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he 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 environment 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,
Instagram, 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 Internet’s evolution. But again, what happens if we pause and take a
look with a more critical eye? What do we see?

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 fragmented 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 programming a fading relic of the past. The Internet is changing
even faster. The expanded bandwidth 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 examine 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?







Source: Pew Internet and American Life Project (2013).

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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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.

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
declining (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.





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.

Of course, changes would reach well beyond our private lives. The behavior of
politicians, business executives, and leaders in other fields would change without
media. Government would operate differently. Without advertising, business would be
fundamentally different. Education, religion, and every other institution would also be
different 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 consider
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 rebellious 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 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 Facebook 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 recognized 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 possible. In 1450, Johannes Gutenberg made printing more



practicable by converting a winepress 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 determined 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 routinely 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 throughout 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 instantaneous 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 accessible personal long-distance
communication as well as facilitating the work of reporters.

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 distributed 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 introduced 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
Pioneer 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 exaggerating. 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).
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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 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.

Source: Ad*Access On-Line Project—Ad #TV0699; John W. Hartman Center for Sales, Advertising &
Marketing History; Duke University David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library;
http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/adaccess.

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

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 techniques. 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 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 feedback, 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
smartphone 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 wristwatches. 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
production and consumption and have transformed various media industries. But it is
important 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
necessary but not sufficient condition for the existence of the Internet. It took
government financing and regulation to help organize and launch the Internet system,
primarily out of universities. 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 educate
and engage citizens in a democratic society. Over time, though, the commercial
applications of the Internet became paramount with giant new media companies using
the technology 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.




