederick, Peterson and Schramm (1963). The four theories of the press are namely the Libertarian, the Social Responsibility, the Development Journalism and the Soviet Model.

The Libertarian Theory


This theory believes in the construction of a free market of ideas. The media is to be free from all possible intervention so as to maximize the functions of the press. A wide spectrum of ideas is to come from one and all in the world. The invisible hand that Adam Smith envisioned together with the self-righting process suggested by John Milton would ensure that only the truth and the socially positive information are published.

The Social Responsibility Theory


Under this theory, the media should fulfill social obligations, be truthful, accurate, fair and objective. They should also offer a forum of ideas. The press is free but are self-regulated. The press complies with ethic codes and professional criteria.

The Development Journalism Model (1970s)


The main focus of the press under this theory is national development. There is a pursuit of cultural and information autonomy. The press supports democracy and solidarity with developing nations.

The Soviet Model


The press in this model acts as agitator, propagandist and educator of the nation. The press serves neither the public nor themselves. They work for the Communist Party (government). The media is state-owned and state-controlled.

Functions of the Press


According to Peterson (1963), the functions of the press includes “(1) servicing the political system…… ; (2) enlightening the public so as to make it capable of self-government; (3) safeguarding the rights of the individual by serving as a watchdog against government; (4) servicing the economic system, primarily by bringing together the buyers and sellers of goods and services through … advertising; (5) providing entertainment; (6) maintaining its own financial self-sufficiency so as to be free from the pressures of special interests.

Body


In this essay, I’ll be focusing on America and Singapore’s broadcast media. America and Singapore can be considered to be two countries who have totally different styles of press. Yet, both countries are flourishing well in the economic sense.

Broadcast Media in America

· Basic Characteristics

The America broadcast media is one who enjoys a free market of ideas. The First Amendment to the United States Constitution states that the “Congress should make no law…abridging the freedom of speech or of the press”. This essentially means that the government does not intervene with the way the press works and what is produced. Thus, if the broadcast media producer decide to broadcast a story, there is no way anybody can prevent this.

Most of the broadcast media in America are private companies in their own right. Being private companies, they do not have to explain or be pressured by the government body. This would minimize the possibility of the broadcast media being a propaganda machine for the government. Instead the broadcast media is able to act as a watchdog over the government. By having the media checking on the government, the population can be more assured that they are not short-changed in any way.

The company’s interests, however, takes precedence over the interests of the public. This has much to do with the business attitude adopted by the media. The main focus in the media is to make profit for the owners of the media producer. By having that as the first consideration, it is expected that the consumers’ welfare would not be as well taken care of as before. 

The American system falls under the Libertarian system where the private companies own the media, the company work for their own interests and there is a free market of ideas.

· Limitations of the Broadcast Media of America

A free market is not perfect. Freedom often equates to lack of control. Just like a parent giving his/her child total freedom, it is a constant worry that the child will start to do bad things such as try drugs or even kill. Similarly, it is easy for the media to commit mistakes. Without government restraint, the broadcast media can, for example, broadcast programs that might not be suitable for impressionable young children to see/hear. For example, the cartoon SouthPark is a hit in many states, yet the contents of the cartoon are not fitting for an audience such as little children.


The pressure of the advertising medium is yet another problem of the system. Since the broadcast media makes most of its revenue from advertising, they are under great pressure from the advertisers to produce and program their shows according to the preference of the advertisers. This effectively means that only audiences valued by the advertisers would have programs planned for them. For example, despite the Children’s Television Act of 1998, the number of educational programs on television are still miserably little. Of the different types of target audience groups for radio, only children are missing from the genres of radio stations available. This clearly shows how great an influence the advertisers have over the broadcast media.


Yet another limitation of the system America broadcast media employ is that there is a lack of concern for news that are less popular or will not be able to garner as much attention. For example, news featuring U.S. President Clinton and his affair was seen as more attention-grabbing than news to do with the government. Such sensational news are perceived to be more interesting to the general public yet if we only produce sensational news and neglect the more important news in our lives, won’t the media be just a gossip and no longer serves the function to provide information to the population?


Violence in broadcast media, especially the television, is worrying. Many young and impressionable children learn and model themselves after what they see on the television. The violence on the broadcast media might not be the sole reason behind the large number of armed murders that have struck the schools in America. Yet, it would be impossible for it to escape responsibility for it either. 


Libel is a problem that surfaces with the Libertarian system. Libel is a damaging statement about someone. The effects of such damage are widespread if not lethal. A person’s/company’s marred reputation, no matter whether if the report on the broadcast media is accurate or not might never recover. 


Another real problem is that of the invasion of the privacy of people. This is especially for the public figures. The life of Princess Diana was the spread of many tabloids all around America while she was still alive. Similarly, President Clinton ‘enjoyed’ much coverage of his life, in particular his affairs. All individuals have the right to their personal space. It is sad that in order to increase the numbers of listeners/viewers the broadcast media has to resort to trampling over the privacy space of people.


The problem of internal security is also an obstacle to the success of the Libertarian system in America. The military secrets have to be kept in classified as such information might result in unnecessary misunderstanding and even war. While America is a strong military power, it is still not wise for them to divulge information pertaining to military prowess. The military in America can hide such data from the media. However, if the media do get the news, the military cannot stop them from letting the people know about it.

Broadcast Media in Singapore

· Basic Characteristics

The broadcast media of Singapore does not enjoy the same freedom in the broadcasting of news as their American counterparts. In fact, the Singapore government heavily controls the Singapore broadcast media. Until a few months back, the Singapore broadcast industry for television is made of only one company (MediaCorp Singapore). The green light to set up a second television company was only permitted less than 1 month ago. 

Even for the radio industry, there is a tight control of the number of radio stations. No private company is allowed to own any broadcast media in Singapore. Every single media is made of some government-associated company such as the Singapore Press Holdings. Besides all these, the government also has in the company men from the civil service so as to keep an eye on the media.

The content of the products the broadcast media manufacture is also under the scrutiny of the government bodies. The Ministry of Information and Arts (MITA) is the government body that deals with the censoring of the cultural products. The ‘scissors-happy’ censorship board has been criticized more than once. 

The Singapore broadcast media has also more information, which is what I would consider, educational and less sensational. This could be because of the lack of competition and the strict government regulation. Thus the public’s interests would be taken care of more than In America. The company’s interests would not be of that important especially since the government is contributing to some of the costs of the company.

Thus, as could be seen, the Singapore broadcast media is poles apart from the system of the American broadcast media. The Singapore media falls under the developmental model. The primary aim for the Singapore broadcast media is on the national development of the nation. Some people might even consider Singapore to be under the Soviet model. This is because they see the broadcast media as a voice piece of the government.

· Limitations of the Broadcast Media of Singapore

Having much lesser freedom means that the credibility of the broadcast media also reduces. “(A)ttempts by the leadership to use it (the press) to mobilize support or campaigns … would probably generate compromised results.” (Tan, 1990) Once the consumer knows that the broadcast media is acting as a propaganda machine for the government, he/she would find it difficult to have trust in the broadcast media anymore. The broadcast media just needs to do this once and the public would find it difficult to have confidence in it.

Being a mere mouthpiece of the government might leave the general public oblivious to the real world out there. For example, Singaporeans are sadly and strangely unaware of how small our country is really. The art circle is also sadly under-developed as the broadcast media worked to uphold only simple fare to entertain their consumers with.

This means that our general public is incapable of self-government, one of the functions of the press. Being unaware and, in a way, kept in the dark, of what is actually happening, the government is the only body who is able to rule. Under such a system, the government can easily be too powerful.

Most worrying of all is that this system that Singapore broadcast media is using makes it almost impossible to check on the government like the way the Philippines did with Ferdinand Marcos. So even if the government was corrupted, there would be no way of uncovering that and letting the general population know.

The pressure form the government, in addition to that of the advertisers, is a constant strain for the broadcast media of Singapore. Such unnecessary pressure and stress can result in the production of sub-standard products. It has also seen the production of similar-theme broadcast programs. There are little interests in trying out what are considered acceptable to the government and what they would definitely censor. Linked to all these, is the problem of the broadcast media having problems to attract advertising revenue due to the type of programs they can broadcast.

A final problem with the system Singapore is using is that the broadcast media is financially dependent on the government as their profits are insufficient. By depending on the government, the broadcast media have the obligation to help support the government. Actually, the lifeline of the broadcast media and the government are in a way linked. They are interdependent. Thus, the broadcast media would not e able to act as a trustworthy check on the government.

However, given Singapore’s history and nature of the country, it is not surprising that the Singapore broadcast media follows the developing model of the press. Singapore has a vulnerable background. Unlike America who is a strong powerhouse by herself, Singapore depends greatly on good public relations to ensure her continual survival. Military secrets have to be kept classified. There can be no room for mistakes for Singapore (and her economy) can be easily destroyed even before the misunderstanding is cleared.

The history of Singapore also makes it difficult for her to provide freedom in her media industry. Singaporeans have witnessed how the media can be used so easily to bring the government to their knees in the 1960s. The experience that Singapore’s neighbors have with the media acts as a caution to her of the powers of the media.

Conclusion

The two countries have totally different types of broadcast media. Both styles of broadcast media have their own pros and cons. It would not be fair to say which one is better. Besides, having such a different history, it is understandable that the two countries would have such distinct styles of the broadcast media. 
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