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In this paper, I am dealing exclusively with the 'public' forms of
social communication, more especizlly with the broadcasting systems

(radio znd television).

In what senss can we speak of 'obstacles to commniecation' in the
broadeasting mediz? Let us turn the guestion arcund: can we conceive of
a publicly-organised mass mediz system in which there were no obstacles to
cnmmunicatiﬁn? I suggest that, the moment we put the guestion in this
form, we have to 2dmit that the ideal of 'perfectly transparent
commnication' in broadeasting is, for the foreseeable future, an
unattainsble and impossible ambition. There are many reasons for this.
Some have to do with the technical nature of the 'media' themselves which
mediate public cnumunication.{l) Some have to do with the character of
the internal and external or 'framing' institutions within;vhich public
communication is nrganized.(z) Some, indeed, steﬁ frem the fact that
we: are not dealing with static communications systems, with fixed goals,
which can be progressively realiced along some linear continuum.
Broadcasting systems are dynamic structures which breed their own,
further, needs and uses even as they satisfy existing ones. 3So, even
if broadcasters could now, techniecally, reach all the existing audiences
they can identify, and transmit perféetly to them whatever information- - .
they desire, the very overcoming of present obstacles which such a
development would signal would, in its turn, suggest new, further kinds
of communication, new potential uses for the technical means, new types
,of content, and mobilize new, unrealised demends and needs for
commmication in the andiences. In the British situation it has certainly
been the case that, as television has come into unchallenged dominance as
lhe medéum of public communications, and as many of the technical
limitations of the medium have been ironed out, so new demandis have been
made on the broadcasting institutions, both from within their own
professional ranks, and from the publics they serve, and from their
political masters who put them to use withinza context of legislatien and
practice. Each new, significant, development in British television -
the growth of television documentary, the development cf rroblem—
centred current affairs journalism, the explorations in television
satire, etc - has mobilized new, unexpected audiemces, which hsve, in
their tuﬁn, framed new demands on the brozdeasters. In broadcasting,

a2s in other areas ef modern production, the satisfaction of existing
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commnications 'needs' inevitably leads tc the framirg of new needs,
and "this production of new needs is the first historical act" (as Marx
once observed) which initiates an unending dialectic, whose ocutcome
cannot be predicted. '

Let us begin, then,from the opposite end. All public commnication
aystems are subject to systematic constraints, systematic limitations.
The overt cemsorship of med#ia content is only onag, limited case of such
constraint - and, in our view, not characteristically the most significant
obstacles to 'freer commmication’; though n¢ system that we know of in the
"Western' liberal class-democracies is entirely free of censorship. 4All
public-social communication is a form of 'systematically distorted
commnication'. The distortions are not always' the same: thesy are not
fixed. S0 it is worth our while — a3 we attempt to do below - to examine
some aspects of theetructural conttrainie withip which public
commnication operates,; in order to see what changes can be effected ﬁhicq
might eliminate or weaken some of the present obstacles. Commmnieation
systems in different societies certainly exhibit greater or lesser
degrees of 'distortion', and can be shown to be moving towards or away
from greater 'communicative transparency'! in their practices. These
tendencies are crucial. But the ideal-norm of ‘perfect transparency' is
an empirival impossibility. The reason is clear the moment we examine
the social and historical foundations of these commmications systems.
Hans Breitzel{i) in a volume devoted to "Patterns of Communicative
Behaviour", has recently reminded us that, - .
In fact comminicative beheviour rests on work and
power relations as well as on langusge; and if we
comprehend the typification schemes of language as _
the most fundamental basic rules of everyday life, -—
we also have to notice that even language is subject
to distortions ceused by the conditions of our lifs..
the social world is not only structured by language
but also by the modes and forces of material production
and by the systems of domination.
P A :
0f course, there must be some degree of reciprocity betwesen the encoding

and deccding ends of the communicative chain, or else, literally, audiences -
would nng understand what the broadcasters were talking about, and social
incomprehension would reign. This is clearly not the case. However,

we have already advanced a little when we recognise that public
commmication between broadcasters and their audiences gequires two

linked but separate acts: the 2ct of 'encoding'! the television or radio
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message, and the act of 'decoding' and interpreting it.{4) These are
linked, but not 'immediately identical' moments in the communication
process. The 'encoding' process is very largely performed by the
professional broadcasting elites, with their own secizl formation, their
own selective recruitment, their own social positicn, their own
connections to and perspective on power, their own professional competences
and reutines, their owm professional ideologies. The 'decoding' process
is peffbrmga by the heterogeneous, complexly-strugtursd 'mass audiences’,
standing in their own relation to the unequal distribution of social,
ecdhomic and culturzl power, with their own commections to and -
pérspectives on the system of power as a whole. 'Cultural power', we
will remember, includes the differential acquisftion by the different
strata of the population of the competence to speak, transmit, verbalize
and comprehend - a form of "power' directly relevant to the capacity to
'comminicate', and fundamentally shaped and distributed, in our kinds
#f.society, bty the education system.

The natian;'then, that we éx;-aii-*fraa and eq ' members of ths
communicative structures, with an equal competence of 'speech', and an
egual 'right of access' is a2 mystification. Of course, in the liberai
mass democracies, the structured gaps between those who dominate in the
public commmications systema, =znd those who receive are not as wide as
they were in previcus historical epochs. In the feudal pericd, the
Zreat majori%y—exercised the right, acguired the competence and had
the power to 'speak' almost exclusively to those small, intimate
*publice' which composed thsir immediate, face-to-face communitigs:
‘public' commmications, in our sense - whether in the form of royal
proclamations, pa§31 bulls, legizlative enzcimenis or sermons - were
exclusively the preserve of very small elites. What has altered this
situation is not simply, a growth in the technology of commmications.
Pundamentally, wider and wider sections of the populztion have graduslly,
and through struggle, won their way into the framework of civil and
political society: and thus, graduslly, the new technical means have been
adapted to this changed balance of power. The communicators, in a
modern society, are more explicitly mediators then they were in feudal
societies: they must draw their materials, their events, their concemns,
in part from the audiences which they addross — they 'play back' the
experiences of the audience: tc the audience, in addition to their other

functions, such as bringing news about one audience to another, or
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pruviding the spectacle of entertainment for audiences as z whole.
In this sense, as.Phillip Eﬂliatﬁ{:) has recently demonstrated, the
audience progressively plays the role, in modern communications, both
of source and receiver. 3But this is still not the same thing as the

zudience 'communicating'. The process must still p=ss through the
mediating siructures ef I'brﬂad.ca.s‘ting itself: ths broadecasters must select
(and reject), transform into 'messages' (encode), develop formats, shape
contents for the communicative circuit to be completed from audience to
audience. Thus, though the 'produciion' and 'cconsumption' of media

content are linked, and each iz required for the production of the other,
they are linked, in the mahner of modiatione:ip-a process. The opposite
ends of the commuricative process "reguire an intermediary in order to

form a unity, and the effectiveness of this intermediary ( and hence the
maintenance of the whole) is dependent on certzin conditions which may

or may not be present."(ﬁ} It is in and through that mediation - crueially,
for our purpose, the originating functions of the broadcasters in '
initiating the circls of commmications - that systzmatic distortions L
enter the chain,

Thus, when Eahenmas,{T]in formulating certain criteria for 'mormal
comminication', says that "Hormal comsmunication conforms to inter-
subjectively reccgnizable rules", we can agree. The ielevision message
conforms to the norms of ordingry language, which, a3 we know, im
impossible without the operation of codes which are shzred between
those who produce and those who interpret messages. But vhen he adds
that "The commnicated meznings are identieczl for zll members of the
language community", we must ask bow the term, "identieal" there is to be
understood. It mey refer, in 2 coomon-sense wey, to the matter of most
audiences, most of the time, "for zl1 vractical purposes™, sharing 2
set of codes with the commmicztors, which epzble them, denctatively,
to regognize and interpret the lexieal and visuzl items which constitute
the message, Even here, total identity does not exist. There is
empirical evidence to suggest that andiences, literzlly, do not
comprehend everything that is said or shown to them, even at the
denotative level. And we should not be surprised by that finding.

Becent work on the language of the classroom powerfully suggests the
different types of coding and registration which coerate, sven in the
intimate situation of the teaching situation, between teachsrs and pupils.{aJI
We know that the "competence' o speak is guite unegually distributed as
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between different classcs and groups in the pepudction. How much more

g0 will this mis-match between 'cncoding' and 'decoding' be the case in

the situation of mass communications. What is more, it is clear that

social communications almost never functions at the 'denotative' level

alone. In social communication, overy act of literal identification is

2lso an act of social identification. Radio or tclevision cemmmnication

carmot literally signify a theme, topic or cvent without at the same

time, explicitly or implicitly, sssigning it to its context,; giving

it a position within the rarnge of soecial and cultiurz] identifications

which help us to "map out the world' in comprehensible terms. "Once

we name our object under scmc descripition, then in =o denoting that

we point to the qualitieés and properties which they have and which they

may exemplify”, Cirocurel (g}hﬂs recently reminded us that,
The reciprocity of perspectives rule or inierpretive
procedure cannot operate unless additional males or
sub-routines accompany its use. .ﬁne sub-routine
censists of the actor's z2bility to treat a given

i ® lexical item category or phrase as an index of

larger networkd of meaning, as in normative
develcpments of disease categories, colour
categories and kinship terms. THe zppearance of

- a particunlar lexical item presumes the speaker
intended a larger set, and assumes the hearer

'fi11s-in' the larger set when deciding its .
meaning. A :

At this level of contextual or 'comnofative' interpretation, where
the operation of what Cicourel has called "the et cetera rula; is
abselutely crucial, the ideal of 'perfect reciprociiy' recedes even
further. Indeed, it is masked, even in Cicourel's formulation, by the
deceptive use of the term "normative”, In what sense are the categories
of disease, colour or kinship "normative"? Ve ceftainlyrﬁmmw that they
are subject to enormous cultursl variation, as batﬁean cne saciéty and
another. Within any one culture, the cclour spectrum or (less certainly)
kinship categories may commznd very wide, perhaps near-universal,
consensus. A television play can identify two actors as representing
'mother' and 'son' with a fair degree of certainiy that anyone uatchiné
will 'understand' what kinship system is here invoked. However, the
viewer of 2 more specialist kind of television progremme, say about
a tribal society, in which the presenter uses the term "mother's brother”
weuld be instantly at sea, uniess fuither, contextual elaboration® were
provided. For this term 'indexes' kinship systems, which employ some of
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-
the =ame terms as those with which we are familizr, tut where the terms
hzve guite 2 different significance: and a whole specialized language
and debate, in which cnly some ethnologists are at 211 'competent',
is reguired before the lay-audience can comprehend what is being said
and shown. And this is a relztively simple example, where the boundary
betwszen what will be known anéd what is ressconably clear.

Hews, documentary and current affzirs programmes on television and
radio, for example, which constantly sigmify complex political situations
with which the sudiencecis not familiar in any detail, deal with far
more: shaded and ambiguous areas, where the line between 'full comprehension®,
'partiz]l comprehensien' and 'in-comprehension' is extremely hard to draw.
Even the categories of 'disease' are not as clear-cut er 'nermative' as
Cicourel supposes. In thekkiiled medical fratermity, the basic
caiegories of disease may be fairly firmly established; but a2 very long
apprenticeship is required before young internses acquire the 'ccmpetence!
t® assign medical symptoms to their proper category. Both the skilled
practice  of diagnosis, and the docter—patient interview (ihe
cemmmicative foundation ef general medical practice) comsist of the
'interprative work' required to assign the 'incompetent' pagienta greans,
moans, pains and grimaces-to their 'normative category': and what we
might call 'category mistzkes' are crucizl! It has sometimes been said
that_&ucters present themselves to their patients in a gruff a;E
professienal manner, in order to set the patient's mind at rest,
while 'covering' for the inevitably'hit—anﬂ—mis; prﬂceﬂﬁras of which
a2 great deal of diagnosis consists. Guffhan{Iﬂj has remarked something
similar of the 'joking relationships' and ironic distance which
oharacteristically accompanies the work of the surgeon in the operating
theatre. Alternatively, we may think of the enormous discrepancies
which currently exist.between the medically-defined cateBories of 'cancer’,
and the general audiencé’s understanding of (and deep fears about) the
term. Or of the way the distorted syntactic structures of the speech
of certain patients labelled 'mentzlly ill' have been assigned te the
disease category, 'schizophrenia'; and of the major controversies,
within the psychotherapeutic community and the general public, which
this normative assignment has stirred up. So, once we have brought the
cormative and contextualizing aspects of socizl commmication into view,

it bhecomes more and more difficult to assume any degree of 'perfect
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reciprocity' between the communicators and the audiences. -

Things, of course, can be clarified, explained: broadcasters themselves
ecan tske some responsibility for 'de-contextualizing' their own content
on behalf of their publiez. Put then, this is precisely where some of the
'systematic distortions' we referred to earlier begin to arise. For
television or radie's "mode of identifying social reality" is not and
cannot be a2 wholly neutral and objective process. We have to decide
what the sources are of the contextual interpretations and identifications
which television or radioc regularly employs (an analysis which leads us
from langmage proper into structures, power and igeclogies), and whether
such contexts are indeed wholly symmetrical with those employed by
their audienceg, before commnicztion without distortion can become an |
operational (rather than an ideological) conéept. We must bear in
mind that, in the sphere ef political, social and current affairs
breadcasting, the media are constantly and regularly dealing with
'problem=tic situations' whose 'mezning' is not at all clear-cut, even
to the experts, and about which there is, rarely, if ever, one, clear,
unequivocal and unproblematic context or explanztion. The media do not,
in their general programming, dezl with categoriez and contexts as
defined or wellbounded as those of the colour spectrum. Tt i= one
thing for a news broadcast tc show pictures of a military coup
against a constitutional government, including the bombing of, say, the
House of Assembly. It is guite another guestion for the foreigm
affairs correspondent to assign that event, those pictures, to some
contextual category of explanation, along the lines of "A strong
gevernment intervened today to correct the country's inflationary
spiral®,

Yet, hf course, once we bave been offered the wiinessed account of
that day's event, precisely wh=t is at issue is: in what fromework of
understanding can these events be understood? .hat factors led up to
them? WYhat unseen forces prepared it? What logic of events produced
the bombing-as-an-event? And what conseguences lead from it? Does
it affect the balance of political powe= in the continent? The future
ef constitutionally elected governmments? The possibilities of peaceful
as against armed revolutionary change in societies of this type? In
fact, the brief, apparently 'factual', report in the tele—cast, indexes
thesze ftrther'nvnt&xta:—pnints—t¢=them1g§_yhe necessary 'deep-structure'
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*f the event. The 'meaning' of the event is not accessible to the

viewer without that deep-structure. Indeed, not only will such

guestions appear naturally to 'follow on': some provisional, implicit
answers to them will already be present, already embedded, in the

limited signification which the evenit had achieved in the headline

news. To note that one kind of regime has ended, and another

replaced it, in the manner showm, is to signify a number of possible
contexts in which such a sequence of events "makes sense'. It is
precisely to signify the eveni, to identify it, to 'make it mean'
something, social}y and historically. Every news event is already, if
incompletely, assigned to a context which 'explains ii'. The broadcaster,
or his reporter and camera-man in the field must already have such a
context in mind in order to know what to film, which te-select and send
back to the editor, which te include in the broadcast. As more becemes
known, such contexts m=y be expanded and refined: they may even be -
modified. But no primary signification can occur without them. In short,
where social communication is concerned, it is impossible to proceed
without 'interpretive work', without the operation of indexical or

'et cetera' rules. The very choice of cne set of images over another

te signify 'what happened there yesterday' involves the use of

interpretive cndes.(II} »
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News, current affairs and documentary broadcasting, on radioc and
television, represent, taken together, 2z massive zres of public
broadcasting. Together with the nationz]l press, these media, orgnmized
as public communications systems, crucizlly intePsect, on the one side,
: uith_pblitina, govermment, power and the state, and on the other side,
with what we might call the 'public discourse' amongst the zudience at
large ‘about. questions of mational and intesmational significance.
_Major broadcasting resocurces, in temms of persomnel, economic and
techmical resources, programme production and iransmission time are
devsted to fhis broadcasting domain, In political terms, it represents
the pivotal sector ef social commmications. It is the point at which
the broadcasters and their institutions mediste - hold The pass, -
command the communicative channels - between the elites of power (secial,
ecenomic, political, cultural) and the mass audience. ThYs mediation Is
exercised in different ways, and irn different formats. The new&“hringE
- the audience the raw and truncated signification of 'events', at home
and abroad: it is limited, largely, to foreground accounts, ané to a
very short time span. In current affairs brosdcasting, thé experts and
the mae jor perscnal and institutionzl participants in those events appear
in more extended form: giming more detailed, expert, 'background’
accounts, or arguing and contesiing the meaning and significance of the
events which the news has reported. In the documentary area, the
broadcasting professionals take the responsibility for compiling
accounts or 'filmed investigations' of events and problems which
have either already surfaced in the news, or which are judzed by them
to be potemtial 'news-events', or edging into news visibility.
Foreground accounts: backgmound reports and investigations: orgini%ed
controversy, afld discussion: brozdly speaking, these are the three
struéaurﬁs to public broadcasting which sustain the domain of 'political
broadca®ting'. (Particular formats, of course, differ and wvary
lidely—ffum channel to channel, programme tc programme).

. How in all these areas of social commnication, 2 fundamentz]l a-symmeiry
exists between those who shape events, participate actively in them,

these who have skilled and expert knowledge about events, and those who
have 'priveleged access' to events znd participants in orger to report on
and communicate aﬂﬁut them: and, on the other hand, the great majorities
and minorities of the 'mass audience', who do not directly participate

# Mo
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in events (even when they are directly affected by them), who have no
expert ‘knowledge ahout them, and who have no-privileged right of access

to information and persornel: Im this domain, the broadcesters-are
responsible for initiating commmication about events: they select the
-events-on which they report or-around whith they organize discussion:
-they-select-tha~jinstifgiional persons anj the experts who speak about. . - -
or spesk to 2n issde: thsy dcfine the agenda of *significent issnes's.
they. 'encode’ thoss-events in zpproprigte formatis: they belp 4o define
tfe terme-in which the evente will be presented or-Gebated:.and they " __

—n . 2 : e N

Now the events which constitute the *subject-mettertof btreadcasting in
are usuzally new, drematid, often unexpected and unprﬁﬁict'e&'
'Events, events vf a 'problematic" kihd, which-tbreach or disturb nur COmmMONn=—

_"gense -expectations sbout the-socizl ﬁu, our 'taken-for-granted' sense

af 'how the werld is'EI‘?j In = sense, these are the category-requirements
af the whole area of news, and ﬁiﬂhﬂ:ﬂiﬂﬁte a.:ea&-;{cumni_aﬂ‘a.in'
dooumentary, ete): if is news because it is new;--benﬁuse it fundapentally,
dramatically, distarbs or has the potential to- disturb-the on-going social
order (loczl,national or inter-natipmal). Wews can breach our-‘pormal’
expectations about the world in different ways. It can rer:_ﬁéﬂant an
event in fthe world ihe dike of which we have never.seen before {The first
" moen landing}: it gan represent a new and unexpected furn in events

(the sudden remewal o= Tsrael-Arab hostilities): it can vepresert a
slight modifigationor—development in an on-goinz-progess .of change

(the latest phase in 2 government's anti-inflation policy)s it can bring *
us news' about everyday Ev'erlrl:s in one part of the world which are,
however,. 'news io-us' (reports of tribal.-1ife in Hew Guinea). What

is cemmen to-all these kinds of events is the fact that they ane te some -

degree 'problematic', and therefore their 'meaning! is-net transparently
given in them, ¥No metter how much 'ccvé’:‘age' we are given, we zlways.
need more information if we are to understand 'fufi@y' whzt is geing on.
If the event is shown or reported on at first hand; we 2lsc need to finew
whether it is an isolated or general development, whether its outcome

has been resclved or is still in doubt. If the event is part of an
unfolding ;.hzu.n of events, we need to know what that long-term process is,
what are the deep-structures which have brought it a.bﬁsit, what its
indirect consequences, long-term, will be. If the event is wholly
unexpected, we need to know why we were not led to expect it, what
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unforeseen and unpredicted or unreported factors had been, all the while,
preparing its eventuality. If it is rezlly new or really strange, we

will need a great deal of contextual information before we can say we

'really understand' what is haprenine. And all news-events, of whatever
kind, require to be 'set in context' (an event, like 2 term in a

ﬁiscnurse; cannot signify on its own), and presume or entail ‘'an explanation’'.
0f course, the hostilities in the Hidﬁle k=gt zre part of the larger,

longer struggle between... Of course, the attacx was made there, or then,
becauge.. The whole process of socizl communication, we would argue,

implies an inierpretive, contextualizing discourse, Zut this is especially
true of the whole domain of news and 'political communitatiens® in general.
The discourses by means of which the brﬁ&dcastcrs translate historical

events in tﬁe 'rez] world' into 'commnicative events' (messages of one

kind or another) are, fundamentally, indexical discourses in Cicourel's
sense. Thef;dﬂpnmd on the use of connotative codes, by means of vwhich
"larger networks of meaning" zre indeved; and on the interprétive work

which broz ters must do to resolve events which seem intrinsically
'meaningless' (or whose 'meaning' is incomplete), into categories,
explanatnryjcuntexts which 'make them mean something' in more than a
mareljhlitﬁﬂal sense. Likewise, the viewer must esither already
understand ‘the coniext in which the event is being signified, af.mnst

be nfferﬁ& some 'explanatory context' so that he, too, can 'resolve' the
event mﬂaﬁiﬁgfully. If the media can be s2id to chape the public debate,s

to mould popular consciousness about issues, it is not only because they

have become the major, and most creédible source, of literal information
about the world. It is because they also exercise the functiom of . .
connecting discrete evenis with one another: they build or 'map' events
into larger, wider, frameworks of meaning, so that viewers come, not
simply to 'kmow what is happening', but to construct from that knowledge

. 3)
"pictures of the world"™, scenarios of actiun.{l’*

The choice of frameworks and categories, the initial 'definitions of
the situation', are, of course, principally initiated by, and rest with -
the broadcasters. The activity hf comprehending and 'decoding' by the
ﬁudience is conducted on terrain which the broadcasters first define
and delimit. In so far as zudiences do not cuestion the framework of -
assumptions within which these primary significations are made, they
'interprei' within the hegemonic 'definitions of the eituation' which
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the hroadcasters provide. In other cases, they may relate the 'global'
definitions which the media provide {o their own, more situated position:
or they may try to 'make sense' of the mediz significstions, while _
recognizing that 'things look somewhat different' if one is an qrﬂinaij
member of the public and not one of the experts or history-makers. In that
case, they can be said to 'megotiate megnings’, uithinftﬁg outer
determinations of the hegemonic definitions thgyuﬁh}e been offered. It
is also possible for audiences to fully cummrﬁhend how and why media
professionals, experts and accredited Hitﬁﬁssaa see an event that way,
but nevertheless, refuse that 'reading' of events, and resolve

meanings in afcuntradictnry vay. In that case, they refuse or refute the
'definitiuns?nf the situation' with which they are provided, and bring
their own de-coding codes intc play. These we may call 'oppositiopal'
reaﬁ.ings.{ﬁl'} Bscause the 'encoding' and 'decoding' moments in the
commnicative chain are not identical, but differentiated moments in

a complexly unified process, the 'perfect transmission' of meanings

from broadeasting source to audience is, or can potentially be, subject
to fuFther systematic skewing. It would not be correct to conceive of
these simply as 'obstacles to communication': kinks in the commmication
chain, which ought to be straightened out. Tor these differential
'feadingﬁ' arise from the fact that events are interpretible in more than
one framework or context: different groups ané classes of people will
bring different explanatory frameworks to bear, depending on their
social position, their interests, place in tke hierarchy of power, and

se on. If we were to remove 'cbstacles to communication' of this

kind, all that this would ensure would be ghit the hegemonic

definitions of events by the powerful andf!the privileged would reign
tout court., And this would entzil the prﬁmise that the views cof the
world prnvideﬁ by the powerful elites z2re alvays correct: that, in
relation to events, all the different groups and classes in society

have or ought to have only one viewpoint. It would mean, in short,

that only the dominant ideolozy should prevaii, If the military coup
referred to zbove is interpreted by a friendly government as 'legitigste
and necessary', and the mediz - taking the impress of elite opinion
gignifies the events of the coup in that way, then it is a positive
virtue of the syctem (not 2 wsslmess or obstacle) that some groups, at
least, shﬂ§lﬂ have the residual right %o give those events an alternative,

eppositional reading. Otherwi .e, the communications system would
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function in a unilateral and uncontested way, merely to reproduce the
hegemonic idoblogy, as an instrument to pacify structural conflict.
In such a situation, a'perfect commnications system' - one without

obstacles - would itself become the greatest obstacle to communication.

We know of no mass commmications systems which are "perfecily
transparent' in this way. Mass media systcms have to deal with a
variety of topice and events, and have to reflect scmething more than
the *'dominant viewpoint', so that they generally display characterisiics
of what Enzenheiger has called "leaky systems". Moreover, as we sghall
see below, there are few systems in which the definitions of the
powerful pass, without any qualification or modifieation or challenge,
straight into the media and are simply reproduced by its professionals.
The comnections which the media form with the elites of power are
e;t:enely complex, and contradictions - of intereét, outlock and
iﬁterpretatiun - frequently arise between them. Further, media
professionals work within conflieting criteria: if, on the one =ide,
they must be sensitive to the way the powerful azre defining events,
they also have, and recognize, 2 duty to 'inform the publie', to try
to get to the "truth" zbout events, even when this conflicts with the
official significatien of them. Although thers is rarely anything so
simple as th;r'abjective truth' about a historical Evenf,-the
requirement to be 'objective' is a useful 'operational fiction', which
tends to open gaps between the accounts which the professionals offer
and the interpretations which peliticians or administrators hope will
prevail. Further, the media systems we are describing aperate within
the political structure of a formal democracy. So the obligation to
reflect, even withir those limited terms, the viewpoint of critics or
'"the oppoeition', as well as the viewpoint of those in power, is not
merely a2t their diseretion: it is usually formally enshrined in their
terms of reference — the reguivement that there should be 'balance' in
the viewpoints expressed when = topic is controversial. There are,
then, various structural featurce of these systems dﬁich pfevent them
from unilaterally reproducing, without contradiction, the hegemonic
ideology. Perfecily transparent, unilateral, commnicatien can only
exist in the (extremely rare) limiting case of the perfectly censored

(15) -

mediam,
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It would be wrong, however, to interpret this as oroducing a state of
perfect pluralism where the dominant mess mediza systems are concermed.
If the hegemonic viewpoint does not, unilaterally, hzve iis way at allr
times, this does not mean that the media serve all viewpoints equally:
there is n> 'perfect competition' in the market of publiec cpinions,
where each individual member of the sudisnce haz =n egqually open chance
of structuring the public discourse, Despite the recuiremenis of
'objectivity’, 'balance', 'impartiality', etec, the media remain
oriented within the framework of power: they are part of a political
and social system which is 'structured in dominance'. Objectivity,
impartiality and balance are exercised within a fremework; and that
framework is one which, overall, the powerful, not thes powerless -
elites, not audiences - crucizlly define. The comaitment of the media
to the reflection of 'more than one viewpoint' does not in any way
contradict the media's oversll tendency to "reproduce the Lsgemonic
(18)
in the terms in which we are discussing it, is, precisely, the ideology
of liberal class-societies: that is o say, one in which the "national
intereat' is identified with, and is seen to proceed via, the structured

ideology, with all its contradictions.™ For the hegemonic ideoloay,

"clash' of opposing viewpoints. These opposing viewpoints are, of course,
at another level, precisely mnited in their fundamentsl loyalty to

the structures of constraint - the rule of law, c-ﬁstitutignal 1egali§y,
the two-party parliamentary siructure, etc - which pexmit them to
‘oppose'. So that mediz systems which thrive on controversy, the clash
of opposing viewpoints, 'open discussion', free debate, and sc on, may
nevertheless Ee.said, at another level, to be substantiating and
reproducing the 'mode of reality'! of the State, without these two

things standing in any kind of open contradiction. In the British
broadecasting system, for example, the two television channels are required,
both by p@actice and by their governing charters, to give 'equal time®

to the viewpoints of the two major political parties on any topic which
is controversial. But this clash of opposing opinions is framgd by the
two party-system itsslf, by thc political structure of Her Majesty's
Government/Her Majesty's Loyal Oppositien, by the rule of law and
aonstituiigngl preccdent, as well as by a whole numbcer of working
"definitions as to what doos and what docs not constitute 'politics’.

A point of vicw which ariscs cutsidc the framcwork of discussion

defined by the tes major parliamentary partics has far less 'right of
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access' to time and to debate on the media: indecd, if such a point of view
is one which challeuges the very terms which Govormment and Opposition
have agrecd to opérate, it has a difficult time getting the mediz to
recognize its viewpoint as "political® at all. The flow of commmicztions
in the society is thus siructurcd, not only by the explanatory

frameworks within which the media signify cvents, but at the previous
stage: the stzge at which evenis and topics become visible to the

media 2t all, the stage at which an cvent is defincdcas 'signiffafle’.
Indeed, the twe typos of structuring - the one when the message arises,

and the one whem the message is trensmitted - arc deeply intercommected,

because the media will tend to take—over, from the political elites, " “* *°
a way of pergeiving an cvent, as well as a way of explaining or
contextuslizing it.

K] L]
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Let us try to draw together the points we have been making, and
atitempt to claborate them in terms of a model znd an example. The
example chosen is the recent British legislatiom, in EEE form of an
Industrial Relations Bill, which delimits the rocourse te strike action
in industrial disputes between cmployers and cmployces or unions,
institutienalizes an cnforced ‘ccoling off' period in any dispute before
industrisl action can be taken, and brings into piay for the first {time
in British industrial rclaticons an Industrial Court with wide-ranging
pewers. The model developed below is based on a detailed study of the
mediz coverage of the introduction and immediate consegucnces ef this
piece of controversial legislation, but no attempt has boen made Bere
te refer to particualr programmes. Insto.d, the aim is to try to
establich the various stages in the 'public signification' of this set
of events, and thus to pin-point the characteristic mammer in which

'commnication' about an event of this order is structured.

The passage of the Imdustrial Relations Bill was not, of course, a
cne-off event. It arose within a2 prolonged dcbete, which Bas racked and
and divided the society for necarly ten years, zbout the nedd for some
fundamental change in the structure of industrial relatiens in Britain:
an argument which pin-pointed the so-callcd 'uncontrollod! lovel ef
wage—demands by the unions, and the number of working days lost through
strikes as two of the principal factors producing an inflatiunar} gpiral
in the economy, and gencrzlly weakening Britain's economic position.

The Labour Govermment itself proposed to legislate in a rather similar
marmmer, and this plan was only abandoned 2t the last mopent in return
fer a pledge by thc unions to sxercise their own 'voluntary' restraints:
it provoked widespread debate in itszelf, and serious conflicts of opinion
between the Labour Government and the unioms, as well as in the country
at large. wc cannot deal with this 'background' in our model. But it is
important te bear in mind that evenis of the kind we will try to take
into account, stemming from the introduction of legislation by the
Conservative Govermment, already have a complex pre-history: they enter
2 highly structured field of discourse, in which opinions, of both an
expert and lay kind, have sirezady been mohilized and polarised. We
should note, however, that what forms the background to the process we
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shall attempt. to detail, is in no sense & set of 'meutral facis', but -
a gset of highly-contradictory interpretations. There may be 'further
facts', constituting some neutrzl, informationzl ground, which the media
-~ in their search for an 'objective' standpoint - could t-]:';r,r tc occupy;
but, it would be wirtually impossible to reconstruct the public debate
about the issue around them, even if they could be found. Already,

we are dealing with fundamenizlly contradictory mlmto.zy frameworks.
For example, is British posi-war inflation duc to a 'wages-push', or
have wages simply allowed working people to keep up with inﬂaticnz

Dees Britain lose more days in strikes than other industrial mpatisns,

and, if so, is this = structural or an incidental factor in her pﬂét—gé.r

acwnomic performance?

The issue of the Government's Industrial Xelations Eill. (18), then,
does not arise 'cold'. The debate has already been, to zome degree,
pre-structured. However, we can, for analytic purposes, bracket thase-
for the moment, and consider the position once the preliminary stages

are over and legislation is iniroduced.

A, It is, of course, 'decisions' of thas prec¢isé and clear-cut kind,
which meet the first resuirements of news. The topicality of the issue,
its wide-ranging significance for the socisty, its short and long term
conseguences, the 'drama' comnecied with the eveni - these meoct the
criteria qf 'mews worthiness', and male the cvent visible, first, to
the media vim the structure of 'news valuecs'. ; ‘hat is to .say, the
decision claarly commands the s'%ttention of the newsmen and news sditors,
and thus  tim= €n the newe bulletins, so to speak, from the outside. Its
position ingthe day's agenda of issues iz determined by the political
elites and governmental institutions-who take the decisien and act, in
the first place. It passes straight into the nedia, and acquires there
its first medi® visibility, not essentizlly because hewsmen have views,

one way or another, about infustrial relations, but because newsmen do

their work within the frmew:ﬂ: of the professional routines and - . .
values of 'news making': :|.t is the professional criteria and pmtlces -_-i'
of news-making, not the political beTiefs of news-men, whlch.fmme s

the crucial passagé ef the event from the politieczl to the broadecasting
domains. The media take over and reproduce the 'agenda ef issues'
established by the political elites as = ccns'.ecp:uem;a of the structural
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nexus which binds broadecasting to politics and powsr, nct as a conseguence

of the persconzl inclinations and biases of media perscnnel.

The comnnactions betwesn broadcasting and the political elites are not
all of thiés 'extrinsic' kind. ‘?he IRE has been promulgated in Parliament,
by major political speeches, and by official Cabinet or Government
ammouncements. These are, of courss, the regular sources of political
information anéd of wnofficial 'briefings! for those media professionals
and correspohdents whe regularly report on the political sffsirs of the
natien. The '"information' thus becomes accessible to the media along
'channels! already well worm with use. 3But further, the Govermment will
net propose legislation of this far-reaching and controversial = kind
"mneutrally'. Iis spokesmen will marshall the case for legislaiion with
all the skill at their command. For example, thoy will take up
interpretations ef the economic situmation favourable to lagisiation
(i.e. wages doccause inflation, strikes do weakcn the econcmy), and build
them into their 'casa', So that, from the very moment that the-gecision
1= mede and legislation introduced, the facti of legislation and ‘tl;e
‘definitions of the powerful' are already in play. It is the fict of
legislation, together with the favourable promlgation or interpretation
of that fact, which constitutes the 'event' for the fedia n&wsmén.
Typically, in the first television newscast, there will be a 'repox.*t' by
the news reader prepared by the newsroom; a brief exiraet of an interview
with the Prime Minister after the decision has boen announced to the
House; in which, insvitzbly, be will "present the barc bones &f the
case for' the way the Government has acted, This will be 'balanced'
by a brief extract from an intem‘ieu_gith, &5y, the Leader-af thé Opposition,
containing a resume of the terms in which—3he Opposition will iﬁ_:-&sl .
the legislation: and, probably, zn 'expert' assessment of its immediate R

consequences by the media's political correspondent. In short, the
media reproduce the event, slready presignified: and they de this
because they obey the requirement on them to report 'impartially' what
the decision-makers say and do, and because the structure of news values
erient them, in certain bredictable and pre.:a'l:..’;.sed ways, to these
privieeged sources of action and information. A persuasive account

of this piece of legislation is now in the public domain: so are the
dominant terfs in which it is to be opposed within the framework of
parliamentary oppositicn. ‘his constitutes the delimited terrain, the
first and primary signification of the event. All other, and further
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significaticns of the event,within and outside the media, will
constitute reproductions of, modifications of, extensions of,
attempts to change the terms-of-reference cof, that primary
signification. Let us note that, so far, the only function of the
media in the process of public signification has been to be
scrupulously 'objective', 'impartial’', 'balanced', 'neutral' and

"informed'.

B. The event now has a 'news-lafe' within the media. Later bulletins
will amplify the event-zs-news, and report on new developments.
Given th; extensive function of news coverage provided by the media,
this continuing news coverage will form a continuing ground-tase to
the signification of the event so far as the public is concerned.
1t can only be displaced (a) if significant new developments-in the
same iesue gradually chang. the terms of the coverage: or if (b) it

is displaced by 'other news' of s different and more dramatic kind.

But ug must pass to the second stage. The media do not only report
the event. They have the duty to organize the public debate about
the issue. There are two sides to this, one passive or reflective,
one more active. The new legislation is now actively debated in
different political forums: in Parliament, in political circles, in
the unions, and the employers urganizafions, and by academic and
intellectual experts. In its reports, the media will centinue to
reflect the passage cf the event within these defined circles. But
the media have also become responsible for organizing their own
"debate about the issue. And here the IRB passes from the Keeping
of the newsroom and its attendant 'news values' intc what is normally
defined as 'current affairs'. How will a 'current affairs’
diseussion on the media on this guestion be constructed? By law,
practice and custom, the Government, which has taken the initiative

in the matter, have & right to the debate: to put their point of

view and marshall the argument. Here, we might say, the Governmeni

is absolutely accessed: it is unthinkable that =a Government spokesman

should not appear. U&Ie is, of course, also subject to be interviewed
and questioned. tHere the media professional - interviewers,
chairmen of discussion, etc - are no longer performing the strictly
neutral role of the 'reporter': he is the skilled questionmer, with
a right to put guestions (i.e. initiative debate) znd seek answers.

His 'right' to do so rests fundamentally on the premise that all
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political decisions in this society are open to responsible
cuestion (he will be both guestioning and responsible). But the
role of "tough interviewer' is, finally, legitimated because-
viewers - the gensral public - cannot, (given the restricted nature
of the med:um) put questioas themselves; so that the professional

interviewers must perform s role on behalf of the public. Ee invokes

the lack of access by the public, a2nd his role as mediator between

power and 'the people', to lezitimate his otherwide awkward role.
=---He can only perform a really critical task vis-a-vis his interviewee,

an official, spokesman, by tacitly invoking the 'common sense'

viewpoint of the 'ordinary viewer'. He puts to the Cabinet Hinister

guestions he supposes the man-in-the-stireet would have put to him,

had be had the chance. This is indeed an active mediating role: aad
it is perhaps here that the media first, in any substantial way,
begin -to interpose their own definitions of the situation on those
definitions whick the palitical elites have already signified, znd
which the media ha*e faithfully aﬁd“accufately '"reported'. But
we . must pote that, in passing from the legitimate right to 'report!
fully &nd accurately, to the legitimate right to 'enter inio . a -+
cuntrélled debate' with the politicians, the meédia interviewer .i=m
consirained in at least three different ways: (z2) ke must elicit

the Minister's view of the situation firsti, before he can probe it:
to some defree, he too, operates from & base-line within the pre-
definitions of the question; (b) he cannot roam too far outside the
kinds of guestions '"sveryone' will cleariy see to be those which
‘ordinary people' would have wanted to put: ctherwise, he will be
wccused of partiscnship. Though the viewer is not actually present,
& certzin typification of the viever - as an'ordinary bloke, with

a lot of common sense guestions, but not an extremist' - serves to
modulate the inierviewers performance of his role; (c) he is
governed by the 'rules of conduct' of polite and rationul debate:

he cannot lose his temper, employ debating tricks, take too much
advantape of his interviewee's discoemfiture, etc. 1In short, the
media now begin to amplify and expand the 'defipitiens of the situation’
which structure the topic: but they do so by operating within the
terrain-largelj defined by the dominant instituticms, though they
function 'critically' ir relation to that terrzin. The media
interviewer will more fregquently follcw a point made by the Minister,

by & guestion critical of that point, then he will initiate a line of
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guestions altogether outside the limits in which his interviewee is
operating. Indeed, his legitimacy to be 'tough' is regulated to

some degree by the degree of toughness with which the Minister puts
his point of view. The logics-in-use which govern interviews of this
type ap.ear to be wide open, but in fact they are very tightly
consiructed. They tend, overall, to push the irnterviewer towards
what we might cail the 'test of pragmatic effectivenmess'. His
strongest criticism (without overstepping the boundaries of his role)
can be mounted irom the 'common-sense' position, f'will it work"?
Praggatic reality. of this order, naturally, operates within the
framework of a Gigher ratiomality, which hardly ever surfaces. It
produces an interviewing practice which is extremely 'tough', within
its limits: and creates the stronz impressicn that 'the lLinister

was not allowed to get away with anything'. This crucial pracﬁice in
media signification of public events is so little studied that it is
worth illustrating, in syllogistic form:

A. Yie have.had.to.'ett against strikes in the national interest”

3. "Yes, but are you sure this legislation won't lead to even more
strikes?"

(FPremise: ‘everyone agrees it is right to halt sirikes: the gquestion
is, 'how'?) .

£. VI -we can control the rising level of wages, them we can begin
to get prices down®
G- "But how long can you expect a virtual freeze on wages?"

[ or
¢. YBut how can you ensure that retailers will hold pricas at:their
current levelf®?

(Fremise: price inflation is due to immodcrate wage demands)
(Premise: since we are 2ll consumers, if you could control prices
then everyone would support your policy)

We- must note that all these hypothetical exchanges, contain, as their
necessary deep-structure, some pre-csmbedded definitions of the
situation, guite apart from the specific '"Premises' we lLave indicated.
Thus, for example, all of them assume Lhat 'we' are united, in-an
egual way, &5 a nation and a5 consumers, and will judge the legisletion
from that position, in terms of its effectiveness in securing a
'national interest' whose content we all know and subscribe to, and

e - .

have an.equal share in. 7hey tacitly rule out the alternative
sssumption: that we are divided, as a nation, between theose who
coploy and those who sell their labour, and thus have a gifferential

relation to 'the national interest', which tends to operate more 1in
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the interest of some than of others. .‘he political spokesman will
frame his case within the premise of 'the national interest', becpuse
it 2llows him ito make the widest possible a.peal for support,

and to build coalitions of support across classes and parties.

The interviewer has 'taken over' this ideological signification

as the 'operaticnal' premise of his conversation with power. The
passage of the hegemonic definitions continues to operate, so to
rapeak, via the structures and the logics, but 'behind men's backs'.

C. B5ut here a new criterion enters: that of 'balamce'. If the

¥inister has the 'right of debate' on the media, the criterion of
*balance' ensures that his Opposition Shadow Hinister has the ‘'right
of reply'. Kot only will *the two sides' be represented, but they
will tend to be represented by spolesman of more or less equal
political weight. <the Shadow kinister, too, may be subject to
'questioning' (see above), befors the discussion becomes more open.
The sequence here is not random but structured. 'Debate' in the
media requires twc sides and a 'neutral' chairman or interviewer:
political debzte of this order reguires, at least, Government,
Cpposition and professional Chairman (whc, apart from the
professional tasks of 'keeping the discussion moving', 'covering
the topics', 'putting supplementary questions', also has the formal
role ¢f holding the ring for the debate to unfold: the rules of
rational argument, fair allocation of time to each side, the
reasonableness of the exchanges, and the other tasks of studio
menagement). In & debate of this importance, the operation of the
criterion of 'balance' ensurcs the presence, not only of political
spokesman from the Parties, but of 'institutional spokesmen', from
the Trades Union “ongress and the Ucnfederatiom of British Industiry.
The representatives of these institutions have structured access
here, as accredited spokesmen, not only because the specific issue
of the IEB directly affects their positiom, but because, on a

whole range of issues, the media consider tkat the public debate
must be shared between the dominant major institutions in the
national life. GCutside of the formal political representatives of
the majority, the media acknowledge that, in complex, class
democracies, the major institutional organizations wield criticsl
and massive social power, and shape decisions in ways not cpen to
'ordinary people'. So, progressively, the institutional spckesmen

have gained a 'right to participate in the debate' when the media
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crganize the discussion, though this is largely by practice and
custom rather than (as is the case with political matters) by

law.

The topic has now been structured: the 'debate’ can begin. The
major participants have been 'produced', sc to speak, by the
compléx processes which link the media-to the major sources of
power in the soeiety, and this link is mediated, specifically,

by what we might call the legitimate structure of sccess. Access

[WH

s not — o5 has sometimes seemed to be the czse in recent debates -
o matter of minority participz=tion in broadcasting, or the exteénsion
of some right to participate to groups and individuals who' do not
regularly appear. 1t is, first and foremost, the existing, regular,
systemaAtic structure of access: the institutions, groups, personnel
who regularly and of right appear and defint, the groups who cannot

be left out. It is orly then, and more residually, = guestion of

the subordinate "rights' of those who have been 'left out', or of
those who can 'win their way, by consent or strugegle', into
visivility. ~Thus we must know what the structure of zccess is and
the 'informal rules' by which it is operated: and then, what this
gtructure of access does to the structuring of the topic as 2
communicative event: before we can bring into view the limited efforts
and successes 0of those outside the consensus of access to modiiy
the structure in some way. Thé demands of those 'without access'
must be understood, first, in terms of its "obsent' opposite: the
systematic 'over-accossing' of certain groups in the society.

Gnly then can the structuring of communications be adequately

produced as an object of study, reflecction and action.

Let us observe certain features of the structuring of the topic
as we have outlined it 56 far. The structures cnsure that more
than one viewpoint will be pregcnt in the public debate in the mediaz.
They alsd ensure what range of voices =nd viewpoinis, what
institutional weightings, will be prisent in the signification of
any controversial topic. They ensure the terms in which the topic
will be elaborzted, and the terrzin across which the 'debate' will
rangc. Ho single set of terms will unilaterally prevail: but the
dominantly defined terms =nd limits within which controversy is

engendered are not infinite - they remain 'structured in dominance'.
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By ensuring that certain positions must be visible, the media also
tend to ensure that certain positions will remain B.-ic.liy
invisible. For exomple, since the Labour Government zlco had theilr
own plans for industrial legislation, they are unlikely to argus
root and branch against any need for legislation whatsocever. The

acceptance of some sort of legislation then becames coumon ground

between the twe major oppesing positioms, in the initial signification
of the topic. 4as the interviewer's questions probe the pragmatic
underpinnings of these twe pesitions, so they become, between them,
the two defined limiting positions in the 'reasonable znd realistic’
case for and against the Bill. This ground now forms: the basis for
any further discussion of the topic. FPositions which fall outside’
this etructured controversy not only have difficulty in winningsa
hearing: they guickly appear 'unreasonable and uprealiestic' when
set off against the'reasobnable’ césé'fnr;and—against the Bill.
Thus, new perticipents to the debate are also constrained by the
manner in which it has been signified. For example, if the Unionms,
through their accredited spokesmen, make a case zgainst the Bill
within the existing ‘termé-nf reference', they can he argued with
or opposed, but they will be understocd &s wucting 'rcasnﬁahlx'
within the established rules of controversy and oppositiom. But if
a Ginion spokcsman were to introduce a nuw premise - such as, for
ex.mple, the view thut the ‘right to strike' is a fundamental
freedom, won uiter prolonged struggie, and should not be lightly
cast wside - this immediately appears as an '"extreme' view: it does
not require another participant to signify its groposer as Tan
extremist' - simply By taking a position which runs counter to the

on-going 'terms of reference', he will signify his own cxiremism.

D. ‘Two other kinds of groups may gain, at a later stage, a degree
of 'access' tc the debate. The first consists of 'expert witnesses'
who are professionally knowledgesble zbout industrial rolations.
Experts are, of course, by defimition, defaéned o5 speaking to a
controversial issue in neutral, impartial, non-partisan terms.
Individual experts may have loyalties to cne or other side in a
controversy, buit their right to contribute to the defimition of an
issue depends on their expressing an informed, uncommitted view.
Their contribution may thus consist of '£illing out'! and amplifying

the topic in terms of additicnal information, skilled or shrewd
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assessments., 4+t is only very occasionally that an experi can so
forcefully put a peint of wview in an already structured debate in
such & way as to alter, fundamentally, the basic terms of its

signification.

The other 'group®' is "the genmeral public itself'. 3But the 'general
public' is not one of the active participants or principal acters
in the event: they cannot speak as institutional spoxesmen or as
experts: they are not organised in ways which are visible to the
medium. Their views, then, will enter the debatie in 2 mediated
and subordinate form. ihat 'the general public thinks' will be
reported on by journalists or invoked by one side or the other
in the controversy. Or reports on the passage of the topic Hill
avail themselves of random items of ‘vox pop' interviews - a sort
of instant sampling of men and women-in-the-street, in Brief
snippets, where the point of the exercise is, precisely, that
'there zre many different views®, and that they are egually i.-nexpert.
Occasionally, some 'current affeirs discussion' time will Dbe given
over to =z studio discussion irncluding {tgpicallj] large numbers _of,
say, rank-and-file trade unionpists who, under the prod of a mediz
chairman, stimulate a 'lively exchange' a2t a somewhat more grass-
roots level than in the more regular studio discussion of the
issue. Here too the producer is reguireé to ensure a degree of
'balance', at a lower level, between those who are '"for' and those
who are 'against' legislation. Jhereas accredited witnesses and
institutional spokesmen appear, of right, in their representative
gerson or, and are given time to develcp zn argument, the
participants te 'studio discussions' always appear in large
numbers, 'impersonally', have toc make their poinis rapidly in the
cut and thrust of debate. <They clearly serve the functiom of a
studio cross-section of the igeneral public', given & brief chance
to air their wiews, odd and cranky or unrepresentative as they may
be. 7Tkis is not a rositice from which a structured counter-

argument or counter-definitions of the situation can be launched.

In the passage of the structured topic through the media, the
broadcasting institutions may tzke further opportunities—ta develop
and amplify the topic as it has been coristituted. This may take

the form of & 'documentary' background treatment of the issue, . -~
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for which the media themselves take editorial responsibility.
Here, the facts relevant to the terms of the issue can be resused:
the professionals can make '"pragmatic' assessments of 'how
successful! the Government or Opposition is in furthering/checking
legislation. They cannot, however, express & noint of view
editorially which favours ore side or' the other. Instead, they
must also resume the arguments of the main protagonists, giving
the initial definers = second or third opporiunity to express a

point of view.

The 'common ground' provides the basic terms in which the topic
will be elaborated. But it also becomes, in real terms, the
terrain on which bargains can be struck and compromises mafte. The
media frequently play a role in, and have a vested interest in, this
process of institutionalised bargairing. They share, with the
political and institutional elitcs, the notion that 'polities is
the art of the possible', and that, to achieve the possible, each
side must concede something so that conflict can be resolved.
Part of the 'impartial reporting' by media newsmen is, then, to
try to predict when bargains are imminent, and what their terms
will be, even when the accredited spokesmen deny that negotiations
are in fact in progress. .nother part of their function is to
preside over studio discussions, again between accessed spokesmen
and experts, in whick the possible terms of negotiation and
compromise are hypothetically rehearsed, and sach side to the
controversy probed for its willingress to negotiate. Ihe media thus
develop a structured interest in the institutional resolution of
conflict: & position which is 'neutral' eo far as the two sides
in the. structuredé controversy is concerned, but not 'meutral' inm
relation to the political system as a whole. It makes the media

the unwitting accomplices of conflicit-reyolution.

£. The structuring of the topic is unlikely tc be breached,
either ir media or in political terms, from within that siructure.
In the cz=se of the IRB, there was little or ne further movement
until *he terms of the debzte were rudely shattered by militant,
‘unofficial' action by groups with a more intransigent view of
the legislation than had anywkere so far achigLved visibility ino the
media. Once again, the structure of definitions is broken by events

which occur ocutside the media, a2rd to which the media must respongd.
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Hilitant shop stywards bring sections of werkers ou on strike
against a rulimg of the Court: their action is made official by
their Union: the Union is then summoned by the Yourt, is judged

toc be acting illegally (either for what it is doing, or for
failing to recognize the Court), and sanctioned: there are clashes
between pickets and police at the factory gates. At these levels,
and in these cvents, new, potential 'definitions of the situation'
- come into play. The case againéi legislation which these events
signify fall right outside the boundaries which the previous —
definitions have helped te crect. ihat they point to is =2
definition of the IRB as z kind of class legislation, an attack on
basic working class institutioms. It is unlikely, however, that
this viewpoint will now enter the signification of the issue as a
legitimate zround for opovosition. The previcus, pro/con
sigrification of the svent is already in dperation: and the new,
dramatic events will tend to be 'mapped' into that structure.

They will be debated in terms of how they breach, extend, modify,
affect that on-going definition. Thus, strikes, militant actiom,
clashes between pickets and police are signified in terms of the
consequénces they have - making the Gevernment (whose case we have
heard) take a 'tougher line' by .standing behind the Court: or
forcing the Cpposition and the Unions into a 'more intransigent
vosition' (than that which thcy earlier expressed in reasoned
debata). Strikers and pickeis do not have the power to redefinme
an issue in the media. They can only be signified as 'justified’
or 'unjustified', "illegsl' amd therefore *illegitimate’,
‘unreasonéﬁie and irrational! - against the background of legality,
legitimacy, reasonableness and rationality which zlready commands
the debate. It is, indeed, their '"illegitimacy', not their
tdefinition of the situstion', which coemands the ncws coverage.
The original defirers of the situation now have access again, to
assist in the amplified definition of the strikes and the pickets.
The latier are casily cast in the role of 'folk devils': they
are'extremists', a 'handful of militants®, 'agitators': their
leaders are '"anxious to be martyrs'. The media do, of course,
give these militant leaders a chance to 'put thair point of view' -
they gain a temporary and limited access (though, once tke strikes
dic down, andé the ilsediate confrontation is resolved, they will

pazs once again into inwisibility,and their case with them). But
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they 8¢ not, and are not invited to, command the redefinition of

the situation, or to cxtend the terms of the controversy. They

must justify their actioms and zppearance, apologize, as it were,

for appearing on the stage at all as participants, and explain

the illegitimacy of their actions. If they enter, at lengih, an
argument of a reasoned kind, they must come to tcrms with the

pro-con structure of debate already established: they move on
defined terrain, and are trapped by its terms. If they stard
outside the 'reasonable case', for or against, they =zppear to

be sloganizing, and théir very Eiiitancy signifies their extremism.
It is extremely difficult for them to ecvade their own stigiatization.
They achieve access, then: but only on terms already pre-established.
What is at issue is not their view of the IRE, but tkheir militancy
against it, their violence, their illegality, their mzrginality,
their unrepresentativeness. They, too, will be 'balanced'. Gther
shop floor workers will be found to say that their militant

brothers have 'gone too far', ought to have kept their opposition
within the framework of the law. It is difficult in these
structured conditions to get a hcaring for the view that iy i$

precisely the question of whether there should be a law or not,

which is at issue. It is even more difficult for spokosmen who,
having never been legitimated participants in the regular
distribution of access, have few of the 'skills and coumpctences'
of reasoncd debate at their command. Thus, though they have
fractured, temporarily, the structure of definitions of the
situation, their intervention has simply served ic shift the
terms of the debate to another level: one vwhere evcen deeper pre-
suppositions are in play, and where the sacred mature of the
social order itself can be mobilized against them. There may be
many who opposc an IRB: there will be fewer who will defend
actions which are sigrified as'illegal' or ‘violent', since
illegality threatens the 'rule of law' which is part of the
'common ground' on which all reasonable parties take their stand,
and 'violence' represents a threat to social order itself. 1IF
the Goverrment cannot 'win' a debate about legislation, 1t can
certainly command a debate which is signified as being about

'*law and order’. This displaccment of the issue to a more
primordial idiological lcvel strengbhens the existing terms of the

issue. And the displacement occur at more than ome level in the mcdia.
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For the militant spokesmen have been preceded by pictures of
pickets and police locked in struggle. And thouch these struggles
are really instances of the structural conflict between Government
and orcanised labour, they will have been signified in the nels as
belonging essentially tc the 'law and order' category. Ir
allowing the militants to appear and speak, the media, once again,
demonsirate their flexibility, their balance and impartiaiity.

The structure of access is tenporarily broken. The mderlrilig

logic. of the situation, however, is unbreakable.
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There are more ‘obstacles to communication' than are dreamt of im
any conspiracy theory. sc have not been discussing censorship -
either editorial censorship by the medis institutions, nor seli-
cansorship oy the media professionals, nor external censorship
of th¢ mcdia institutions by govermment or Statc. All those do,
also, cxist: but thcy have not been the subject of cour. considerztion.
Nor have we been discussing the personal and overt biascs of media
personncl. What we have been pointing to iz the manner in which
tke actions of inﬁividual men, with = plurality of viewpoints,
are ﬁunétrainei'hf the structures in whick fthey dperatg. dhat
has commanded our attention is the defincd way in-uhich;thc
structures of power and the structures of broadcasting are articulated
with :one another. In part, this is 2 matter cf institutional
connecctions. In part, thesc institutionzl links are framed by
structurcs of understanding, by a 'recciprocity of perspectives’',
which is no less dominant in its finzl consequences because it is,

also,complex-

Lt us now try to sum the argument up in turms rathoer different
fromithose so far employed. Since the right of universal adult
suffrage was won, formally, every adult is 2 member of 'political
socicty'. He voites at regular intervals for his pariiamentary
representative: he slects local representatives. In addition,
he may belong to various kinds of voluntary or professional
associations, which enzble the citizen to veice an opinion or
contribute something to the way the major decisions which affect
our lives are dcfined and tzken. This foomal process of
democraiz-tion was mot given as 2 right but won in atruggle.
But, having been won, it has become enshrined in low,legislation
and in institutions: it has slso become the corner-stonc of the
dominant democratic ideology. In fact, however, this formal
Gemocratization has not led to 2 massive increasc in the degree of
participation by ordinary citizens in the pivotal decisions.
Society has grown technically and socially more complex. hore
significantly, the majer socisl decisions remain concentrated
within thc groat institutional complexes - public and private <~
which compose the modern statc. These are in no *direct' sense

subject to public scrutiny or accountability, and they do not
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in fact submit themselves to the public very often ir more than

a formal way. ‘They have, in fact, become more ramified in their
operations and structures, and function ¥argely as closcd or semi-
closed burcaucracies. The growth in formzl democracy has not

been zccompanied by & break-up of the great power ccnires of
society. In fact, gquite the opposite: =28 political society has
grown, formally, more universal, so business, government,
zdministration, technology, the legal system, welfare etc. have
cxpanded their apefations as semi-private institutions, in the
panner of empires ®ithin the state. “This is not the place to
develor an account of the modern state. In gcreral terms, the
power of these semi-closed institutions is absolutely massive

when set beside the pcw?ﬁ gSich ordinary citizens (including thosc
who work for and service the great institutions, when acticg in
their capacity as ordinary citizens) can mohilize. Power, then,
remains largely within this complex of institutions. DBetwsern
‘them they defins what passes for reality in the 3tate as 2 whole.
Yhose who have access to power aore limited in number, ond wield
power viz the institutione whick form the complex of power. They
zre, however rich, cducated, cultivated in individual terms,
essentially powerful because they are institutional pcersons: they

"personify’' the system of power.

However, because these ccntres of power, and the powerful elites
within them, functiom within & formal domocracy, thcy must
appear to operate in a manner which ‘wins the consent' - even
if thet consent is passive - of the majority. 5o, in societies
like ours, which remain societies of deep ineguality, but where
formal cemocracy prehaiis, the shaping and winning of comsent,
the exercise of social and cultural hegemony, is 2 npecessary
condition for the continuing exercise of power. The dominant
classes cannot and do not rule by comsent alonm.. All societies
dspend, ultimately, on the sznctions of coercion to reinforce and
stabilize the giving and taking of consent. Buti stzble societies
can, in-one sense, be defined by the degree to which, in them, 77
open coergion gives way to the manzgement of consent. -Sensent
is the process by which the relatively powerless and un-organized
grant to the powerful and organized the right, the legitimacy,
to act on their bechalf. In orgenized societies of cur type, the

monagement of legitimacy, the shaping of = faveourable consensus,



32.

and the exercise of hegemony are the pivotal mechanisms, the

'gperators’', of the syste=m.

Hany institutions coniribute to the devclopment and mainiance of
hegemonic domination: but, of these, th: mass medic systems are
probably (along with the schools) the critical omes. Technically
sophisticated systems of communication have developed everywhere,
parallel tc the growth of corporate class socicties of the type I
havc been describing. Irpternally, these systems show a tendency to
functiorn rather like the other institutions of the state. But they
also have zn additional, external function, which the other imstitutione
of the stzte perform only residually. They 'coanect' the centres
of power with the dispersed publics: they mediate the public discourse
between elites and the governed. Thus they becoma, pivntaily, the
site and terrain on which the making and shaping of consent is
exsrcised, and, to some degree, contested. They are key institutions

(17)

in the cperation of cultural hegemony.

The dominant systeme of power are paralleled by the dominant
systems of public communication: for the power to Exzle and
zovern is paralleleé by the power to shape the consensus in
favour of the powerful. Tolitical and economic powor is shadouved

by what we may call the unegual distribution of cultural, power.

Cuitural power consisis, essentially, of the command over certain

crucial processes: (a) the power to define which issues will enter

the circuit of public communications; (b) the power to define the
terms in which the issue will be debated; (c) the power to define
who will speak to the issues and the terms; (d) the power to manage
the debate itself in the media.

The mass media systems are, then, differsntially linked to the
centres of power and authority in our society, and to the general
public. They, too, operate in 'formal democracies’, ard they are
reguired to serve wide publics in widely differing ways. Ho such
communications system can afford te 'ignore' the audience, the
public. But the public, while occupying the mind of the broadcaster
continuously as the ideal-typicsl recipient of his messsge, does
not and cannot stand in the same position, where the exercise of
cultural power is concerned, as the elites. The media therefore

reproduce the structure of domination/subordination which elsewhere
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characterizes the system as a whole. 1n addition, the communications
institutions have their own complex articulation with power, their
own 'relative autonomy'. They have a great deal of day-to-day
autonomy over programme production. They are net, except resldually,
directly in the day-to-day command of the political and economic
power elites. Conflicts of interest clearly cam, and do, arlse
btetween them. The less smooth is the exercise of hezemony, the
less mutual will be the relations between, say, the peliticians

and the mediz professionals. Even at the best of times, the media
are reguired to give the government in power, and other institutional
spokesmer the privileged right of access, because the media must
also reflect alternative viewpoints. Although the media have a
right znd duty to rzflect tie viewpoints of the dominart sectors,
and are closely, regularly, and continuously dependent on them as
sources, they also have some counter-vailingz obligatiorn to 'seek
out' issues and ‘inform the public' on issues which those in power
would prefer to keep silent. Journalists and editors, vho have

a professional duty to be 'well-informed', also have a prof_ssional
reputation to defend as 'fearless', 'independeni of power'. I1f,
then, overall, the media serve to reproduce the hegemonic
definitions, together with their contradictions, it is not bacause
there is an open conspiracy or collusion to defraud the public,

or to'sell' the consent of the masscs to the dominant classes.

ler, however, does it mean that the media stand outside the ccmplex
of power and hegemony, and are neutral ir relation to it. They

are both 'relatively cutonomous' institutions of the power nexus,
snd yet also 'articulated in dominaonce' with those instituiions.

It is the complex articulation of structures which regulates this
reletion 'in dominance'. The shaping and making of comsent
functions, not in spite of, but via those structures. And, as

the messages and programmes which the mediz systems produce
negotiate and pass through those structured, so, inevitably, they
ccose to be random messages about the social world, given and

taken in some 'free market of the word', ard becozozinstead

clements in a structured communication process

47 ipstitution like the 8BC is famous for its 'relative

independence of power', its balance and impartiality. The

alternative commercial television channel, though privately
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owned, ié hedged about with coanditions which impose many of the

same requirements on it. One of the moments a2t which that '"independence'

was most severely tested was in the General Strike of 1926. There
wos a strong section of the Cabinet which wanted to commandeer

the BBC for the Government, once the strike had begun. Lord Reith,
the Director-General, argued powerfully and persuasiVely that it
should and must remain independent. His reasoning is worth
recapitulzting. Once the strike hod been declared illegal in the
Uourts, ( ; ‘reading of ths situation since contested'), Reith argued
that "there could be no guestion about our (the BSC) supporting

(13}

the Government in general'. Anything "contrary to the spirit of
the judgement", and which might prolong the strike, was unacceptable.

Qfficial communigues "would heve been cxpected and demanded

irrespective of its political complexion". On the other hand, deith's

view was that, cnce the Government directly commandecred the BBC,
the BBC would lose its reputation for impartiality, its credibility,
its "considerable measure of independence”, and thus its vosition
as "a national institution and a national asset". It is important
to remember that this "battle for the independence of the BBC was
something more than a battle for the neutrality of the medium".

(19)

As Professor Asa Briggs has remzrked, Reith "had = standpoint

of his own'":

"He had no sympathy with the cozl awmers, but he

had little sympathy with organized lsbour either

and disliked the very idea of a gezcral strike.

He preferred mediation to showdown'.
Reitk, then, laid a double irjumction or the BBC in its moment of
crisis. To be "“for the Government in the crisis", and to "be
allowed to define its position in the country®™. It is summed up
im one of the most delicate of formulations ever put on paper by
& broadcaster:

"But, on the other hand, since the BBEC was a

national institution, and since the Government
in this crisis were acting for the people, the
BBC was for the Government in the crisis too."

When the relationshic of communications to power is framed by so

subtle and complex a negotiation, it seems crude and vulgar to

speak of '"Obstacles'.
- Stuart Hall
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