


concerns the relationship between these established structures and human agency, which means people’s ability to be self-determining. Are we
shaped by the gender, social class or ethnic category into which we were born – or indeed by the family structure, education system or religious
institutions which play a role in our lives? Or do we have the power to determine our own futures? The importance of media at so many levels
of contemporary social life renders it a crucial consideration in such questions of structure and agency.

Crucially, it is difficult to envisage a study of such questions about the make-up of society, the arrangement of social relations or the balance of
structure and agency, that omits the cultural ways of life and expression which lie at the heart of all societies – and equally difficult to imagine
how one might examine questions about cultural rituals, understandings, identities or creative practices without reference to the society in
which they take place. The emphasis of the terms culture and society is different in some respects, then, but there are extensive overlaps and
ambiguities between them, something that particularly applies to the connection between society and the broader sense of culture as way of
life. I would urge readers to feel comfortable with this fuzziness. For although the particular emphasis of one term or the other may be invoked
at different stages of the discussions ahead, our ultimate concern is with the relationship of communications media with the range of
phenomena covered by the two. We will explore the possibility, then, that media have, in one way or another, become integral to what we
might term the broader social and cultural environment, something that includes the distribution of wealth, power and influence, the operation
of social structures and institutions, class, gender and ethnic relations, patterns of identity and community, ideas and understandings, practices
of intellectual, artistic and creative expression and broader ways of life.

Starting Points: Shaping, Mirroring And Representing
Needless to say, the development of a detailed understanding of the role of media in relation to these various features of the broader social and
cultural environment in which we live is far from a simple task. So let’s take things one step at a time and consider, by way of a starting point,
two simple and contrasting approaches to the relationship between mass media content and society. For the purpose of the discussion, let’s
assume society here can be taken to include, amongst other things, culture in its broad sense as a reference to overall ways of life.

Some approaches regard media as constructors or shapers, arguing that the content they distribute has the power to influence people and affect
the future of society (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1 Media as shaper

There are all sorts of arguments that fit into this approach. Some suggest, for example, that media depictions of sex and violence are liable to
influence viewers to the extent that people’s real lives may become more dominated by promiscuity or danger, while others warn that
stereotypical portrayals of ethnic or sexual minority groups might increase the marginalisation of such groups within society. Arguments that
political or moral bias in the media may lead to a predominance of certain opinions among audiences also come into this category, as do
assertions that the general quality of media content in a given society may affect how informed, engaged or creative its population is. Such
perspectives all focus on the ways media may be affecting or influencing us.

Others focus, not on how media content shapes us, but on the way it reflects or mirrors society (see Figure 1.2). The predominant role of
media, according to this view, is to reflect back to us events, behaviours, identities, social relations or values which are already important.
Media, then, are deemed more significant for the way they follow rather than the way they lead.

Figure 1.2 Media as mirror

From this perspective, if media are dominated by sex and violence, this is because we already live in a society in which these are important –
and if particular opinions or values are given prominence in media content, this reflects their existing currency. When accused of manipulating
public opinion through bias, news media professionals often defend themselves by reciting the cliché ‘don’t shoot the messenger’. The
implication is that news is neutrally reflecting the world and that, if we don’t like it, we should seek to improve that world rather than blaming
media.

As Alexander (2003) shows, the belief that media reflect society has prompted some analysts to try to learn about changing structures, cultural
norms or politics within real society by studying media content. Such analysis can be instructive up to a point. For example, during the 1980s,
the baddies in Hollywood action or war films (Rocky, Top Gun, From Russia with Love) often were from the former Soviet Union, reflecting
real world Cold War tensions at the time between that country and the US. By the 1990s, the Cold War was largely over and a switch of US
foreign policy towards the Middle East was apparently mirrored by a greater emphasis on Arab or African Hollywood enemies (Patriot Games,
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Black Hawk Down, The Siege).

In their extreme form, however, suggestions that media content either shapes or mirrors society are both simplistic. An improvement would be
to understand the relationship as a circular one involving elements of both processes. The media-as-mirror approach is useful in reminding us
that, rather than being invented out of thin air, media content often relates closely to real events and to prevailing social trends and cultural
values. But media content does not reflect these perfectly or neutrally. Media producers are highly selective with respect to what they include,
and they present those elements which they do include in very particular ways. They do not offer us a mirror but a selective, manufactured set
of representations (or re-presentations) of the world. As Hall (1982: 64) explains: ‘representation is a very different notion to reflection. It
implies the active work of selecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping’.

The content of television drama series, for example, can often relate closely to scenarios and dilemmas already of significance within broader
society. Such series do not simply mirror society, however, because only certain characters, issues and incidents are included and these are
represented to audiences in particular, dramatically appealing ways. Likewise, there may indeed be a relationship between the race or
nationality of Hollywood villains and real US foreign policy, but rather than comprising a neutral reflection of the world, this demonstrates a
selective emphasis on particular US-oriented perspectives.

Figure 1.3 Circular model of representation and influence

Because media representations are selective and manufactured, this makes them distinct from the world they sometimes are assumed to reflect.
It is this which creates the possibility that media may also have the potential to influence us. Repeated emphasis upon certain opinions, themes,
events or practices across media, and consistent exclusion of others, may have a bearing upon future attitudes, identities, behaviour and social
patterns. Rather than deciding between the shaping and mirroring approaches, then, a more useful starting point is to conceive of an ongoing
process whereby selective media representations constantly feed into and are themselves fed by the makeup and character of society (see
Figure 1.3).

The Communications Process
The circular representations model outlined above provides a helpful starting point for an understanding of the socio-cultural significance of
media, and it can be usefully applied to many of the specific topics covered throughout this book. Yet, as well as rather over-simplifying the
complex range of phenomena included within our earlier discussion of culture and society, this model remains too general to facilitate a
detailed analysis of the way media work. In order to take us a step further, we need to break the process of media communication into its core
components and consider the significance of each one. This involves thinking not just about the content of media, but where such content
comes from, how it is transmitted and what happens when people engage with it.
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Transmitters, Receivers and Noise
One of the first attempts to develop a systematic understanding of the relationship between different components in the communications
process was developed by Shannon and Weaver (see Figure 1.4). The model was developed for the Bell telephone company, which wanted to
improve the efficiency of communication using technology. It was not intended to represent broader processes of mass communication, but
became highly influential in this respect. The model comprises a one-directional process whereby a message goes through a number of stages.
It is created by an information source (e.g. somebody’s voice), encoded into an electronic signal by a transmitter (e.g. their telephone), decoded
back into its original form by a receiver (e.g. the other person’s telephone) and received by a recipient at its destination.

The model also incorporates noise, which refers to interference which might distort the message en route so that what is received is different to
what was sent. Shannon and Weaver’s primary concern here were technical problems relating to faults or technological limitations – a poor
connection can make it hard to understand what people are saying and, even if the medium is working perfectly, we don’t hear people on the
telephone in quite the same way as we would if we were in the same room. However, they also considered the notion of semantic problems,
which refers to the possibility that the recipient might misunderstand the message itself as a result of ambiguities in its content, and
effectiveness problems, relating to the failure of the message to have the desired impact on the recipient. Shannon and Weaver’s interest in
semantic and effectiveness problems was largely focused on how such complications could be avoided through improving the technical
efficiency with which messages are encoded and decoded (Fiske 1990). Nevertheless, their focus on such matters opened the doorway to
important issues about the human interpretation or ‘decoding’ of different forms of media content by audiences and the ways media might
influence people.

Figure 1.4 Shannon and Weaver’s model of communication (1949)

Who Says What in Which Channel to Whom With What Effect?
Emphasis on communication as a human as well as a technical process was taken a stage further by Lasswell (1948), who produced a model
oriented to the development of a broader understanding of the role of mass media in society. The model is phrased as a question: ‘Who says
what in which channel to whom with what effect?’ Memorable and deceptively concise, this question sets out an agenda for the understanding
of media, through breaking up the communications process into its key components and formulating an interpretation of the relationships
between them. If we separate out the components of the question and present them as a diagrammatic model, we can see clear similarities with
the transmission model (see Figure 1.5).

Whereas Shannon and Weaver focused on the efficiency of the technical apparatus of communication, Lasswell’s approach suggests each of the
factors he identifies have equally important implications for the outcome of the communication process. I might conduct a detailed analysis of
the content of a set of YouTube videos, then, but unless I also investigate the status and motivations of those who created and distributed them,
the capacities and limitations of YouTube itself as a medium through which they are transmitted and the make-up and orientation of their
audience, then my understanding will be partial and limited. One of the strengths of Lasswell’s model is that it could potentially be applied to
all manner of forms of communication, from music listening, to social media conversations, to magazine reading, or even university lectures.
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Figure 1.5 Diagrammatic representation of Lasswell’s model (1948)

Linear and One-Dimensional
Although valuable in breaking the communications process into components and considering the relationship between them, the models of
Shannon and Weaver and Lasswell have been criticised for over-simplifying the communications process. According to Chandler (1994a),
Shannon and Weaver’s model relies upon a ‘postal metaphor’ of communication. That is, it treats communication as something centred upon
the effective (or ineffective) transport and delivery of a pre-existing message, complete with any meanings it contains, to a destination. Its
overriding concern with the efficiency of the delivery system may make sense as a means for Bell to enhance its technical services, but
provides a limited understanding of the broader operation of media in society.

As Chandler points out, the Shannon and Weaver model encourages us to view communication as an essentially one-way, linear process in
which the sender of the message is active and the role of the receiver is limited to passively collecting and absorbing it. It implies what some
have termed a hypodermic syringe approach to media, whereby messages are automatically injected into the mind of recipients, whether in the
lounge, the cinema or the lecture theatre. What is not allowed for is the possibility that ‘recipients’ might do more than just receive, that they
might engage with content actively, drawing upon their existing identity and surroundings to produce their own interpretations of what senders
present to them. The construction of meaning, then, might be seen as a joint project between senders and receivers. Neither does the model
refer to the possibility that receivers might directly influence the messages which are sent to them through their provision of different sorts of
feedback to senders (Fiske 1990). In the case of interpersonal forms of communication, constant adjustment to the cues and responses of others
comprises a critical part of effective interaction. Likewise, mass media are intensely sensitive to audience responses, whether through ratings,
market research or direct communication.

Developed specifically as a means to understand the role of communication in society, Lasswell’s model has more going for it in this respect
than Shannon and Weaver’s approach. In specifically inviting us to ask questions about the status of senders and receivers, as well as about
content and medium, the model goes further towards the development of a detailed understanding of media processes, something for which it is
not always given appropriate credit. Yet the wording and ordering of the model tends to reproduce the linear approach of the Shannon and
Weaver model. Although it encourages us to consider the status of the recipient, it is clear that the primary role of the latter is deemed a passive
one: to be affected in one way or another by what is communicated to them. Later communications models, which drew upon the work of
Lasswell and of Shannon and Weaver, did encapsulate feedback loops from recipients back to senders (Westley and Maclean 1957) and/or the
potential for audiences to interpret media in different ways (Gerbner 1956), amongst other things. However, many of these adaptations tended
still to present communication as a largely one-way process.

Perhaps the most important element of the communications process which is not accounted for in Shannon and Weaver’s model is the broader
social and cultural environment within which media communication takes place. The model encourages us to think about communication as a
process centred upon isolated individuals (Chandler 1994a). Lasswell’s approach represents an improvement in this respect because, through
encouraging us to think in detail about the identity of the sender and receiver of the message, it allows for some consideration of the context of
each. Yet the lack of any explicit emphasis on the role of broader culture and society in the model under-estimates their importance.




