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Introduction: Generating a unique  
learning experience. The Intellectual  
work of the 2006 European media and 
communication doctoral summer  
school in Tartu 

Nico Carpentier 

1.  THE SUMMER SCHOOL’S HISTORY 
The Summer School was established in the early 1990s by a consortium 
of ten (Western) European universities, initiated by the Universities of 
Stendhal (Grenoble, France) and Westminster (UK). From then on, these 
participating universities have organized annual summer schools for 
Communication Studies PhD-students, which lasted for one or two 
weeks and took place in a wide range of locations, including Grenoble, 
Lund, Barcelona, London, and Helsinki. 

Already in 2002, ECREA (the European Communication Research and 
Education Association, in the form of one of its predecessors, ECCR) 
became a member of the Summer School consortium. This partnership 
allowed opening-up the Summer School to PhD-students that came from 
other universities than the consortium partners. ECREA’s membership 
also contributed to the realization of one of its ten objectives, which is ‘to 
encourage, support, and where possible, publish, the work of young researchers 
in Europe.’ 

In 2005, the Summer School moved for the first time to the Depart-
ment of Journalism and Communication of the University of Tartu. The 
University of Tartu also coordinated and organized the Summer School 
in 2006, which ran from 21 August 2006 until 1 September 2006, this time 
again supported by a grant from the European Commission (as an Inten-
sive Program). During the 2005–2006 period, the consortium was 
expanded in order to bring ‘new’ and enlarged Europe’s expertise and 
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students into the Summer School tradition. This expansion resulted in a 
present-day consortium of 14 participating universities: Amsterdam 
(UvA), Barcelona (Universidad Autonoma), Bergen, Brussels (VUB), 
Budapest (Eötvös Loránd), Erfurt, Helsinki, London (Westminster), 
Lund, Roskilde, Stendhal (Grenoble), Stirling, Tampere, and Tartu, with 
other universities (Bremen, Ljubljana, Kaunas and Jönköping) joining in 
for the 2007 Summer School 

In line with this process of expansion, the Program Committee 
selected the theme ‘Enlarging Europe – Enlarging participation’ for the 
2006 Summer School. This theme allowed the Summer School to combine 
the consortium’s material expansion with a content-related focus on the 
notion of European expansion and the related strong need for further 
European democratization, all within the context of mediatization and 
communication. The intertwining of the organizational and content-
related issues led to the following four objectives of the 2006 Summer 
School. 

a)  to provide an intercultural and multilateral dialogue between aca-
demics of new and old EU member states focusing on an enlarged 
Europe, participation and the European knowledge society,  

b)  to provide mutual support for doctoral studies in Media and Com-
munication at the expanding network of the partner universities 
and ECREA, 

c)  to expand the collaboration to universities not yet members of the 
network, 

d)  to create a respectful but critical dialogue between academic 
researcher, governments, civil society and media industries focus-
ing on new demands and developments in media within an 
enlarged Europe and a European knowledge society. 

2.  THE PEDAGOGICAL AND DIDACTICAL APPROACH OF THE 
SUMMER SCHOOL 

The twelve-day 2006 Summer School was based on a combination of lec-
tures, workshops, student-workshops and working visits. Traditionally, 
especially the Summer School lectures are related to the yearly theme of 
the Summer School, but nevertheless still manage to address a wide 
range of topics. The academic staff from the partner universities, comple-
mented by government, administration and media industry experts, is 
responsible for these lectures, part of which can be found in this publica-
tion. 
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The core format of the Summer School is nevertheless based on the 
so-called student-workshops, which are oriented towards providing the 
PhD-students with extensive and high-quality feedback. For this purpose, 
the following specific procedure was used. After their application is 
approved, participating PhD-students each send in their 10-page papers. 
On the basis of the papers, the PhD-students are then divided into three 
groups or flows, and each student is attributed a lecturer-respondent and 
a student-respondent. Moreover, a so-called flow-manager (a member of 
the academic Summer School staff) is also attributed to each of the flows. 
These flow-managers coordinate the activities of the student-workshops’ 
flows for the entire duration of the Summer School.  

During the student-workshops, each PhD-student presents his or her 
project, which is then commented upon by the student-respondent, the 
lecturer-respondent and the flow-manager, and finally discussed by all 
participants. At the end of the series of student-workshops, a joint work-
shop is organized, where the diversity of paradigmatic, theoretical and 
methodological approaches is discussed, combined with the intellectual 
lessons learned at the Summer School. 

The other workshops provided the PhD-students with more practical 
training on issues related to publishing, abstract-writing, and e-learning. 
A second group of workshops informed participants on issues related to 
the European research landscape and the European educational land-
scape. The working visits gave the participants more insights in Estonia’s 
media and governmental structures. 

3.  THE PEOPLE / THE HALL OF FAME 
At the 2006 Summer School, 33 PhD-students participated.  

The first flow group consisted of Ana Sofia Pinto, Benjamin De Cleen, 
Caitriona Noonan, Fernando Paulino, Henry Mainsah, Iñaki Garcia 
Blanco, Marja Åkerström, Paula Segovia, Reeta Pöyhtäri, Richard 
Kpabi and Swantje Lingenberg.  

Amandine Viale, Bjarki Valtysson, Christian Baden, Eszter Bakonyi, 
Indira Dupuis, Indrek Treufeldt, Ines Wolter, Lynne Hibberd, Sara 
Hamqvist, Sophie Lecheler and Xavier Ginesta were the second flow 
group.  

Alessandro D'Arma, Birgitte Martens, Laura Juntunen, Laura Ruusu-
noksa, Lucien Perticoz, Nina Svane-Mikkelsen, Pieter Maeseele, 
Roberto Suárez Candel, Stijn Joye, Ursula Plesner, and Wim Vanob-
berghen formed the third group.  
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All of their abstracts, and a selection of six chapters based on their work, 
are included in this publication. 

The Summer School also had 17 academic lecturers:  

Anthony McNicholas, Bart Cammaerts, Bertrand Cabedoche, Denis 
McQuail, Friedrich Krotz, Hannu Nieminen, Kaarle Nordenstreng, 
Louise Phillips, Manuel Parés Maicas, Maren Hartmann, Maria Heller, 
Marju Lauristin, Nico Carpentier, Peeter Vihalemm, Peter Dahlgren, 
Richard Kilborn and Sofie Van Bauwel.  

Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt was the coordinator of the Summer School, 
supported by the Program Committee, which consisted of Kaarle 
Nordenstreng, Nico Carpentier and Maren Hartmann. The latter two, 
together with Bart Cammaerts, acted as the Summer School’s flow-
managers. 

4.  THE EVALUATION 
The 2006 Summer School was characterized by a high level of student 
(and lecturer) satisfaction. During the evaluation workshop at the end of 
the Summer School and in the (written) individual evaluations, the 
participants expressed their enthusiasm about their Summer School 
experience. The three following citations from the individual feedback 
forms provide us with a good overview of the most common reactions to 
the general (evaluative) questions: 
� ‘It has been a good first experience with an international academic sphere 

in communications studies. It has been a good lesson on networking, 
social relationships, giving feedback, presenting, receiving feedback etc.’ 

� ‘It’s been enormously valuable in terms of meeting a great bunch of peo-
ple, having fantastic time and learning more about other cultures.’ 

� ‘Yes, I have been thinking of it as a kind of rite-de-passage. Now I am no 
longer an external lecturer at university, but a PhD student (!).’ 

The Summer School remains a rewarding but very intensive experience 
because of its duration, as these two citations illustrate: 
� ‘although shorter period would be nice and even useful.’ 
� ‘I got some useful feedback that nobody mentioned to me before, but it was 

a bit too intensive, sometimes I couldn’t really concentrate.’ 

At the same time, the Summer School evaluations have also produced a 
large amount of critical advice for future improvements of the Summer 
School format. Apart from the occasional organizational hick-ups, espe-
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cially an even clearer focus on the PhD-projects and on the more practi-
cal training seem to be the most common improvement that is suggested 
by the Summer School participants, as is illustrated in the citation below: 
� ‘It’s obvious that everybody’s worked really hard to organize all of this 

and to keep their contributions positive and upbeat. Thank you very 
much for this, it’s really appreciated. I’d like to have some more practical 
sessions, maybe a chance to present & re-present different aspects of our 
work, examine different methodologies, even workshop sessions which 
could be [oriented] more towards using learned theories on our own work. 
Overall though I’ve had great time, thank you very much.’ 

5.  THE SUMMER SCHOOL BOOK 
A significant part of intellectual work of the 2006 Summer School is 
included in this book. Because to the theme of the Summer School, the 
strong focus on notions of democracy and participation comes as no sur-
prise. Democracy is seen as the first structuring key notion of this book. 
In applying this concept, it is avoided to reduce it to a more centralized 
and elitist form of societal decision-making. This implies that the mere 
legal-procedural articulation of democracy and the narrow definition of 
the political (as the political system) is also avoided. In contrast, in this 
book democracy is seen as a more decentralized version of societal deci-
sion-making. This then implies that a more substantial and/or culturalist 
perspective necessarily supplements the legal-procedural perspective, 
and the broad definition of the political as a dimension of the societal 
complements the more traditional focus on politics. 

The importance of media within the social and within our democratic 
and civic cultures can hardly be denied. Theorizing (and researching) 
this importance has nevertheless turned out to be a hazardous task, 
given the lack of stability of the social, political and media spheres. 
Moreover, these spheres are crisscrossed by a diversity of ideological 
projects, a phenomenon which unavoidably influences our academic 
gaze. The inherently ungraspable nature of our ‘realities’, and the radical 
unpredictability and contingency of the role of media in our complex 
societies have made the grand media narratives superfluous, and invite 
us to investigate localized media and communicative practices. In many 
cases the prominence of a diversity of media systems in our daily lives 
have generated a phantasm of all-encompassing media power, banning 
other social systems to the backbenches. This common sense position has 
trapped media studies scholars in a peculiar position, which Kaarle 
Nordenstreng (2004: 13) has called the ‘paradox of media studies’, where 
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‘our task is to deconstruct the naïve view that communication is the core of soci-
ety and we specialize in undoing media hubris.’ 

Like many other social and political systems, media systems do offer 
us a substantial range of democratic possibilities. In more traditional-
liberal approaches (linked to competitive-elitist variations of democracy) 
the informational role of media – facilitating citizens’ informed choices – 
is emphasized. Public sphere theory, in close connection with delibera-
tive democracy and pluralism tend to stress the more collective character 
of this informational exchange. Extensions of the public sphere model 
also allow focusing more on representational aspects of the media, again 
broadening the scope of the media’s democratic possibilities, this time by 
looking the ideological constructions on politics, on the political as such, 
and on the political media can produce for its audiences. Finally, invok-
ing Brecht's dream of making every receiver into a transmitter, more 
radical models of (media) democracy emphasize the importance of more 
direct forms of participation, point to the empowering role media can 
play, and criticize the power imbalances that prevent media from play-
ing this empowering role. 

These different approaches, with their very different focal points, do 
not necessarily exclude each other when suggesting building blocks for 
the media-democracy relationship. Information, representation and 
participation can all contribute to the workings of democracy. At the 
same time, care should be taken not to become trapped in the reductive 
definitions of these three concepts, as different approaches unavoidably 
suggest different articulations of these key concepts. Especially the 
meaning of participation has been softened-down (through the imposed 
synergy with notions as access and interaction). As participation is the 
second structuring key concept of this book, care is taken not to unneces-
sarily reduce its significative span and to use non-exclusive definitions of 
participation. 

When focusing on the relationship between media and participation, 
we need to distinguish between participation ‘in’ the media and 
‘through’ the media, in a similar way that Wasko and Mosco (1992: 7) 
distinguished between democratization ‘in’ and ‘through’ the media. 
Participation ‘in’ the media deals with the participation of non-profes-
sionals in the production of media output (content-related participation) 
and in media decision-making (structural participation). These forms of 
media participation allow citizens to be active in one of the many (micro-) 
spheres relevant to daily life and to put their right to communicate into 
practice. Second, these forms of micro-participation are to be considered 
important, because they allow people to learn and adopt a democratic 
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and/or civic attitude, thus strengthening (the possible forms) of macro-
participation. Verba and Nie (1987: 3) summarize this as follows: ‘a 
participatory polity may rest on a participatory society’. Although main-
stream media have attempted to organize forms of audience participa-
tion, especially alternative media have proven to be more successful in 
organizing more deepened forms of participation in the media. 

Participation ‘through’ the media deals with the opportunities for 
extensive participation in public debate and for self-representation in the 
public spheres, thus, entering the realm of enabling and facilitating 
macro-participation. Starting from a broadly defined notion of the politi-
cal, consensus-oriented models of democracy (and participation) empha-
size the importance of dialogue and deliberation and focus on collective 
decision-making based on rational arguments à la Habermas. Other 
authors (Fraser, 1990; Mouffe, 1994) stress more conflict-oriented 
approaches. They point to the unavoidability of political differences and 
struggles and see the media as crucial sites for struggles for hegemony. 
Both consensus- and conflict-oriented models enable to stress the need 
for citizens to participate in these processes of dialogue, debate, and 
deliberation. 

In this book a first section addresses the more general issues on the 
(political) role of contemporary media. In the first chapter of the book, 
Peter Dahlgren’s uses a critical analysis of the concept of deliberative 
democracy as a starting point for a reflection on the relationship between 
democracy and communication. In the two following chapters Kaarle 
Nordenstreng and Denis McQuail report on the joint project (in collabo-
ration with Clifford Christians, Theodore Glasser and Robert White) to 
re-evaluate normative (media) theory. Kaarle Nordenstreng’s chapter 
focuses on the more philosophical and democratic framework of this 
reworking, whilst Denis McQuail’s chapter adds the third component 
(the role of media in society) to the equation. In the fourth chapter of this 
section, Ines Wolter deals with the issue of international news, and the 
factors that determine its inclusion. She explicitly points to the democ-
ratic importance of international news, as it allows us to comprehend the 
world and its diversity of peoples. Manuel Parés I Maicas’s chapter on 
media self-regulation concludes this section. 

The second and third section of this book focus explicitly on 
participation, following the above described difference between partici-
pation ‘through’ the media (section 2) and ‘in’ the media (section 3). The 
first chapter of the second section on participation ‘through’ the media, 
written by Benjamin De Cleen, emphasizes the importance of more sym-
bolic or ritual forms of participation, by looking at representational proc-
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esses. His chapter deals with representation as an ideological struggle by 
analyzing the discourses of ‘political correctness’ in the media. In the 
second chapter, Iñaki Garcia Blanco focuses on the participation of both 
political parties and new social movements in the media. His analysis of 
contemporary Spanish politics shows the entanglement of the communi-
cative strategies of political parties and new social movements in order 
to achieve optimal media coverage of their activities. The two other 
chapters in this section (by Hannu Nieminen and Swantje Lingenberg) 
deal with the public sphere combined with an explicit European focus. 
Hannu Nieminen looks at the conditions of possibility of a European 
public sphere, while Swantje Lingenberg analyses the role of the audi-
ence within the public sphere. 

In the third section, three contributions focus more on content-related 
participation. Two chapters focus on specific media products / pro-
grams: Nico Carpentier analyzes the power relations in the television 
program Temptation Island, and Richard Kilborn reflects on a form of 
film and television programming generally known as ‘longitudinal docu-
mentaries’. In the last chapter of this section, Bart Cammaerts and Nico 
Carpentier look at the democratic potential the blogosphere has to offer, 
taking the interplay of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic forces into 
consideration. 

The second main part of this book takes a more general reflexive posi-
tion on theory (section 4), science (section 5) and methodology (section 6), 
not without creating linkages with democracy and participation. Frie-
drich Krotz’s chapter on the digital divide is a case in point, decon-
structing the popular models behind the notion of the digital divide. In 
doing so, he also foregrounds the notion of access, also known as partici-
pation’s twin sister. Wim Vanobberghen’s chapter takes us back to the 
past (and forth) by relating the utopianism/dystopianism debate on new 
media to the introductions of media technologies in the past. His chapter 
is strongly built on the theoretical and paradigmatic support of the New 
History approach and on the Social Construction of Technologies 
approach. The social constructivist approach links up with Bertrand 
Cabedoche’s chapter, in which he gives an overview of the debate in the 
French and Canadian academic scene on constructivism and its relation 
to post-positivist critiques. 

The fifth section focuses on the communication of knowledge. Both 
chapters (written by Ursula Plesner and Louise Phillips) attribute a cen-
tral role to the notion of dialogue in the communication (and construc-
tion) of knowledge. Ursula Plesner’s chapter investigates the 
use(fullness) of Kenneth Gergen’s theory of relational selves, and Bruno 
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Latour’s actor-network-theory for the study of institutionalized social 
scientific knowledge production. In her chapter, Louise Phillips looks at 
how participatory and dialogical approaches can used to communicate 
research-based knowledge, and to open-up the gates of the ivory towers 
of policy and academia. 

Finally, in the methodology section, yet another chapter foregrounds 
notions of participation. Maren Hartmann’s chapter deals with media 
ethnography and its attempts to understand people within their own 
settings, within their life patterns, values, networks, etc. Media ethnog-
raphers – as research instruments – unavoidably become incorporated in 
a participatory process in order to give meaning to these settings and 
patterns. In the last chapter of the book, Anthony McNicholas problema-
tizes one of the traditional practices of academia – the chains of citations 
– that generate academic knowledges. His media-historical plea to return 
to the original source, or the first voice, stresses the importance of rigor 
and thoroughness in research.  

6.  A FINAL WORD OF THANKS 
The Summer School is supported by a wide range of individuals and 
institutions. The (old and new) consortium partners, ECREA and the EC 
all provide invaluable support to this long-standing initiative. Lecturers 
and flow managers have over the years invested a lot of energy in lec-
turing and providing PhD-support. The Phd-students themselves have 
shown an eagerness which can only be admired and applauded. Of 
course, most of the credit goes to the organizers: the members of the Pro-
gram Committee, the Faculty of the University of Tartu and especially to 
the Summer School coordinator, Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, who 
made it all possible.  

Even this book illustrates the intensity of the ongoing collaborations, 
with its many contributors, editors and language editors. Being pro-
duced within an almost impossible time frame, this book bears witness 
of the Summer School spirit, which every year creates a unique learning 
experience. 

For this, all involved are thanked (in all the Summer School lan-
guages) for their intellectual investment and the (learning) pleasure they 
have generated: thanks to you all, merci pour vous tous, danke euch 
allen, bedankt aan iedereen, aitäh kõigile, paldies visiem, gracias a todos, 
gràcies a tots, tack till er alla, tak til jer alle, kiitos teille kaikille, grazie a 
tutti voi, kærar þakkir til ykkar allra, köszönöm mindnyájatoknak, takk 
til alle sammen, obrigado a todos and go raibh míle maith agaibh. 
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SECTION ONE 
 

MEDIA AND DEMOCRACY 





Civic participation and practices:  
Beyond ‘deliberative democracy’ 

Peter Dahlgren 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Among democracy’s many difficulties today is the declining level of 
participation. This has been a much-discussed topic, not least in relation 
to the newer communication technologies that many observers hope will 
help turn this negative tide. While it seems that these technologies have 
had more positive impact on fostering participation in alternative, extra-
parliamentarian politics, they have certainly prompted expanded discus-
sions more generally on civic communication and the role of the new 
media for democracy. Such topics as discussion forums, networking, and 
e-democracy, etc. have been aired a good deal recently. These discus-
sions, and their related research, have thus returned us to the classical 
themes of civic agency and participation, but with a new slant from 
communication technologies. The Internet and other new communica-
tion technologies offer new opportunities for citizens to participate in 
democracy, especially in extra-parliamentarian contexts. Increasingly, 
contemporary versions of democratic theory render participation as 
deliberation – the notion of deliberative democracy has become perva-
sive. One of the aims of this chapter is to argue that while this ideal, and 
the model it makes use of, is central for democracy, it also has its limita-
tions. There are other modes of communicative participation that should 
not be overlooked, and there are also a number of issues within the 
model of deliberative democracy which we should not ignore. 

My presentation will first briefly address the key concepts of engage-
ment and participation; I then discuss how we might understand the 
motivation behind civic agency by looking at the notion of passion and 
its interplay with reason. From there I address civic practices and skills, 
underscoring the rich repertoire available to citizens. In the final section, 
I sketch the contours of deliberative democracy as a communicative and 
participatory ideal and critically examine some of the problems with it, 
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underscoring the unnecessarily constricted view of civic practice that it 
implies. I take up three themes here: the issue of what other kinds of 
civic talk, the excessive rationalism of deliberative democracy, and the 
questions of power that it tends to ignore.  

2. ENGAGEMENT, PARTICIPATION, INDIFFERENCE 
We often use the concepts of political engagement and participation as 
synonyms, but there can be a small payoff in making a distinction 
between them. I would formulate it as follows: engagement generally 
refers to subjective states. That is, engagement indicates a mobilized, 
focused attention on some object. It is in a sense a prerequisite for partici-
pation: to ‘participate’ in politics presuppose some degree of engagement. 
For engagement to become embodied in participation and thereby give 
rise to civic agency, the subjective states that express engagement need to 
connect with practical, do-able situations, where citizens can feel 
empowered. Engagement is in a sense a potential – it must at some point 
become realized if it is not to dissipate.  

Political participation is more than simply a feeling one has, it 
involves in some sense ‘activity’. (The notion of ‘active citizen’, however, 
raises a number of problematic issues – e.g., what kinds of activities 
should count, for what duration should one be ‘active’ to warrant that 
adjective – so I generally avoid it). At the same time, it is fully possible to 
participate with a minimum of engagement – to simply play one’s civic 
role in a routine, non-reflexive way – as a dutiful rather than self-actual-
ized citizen, to use a conceptual distinction developed by Bennett (2007). 
While both engagement and participation can be said to be anchored in 
the individual, I would underscore that since we are talking about the 
political realm, we must have a perspective that emphasizes collec-
tivities; the engagement and participation of the citizen is predicated on 
them being connected to others by civic bonds.  

The absence of engagement and participation can be formulated in 
several ways. The most significant is in no doubt indifference. It implies 
a disinterest in politics and the political, an ‘alienation’ that can psycho-
logically place ‘politics’ as an activity on par with, say, ‘sports’, ‘music’, 
or other forms of free time activity, and in the comparison, politics is 
perceived as the least interesting. Indifference seems to be the psycho-
logical condition that best describes most of those who are disengaged 
and manifest a sense of the irrelevance of democratic activities. We 
should keep in mind that indifference is not an ontological state: It can be 
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transformed into engagement via experience. And engagement keeps the 
door open for participation.  

3. MOTIVATION: POLITICS AND PASSION 
We still need to take one more conceptual step to understand civic 
agency. This step entails confronting a paradox in regard to agency that 
is prominent in dominant theories of democracy – from traditional lib-
eral versions to Habermasian versions of deliberative democracy. At 
bottom the paradox is this: Democratic theory (and rhetoric) both postu-
lates and admonishes engaged citizenship; participation is the guiding 
vision. At the same time, these traditions seem to recognize no motiva-
tional grounding for such engagement, since there is not only an empha-
sis on rationality and formal reason, but in many cases even explicit 
disparagement of anything that smacks off the affective, the emotional, 
the passionate.  

To be engaged in something signals not just cognitive attention and 
some normative stance, but also an affective investment. Engagement in 
politics involves some kind of passion. Given all the obstacles that exist 
to the realization of achieved citizenship, given all the barriers to be 
overcome before people enter into political discussion or take political 
action, we would be foolish to deny the indispensable role of the affec-
tive side of civic engagement (My discussion is based on Cheryl Hall’s 
(2005) recent book). 

Hall (2005: 13) notes that traditionally, passion is conceptualized as 
distinct from reason, and viewed as functioning in opposition to self-
control. Political theorists have claimed that it is good for citizens to de-
velop their capacity for reason – but not for passion. Passion is seen as 
subverting agency, in that it undermines self-possession. She uses the 
notion of a ‘crime of passion’ to indicate the perception here: A person 
goes out of his or head and does something both terrible and ‘crazy’. 
Reason, on the other hand, is seen as the foundation of agency. One can 
well ask why feelings should be seen as any more of an external impo-
sition than rational thought. We can in fact be just as ‘possessed’ by 
thoughts: We get stuck in a particular train of thought that we want to 
avoid, or our mind/attention wanders. Reason can thus be at odds with 
our own self-mastery and agency. Yet we do not claim that it is a strange 
power that has taken over our psyche. In short, reason and passion are 
both a part of the psyche; neither is a foreign power poised to take over 
the self. 
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Moreover, the traditional view neglects the interconnectedness of rea-
son and passion; Hall argues that they are inexorably linked together. In 
simple terms: passions have reasons: there is some object or vision that is 
valued, cherished. Passion is based, at some level, on ‘ …first, a concept 
and interpretation of the object’s nature and qualities; second, a judgment that 
the object is valuable in some way; and third, an intention to pursue the value 
of that object in one’s life’. (Hall, 2005: 15–16). Thus, passion is not blind, it 
involves a vision of the good, something to be attained, something to 
strive for, and often also involves some notion as to how to achieve this 
good. Whether the vision or object is actually obtainable or not always 
remains a question of democratic debate. Moreover, reasons often incor-
porate passions: especially in societal and political matters, values, argu-
ments, ideologies, and so on can be very strongly held.  

Passion is something into which one invests time and energy. It is 
hard to see why passion in this sense of ‘intense enthusiasm’ should 
seem so threatening for democratic theory. Would democracy be better 
served by consistently less intense emotion? That all depends on the 
issue at hand: For example, being ‘mildly’ in favor of justice or ‘moder-
ately’ against genocide hardly seem like positive attributes. Civic agency 
– and all agency, for that matter – requires motivation; engagement and 
participation must have an affective drive. Apathy is precisely this 
absence of passion. To feel an intense political enthusiasm does not mean 
that one thereby becomes incapable of rational discussion or loses the 
capacity for compromise. Passion is crucial for making political choices, 
creating political community, and motivating political action. No passion, 
no participation.  

4. CIVIC AGENCY: PRACTICES AND SKILLS 
If citizens become motivated, become engaged, and take steps to partici-
pate, what do they actually do? A viable democracy must be embodied in 
concrete, recurring practices – individual and collective – relevant for 
diverse situations. Such practices help to generate personal and social 
meaning to the ideals of democracy, and they must have an element of 
the routine, of the taken for granted about them, if they are to be a part of 
a civic culture. Practices can be and are learned; they often require spe-
cific skills, especially communicative competencies. Thus, to be able to 
read, write, speak, work a computer and get around on the Internet can 
all be seen as competencies important for democratic practices. Edu-
cation will thus always play a key role in nurturing democracy, even if 
its contents and pedagogic approaches periodically need to be scruti-
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nized and debated. To engage in practices contributes to experience, 
which can in turn serve to empower citizens. Not only does this solidify 
the specific practices as part of the civic repertoire of these citizens, the 
practices also interplay forcefully with knowledge, trust and values; 
practices involve defining, using, or creating suitable spaces, and prac-
tices not least help to further foster civic identities. 

More concretely, participating in elections is usually seen as the para-
mount practice for democracy’s citizens. Talk, too has a prominent posi-
tion, and has been associated with democracy and opinion formation 
from the start. Civic talk can involve a number of different practices, for 
example, having the social competence to call and hold a meeting, 
manage its discussions, organize and administer collective activities are 
all important practices involving skills. Lobbying, bargaining, negoti-
ating, mobilizing, initiating legal action, networking, and other activities 
can all be a part of a repertoire of civic practices. Not least, the capacity 
to connect to specific issues is crucial: to identify, formulate, and pursue 
well-defined positions on political conflicts.  

Across time, practices become traditions, and experience becomes 
collective memory; today’s democracy needs to be able to refer to a past, 
without being locked in it. New practices and traditions can and must 
evolve to ensure that democracy does not stagnate, not least today, in 
relation to the opportunities offered by the new media. We see today 
how the lack of civic practices, skills, and traditions is an obstacle for 
many citizens, not only in those societies attempting to develop their 
newly-defined democratic character. Skills can develop through prac-
tices, and in this process mobilize passion and engagement, fostering a 
sense of empowerment for civic agency.  

5. THE VISION OF DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY  
Pulling together these perspectives on passion, participation, and prac-
tices, we have a robust and assertive analytic portrait of civic agency. 
This stands in contrast to an idealized view of civic participation that has 
been gaining ground in the past 15 years or so, galvanizing much of the 
reflection on democracy and civic discussion. Habermas’ notions about 
communicative rationality are among the foundations, but there have 
been contributions and developments from others as well. It goes under 
the label of deliberative democracy, which melds elements of political 
theory with perspectives on communication. While it has much to 
recommend it, there is also a risk that this prevailing view of civic inter-
action delimits our understanding of the kinds of practices that should 
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characterize civic agency in the public sphere, pushing to the margins 
certain kinds of communicative competencies that are important for a 
viable democracy.  

Talk is seen as constitutive of publics, and is thus both morally and 
functionally vital for democracy. In that sense, the basic idea of delibera-
tive democracy is as old as democracy itself. However, it has given civic 
talk a major theoretical facelift; deliberative democracy has become a 
buzzword with high valence within democratic theorizing, and rightly 
so. Yet, this theoretical model, seen from the standpoint of practical 
participation of citizens, also has some pitfalls that we should be alert to. 
The model follows the traditional notions of the public sphere and 
becomes extended via Habermas’ investigations into communicative 
rationality. Building on work from a number of directions, including 
theories of speech acts and of psychological ego development, he accen-
tuates autonomy, agency, self-reflection, critical judgment, a competence 
for rational discussion, and not least, moral capacity.  

Many have discussed and further developed these ideas, relating 
them to theories of democracy, the practice of politics, subjectivity, and 
identity, while at times still acknowledging problems inherent in them. 
In the debates, some theorists claim that deliberative democracy is only 
relevant within the framework of actual decision-making, by represen-
tatives of the citizens – i.e. within ‘strong’ public spheres. Others argue, 
in an overtly republican manner, that broader, more popular forms of 
communication modes are needed, and should be spread out as far as 
possible within representative democracy, beyond the formal decision-
making centers into the public sphere and into as many associations and 
networks of civil society as is feasible (all the ‘weak’ public spheres). 

As its point of departure, deliberative democracy underscores the 
importance of providing reasons for decisions taken. This is a moral 
principle common to most theoretical versions of democracy, since it lays 
the foundation for reciprocity. Reciprocity means that decision-makers 
owe it to those who must live under their decisions, policies, or the insti-
tutions that they enact, to provide their constituents with the justifi-
cations of the decisions. The dynamics of deliberative democracy are 
characterized by the norms of equality and symmetry; everyone is to 
have an equal chance of participation. Also, both the rules of discussion 
and topics to be discussed can in principle be challenged, the agenda 
itself is to be mutually agreed upon. Another important principle is that 
the reasons should be made accessible to all concerned; this means not 
only that they should in some manner be made public, but also be 
comprehensible. Further, deliberative democracy aims to result in deci-
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sions that are binding, yet decisions are in principle always reversible, 
circumstances permitting; dialogue is never ultimately closed off. 

Deliberative democracy serves to support the legitimacy of decisions 
that are taken, thereby enhancing the vitality of democratic institutions. 
Deliberative democracy strives to generate mutual respect, not least in 
situations where fundamental moral views are in conflict, thereby pro-
moting practical rationality in politics. In the give and take of argumen-
tation, it is assumed that opponents will learn from each other, and 
expand each others’ horizons. Deliberative democracy is seen to be 
especially significant in situations where difference exists, where con-
sensus is not likely, and compromise is the best one can hope for – where 
partners can arrive at acceptable solutions via dialogue without having 
to give up on core moral values. 

At first glance, this appears to be a rather attractive vision, one that 
would seem to contribute to the quality of democracy. I want to under-
score that my interrogation of deliberation here does not aim to be dis-
missive. Rather, I wish to highlight some of the issues that this view of 
civic interaction raises, and to encourage that we see its limits and not 
overload the role we expect it to play in the public sphere. My discussion 
here will center around three themes: the issue of defining what kinds of 
talk should count as deliberation, the issue of excessive rationality, and 
the problem of discursive power.  

6. WHAT KIND OF TALK? 
However, in clinging too rigidly to formal deliberation, we risk to lose 
sight of everyday talk and its potential relevance for democracy. There is 
an awful lot of discussion that can have political relevance, but has no 
status in a strict deliberative perspective. This becomes apparent if we 
look at a different point of departure in regard to civic talk, as found in 
republican-oriented theorists who attribute potential political relevance 
to other, informal kinds of talk. In their perspective, while that they 
would no doubt acknowledge the importance of formal deliberation and 
its settings, they look beyond them to better understand the processes by 
which the political emerges into talk, not least via the stimulation of 
interaction with the media. They emphasize instead the permeability of 
contexts, the messiness and unpredictability of everyday talk in order to 
put forth the view that politics, and thus the individual’s role as citizen, 
is never an a priori given, but can emerge in various ways from within 
informal everyday speech.  
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It is via meandering and unpredictable talk, that the political can be 
generated, that the links between the personal and the political can be 
established. The looseness, open-endedness of everyday talk, its crea-
tivity, potential for empathy and affective elements, are indispensable for 
the vitality of democratic politics. Here engagement often comes quite 
naturally. Barber (1984) asserts that even if citizens’ interaction may be 
lacking in terms of deep knowledge and well-thought out opinions, it is 
crucial for maintaining a sense of collective civic identity of and for gen-
erating a collective will. Similarly, Bohman sees citizen talk as important 
for maintaining ‘a constant and vibrant interaction among cultures and sub-
politics in a larger sphere of common citizenship’ Bohman (1996: 145). In his 
view, the character of civic talk is dynamic and open-ended, and not 
least reflexive: Self-creation takes place in part via civic participation. If 
we wish to be conceptually precise, we could say that ‘messy conversa-
tion’ is a part of the larger terrain of civil society, but as it begins to take 
on political connotations, as it becomes in some sense civic, it activates 
the public sphere (the weak, non-decision-making one). 

7. UNREASONABLE RATIONALITY 
Further, while the genre of formal deliberation can play an important 
role in certain specific settings, the question still remains what such 
deliberation should look like. Habermasian versions are adamant that 
fully rational deliberation should strictly adhere to the literal and trans-
parent dimension of discourse. Deliberation is to manifest impartial rea-
soning, i.e. it must rest on the imperative that all participants will see 
beyond their own particular interests, being open to all points of view, 
and ally oneself with best arguments. Indeed, a common complaint has 
focused on what is seen to be the excessive rational character such 
speech is to have. The formal-rational view of speech that Habermas and 
other proponents use stands in contrast to other, more multidimensional 
views of deliberation. 

Political innovation requires forming new publics, indeed, new ways 
of framing social reality, that foster formulation of new issues and strate-
gies, that problematize or ‘denaturalize’ conventional perceptions and 
entrenched ideological positions. This involves the use of such commu-
nicative strategies as rhetoric, irony, personal narrative, poetic motifs, 
and theatricality, i.e. an element of performance, which of course marks a 
profound departure from Habermas’ ideal, which, by implication, 
undermines the potential richness and vibrancy of political discussion 
and is likely to deflect engagement. I would add that passion, in the 
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sense of intense enthusiasm, as I discussed above, must also be an inexo-
rable element in motivating citizens to engage in deliberative democracy. 
Moreover, the demand for impartiality among the participants is quite 
unrealistic: People engaged in political conflict are not prone to behave 
in a neutral, truth-seeking, dispassionate, or altruistic manner. They may 
well have fundamental value differences that preclude such inter-
subjectivity.  

8. DISCURSIVE POWER 
Another basic issue with deliberative democracy has precisely to do with 
power – both discursive and social (and they are usually intertwined). 
Deliberative democracy asserts that meaningful political discussion can 
only take place if all participants are on an equal footing, that is, if 
respect, a pluralist outlook, and reciprocity prevail. Here is the rub: It is 
hard to see how this prerequisite, the leveled ground of the discussion, 
can be fully achieved by discussion itself. Reciprocity and equality are 
ideals that must be fought for rather than assumed. Deliberation by itself 
cannot attain its own preconditions. This undermines the universalist 
dimension, i.e., that deliberative democracy rests on a foundation that is 
by definition available to all. This does not mean that we should dismiss 
normative concepts such as equality, citizenship, or liberty as illusions, 
but rather understand that in the real world they are contingent and 
provisional; they must be investigated as to how they function in specific 
circumstances. 

In fact, one could ask: given that the distribution of communicative 
skills tends to follow general social hierarchies, and thereby may well 
serve to reinforce such hierarchies, why should we expect citizens with 
lower communicative skill to participate, and why should we anticipate 
that deliberative democracy is a good way for citizens to impact on the 
decisions that affect them? Public speaking often correlates with power 
and cultural capital, and the fact that many people are afraid to speak on 
controversial matters in public undercuts the universalist ideal. Espe-
cially in the context of politically subordinate and/or culturally diverse 
groups, the imposition of an abstract, universalist ideal of deliberation 
can be a very power-laden move. Denying difference by forcing all 
parties into a singular mode of discourse that may not be suitable for all; 
democratic politics must be able to encompass groups who are socially 
situated in different ways from the mainstream or the majority and 
accord them voice in political contexts.  
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Moreover, if the deliberation itself appears to take place in a dis-
cursive mode that appears universal, neutral and egalitarian, yet is in 
fact the prerogative of privileged social strata, then this mode can actu-
ally serve to conceal and legitimate its own function as symbolic power. 
Further, it has been shown many times that groups and movements, 
particularly if they start with little power, will effect democratic change – 
have more impact on the power holders who make decisions – via 
mobilization and collective action, rather than through discussion. The 
emphasis on reaching consensus through dialogue suggests that floating 
beneath the surface of the model is an assumption that conflict basically 
derives from inadequate communication. Better communication is 
always desirable, but to suppress or deny the fact that conflicts may 
indeed have the character of real antagonisms, where shared values are 
insufficient to generate a common understanding of what is ‘reasonable’, 
will ultimately not yield better communication.  

A strict adherence to the formalistic versions of the deliberative 
democracy ideal deflects attention from other, broader modes of civic 
talk which can evoke engagement and participation. The constraints of 
deliberative democracy can readily put a damper on civic passion, and 
deflect our attention from the rich repertoire of practices that citizens 
have at their disposal and the kinds of skills that can develop modes of 
interaction that are inseparable from politics.  
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‘Four Theories of the Press’ reconsidered 
Kaarle Nordenstreng 

1. THE CLASSIC 
The landmark book Four Theories of the Press by Fred Siebert, Theodore 
Peterson and Wilbur Schramm was first published by the University of 
Illinois Press in 1956. It introduced, as spelled out in the subtitle, ‘The 
Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility and Soviet Communist 
Concepts of What the Press Should Be and Do.’ These four concepts were 
the authors' response to their basic question: Why do the mass media 
appear in widely different forms and serve different purposes in differ-
ent countries? Their main thesis was that ‘the press always takes on the form 
and coloration of the social and political structures within which it operates. 
Especially, it reflects the system of social control whereby the relations of indi-
viduals and institutions are adjusted.’ (Siebert et al., l956: 1–2) 

Such a thesis makes great sense and at its time this little book gave a 
welcome push to reasoning about the role of the media in society by sug-
gesting different systems of the press as linked to different systems of 
governance. While it was customary in the social sciences to take a ‘value 
free’ stance, leaving the questions of social norms to philosophy, these 
authors oriented the new field of mass communication toward an 
explicit analysis of how the press relates to society in terms of political 
values, professional ethics and moral philosophies. The method of 
contrasting different paradigms of press and society was not only a 
useful theoretical tool but provided an important didactical way of train-
ing journalists.  

In fact, with the growth of the media since World War II there was 
inevitably a need to articulate the roles and tasks of the mass media in 
society, including the relationship between media and politics. But in 
this respect the emerging scholarship had little to offer, and therefore 
even a casual collection of essays became a niche and a classic. The book 
obviously filled an intellectual gap among communication academics as 
well as journalism professionals. It became a bestseller and was 
reprinted in more copies and translated into more languages than 
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perhaps any other textbook in the field of journalism and mass 
communication. 

Yet, the classic has been heavily challenged. Many have pointed out 
its oversimplified framing of history and its analytical inadequacy. Its 
political and cultural bias has been recognized since the 1960s, especially 
by the critical school of communication research. Four Theories was a 
child of the Cold War era, when the world was deeply divided between 
the capitalist West, socialist East and the underdeveloped South. Fifty 
years later there is a new world order and a more global awareness 
which no longer feeds the same kind of normative thinking. Conse-
quently, after the shift to the new millennium the question is no longer 
whether or not the classic is passé but what is the best way to get beyond 
it. As Hallin and Mancini (2004: 10) put it, ‘It is time to give it a decent 
burial and move on to the development of more sophisticated models based on 
real comparative analysis.’ 

While the classic was valuable with its basic question and thesis, its 
four theories typology turned out to be a poor response to the authors' 
own challenge. A useful eye opener in this respect is provided by a 
group of scholars from the same College of Communications in the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, where the three authors of 
the classic once worked. Last Rights, published by the University of 
Illinois Press in 1995, revisits Four Theories by critically assessing its rele-
vance in a post-Cold War world.  

As pointed out by Nerone (1995), ‘Four Theories does not offer four 
theories: It offers one theory with four examples’ (Nerone, 1995: 18); ‘It defines 
the four theories from within one of the four theories – classical liberalism ... it is 
specifically in classical liberalism that the political world is divided into individ-
ual versus society or the state’ (Nerone, 1995: 21); ‘Four Theories and classi-
cal liberalism assume that we have freedom of the press if we are free to discuss 
political matters in print without state suppression’ (Nerone, 1995: 22). 

In a wider perspective, Nerone (1995) made the point about the 
moment in intellectual history at which Four Theories was written: ‘by the 
mid-twentieth century, liberalism had reached a philosophical impasse. And, 
while political theory has moved beyond the impasse of liberalism, mainstream 
normative press theory in the United States has not’ (Nerone, 1995: 4). The 
impasse was mainly caused by the fact that it was no longer feasible to 
view individuals as atoms, with natural rights, at a time when ‘politics 
became the stuff of institutions rather than of individuals’ (Nerone, 1995: 5). 
Moreover, the press had become an institution, separate from the people, 
and ‘it became more intelligent to talk about the public's rights—the right to 
know, the right to free expression—rather than the press's rights. The press had 
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responsibilities; the public had rights’ (Nerone, 1995: 6). A compelling 
presentation of the same perspective is offered by Peters (2005).  

A particular chapter in the intellectual history which gave rise to Four 
Theories was the Commission on Freedom of the Press known as the 
‘Hutchins Commission’ in the mid-1940s. It elaborated the idea of social 
responsibility applied to the media which was then adopted by Siebert et 
al. as the third of their four theories. The Commission’s report A Free and 
Responsible Press (1947) sought to lay a philosophical and moral basis for 
the idea that the press owed a responsibility to society because of the 
dependence of democracy on a flow of trustworthy information and a 
diversity of relevant opinions. Accordingly, if liberalism in general had 
reached a philosophical impasse by the mid-twentieth century, the 
theory of social responsibility of the press can be seen as an attempt to 
rescue liberalism in the field of journalism and mass communication. 

By and large Four Theories has been valuable by setting in motion 
further discussion on the role of media in society. Several complemen-
tary and alternative attempts to define the normative ‘theories’ regarding 
the media, but none of them has managed to gain the same momentum 
as the classic did. The problem of the classic was that it collapsed into 
one level of consideration at least three levels of analysis: philosophical 
doctrines, political systems, and press systems. Further, it identified each 
type with a very concrete historical case situated in specific countries. 

2. A NEW BEGINNING 
One of the attempts to get beyond the four theories has been pursued 
during the past two decades by Clifford Christians (University of Illinois 
at Champaign-Urbana), Theodore Glasser (Stanford University), Denis 
McQuail (University of Amsterdam), Kaarle Nordenstreng (University of 
Tampere) and Robert White (Gregorian University).1 Our forthcoming 
book is tentatively entitled Journalism Roles in Democracy: Normative Theo-
ries of Public Communication (University of Illinois Press, 2008).  

Our methodological point of departure is to keep separate the three 
levels—philosophical traditions, political systems, and media roles—but 
to show how these three levels are intimately related. Each of these three 
levels has its own logic and merits its own analysis, but for an overview 
they are presented here side by side: 
 
 
                                                 
1  For a progress report, see Nordenstreng 1997. 
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PHILOSOPHICAL POLITICAL MEDIA 
Normative traditions Models of democracy Roles of journalism 
– Corporatist 
– Libertarian 
– Social responsibility 
– Citizen participation 

– Pluralist 
– Administrative 
– Deliberative 
– Direct 

– Monitorial 
– Facilitative 
– Collaborative 
– Radical 

 
Admitting the didactic and heuristic advantage of typologies, we ana-
lyze each of the levels in terms of a typology which is commonly used 
for that level of analysis. However, there is no one-to-one correspon-
dence between types in the three different levels. None of the four 
historical traditions of normative theory corresponds exactly with a 
given type of democratic political model, nor with a given media role. To 
force the correspondence would repeat one of the errors of Four Theories. 

A typology does not mean that each concrete case is placed in one and 
only one pigeonhole. Accordingly, a contemporary journalist may repre-
sent in his or her professional thinking simultaneously several streams of 
the normative tradition – not least the oldest corporatist one. Media roles 
as held by media institutions or individual communicators are typically 
composites of different and sometimes contradictory traditions. Thus the 
three typologies should be seen as vehicles of analytical understanding 
rather than sets of fixed locations for actual phenomena. The types in 
question are tendencies or vectors on a quadrant which is open to limit-
less combinations. 

Accordingly, we propose three typologies that seem to us to cover the 
main range of variation at each level of analysis. By chance, or mischance, 
each typology contains four main entries. However, there is no intention 
to promote the legacy of the original Four Theories and the various entries 
at each level have no correspondence across the boundaries of the given 
typology. Nor do we try to link any of the typed established with any 
particular historical case of nation, political system or media system. 

The first level of analysis is the most general and deals with the 
historical contexts and debates that have generated philosophical tradi-
tions to give guidance to public communication, including media and 
journalism. We term these traditions as ‘philosophical’ because they tend 
to link norms of good public communication with deeper explanatory 
justification in terms of conceptions of the human, of society and the 
good life. For this reason we take the discussion back to the debate about 
the ethics of public communication in classical authors such as Plato, 
Aristotle, Cicero and Augustine.  
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The second level of analysis allows a more precise discussion of the 
contribution of the media to the working of democracy. As noted above, 
we recognize the existence of alternative forms of democratic institutions 
and procedures within some overall agreement on the notion of popular 
sovereignty. It is quite clear that different societies have developed their 
own practices of democracy, according to variations in historical circum-
stances and political cultures. There is also considerable debate about the 
evaluation of alternative practices leading toward the goal of democratic 
participation. For these reasons, we identify the main alternative political 
models of democracy, each of which makes somewhat different norma-
tive demands on the media of public communication. 

At the third, and lowest, level of generality, we focus on the media 
themselves, especially the media’s journalistic task. We see journalism as 
central factor the constitution of a democratic social order. Some might 
think that, in this era of infotainment and the wide discussion of the 
political implications of entertainment media, it restricts the range of 
applications of normative theory to focus on the press and journalism. 
We prefer this focus, however, recognizing that journalism is more 
clearly and explicitly related to the defense of democracy. We would 
prefer not to deal with genres such as music videos or the monologues of 
talk-show hosts, even though this no doubt serves as a source of infor-
mation and commentary. However, we have taken account of new 
developments with the Internet such as blogging and podcasting al-
though their implications for democratic institutions have not been suffi-
ciently explored.  

3. NORMATIVE TRADITIONS 
At the philosophical level we distinguish four ways of looking at the 
normative values and institutions that have evolved in two and a half 
millennia of debate over how public communication should be carried 
on: 
� Corporatist: search for public wisdom (500 BC – 1500 AD) 
� Libertarian: opening for personal freedom (1500 – 1800) 
� Social Responsibility: growth of popular democracies (1800 – 1960) 
� Citizen Participation: rise of postmodern cultures (1960 – ) 

The first and second of these traditions tend to be historically in sharp 
contrast, while the third and fourth are closer to each other and tend to 
take on many different forms. While the four traditions can be distin-
guished as relatively solid and ‘paradigmatic’ they are brought about by 
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a historical evolution and should be seen like schools of thought in politi-
cal philosophy. We do not argue, however, that the more recent tradi-
tions have displaced the earlier ones nor that these are to be regarded as 
superior for providing guidelines for public communication. Each tradi-
tion implies a set of institutions that time has tested and which continue 
to be an important set of norms regarding the roles of media in democ-
racy. 

The corporatist tradition has its origins in the direct democracies of the 
relatively small Mediterranean city-states, especially in the political 
culture of Athens, some two thousand five hundred years ago. It is 
termed corporatist because it rests on a cosmic worldview of organic 
harmony in the universe. A classic statement of corporatist public 
philosophy was made by Aristotle in his treatises on ethics, rhetoric and 
politics, but a stronger communitarian philosophy would be found in 
contemporary political theorists. A corporatist philosophical worldview 
is still today very influential as a foundation for public communication in 
many parts of the world, especially in India, Asia and in the Islamic 
cultures. It differs from the ‘authoritarian’ model put forth in Four Theo-
ries to describe autocratic monarchies or twentieth century military 
dictatorships because it is open to democratic processes of public 
communication. In most cases, however, it is a tradition which expects 
the media to be cooperative in matters of national interest and in relation 
to other social institutions such as religion, education and the family. 

The libertarian tradition might also be called ‘liberal-individualist’ as it 
elevates the principle of freedom of expression to the highest point in the 
hierarchy of values that the media are expected to uphold. The liber-
tarian ideal of public communication emerged in the late medieval and 
renaissance eras in reaction to deeply entrenched monarchies and reli-
gious institutions of Europe, which combined to resist any challenge to 
their authority. The libertarian tradition came to full fruition in the nine-
teenth century, especially in the writings of John Stuart Mill which 
claimed to show not only the superiority of freedom in principle as a 
path towards uncovering truth but also in the utilitarian benefits that 
accrued from the free flow of information and ideas. According to utili-
tarian philosophy, liberty in the expression of ideas, as with liberty of 
trade, could only contribute to the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number.  

The social responsibility tradition of thinking retains freedom as the 
basic principle for organizing public communication including the media, 
but the public or community also has some rights and legitimate expec-
tations of adequate service. The term itself was largely the product of the 
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Hutchins Commission. Ultimately, freedom of the press has to be justi-
fied by its fruits. This may call for limits to media activities or inter-
ventions designed to supplement or control the media market. However, 
within this framework, there is a wide spectrum of views about how far 
it is legitimate for the state to go to achieve an acceptable level of service 
to the public good. A social responsibility view of the media has been 
espoused with varying degrees of strength. A minimalist view expects 
the media themselves to develop self-regulatory mechanisms of account-
ability, based on voluntary promises in response to demands from the 
public and other agents of society. The development of professionalism 
is thought to play a key part in this process. A more interventionist 
expression of the responsibility tradition comes in the form of press 
subsidies and laws to ensure diversity or innovation, as well as the 
founding of publicly owned media, especially public service broad-
casting. 

The citizen participation tradition, while more recent than the others 
named, already has a history of three or four decades. The distant roots 
are to be found in the dissident religious and political movements of the 
sixteenth century and to the struggles for a right to freedom of the press 
in the eighteenth century. Precursors are also to be found in the radical 
press of early labor movements in the nineteenth century. Even so, the 
modern notion of a citizen participatory press can be more usefully 
dated from the alternative presses and then through free radio of the 
1960s and 1970s, and it is inspired by a wide range of ideas and moti-
vations. Not least important were grass-roots activist media in many 
proto-revolutionary situations spanning much of the twentieth century. 
The basis of legitimacy for this tradition is the idea that the media are of 
and for the people, with an emancipatory, expressive and critical pur-
pose. They are typically engaged in some form of struggle for collective 
rights. 

4. MODELS OF DEMOCRACY 
Our second level of analysis begins with the simple view that democracy 
is government by the people, for the people and of the people. However, 
democracy is not only a matter of accountability of rulers to the people 
but encompasses many other means by which people can act together to 
influence their rulers and their own lives, including the many forms of 
public communication now available. We may wonder if the corporatist 
tradition is very compatible with democracy, according to either a 
narrow or broad definition, since the element of direct popular control is 
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absent. Even so, democratic societies may choose professionally-
administered corporatist forms of media governance as being in the 
public interest—public service broadcasting institutions as examples. 
There is no one-to-one correspondence between the normative traditions 
outlined and a particular model of democracy. Indeed there is no agree-
ment on how to classify or arrange the various concepts and forms of 
democratic politics in the modern world. Still, there are good scholarly 
roadmaps for conceptualizing democracy (notably Held, 1987), and on 
that basis we single out four models of democracy: liberal-pluralist; 
elitist-administrative; civic-deliberative; and popular-direct. 

There is one dimension that cuts across most democratic theory and 
practice, distinguishing between individual rights and liberty, on the one 
hand, and equality and collective rights of the community, on the other. 
Emphasis on the former is more typical of the Anglo-American situation, 
while the latter is typically a Continental model more associated with 
France and inspired especially by Rousseau. 

Pluralist democracy is well represented in our time by many countries 
that give priority to individual freedom, look to the market as the main 
engine of welfare, and prefer to restrict the role of the state to what is 
necessary for the orderly running of a free market society. The connec-
tion of this model with the libertarian tradition outlined above is quite 
obvious, and it is well explicated by Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) liberal 
pluralist model. 

However, not all issues concerning the media are solved by the 
convenience of having a compatible theory of democracy. For example, 
the media market may in practice not serve the needs of pluralism by 
failing to give access to competing voices. The media market is as much, 
if not more, subject to tendencies towards concentration as other indus-
tries. Unrestrained pursuit of profit has also periodically been blamed, 
rightly or wrongly, for a variety of harms to individuals and society, aris-
ing especially from content representing crime, violence, sex and other 
kinds of socially disapproved behavior and tendencies. A democratic 
social order is not necessarily well served by libertarian media. Solutions 
may not be available in effective self-regulation, even if permitted by 
theory. At times of crisis, the state cannot depend only on the vagaries of 
supply and demand in media markets. Aside from problems of control 
or regulation that are inconsistent with a minimal state, there is some 
difficulty in consistently identifying any ‘role’ for the free media in a free 
market society. The media can choose or avoid roles in society as they 
wish. 
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Administrative democracy emphasizes the need for institutions of 
professional administration and other expert bodies to look after the 
welfare of the people. Neither politicians nor ordinary citizens have the 
knowledge to govern a highly complex modern society. In the past, there 
was a tendency to rely on public bureaucracies to run essential services, 
sometimes even major industries. More recently, the trend has been 
away from direct public control and towards private ownership, subject 
to review by regulatory bodies. The elites appointed to carry out essen-
tial government roles are accountable in various ways, including by way 
of public opinion, if need be by intervention into the market. There are 
still considerable differences between Europe and the United States in 
what might be recognized as expressions of administrative democracy. 

The relation between the administrative form of democracy and the 
media is typically ambiguous, even when there is a symbiosis between 
social-responsibility theory and social-democratic politics in a number of 
societies, as exemplified in the democratic-corporatist model of media-
politics proposed by Hallin and Mancini (2004). Within the terms of this 
model, the attitude of the state towards media is consistent with the prin-
ciples of administrative democracy. The media are from time to time 
taken to task for their failures to support governmental and political 
institutions, and are not fully trusted to have complete independence. 
There are attempts to increase accountability and the retention of public 
broadcasting, against the tide of media deregulation, reflects this lack of 
trust and desire to keep residual control. The clash between government 
and the BBC in the UK in 2003 over reporting the steps to war in Iraq is 
one clear example of the permanent tension of relations. 

Deliberative democracy takes a variety of forms, although its general 
message is that any genuine and healthy democracy should be character-
ized by the active and self-conscious involvement of citizens in formu-
lating opinions and representing certain shared interests, especially at a 
more local level. It is a form of democracy that is not very compatible 
with government by elites and experts and is clearly differentiated from 
the democracy of society-wide aggregates of individual voters. The 
liberal-pluralist model has been undermined, in the view of many critics 
by declining levels of voting, party membership and other forms of 
political activity. 

The model of deliberative democracy is somewhat problematic as a 
guide to norms for the media, but it appears to call in general for more 
use of all forms of participatory media such as the Internet as well as 
reinforcing the need for diversity and localism. Solutions typically call 
for the media to provide increasingly relevant and higher quality infor-
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mation and news, to open their channels to more voices, to listen to the 
concerns of citizens and reflect them, and to play an activating role on 
citizenship issues. Many such proposals, however, risk coming into 
conflict with the economic interests of news media under highly com-
petitive situations. They are unlikely to amount to much unless backed 
by the professional commitment of journalists and significant consumer 
demand.  

Direct democracy can be interpreted in even more diverse ways than 
the previous type. The classical form of direct self-government by an 
assembly of the people is not possible in extensive contemporary socie-
ties. The modern equivalent would be government by referenda and 
plebiscites, with majority decision-making the rule. Political systems 
differ in the degree to which they offer such possibilities. But govern-
ments have various devices for listening to the populace, for instance by 
way of surveys and focus groups even if the people have no power over 
decisions. Electronic government has been canvassed as a practical possi-
bility, although it has not gained much support in practice.  

The requirements of direct democracy for the media, leaving these 
issues aside, are primarily that there should be media channels available 
that allow all significant voices and claims to be heard, perhaps espe-
cially where they may be ignored by established elites. Direct democracy 
is likely to be promoted by large numbers of small-scale and grass-roots 
media voices or by recognition in the market place of the potential unmet 
demand for content that will please some majority or significant minor-
ity that is being otherwise ignored. Opinionated bloggers and uninhibi-
ted critics of those in power, in whatever media channel they appear, 
will make a contribution to direct democracy. 

5. ROLES OF JOURNALISM 
At the third level of the media we distinguish four roles of journalism: 
monitorial, facilitative, collaborative and radical. These are one of several 
possibilities to articulate the media-society relationship – by no means 
ours is the only correct one. A closer treatment of the media roles is done 
in Denis McQuail’s chapter in this volume. 
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Media roles in society 
Denis McQuail 

1. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter seeks to explore a particular approach to the complex prob-
lem of conceptualizing the relationship between media and the society in 
which they operate. The approach in question is by way of conceptions 
held by journalists (or attributed to journalism) of the role they should 
play in wider social processes. The problem is complex because the 
relationship is often a contested one, with alternative views and argu-
ments about both what the relationships actually is and also what it 
ought to be. There is no definitive answer to these questions and in any 
case the answers given will vary from one country and media system to 
another and from one set of circumstances to another. As far as the first 
part of the question is concerned – what the relationship actually is – 
there are three main possibilities. One is that the media strongly influ-
ence the society (for good or ill), another that the media simply reflect 
what is going on in society and are more an effect than a cause, while a 
third is that the relationship is an interactive and circular one, with no 
clear line of influence. There is a fourth possibility, not to be dismissed, 
that posits a lack of influence in either direction: The media are a cultural 
and social phenomenon of society but not clearly caused and with no 
clear direction of effect. Society and media are two independent com-
plexes of social and cultural practice. 

This chapter, however, is more concerned with the second part of the 
question, the one that relates to what ought to happen, how media ought 
to behave in relation to society, what social purposes they should 
espouse. To take this question seriously has the implication that media as 
an institution do have some kind of social responsibility, both with 
respect to possible effects and also to their intentions. This idea is some-
what controversial in open or liberal societies, because it seems to imply 
some limitation on the freedom of the press to choose their own pur-
poses, including the right to refuse to accept any general responsibility, 
beyond that of any citizen. The issue is of course not a new one and there 
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is large record of debate and theorizing and many examples from prac-
tice of what the media do for their own society. The work of theorizing 
this topic owes a good deal to a study published fifty years ago entitled 
Four Theories of the Press (Siebert et al., 1956) in which it was proposed 
that in general media ‘take on the color of the society in which they are 
located’ and in some cases they contribute to society in ways determined 
locally and circumstantially. This and subsequent theorizing about the 
nature or media-society relationships is discussed in a parallel chapter in 
this volume by Kaarle Nordenstreng. 

2. DEFINITIONS AND TERMS OF REFERENCE 
The general starting point of this chapter is that, whatever the over-
arching theory of the given society, much depends on how the media, 
and journalism in particular, sees the task. To fulfill the purpose of the 
chapter we need to set some limits to the discussion and also to make 
some working definitions of terms in use, even if they seem to have an 
obvious meaning. Essentially we are going to be concerned with news 
journalism, rather than all the varied activities of the media. In line with 
this, there is a differential attention to the working of democratic politics 
and the role of information in these processes. Our main limitations and 
definitions are as follows. 
� By media we mean all means of public communication, although 

for reasons given below our main attention is directed to the estab-
lished or mainstream media where the work of the professional 
journalist is embedded (even if not exclusively). 

� By society we mean any collective social entity to which media as 
defined might be oriented. This includes countries, cities, localities 
and certain bounded social groups that have the characteristics of a 
wider community. Included in the definition are the social institu-
tions that operate in the name of the society and that typically are 
reflected in media and make use of media for their own purposes. 
These include institutions of politics, law, education, family, busi-
ness, etc. 

� By role we mean a composite of occupational tasks and purposes 
that shows wide recognition and recurrence (it has an enduring 
and stable character). Roles are normally located within an institu-
tional framework and they are directed and regulated by the typi-
cal activities of the institution. The relevant institution here is the 
mass media system of a given society. The element of purpose in a 
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role introduces the normative character of certain roles- that is to 
say attaches an element of value-based desirability.  

� The term ‘normative’ that can be applied either to the media insti-
tution, or a given medium or a role also needs some definition. We 
mean by using the term that the actions/practices involved in per-
forming the role are guided by some external ideal; they are not 
carried out primarily for material reward or calculation of advan-
tage. These are not excluded but are subordinate. Normative also 
usually implies an element of association with others (relation-
ships) and some form of accountability or willingness to be 
accountable. Normative purpose can either be voluntary (self-
chosen by an organization or a purpose) or assigned externally (as 
in the form of media law and regulation). Journalistic roles often 
have a dual form of ‘normativity’ (e.g. to professional ethics and to 
country) and often the matter is somewhat ambiguous. 

3. ON JOURNALISM AS A PROFESSION AND ITS SOCIAL ROLES 
These materials enable us to put together a view of the role of journalism 
in society. Essential to a fuller view of the role of journalist is the notion 
of a profession, if we take as a working assumption that journalism is a 
profession. The challenge to this assumption is noted below. The concept 
of profession as applied to the occupation of journalism points to and 
depends on the presence of the following key elements: 
� Certain tasks and practices requiring skill and judgment; 
� Training in the relevant skills; 
� A location within a media institution; 
� Some entry requirements, boundaries and means of self regulation 

of standards; 
� An ethic of public service; 
� Acceptance of certain responsibilities; 
� Some processes of (self) regulation and accountability. 
� And in all these matters some degree of autonomy as a profes-

sional body. 

There has been argument about whether journalism does constitute a 
profession, based on various grounds. These mainly concern the uncer-
tainty about the core skill of journalism, the lack of any effective monop-
oly over the central task and the uncertainty as to whether the above 
conditions are really met. However, there are many occupations that 
claim professional status on weak grounds. More fundamentally there 
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seems to be a conflict between the claims of journalism and the right that 
all of us have to make public our own observations and accounts of 
events. This conflict has been accentuated by the rise of citizen journal-
ism in the form of blogs and other Internet-based forms of communica-
tion to the wider world. 

We need next to look in more detail at the empirical component of the 
journalistic role. What do journalists actually do for the most part, that 
has a societal relevance. In general it would seem that the central practice 
of the journalistic task is the construction of accounts of events (social 
reality) in a form that can be given a public dissemination according to 
conventions known to audiences and all those concerned. Journalism 
also involves giving space to the accounts of others and sometimes 
challenging them or evaluating their reliability. The journalistic role is a 
collective social construct that provides an explanation of organized and 
regular media activities. 

The task of identifying the tasks carried out by journalists has been 
made easier by the large amount of research over a period of three or 
four decades (see, e.g. Wilhoit and Weaver, 1986; 1996; Weaver, 1999, 
etc.) into the perception by journalists themselves of their own roles. This 
research has incidentally providing inventories of the varied tasks that 
(news) journalists carry out, with varying degrees of salience and prefer-
ence. No list is likely to be complete, but the most recurring items of 
journalistic tasks and purpose can be listed as follows: 
� Information ‘discovery’; 
� Information processing into accounts for publication; 
� Monitoring of the social scene; 
� Checking on economic and political power; 
� Providing forum and access for other voices and sources; 
� Opinion-forming by way of advocacy and comment; 
� Interpretation of news events; 
� Signaling events and setting an agenda for public discussion and 

politics; 
� Servicing the public communication needs of other social institu-

tions; 
� Providing a service to clients and advertisers; 
� Being a means of expression directly; 
� Campaigning for various causes and beliefs; 
� Social networking (including gossip); 
� Acting as critic of government and other agencies in society; 
� Entertaining the public; 
� Supporting the culture of nation, region, place or particular group. 
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This list is not detailed or exhaustive and there are other items and other 
ways of formulating what journalists actually do most of the time. One 
most economical version of what are the basic tasks of journalism might 
confine itself to three main ‘functions’, each with an empirical as well as 
normative component: acting as observer and informant; providing a chan-
nel and forum for other voices outside the media themselves; playing a 
participant role in the society. 

The literature on journalism referred to above has done much more 
than describe what journalists do, but has tried to uncover the structure 
of activities according to frequency, preference and attributed signifi-
cance. Not all the tasks of journalism mentioned are regarded equally 
and there are variations from time to time and one national culture to 
another. The most important aspect of commentary journalism on the 
findings of journalism research for the present purpose is the uncovering 
of a number of basic conflicts, oppositions or choices that face the media 
as institutions and journalists personally, in certain circumstances. Very 
briefly, these differences can be summarized in terms of the following 
oppositions: 
� Adopting either a neutral or participant role in relation the sur-

rounding society; 
� Concentrating on ‘facts’ or setting out to interpret and provide 

advice and commentary; 
� Acting as a ‘gatekeeper’ for society or being an ‘advocate’ for some 

cause or interest; 
� Following an ideal(-istic) conception of the journalistic task versus 

serving the media organization, with purposes determined within 
the hierarchy; 

� Choosing social (and non-profit) purposes over profit and market 
criteria, or vice versa. 

The formulations are different and to some extent independent of each 
other, but there is an obvious interrelation between several of these 
alternative choices and orientations. The more normative forms of jour-
nalism (as defined above) tend to favor participation, advocacy, 
commentary and ideal, non-profit goals over the imperatives of the 
media organization embedded in the larger media industry and market. 
What the material reflects, in any case, is a good deal of diversity in what 
we call journalism, with quite a few different types of news media, each 
with its own purpose, selective public and market niche. 

However diversity is not a matter of many equal but different types. 
In the landscape of journalism of the media systems of (mainly) western, 
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developed nations with democratic systems and a more or less free press, 
it is not difficult to identify a ‘modal type’ of professional journalism that 
characterizes most ‘mainstream’ news media, whether in commercial or 
public service systems. 

This type has the following main characteristics: 
� Adopting a neutral attitude and following rules of objectivity in 

giving accounts (accuracy, completeness, relevance, balance, etc.); 
� Operating in a market system, but with public broadcasting as 

prominent exception; 
� Following professional norms and rules; 
� Being pluralistic; 
� Enjoying ‘freedom of the press’, although not always personal free-

dom of expression; 
� Being separately defined according to the varied news media sectors. 

Although we can separate out the empirical from the normative compo-
nents of the role of journalists in relation to service to (or influence on) 
society, there is an underlying problem of quite a complex kind in 
reconciling the two aspects. It is clear, for instance that the ‘modal type’ 
of objective journalism as just indicated sees the role as more or less 
‘value-free’. Professional journalism should not be biased to any interest 
group or point of view and should aim to reproduce and represent the 
social world ‘as it is’. In practice this is also itself a norm (a certain value 
perspective) but it is the only one that matters and it has more elements 
of skill and good practice than idealism. It does not really matter for this 
point of view that the attainment of perfect objectivity is not possible. A 
second aspect of the problem concerns the relationship of any normative 
obligation to society and the potential conflict with the wider freedom of 
expression and of the press. A truly free press is free from any obligation 
in its relation to society. It cannot logically be expected (certainly not 
require) to serve some given societal purpose. 

4. LINES OF JOURNALISTIC ACCOUNTABILITY 
Although these remarks expose a fundamental dilemma, this does not 
really prevent the press in practice from meeting a variety of goals for 
the society (as defined at the outset). Media activities are so situated and 
organized that they are drawn to serve various purposes in the normal 
course of their work. We can think of this in terms of a number of ‘lines 
of accountability’ that attach the media to the social environment in 
which they work, giving rise to numerous attachments and relationships. 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































