Strategy Follows Structure:
A Media Sociology Manifesto

Rodney Benson

Sometimes the best sociology comes from non-sociclogists. I was
reminded of this truism the other day when I came across an article
about John Bogle, the founder of Vanguard. Asked to explain why his
company had substantially lower fees than other mutual fund com-
panies, he pointed to its nonprofit ownership model that prevented
profits being siphoned away to pay investors or shareholders. In
short, Bogle concluded, “strategy follows structure.” If contempo-
rary media sociology is in need of a new raison d’érre, | cannot think
of a better one.

Across the vast landscape of media studies, the trends in recent
years have been for work that highlights contingency (to the point of
. voluntarism), complexity (verging toward obscuranrism), and culture
(ignoring institutionalized power). I speak here of claims, implicit or
explicit, in certain strains of theories of networks or actor-networks,
- post-structuralism, and/or culturat sociology (as opposed to the soci-
* ology of culture), which is not to say that these diverse schools agree
among themselves! While each of these approaches has its virtues, to
affirm thar strategy follows structure suggests a different understand-
ing of the social world, a different research agenda, and a different
way of linking theory, research, and practice. I do not claim that a
critical, structural, “variation-oriented” media sociology should be
the only kind of media sociology or the only kind of media studies
on offer, but I do argue thar it can contribute important insighrs that
none of these other approaches are likely to contribute.?

-+ To return to our non-sociologist bur sociologically minded thinker
John Bogle, I see four distinct propositions embedded in his claim
that “strategy follows structure” worth underlining: First, there is
such a thing as structure and it has an important social component.
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Second, both structures and strategies are multiple (in Vax%guardis
case, there are of course alternatives to nonprofit ov.vnf:rshlp): this
claim sets this approach apart from otalizing or.hohstzc struCtu_ral
theories. Third, structure is pervasive and primary (generatng
strategies, rather than the inverse). And fourth, perl}aps more contro-
versially, some structural arrangements are nom}anvely p.referable 10
others (e.g. an egalitarian or social justice ethos mhe;ent in the effort
to keep fees low for non-elite investors). Let us examine each of these
claims in turn before turning to some concrete examples Qf stru.crural
media sociology and a discussion of how structural xfmtd:\a sociology
counters or complements other approaches to media research and
theorizing,.

The elements of structure

At the most fundamental level, to speak of the structural is to empha-
size the patterned character of human acton and to th‘l.lS create
categories that group together various patterns. This move is _funda'—-
mental to the sociological imagination. While each case is unique, it
also shares certain properties with other cases, making generalization
possibie. o ]

In creating categories, structural analysis memjcably selects and sim-
plifies, opening itself up to charges of reductionism. But any atternpt
to model social reality involves simplification. Even Geertzian thick
description makes choices about what to describe and what to leave
out. Strucrural analysis at its best is sioaply more transparent abgut
these choices. It encourages a constructive dialogue about “_rhlch
factors — or facets of a complex reality — should be incorporated if the
model is to advance understanding and insight. Evidence thus con-
sists of cases that are found to fit into this or that constructed category-
1s this a kind of “violent” suppression of the particularity of any given
case (an individual or partcular social grouping)?_ In 2 sense, it is.
But as Walter Lippmann long ago showed in Public Opinion '(1922),
simplifying categories — or stereotypes — are produced orgamcally. at
all Tevels of society. A reflexive structural sociology has the potential,
at least, of minimizing the symbolic viclence. )

Given that one should be skeptical of all categories, the key
question is what to do next. One response, the luxury of the de.c.om
structionist, is to only critique. This kind of work keeps empirical
researchers on their toes. In the long run, it can lay the groupdwo;k
for new political projects responsive to societal transformations; in
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the short run, by its refusal to engage with the “system,” it can leave
the political field open to domination by the most conservative forces.
Critical structural sociology, even at irs most politically radical, mobi-
lizes critique to (always tentatively) construct new categories that can
then be mobilized - both to generate new insights, through the cruci-
ble of empirical testing, and to deploy them in real political struggles
1o combat injustice and discrimination of whatever sort.

Structure, however, generally refers to something more than per-
sistent patterns. It also suggesrs the importance, if not indeed the
primacy, of the social. The cultural turn was a wrong turn to the
extent that it ‘acted as if social structure no longer existed. Even if all
social reality is discursively constructed, the concept of social struc-
ture calls attention to inequalides in the distribution of resources,
material as well as symbolic. By diverting attention from such
inequalities, the cultural turn is complicit with neoliberalism, as even
the respected culrural theorist William H. Sewell, Jr (2005) has con-
ceded. Cultural sociology, as articulated by Jeffrey Alexander (2007),
acknowledges the existence of social structure but insists on “ana-
Iytically” separating it from culture. Unfortunately, the effect is the
same: social structure is effectively ignored.> A structural approach
to media sociology should neither dismiss nor privilege culture, but
should seek to understand the complex (but not unpredictable) inter-
relations between the discursive and the social; there is also virtue
in abandoning altogether the structure-culture binary, given that all
human activity is both socially patterned and culturally meaningful
(see also Gans 2012). ’ ’

If the mere existence (and persistence) of social structural con-
straints is thus a first premise of stuctural media sociology, the second
is that these constraints should not be understood in a holistic, ali-
- or-nothing fashion. Fundamental to most sociological approaches is
the search for and explanation of variation. Across the social sciences
and humanities, field theory — incorporating its many permutations
(sce e.g. Bourdieu 1984, 1993; Fligstein and McAdam 2012; Lewin
1951; Martin 2003) - has arguably become the dominant model of
structural variation. Further developed through a range of national
and international comparative case studies {e.g. Benson 2009, 2013;
Benson and Neveu 2005; Fourcade 2009; Kuipers 2011; Medvetz
2012), this institutional framework conceptualizes the social world
as 2 set of hierarchically organized, semjzuronomous more or less
specialized spheres of action, each with their distinct histores and
‘rules of the game. How do these social spheres or fields differ in
their functioning, ideals, practices, and stakes? How did they come
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into being and how have they changed over tdme? Which tend to be
dominant? ) o

Field theory offers a marked advance in analytical sophistication
and explanatory power over the binary sys?ﬁem./nonsystem model
typical of work influenced by direcdy or mdlreql}r by _Wel.)er’ s
“rationalizaton” thesis. In Foucault (1995), di§c1plmary regimes
may change over time but in a given era one reigns supreme and
structures all social action, except at the very margins; in Adorno
(2001), there is virtually no escape from the culture mdustry‘ or ‘the
administered world.* Under certain condirions, of course, institu-
tional forces may produce homogenization (Di.Magg.lq and P'ovsrell
1983), but there are always countervailing forcgs of differentiation
{see e.g. Boczkowski 2010 for a compelling analysis of bot'p processes
in online news producton). In field analyses, homogenization is a
variable, not a destiny.

In his’ early characterizations of the “systern,” Habermas (1987b)
seemed 1o be following in the totralizing tendencies of the Frankf'urt
School, but he has subsequently offered a more v.arieg?ted rendengg
of the multiple instirutional layers (organized civil society, academia
and think tanks, media, legislative bodies, etc.) that lie between t}:}e
peripheral lifeworld and the executive core of liberal d)emocrguc
national systems (see Habermas 1996). ManueI. Castells’s detailed
empirical modeling of the flows of “network soc1_ety” acknowledges
variations aplenty but fails to draw them together into an explanatory
theory. Just to cite one example, Castells (2007: 244) argues that
distrust in government is on the rise across the western WOJ.'l('i, yet
notes in passing that the Scandinavian countries are an exception to
this pattern. Always emnphasizing fluidity and contingency, this ever-
on-the-move sociology of flows doesn’t stop long enough to wonder
why: a sociology of structural variation would see in_ this anomaly
precisely the kind of data that could refine its ezj:plananons.

Structural media sociology’s third premise is that structures are
pervasive and primary. Why not say structure follows strategy?
Structures have to be structured before they can become Structur-
ing, do they not? > Absolutely, but structurix}g moments build on
pre-existing structures, or as Marx (1994) put it far more elogquently:
“Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please;
they do not make it under self-selected circumsrances, but unde’r"
circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.
We start with a set of structures, simultaneously cultural and social,
and we innovate by making new combinations. The capacity to act,
and in certain ways rather than others, is structurally produced.®

.
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At the individual level, the capacity to choose among strategies is
predicated on a plurality of institutional structures, each with its own
distinct logic. Even though each of us may be predisposed to actin a
certain way given our family background, education, and occupation
(i sumn, our habitus), the persistence of some degree of institutional
pluralism keeps open the possibility of constructing alternative sub-

Jectivities. This possibility is captured in Swidler’s (1986) concept
of culture as “toolkit” or Lamont and Thévenot’s (2000) “cultural
repertoires.”

At the macro-societal level, widespread cultural innovation or
transformation is more difficult to achieve. At moments of economic,
social, political, military, even climactic turmoil - in other words,
“critical juncrures” {Thelen 1999) — there are increased possibilities of
creating new institutions (and thus new subjectivities). At best, after
the dust settles, what seem to be revolutions of one $Ort Or another
usually produce only limited change. A revolution would mean a
dramatic deviation from a pre-established course, which is indeed
difficult to achieve. “Path dependency” (Thelen 1999; Sewell 2005)
is shorthand for all the factors that conmibute 10 inerta: because it
is too costly 1o retool, because of entrenched interests, because after
a period of time it simply seems natural and the possibility of things
being otherwise becomes Biterally unimaginable, and so on.

For all these reasons, investigation of the causes and effects of
¢ variable social structural arrangements lies close o’ the heart of
- the sociological imagination, and by extension, to what is distine-
tive about a sociological approach o media studies. I would add,
however, a fourth and final element of such a research program
that perhaps sits less easily with sociological orthodoxy: the need to
acknowledge the normative element present in ali research. To insist
- ‘that strategies follow structures is to imply that some structures might
in fact be preferable to others. The ongoing furor in some guarters
over Habermas’s attempts to construct a universal discourse ethics
shows clearly the lack of normative consensus. But that should not
‘preclude the attempr to discuss normative questions, far from it all
research, sociological or not, ought to make clear the specific political
‘and ethical presuppositions implicit in the questions it asks.
Normative concerns inevitably guide one’s choice of research
‘questions and obviously underpin some of the most frequently
studied aspects of media performance. Why do we study sensa-
‘tionalism, diversity, inclusion, and critique, or lack thereof, if we
‘did not think that these somehow contribute to or dewract from the
‘good society, however defined? Media sociclogists ought to set an
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example to other sociologists —as well as non-sociclogists — by always
clarifying “what’s at stake.” For Habermas (2006), what’s at stake
is the institutional structuring of an ideal public sphere or spheres,
understood in relation to the imperatives of noncoercive, open-ended
deliberation. Castells (2012) is less clear but at bottom be seems 1o
be a participatory democrat, concerned with grassroots inclusion and
mobilization against oppressive systems of power, whether economic
or political. Actor-network theorists’ reticence toward making any
claims about social power seems puzzling until one understands their
overriding concern with the potentially oppressive effects of expert-
produced systems of knowledge and their concomitant insistence on
the ground-up production of social solidarity.” Alexander’s (2007)
culrural sociology, including bis strong injunctions against any form
of social reductionism, seems to be mostly motivated by a concern to
promote noninstrumentalist forms of civil solidarity.

Specifying what’s at stake, however, does not necessarily require
the sociologist to take a position. What matters is that the findings
are situated in relation to transparent accounts of their implications.
This is precisely the approach taken by Myra Marx Ferree, William
Gamson, Jiirgen Gerhards, and Dieter Rucht (2002) in their compar-
ative study of German and US news discourse about abortion: rather
than trying to make a global judgment of the democratic deficits or
virtues of either media system, they situate their comparatve findings
in relation to four distinet democratic traditions.

The kind of normatively transparent, structural variation-focused
sociology 1 have outlined so far could be enacted via a variety of
media-related case studies, samples, and methods. One way or
the other, however, it must be comparative: variation in both the
independent and dependent variables must be incorporated into the
research design. Cross-national research is useful to the extent that
it provides additonal cases and can help test the generalizability of
single nation-bound findings; it is absolutely necessary if one is trying
to test for the effects of variation in nation-state system-level charac-
teristics, such as narional media policies or journalistic professional

logics.
Searching for consequential structural variation in media
The first thing to do is banish all references to “the media.” The

word is plural. There is no single media logic. In addition of course
to various technological mediums, there are: media systems (subna-
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tonal, national, and transnational), media organizadons, and media
producers and audiences (these latter sormetimes interchangeable)
'I.‘hese correspond, in turn, to fields of power, particular organiza-:
tional fields, and the social space of classes. In Shaping Imwrigration
News_ _(Benson 2013)? my study of US and French newspaper and
television news coverage of immigration over the past four decades
I refer to these three elements of field structure as positon logicJ
and structure. Each of these facets of structural power shapesjmediz;
production and reception in distinct ways.

Fields of power

_ Evefn if globalization is breaking down natiomal boundaries, the
- pation-state still retains its primary structuring power (Morris: and
. Walsbord 2001). This power is not unitary, however, but is con-
gumted of opposidons. In secular democratic nati(,)n-states an
unportant structuring opposition is that between the comme’rcial
a.t-:Ld the noncommercial, that is, between the logic of the consumer/
-client versus that of the cirizen. As even Herbert Marcuse (1998
. [.1 941]: 58) once acknowledged, in an otherwise sweeping denuncia-
_...tlon of bpreaucracy, there can be a real difference berween private
: and public: “In the democraric countries, the growth of the private
- bureaucracy can be balanced by the strengthening of the public
-_bureaucrac;z. - .- The power of the public bureaucracy can be the
weapon which protects the people from the encroachment of special
Interests upon the general welfare.” Marcuse added one caveat: the
pubhc? bureaucracy “can be a lever of democratization . . . as lor;g as
the will of the people can effectively assert itself.” {This passage is a
fine example o_f structural sociology of media: Marcuse affirms that

gm.}ctfjre consists of institutional forms, that these forms vary, that .
variations in these forms produce different outcomes, and that Jt'_hese
dﬁerent outcomes are normatively consequential.)

Indeed, the overwhelming verdict of systemaric discourse analyses
“that noncommercial, government-subsidized media, including
DEWSpapers In many countries, are more cridcal, ideclogically plural-

u,r ;;dc engaged_ a\;mth c];listorical context and policy substance than
ommercial media (Aalbe ;

e 2011 o e 201;). rg and Curran 2011; Benson and
. Qf course, 1t‘ is not always the case thar publicly funded media
_ez_'_vg_'-dem-:)_cranc ends; in many countries, what are called “public”

_e_d_;a‘ are in fact government propaganda agencies. Yet, commer-

cml.jmedla also often serve, wittingly or unwittingly, as propaganda
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mouthpieces for governments. Other commercial media effectively
promote ideclogies — party-based, religious, consumerist — without
need of any direct link to government. The question, then, is not
specific to government but to all institutional forms. What kinds of
ownership, funding, organizational, and professional institutional
arrangements promote more or less of various democratic {or other
pormative) discursive or social outcomes?

Weber’s notion of “rational-legal” authority, as elaborated by
Hailin and Mancini (2004: 192-3), points to a response. Bureaucratic
systems, whether public or private, can be designed in ways that
are self-limiting. Where there is effective rule of law, supported
by custom as well as coercion, bureaucracies can in fact achieve a
certain degree of accountability and autonomy. This is the conciu-
sion of my recent co-authored study of public media regulations in
fourteen leading democracies (Benson and Powers 201 1).% Countries
with the highest-quality public media systems have regulatory and
funding buffers to prevent partisan political control; they also have
mechanisms to ensure democratic accountability and to encourage
ciizen involvement. Concretely, we found that the best public media
systemns have certain structural features in commorL: adequate public
as opposed to commercial funding, mult-year funding cycles, auton-~
omous oversight boards, and citizen engagement. A few concrete
examples from our study will help illustrate these points.

In most Western European democracies, a “license fee” levied on
all owners of television (and increasingly other media devices) funds
public media systems. This system provides a direct link between
public media broadcasters and their publics and avoids problems
associated with funding derived from general government funds. In
addition to establishing a buffer against dramatic changes in gov-
ernmental funding, the license fee also has historically had “a social
dimension,” in that “by contributing to their national public broad-
caster, citizens felt that it was more accountable to them than to the
politicians™ (Papathanassopoulos 2007: 156).

In the American context, public broadcasters have argued that
direct charitable contributions from local citizens to local stations
serve a similar role. Philanthropy, however, is not an exact substitute
for universal public funding. First, it introduces a strong upper-
middle-class influence over public media: this may encourage certain
kinds of quality programs that might not otherwise be produced
(see discussion in section on “social location” below), but it also
creates incentives to ignore the needs and interests of noncontribut-
ing citzens. Second, the amount of funding that can be generated
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by phil:a._mhropy is dramatically less than that which can be provided
py a _umversal license fee or direct government funding. Even when
mfimdual donations and corporate sponsorships are added to the
mix, US per capita funding of public media {PBS, NPR, and their
local af.ﬁhates) is far below that of other leading democratic nation-
states: just US$9, compared to 2 range of US$40-$160 in the other

' countries in the study (Benson and Powers 2011: 61).
thal_iftmdjng is important, but no less important for ensuring
the viability and autonomy of public media are procedures designed
to ensure their autonomy. In Australia, Denmark, Germany, and
the. United Kingdom, funding is established for mult-year pe;iods
Whlf.:h lessens the capacity of governments to directly link fundi.ué
to ether approval or disapproval of programming. Charters or other
me.cha laws or regulations can restrict the capacity of governments
to mf:luence ;?rogramming in a parusan direction. For example, the
Swec_hsh public broadcaster, SVT, is governed by a three-year ch;ner

. .and is owned by an independent foundation, specifically designed 1o
insulate SVT from both state and marker pressures. Administrative

~ boards can al.so serve as a buffer berween public broadcasters and the

- government in power. Their autonomy from political pressure may

- be bolste:zed by a variety of means: through staggered terms, limiting

the capacity of a new government to immediately control all appoint-

.-ments; through dispersal of authority to make appointments; and

j:hrough multiple layers of “external” and “internal” oversight, éreat~

ing an ‘iarms&ength” relationship between the public broadcaster
and partisan political interference or meddling. g )

1+ Subsidies to newspapers in countries such as Finland, France

Norway, ancfl Sweden are generally designed to be content neurral tc:

prevent closing of newspapers that will lead to local monopolies ;nd

to promote pluralism of opinion not provided otherwise by m;rket
forces. According to the classic liberal formulaton, commercial
newspapers, because they are supposediy free of government control
will Teport on politics in a sustained and criticai way. Some coarni
mercx_a! anedw do, but many commercial mediza outlets offer little or
no criticism of government or ignore politics altogether in order to
foFus on more audience-pleasing human interest, entertainment, and
crime stories. In contrast, newspapers that are publicly suppérted
and have a mandate to provide independent, critical coverage more

ofteg than not .ac]:u'eve this mandate (Benson and Powers 2011).

.gFma.:lly, Institutional structures have been set in place in many

couniries to promete democratic accountability of public media

Legal and administrative charters create mandates to provide diverse;
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high-quality programming and inclusion of a wide range of voices
and viewpoints. Funding structures and oversight organizations in.
Denmark, Germany, and the Netherlands have attempted to ensure
that public media are accountable o these public mandates and that
public media listen to citizens and involve them in decision making.
As the recent BBC scandals have shown, these ideals are not always
achieved bur, over time, public service media have shown that they
offer a diversity and quality of content not supplied by commercial
media zlone.

It may be true that the license fee or other European-style regu-
latory reforms are for the moment politicaily unachievable in the
United States; this is just another way of noting that the American
institudonal “path” long ago took a different direction to that of
Western Europe and that regulatory, economic, and cultural inertia
make it difficult to change course now. But this also shows the crucial
importance of insttutionalization: legislative or regulatory victories,
no matter how quixotic such efforts may seem, are eminently worth
irying because they are likely to have long-lasting effects.’

Only through international comparative research can one begin to
see media systerns as a whole. Through this lens, the distinctiveness
of the US system — its extreme hyper-commercialism and weak public
sector — is put in stark relief. Without this context in mind, American
media research has tended to pose research questons that take the
market model for granted, rather than to critically interrogate it in
a way thatr might suggest serious alternatives. For example, Sarah
Sobieraj’s {2011) study of social activism and the media considerably
updates Todd Gitlin’s (1980) classic study, showing that many of the
commercial and political logics at work in the 1960s still structure
news choices in the 2000s. Activists face the same kinds of catch-22s:
damned if they do (try to get their message out through the media, in
which case it will be stripped of all substantive content), damned if
they don’t {give up on trying, in which case the message also remains
unheard). Sobieraj finds that activists mostly forgo a third possibility:
making full use of opportunities to reach publics outside the main-
stream media. But there is a fourth possibility that she doesn’t take
much time to consider: why don’t activists try to reform the media
system in a way that would make it more receptive to ideas from the
margins?’® Again, given the lack of substantial institutional variation

in the US system {at least undl recendy), this is an understand-
able omission: cross-national comparative research can make visible
what heretofore was invisible, namely, that the media system really
could be organized in a different way. For example, my compara-

Strategy Follows Structure 35

tive .Ffench—US research shows that French news media including
televxs_:on news as well as national newspapers, are less Jlil-:e:Iy than
American media to reduce civil activism to personalized identity
gquests and more likely to acknowledge its organized collective char
acter and to give space and time to its substantive arguments (Benson
2013). These different forms of journalisms are not accidents but are
rather the effects of instirutional choices.

It must be emphasized that the differences between the United
S.tates and Western Europe are of degree rather than of fundamental
kmd Cultural reperroires of civic solidarity and egalitarianism are
avall_able for use in American society just as market repertoires circu-
lat.e in the Western European social democracies. The difference, as
Michéle Lamonz ?.nd Laurenr Thévenot (2000) have argued, is ghat
t'r-ze marl‘tet and‘cxvic solidarity cultural repertoires occupy different
h_xera_rchlcal positions on the two sides of the Atlantic: market logics
d0m¥nate (but are contested) in America while civic solidarity logics
dominate (bur are contested) in continental Western Europe. What
La:;uont a.tlad Thévenot do not emphasize, however, is the extent to
whxch- national cultural hierarchies are anchored institutionally and
ma'genally. Civic solidarity is stronger in Western Europe because of
sogal democratic government policies across a range of spheres of
private and public life, including media policies. The particular ideo-

logical and formal characteristics of Axmerican and various European

journalistic practices can thus best be understood as ‘adaptations,

Ec;:gm::?odadons, and forms of (limited) resistance to their national
elds of power. In general, media sociology must situate its analyses

in relation to fields of power in order 1o offer any real insight on the

(variable) structural forces underlying distinct logics of practice.

Field and organizational logics

3 Wxthm x_‘.ields of power (still mostly national), there remains, at Jeast
: m_pru'ncxple, some degree of variation across particular fields: artistic
; scientific, religious, and civic/associational. In the realm of Us mc—:diaf

studies, investigations of field-based differences have been hampered




36 Rodney Benson
As economic and job losses mounted in the US newspaper indus-
1y during the 2000s - advertising has falien by half (Pew Foundarion
2012) and journalistic jobs have decreased by one-third over the past
decade (Downie, Jr and Schudson 2009) - American professional
and academic attention fnally turned to the question of alternative
ownership and funding models, both international and domestic.
Santhanam and Rosenstiel (2011) set out 1o find out why US jour-
nalism seemed to be suffering more from the economic crisis than
FBuropean journalism. The authors came up with three major conclu-
sions. First, the publicly traded and private equity ownership forms
that are dominant in the United States create higher profit pressures
than in other countries and hence “force”™ owners 1o lay off workers in
order to maintain these high profits. Second, because US news media
are so dependent on advertising — as opposed to reader subscriptions
and public subsidies, which provide a greater proportion of revenues
in Europe — the drop in revenues was more pronounced in the United
States when advertising dried up. And third, due to US government
policies that allow or encourage debt-driven mergers and acquisi-
tions, many US media companies were in a far more fragile economic
position than their European peers when the financial crisis hit in
2008.

Even as the US media system remains resolutely commercial
compared to its Western European counterparts (Kleis Nielsen
2012), the relatively strong philanthropic sector has contributed to
an unprecedented experimentation in new ownership and funding
models for journalism. Few of these nonprofit outlets are big opera-
tions. Their staffs range from a half-dozen fifty. Their budgets
range from US§1 million to US$10 million.*? In contrast to the
old “legacy” media which relied on business adverdsing for 70-80
percent of revenues, however, the nonprofit news outlets seek funds
from a variety of sources — small and large individual donors, busi-
pess sponsorships, local and patonal foundations. This natural
experiment allows sociologists to study how variable forms of media
ownership matter in ways that were not possible previously.

Research on field-based variations in media ownership is only begin-
ning. For instance, media outlets owned by religious organizations
_ such as the Christian Science Monitor in the United States or the
Catholic newspaper La Croix in France — might be expected to have
a different orientation toward the news due to their religious and
ethical commitments. Indeed, as the Christian Science Monitor man-
aging editor remarked about the Christian Scientist church’s attitude
about the Mongtor: “They feel, as we do, that the charter of the paper
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was o .m;'u.re.no man and bless all mankind through the i
;oumahan Wn:h integrity . . . There is a charter to iﬁm@%ﬁ?égg
at some civic level.”*? Church financial support for the newspaper
mak.es achievement of this mission possible. In my study of ]'IIlIIl)ZIi-
grauon news (Benson 2013), I found the Christian Science Monitor
T.o be more ideclogically diverse, comprehensive, and critical in its
coverage than other US newspapers. Likewise, small media startups
linked to the artistic field might be expected to be more experimental
ar.ad less commercial in their orientation. This seems to be the case
with the.f San‘ Francisco Public Press, owned and funded by a north-
ern California nonprofit arts association. The Public Press seeks to
become the “‘W.’all Sireer Fournal for Working People.” Because it is
frefe of advertising funding, it has been able to publish investigative
arncles_ on Ma.cy’s department store and other major companies
~ the kind of critical business coverage that the business advertising-
_depeqdent San Francisco Examiner rarely if ever does.!* ¢
. Going beyond traditional news organizations, Matthew Powers
(2013) shows how variable forms of funding and organizational
structure_shapc fiisr_inct logics of practice 2t the human rights NGOs
that are mf:reasmgly becoming major sources and even producers
qf mt_em_auonal news. Powers identifies three key structural varia-
tions inside NGOs: whether a human rights NGO has long-term or
..pro;ecybased funding; whether it seeks to influence broad publics
ot pf)hcy ‘ma.kers; and whether research or publicity -departments
: domJ.f:tate J.ns1_de the organization. These factors not only affect NGO
-practices: ultimately, they narrow or broaden the public discourse
they h'elp determine which issues or areas of the world will be givea:i
ttention, and they influence the kinds of publi¢ or private solutions
.that ‘wﬂl l_:e considered viable. This research shows the need for
_._med.l.a sociology to take into account variation in other social spaces
ithat interact with the media to produce the news (as well as other
orms of cultural expression). Countering the often unblinking praise
c_:corded to civil society as a whole, Powers alsc demonstrates that
dlfferenF corners of civil society are more or less effective than others
In:meeting various democratic expectatons. He thus provides an
@porta:.nt reminder that variadon needs to be taken into account in
ormative as We]_l as in descriptive/explanatory analysis.
At.the same time, it is important to stress that field-based logics
f_ownersh}p and funding do not act alone in shaping news. The
inrersect with both the larger field of power (which in the US -case iz
lominated }Jy market logics) and with the pre-existing commercial
and-professional logic of the journalistic field. For example, despite
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the Christian Science Monitor's self-conscious efforts to offer a differ-
ent kind of quality journalism, the newspaper has increasingly felt
constrained to maximize hits to its website, “monetize” its content,
and in general “find a business model that works.”'? Many of the
new nonprofit news organizations emphasize professional journalistic
values consistent with long-standing conventions of mainstream
news (the main difference being that they may be more likely to
put their ideals in practice than their commercially funded peers).
Cross-national comparative research can help tease out this complex
interplay between the logics of organizations, fields, and the larger
field of power. Within a given macro-field of power, there may be
substantial variation across the various mezzo-level fields, but the
dominant fields in any given national field of power set the tone.
Thus, Le Figaro, while highly commercial in the French context, is
distinct from commercial US newspapers because it is shaped by a
French national field of power far less commercialized than its Us
counterpart (Beason 2013).

Social location

Within national fields of power and particular fields, particular media
outlets may stll vary substantially due to their specific social locaton..
Different media tend to be produced for different class fractions, a
tendency thar is only accentuating in this era of media fragmentation
(Williams and Delli Carpini 2011). For this reason, the sociology of
production and reception are intricately linked, and discursive “dis-
positions™ are likely to parallel the structural “positions” of media
outlers and their audiences. Social location is likely to trump the
power even of the media mogul: at minimur, his or her success will
be predicated on being able to efficiently locate and expand an audi-
ence by pandering to its preconceptions.

In my research on immigration news (see Benson 2000, 2013), the
financial newspapers Les Echos and the Wall Street Fournal were the
most likely to emphasize the “good worker” frame, that is, the claim
that immigrant workers were good for the economy and did work that
domestic workers would not do. This frame clearly accords with the
worldview of mest of their business sector readership. Newspapers
with the highest proportions of lesser-educated, lower-income readers
such as the Daily News, the New York Post, and Le Parisien tended to
foeus most on crime and human interest and put ordinary citizens,
rather than elites, at the center of their stories. Going beyond specific
frames and sources, I also found that media outlets whose audiences
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had th_e highest concentration of cultural capital (as measured by
<c?.lcih.:ac:atlon andLoccupauon) tended to offer the most ideologically
verse news: Libérarion in France and the Christian Sci ;
in the United States. 7 eence Monizor
Resea.rch that closely analyzes social class-based differences in the
production and reception of news or other cultural forms remains
f'xll 100 rare. The _need for this kind of structural analysis, however,
is only going to increase. How the interner is transforming or not
transforming social 11_fe can only be adeguarely understood in relation
1o such class dynamics. Euphemistically called lifestyle differences,

(Turow 2011).

Media sociology's distinctive contributions

If my analysis is correct, theoretical straregies ought to follow from
structures 1oo. Media studies departments are structurally compro-
mised: their revenues mostly come from students who want to work in
corporate advertising, public relations, entertainment, or journalism.
This dges not mean these students only want or will get a vocational
education. It does mean that certain kinds of critical theory go over
- be;tter_ than others: celebrations of “active audiences” and the liber-
- aung powers of new technologies are perennial favorites; theories
whose critical components dissolve in their own obtuse absmractans
: !:hr.eaten no one. A critical media sociclogy of structural. variation
- 1is md.eed structurally disadvantaged in this environment: its Iucid
. Questons hit too close to home. Early seciological interest in media
__nomthstandi%lg (Katz and Pooley 2008), it’s not as if there ever was
a go.lciien age either in sociology, political science, or anthropology for
. a crittcal institutional analysis of media, especially for studies focused
on thc_e United States. Rather than leading 10 resignation, however,
such mhere':nt difficulties only ought to strengthen our resolve tc;
secure any m:sdtutional foothold that is possible for structural media
_socmlogy inside (as well as outside) the academy. Taking a page from
cultural sociology, the time is overdue for stuctural media sociology
to'deve_lop and diffuse its own “strong program.” i
srIn h1_s book The Media and Modernity, John Thompson (1995)
Qercepuvely captured three major threads of media and communica-
tion research — a critical institutional traditior: he primarily associates
mth 1_:he Frankfurt School and Habermas (but would incorporate in
principle Bourdieu and other structural theorists), a hermeneutic/

such distinctions are at the heart of corporate marketing on the Web
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cultural tradition, and a media-technologies or medium-theory
approach inspired by Marshall McLuhao. Interest in media as tech-
nology has sparked the creation of an official American Sociological
Association section in communication and information technologies.
The hermeneutic tradition is well represented in the sociology of
culture’s culturalist turn, while the production of culture focused on
the arts and music and inspired and mentored by Richard Peterson
is enjoying a renaissance (Peterson and Anand 2004) in both cultural
and econormic sociology. .

What is left for media sociology? Clearly, there is room for expan-
sion in the critical institutional component of Thompson’s tripartite
model. Based on my casual observations of ASA conference cata-
logues and my experience serving as chair of the conference media
sociology sessions one year, I would say that media sociology has
become the primary home base and self-definitdon for sociologists
studying news, social movement/media relations, social problems
constructionism, and politcal communication more broadly, or to
put it another way, organized communication practices in relation to
media organizations (both mainstream and marginal). Media sociol-
ogy can and must draw from — as well as contribute to — theoretical
innovations in the broader sociology of culture and organizations.
But whereas these other wadidons can sometimes come off as
zbstract and disengaged, media sociology is almost always pohti-
cal, in the broad sense of the term. Media sociology ought to be — it
isn’t quite yet — the place where institutional, hermeneutical, and
technological schools of media studies can engage in debate and
mutual critigue: think Bourdieu meets Alexander meets Latour. In

other words, media sociology ought to privilege critical instinatonal
analysis of media (given its current lack of representation elsewhere),
but it should also remain in dialogne with other approaches.

To remain relevant, media sociology also meeds to pay more
attention to a range of popular cultural genres beyond news (see
e.g. Grindstaff 2002; Lopes 2009). Sociologists ought to pay heed
to political scientists Bruce Williams and Michael Delli Carpini
(2011), who break down the artificial barriers berween news, advo-
cacy, and entertainment and analyze all of these genres in relation
to their political usefulness and democratic relevance. Similarly,
media sociology should not cede the question of innovation to
organizational and economic sociology. In their research on “crea-
tive labour,” David Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker (2011) draw on

these approaches while also asking questions about dominaton and
emancipation rarely uttered in these subfields. Yet they also avoid the
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totalizing tendency so common in critical theory i
the van.:able structural facrors that make creatci)vrz it?)foexrnto e
less achievable. ymorear
A.t' the same time, media sociology should take advantage of its
position between sociology and humanities-oriented media studies
10 s_erve.as an i.nterlocutor, or even twanslator, between the two
-Sﬂ;)mologsts in m'terdisciplinary media studies departments havé
€ rare opportanity t0 engage with theoretical and methodological
approaches often effectively banned from even the most intellectuall
adventurous sociology departments — in some cases, to their deu'ij-r
ment. Just to take one important example, American Jsociolo is stll
rema:kabiy_ western-centric, with Western Europe usually iyarkin .
the outir limits of its international aspirations. ‘As media sociol .
moves b”eyonci the western world” {(Hallin and Mancini 23 102%37
p:ostcolomal theories (Shome and Hegde 2002b) can help compar :
21:; res-earchers be more reflexive about the fit of their ontolc?gicz}“
ord . . X
| precinczf;tiii S\.arell as their broader epistemological and political
= For its part, media sociology can provide some welcome clarity and
- Tigor 1o the vague or overblown clzims that often circulare in media
-studies. For exax.nple, what does it mean to say that global med;a
: ﬂov.vs are bec_omz.ng increasingly transnational? In fact, most trans-
:---J.Jauonal media still operate in and through national ﬁelc,is They ma
it some cases also constitute a transnational feld (Kuipex:s 2011): ui
suc_:h cases, power dynamics are at least pardally linked to the hjeryab
chical relations among the nation-states involved. This is not to sa
thaF there do'not exist transnational media, either large-scale transs—r
“national media or dispersed diasporic media. But what seems at first
gl::;::n 1;((3:1 zcem a .cha;guc, contingent, fluid process may in fact display
partemmed ivity that can be linked to systematic structures of power
€ subnational, national, and global regional levels {Couldry and
Hepp 2012; Straubhaar 2007). ®
“In his masterful social history of the telephone — whose introduc-
ory chapter offers one of the best critical overviews of social theories
f technology — Claude Fischer suggests a tone of respectful dialogue
with the more speculative branches of media studies while malgnug

lear the importance i : ) i
mvesﬁgationl::’ of empirically verifizble claims for sociological

ange vt;ﬁt.ers, such as Kern, Meyerowitz, and Ronnell, have speculated
2 0;: e lmphcatlozz.l of the telephone at deeper levels of the American
_. psyche and of American culture than I have treated here. Ronnell has
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suggested, for example, that the “rnging {of a telephone] corresponds
to a.deeper, more primal voice within us, perhaps a parental voice . ..
We cannot resist the command.” They may be rght, but itis a chal-
lenge to find reliable, relevant evidence. Thus, these sorts of argurnents
are difficulr, if not impossible, to evaluate empirically. (Fischer 1992}

Media studies often imagines itself on the cutting edge. Sociology
can help bring it back from the abyss. Against the ever-renewed fervor
about how this or that new technology is going to change the world,
the sociological impulse is ever skeptical. How many people are using
this new gizmo? Who are they: what is their economic, educational,
and professional background? And what are they doing, exactly?
More ofteni than not, it turns out that the new technology that is
supposedly changing the world is not only not changing the world
but is mostly reinforcing and extending pre-existing systems of power
(Curran, Fenton, and Freedman 2012}. With Raymond Williams
(2003 [1974]) blasting away, Marshall McLuhan’s formalist probes
about the inherent logics of media technologies are brought crashing
back to earth. When I teach McLuhan and Williams back-to-back,
most students think Williams won the “debate” but their heart still
belongs to McLuhan. It must be conceded that there is something in
McLuhan’s often-eccentric diagnoses that still rings true.

Obviously, there are limits to the sociological understanding:
there are other forms of understanding and insight that should be
respectfully attended to. In his poetic analysis of the unique aesthetic
qualities of television itself as 2 medium, not as the purveyor of any
particular content, Raymond Williams seems to cede some ground
to McLuhan and to gracefully acknowledge the limits of scientific
analysis: “when, in the past, 1 have tried to describe and explain
this, I have found it significant that the only people who ever agreed
with me were painters.” Maybe there is hope after all for a dialogue
between the ever-warring artistic and scientific fields.

There are also wars aplenty inside sociology. This chapter is a call
not simply for more sociological attention to media, but for a particular
kind of comparative sociological attention. George Steinmetz’s (2004)
conception of “critical realism™ comes closest to what I have in mind:
a theoretically driven, comparative research program that tries to steer
a path between large-scale quantitative research oblivious to context
and the small-scale qualitative research that insists that all cases are
ultimately incommensurable. As Steinmetz (ibid.: 394) rightly insists,
“the production of sociological knowledge involves movement among
case studies, comparisons among case studies, and theory.”
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While acknowledging complexity and contingency, this sociology
searcj‘hes for t.he patterns that help explain elements of social order. It
continues 1o insist on the stark reality of the social, even if it is discur-
sively congructed. And it engages politically not only in the critique
of categories but also in their everyday use in relations of power. At
every level, there is an attempt to explore how structures of power
enable and constrain strategies of action. A media sociology that
could accomptish all this would contribute mightily to both sociclogy
and media studies. It might even be worthy of a manifesto.

Notes

1 Jeff Sonp:ner, “A Mutual Fund Master, Too Worried to Rest,” New
York Times, Auvgust 11, 2012, available zt: hotp/fwww.nytimes
qomfZO 12/08/12/business/john-bogle-vanguards-founder-is-too-wor- .
ned.—to—rcst.hmzl?pagewanted=a].1&_,r=0, accessed September 2, 2013.
21 W’{Sh to thank Helen Nissenbzum for her helpful comments on an
faa.rher draft of this essay. That at least some corners of cultural theoriz-
ing find :?ociology threatening or at least off~puttng is evident in the
online edlt?rial published by the literary-arts journal »+ entitled “T'oo
much sociology.” See htpi/nplusonemag.com/too-much-sociclogy.
posted April 8, 2013 and accessed September 2, 2013. e
In The Ctvil Sphere (2007), Alexander has almosz nothing to say about
social class. The omission may not be innate to the “strong program” in
cu_ltural sociology bur does seem 10 be typical of studies influenced by
this approach. }
4 l’fessmﬁsﬁc theories of all-encompassing power are predicably attrac-
tive to eac]‘:l new generation. of graduate students, and certaiﬁly this was
the case with my own at Berkeley sociology in the early 1990s (going to
graduate school, afier all, constinutes a form of rejection of the systermn)
as well as to radical theorists who eschew “empiricism”™ but effectivel;
support their arguments with empirical evidence, just not systematic.
It must be admitted, however, that variation is not only an empirical
question. Holistic theorists may ignore variation because they think it
is politically insignificant {e.g. variations within neoliberal capiralism
do not take away from the fact that it remains neoliberal capitalism!).
Resc‘m'ch on the social effects of institutional variation has an elective
affinity w_ﬁth projects of reform rather than quiedsm or revolution (the
only choices that follow from totalizing models), albeit possibly quite
radical reform.

I thank Patrick Carr of the Rutgers Department of Saciology for rermind-

. . ing me of the need to address both aspects of Anthony Giddens’s

., structuration process, the structuring as well as the stra
Sewell 2005: ch. 4). srered (see

6 Most sociologists see structures, of whatever variety, as extensive and
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durable. Actor-nerwork theory sees them as fragile, ephemeral, and
atypical, “patches of order in a sea of disorder” in the words of phi-
losopher Michel Serres (Law 2009: 144}, Perhaps structuralists and
ant-(post-)strucruralists alike tend to find what they are looking for.
Gil Eyal (20109, however, has usefully suggested one possible empirical
accommodation between the two models: that weak actor-networks are
the “spaces between” strongly institutienalized fields.

For example, Latour (2005: 37) elaborates a conception of politics on a
global scaje that is more open-ended than that defended by Habermuas.
He writes thar, through “those makeshift assemblages we call markets,
technologies, science, ecological crises, wars and terrorist networks,”
we are already “connected” — “it’s simply that our usual definitions
of politics have not caught up yet with the masses of linkages already
established.”

Drawing on diverse primary documents as well as direct consultations
with scholars and policy makers in each country, we examined public
service media policy and regulation in Australia, Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Netherlands, New
Zealand, Norway, Sweden, and the Unirted Kingdom.

In all capitalist societies, social democratic victories (universal retirernent
income and health care for the elderly, disability support, etc.) were
won over and against the “path dependency” of laissez-faire. Once insti-
tutionalized, however, neoliberal politcal forces have had a hard time
repealing them: witness the ongoing difficulties of Republicans in the
United States to privatize Medicare and Social Security. The same prin-
ciple holds for media policy. The success or failure of efforts to maintain
or expand the “public” component of the internet, against cormnmercial
encroachment, will have long-lasting effects (see Benlkier 2006).
Sobieraj {2011: 164) at least notes in passing that “associations would
be well served to work toward media reform (we all would).” This is
admittedly not the focus of her study, which makes many other notable
contribudons. The problem is that the structure of the media system is
so rarely the focus in any US media or cultural sociology.

Cranberg, Bezanson, and Soloski (2001} cail attentdon to a particujar
shift in US securites law that allowed greater communication between
institutional investors and company managers. This is a significant
change because institutional investors have concentrated ecomomic
power and are arguably more oriented toward short-term profit maxi-
mization than other investors. Cranberg et al. argue that this legal
change, combined with 2n increase in institutional investor holdings in
newspaper companies (on average about 90 percent by the early 2000s;
see Soloski 2005), has been a key factor in motivating cuts In Rewsroom
personnel, the quickest way to increase profit margins. In this case, the
authors’ conclusions are based largely on temporal rather than spatial
variation: it does not analyze cases substantially “less” domirated by
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institutignal investor stock ownership for the simple reason that few such
cases existed in the United States at the dme of the study.

12 See recent reports on the new nonprofit news published by the Kruighr

Foundation, Pew, and the Oxford-Reuters Institute for the Study of
Journalism.

13 Marshall Ingwerson interview with author, Boston, May 2011. These

interviews are part of a research project on media ownership that I am
cond}xc'dng with Julie Sedel of the University of Strasbourg in France and
Mattias Hesserus of the University of Gozteburg, Sweden. The project
received initial funding from the Swedish Ax:son Johnson Foundation.

14 Michael Sto]l_ interview with author, Boston, April 2011.
15 Author interview with Ingwerson, op. cit.
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