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Chapter 1/Mass Communication: A Critical Approach

Goal of class: to become more media literate – more critical as consumers of mass media institutions and more engaged as participants who accept part of the responsibility for the shape and direction of media culture.

Our job is to describe, analyze, and interpret the stories that we hear, watch, and read…to arrive at our own judgments about the media’s performance.

At best, the media help us understand the events that affect us.  At worst, the media’s appetite for telling and selling stories leads them to document tragedy and misrepresent or exploit it.

Media: Latin plural form of the singular noun medium, meaning an intervening material or substance through which something else is conveyed or transmitted

Mass media: cultural industries – the channels of communication – that produce and distribute songs, novels, TV shows, newspapers, movies, video games, Internet services, and other cultural products to large numbers of people

Communication: the creation & use of symbol systems that convey information & meaning (languages, motion pictures, Morse code, one-zero binary computer code)

Culture: (1) the symbols of expression that individuals, groups and societies use to make sense of daily life and to articulate their values; (2) should be viewed broadly as the ways in which people live and represent themselves at particular historical times; (3) is always changing

Mass communication: a fading concept; it is the process of designing cultural messages and stories and delivering them to large and diverse audiences through media channels

Eras of mass media:

1. Oral

2. Written

3. Print

4. Electronic

5. Digital

In the earliest societies, information and knowledge circulated slowly through oral traditions (poets, teachers, tribal storytellers).

Writers used print to disseminate views counter to traditional civic doctrine and religious authority – views that paved the way for major social and cultural changes.

The manuscript era served the ruling classes because working people were generally illiterate.

Print media became key tools used by commercial and political leaders to distribute information and maintain social order.  Books became the first mass-marketed products in history.

The transformation from an industrial, print-based society to one grounded in the Information Age began with the development of the telegraph in the 1840s.

[p.8] THOREAU QUOTE
Significance of Telegraph:

1. Separated communication from transportation – instantaneous media messages

2. Transformed information into a commodity to be bought or sold

3. Ease in coordinating military operations

4. Led to subsequent technology: wireless telegraphy, FAX, cell phones
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Digital Communication: images, test, sounds, audio all converted into electronic binary numbers (ones and zeroes) that can be reassembled as exact duplicates or originals

New technologies (cable, Internet) have developed so quickly that traditional communication leaders have lost some control over information

Social Media: digital applications that allow people from all over the world to have ongoing online conversations, share stories & interests, and generate their own media content.  The Internet & social media are changing the ways we consume and engage with media culture.

Linear Model of Mass Communication:

senders → messages (via mass media channels) → gatekeepers → receivers → feedback
Cultural Model for Understanding Mass Communication:

Recognizes the complexity of the process & the lack of control senders have over how audiences receive messages or their intended meanings.

Selective exposure happens when consumers shape media messages to fit or support their own values and viewpoints; people seek messages and produce meanings that correspond to their own cultural beliefs, values & interests.

The Internet has largely eliminated the gatekeeper role.

Media typically emerge in 4 stages:

1. Novelty/development – inventors & technicians try to solve a particular problem

2. Entrepreneurial – inventors & investors determine a practical and marketable use of a solution

3. Breakthrough to Mass Medium – business figures out how to market the solution to a consumer market

4. Convergence – older media are reconfigured in various forms on newer media

Media Convergence:

1. The technological merging of content across different media channels

2. A business model that involves consolidating various media holdings (i.e. cable, phone, TV, Internet) under one corporate umbrella this is a Cross Platform model.
The goal of many media companies is not necessarily to offer consumers more choice, but to maximize profits.

Aggregators – companies like Google and Yahoo that sift through the vast output of digital media and compile links to content that other organizations have written.  Google neither vouches for the authenticity of the content nor does it charge consumers for the information. 

Today’s converged media world has broken down the old definitions of distinct media (like newspaper or TV which are both available online and across multiple platforms).

Next challenge: who will pay for quality content and how will that system emerge?
Media Multitasking – the idea that the more we are distracted by digital media, the less we actually engage with each type we consume...and we often pay less attention to nearby people than to the media 

Media institutions are in the narrative – or storytelling – business, putting events in context to help us better understand out daily lives and the larger world.

[p.16] Figure 1.1: Daily Media Consumption by Platform, 2010
The big conundrum: does media shape society or simply reflect it? 
[p.20] Figure 1.2: Culture As A Skyscraper
Many elements of culture have a short life span.  Some critics think “higher” forms of culture have more staying power.

High v. low culture
1. Preoccupation with low culture creates five concerns:

2. Inability to appreciate fine art

3. Popular culture exploits classics of literature/art

4. Throw-away ethic – pop culture has short life span

5. Pop culture drives away higher forms of culture & cheapens public life

6. Pop culture undermines democratic ideals & reasoned arguments

[p.28] Table 1.1: Trends Across Historical Peirods
Cultural Values Over Time:

· Progressive Era – a period of social & political reform from the late 1890s till the 1920s

· Modern Period – roots in the Industrial Revolution…19th century till the mid-20th century

· Postmodern Period – contemporary times…mid 19th century till today; a common value of this period is diversity & fragmentation

Muckrakers: journalists who exposed corruption, waste and scandal in politics and business during the Progressive Era, a time of political & social reform @1890s-1920s

Media change happens rapidly in the Postmodern Period (from mid 20th century till today).  One trait common to this era is populism, a political concept that appeals to the masses by highlighting conflict between “the people” and “the elite”

Five stages of media literacy (pp.32-33):

1. Description

2. Analysis

3. Interpretation

4. Evaluation

5.  Engagement
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