Outline Notes

The Media, Public Opinion, and Interest Groups

Introduction:  

James Madison:  “a popular government without popular information, or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy; or perhaps both.”

The success of American democracy rests in large part, on the existence of a free press.  Without the free press, the people, the people would not monitor the actions of government and to decide whether they like what it is doing.  

The same structural rules that ensure freedom of the news media itself also ensures that the news media do not possess too much power.  The Constitution in the First Amendment declares, “Congress shall make no law prohibiting the freedom of the press, and it also guarantees every citizen the right to speak freely.  As a result of this guarantee, we enjoy an enormous array of different media voices.  This great diversity makes it more difficult for one media outlet to determine what Americans will think.  

The New Role of the Press in Politics 

I. Media as mediators between government and the people

Political parties used to act as mediators between the government and the people but they have 

been replaced by the media

a. media judges candidates for party, platform, and for character and competence

b. Screen candidates backgrounds both political and personal.

c. Journalists tell politicians what “the People” want and think and politicians court the press to ensure that the message sent about them is a positive one and that their constituents will hear about their efforts

1. photo opps (opportunities)

2. taped messages to be presented by the media

II. Media’s Influence on Government

a. They use each other to gain access to the public and to present some issues on the “front 

burner” of the general public.

b. President’s use of the press conference can take an issue from obscurity and place it in the national spotlight

c. Government officials devote considerable time and effort to SPIN control, the practice of trying to persuade journalists to cover news stories in ways that put their policies in the most favorable light

III. Does News Coverage Affect Public Opinion?

a. Research indicates that news coverage has only a modest effect on public opinion on specific 

issues.  

b. people use their pre-existing beliefs about the world to make sense of what they read in the newspaper or hear on the radio or tv.  These beliefs act as a filter that enables people to extract essential information from news stories while discarding the useless information.

c. It is more likely that the greatest impact the media have is on what the public thinks about or our priorities.  The media shape our priorities by attending to some problems and ignoring others

Example:  correcting stereotypes about women and minorities

Subtle political messages are found in all types of programming.  

d. People are not empty vessels into which the media pours attitudes and beliefs.  How we interpret political messages depends on our political socialization, selectivity, needs, and their ability to recall and comprehend the message.  

IV. Is the media biased?

a. Continuous debate on this issue.  Each side believes they are.  Conservatives complain that the media are too liberal and liberals believe the media is too conservative and represent the needs of the corporate and republican establishment.  

b. Voters believe that on the whole the media portray the candidates and politicians fairly.

c. Voters dislike campaign advertising

d. Critics of the media complain that television networks are most concerned with making a profit.  It is difficult for the network to be objective, boost ratings, and increase circulation, advertising, sponsors, and stockholders.  

e. It is becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish news from entertainment.  Political messages are present in late night shows, cartoons, and in prime time tv.  There is growing confusion about what is truth and what is opinion.

Changes in the News Media

I. Changes in the conventions of journalism

a. the partisan press – has formal ties with political party or other political interest

1. expensive ($8 - $10 / year)

2. catered to the well educated and wealthy

3. in return for subsidizing or helping finance the paper politicians wanted favors in return – favorable articles and editorials that were slanted to promote their interests

4. much of the content was political

b. the penny press – Jacksonian era 

1. appeal of press shifted away from the well educated and wealthy to the “common man”. 

2. Increased rates of literacy among the population increased numbers of readers 

3. Stories began to emphasize human interest rather than business and political news

4. Politicians began to use their franking privilege (free mail) extensively to contact their constituents.

c. the rise of yellow journalism

1. emphasized sensational and lurid news coverage

2. Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst were the main practitioners

3. Often crossed the line between reporting the news and making the news

4. Hearst and the Spanish American War – contributed to Anti-Cuban sentiment to point war was declared.

d. the rise of investigative reporting – the muckrakers

1. Ida Tarbell and Stanford Oil (John D. Rockefeller)

2. Upton Sinclair and The Jungle

3. Muckrakers published mostly in magazines such as Colliers, Ladies Home Journal, and the Saturday Evening Post

e. the rise of objective journalism

1. journalists began to view their work as a profession and established codes of ethics 

2. Principles supported objective reporting of events

3. Not done out of lofty or pure motives – economic motives were the reason for the change.  Needed to appeal to the largest number of readers without offending them.

Changes in Readership and Viewership

I. Information explosion in the second half of the 20th century

a. 1992 – 150 fewer newspapers than a decade ago

b. 1950 – most major cities had several daily papers – today 98% have only one

c. 1960’s – 60% of Americans between the ages of 18-29 read a newspaper every day – 1991 only 30% did

d. 98% of today’s households own a tv and most get their news from tv.

e. Problems in TV land – tight budgets at the three major networks.  All three networks were sold to major corporations that placed greater emphasis on financial success.  Budget cuts occurred as a result and the hardest hit areas were in foreign news bureaus.  

f. Fewer people watching the evening news.  Network newscasts viewers down 20% during the 80’s.  Stems partly from competition of cable network news.

Changes in Media Ownership


Today’s news media are big business.

a. nine most influential national news organizations are all owned by corporations that rank among the  500 largest in the U.S.

The Nine:  ABC, CBS, NBC, the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, the LA Times, Newsweek and Time.

b. trend toward concentration of ownership with radio and tv less concentrated than newspapers because of government regulations.

c. Some risk exists in the conglomeration of the media into a few very large firms.  Can be a threat to democracy.

d. Rupert Murdoch and his Empire

1. owner of Fox network, Fox movie studios, television production company, TV Guide, HarperCollins Publishers, British Sky Television, Star Television (Asia), Corps (Australia)

2. recent actions:  12 new Fox stations in 1995

           outbid CBS for NFL football rights

            creation of the Fox News Network (24 hr rival to CNN)

3. Murdoch vs. Ted Turner – no love lost here

Development of Fox News Network caused major battles over the two networks

4. Murdoch accused of trying to buy influence in Congress – 4.5 million advance to Speaker Newt Gingrich  for book he was writing for Murdoch’s publishing company, HarperCollins.  Gingrich forced to give back the advance as it appeared to be unethical.

e. foreign interests buying U.S media outlets

f. corporations owning U.S. media:

1. Disney merged with ABC/Capital Cities in 1996, cost Disney 19 million but they gained ABC and ESPN

2. Westinghouse bought CBS for 7.5 million

3. TimeWarner bought Turner Broadcasting System in 1996 for 7 billion

Freedom of the Press


Free press is a rarity among nations.  Of 94 nations studied only 16 had a high degree of press freedom.  Even among those considered “free” a high degree of restriction can occur.  Great Britain has an Official Secrets Act that can be used to punish any leak of confidential information and in France broadcasting is controlled by a government agency that acts to protect the image of the government in power.

I. In U.S.  some restraints exist:

a. cannot libel – legally write or broadcast a story that unjustly injures a person’s reputation

b. no obscenity – laws seldom affect news coverage

c. prior restraint – where government prevents the publication or broadcast of a story that may pose a security risk; U.S. government not usually allowed to use prior restraint but may punish for writing after the fact

d. incitement – media may not directly incite someone to commit an illegal act.  The advocacy of the overthrow of the U.S. government is not enough to be restrained.  This is protected by the First Amendment.

II. Controls of Radio and TV

Both have further controls.

a. licensing – have to have license from Federal Communication Commission to stay in business and license must be renewed every seven years for radio stations and every 5 for television stations

b. equal-time rule – if a broadcaster allows time for one candidate, the opposing candidate must be given equal time.  Newscasts are exempt.

c. Fairness doctrine – regulation adopted in 1949 and repealed in 1987 required broadcasters to provide reasonable opportunities for expression of opposing views on controversial issues of public importance

d. Government may classify documents and make them inaccessible to the public.  Some 20 million documents classified every year.  Most involve politically or personally sensitive material.  

e. Concern over excessive secrecy led to the Freedom of Information Act in 1966.  Created a system by which anyone can petition the government for the declassification of documents.  

f. Informal constraints on the press:

1. espionage laws – Reagan administration threatened to prosecute reporters over investigations in foreign countries ( Iran-Contra)

2. CNN reporter told by President Bush he would be banned from the White House for asking about reported affair that the President had with an appointments secretary

3. Can pressure news media by complaining of bias

4. Denying access to stories – example the Gulf War

