The dialectics of media’s role in the public sphere
- Jae-won Lee & Leo W. Jeffres

There’s an implicit assumption that the mass medig,
definition, have something to do with the functimgiof public
in democracy. It is especially the case with thelig-service
media which would equate serving the public to kjpeafor
the public. The private media are also under pressa
incorporate citizens as actors in the productiotheir editorial
contents. The logic here is the point that, thopgivate in
ownership, these media institutionally benefit frothe
maximum privilege of the speech- and press-freedbatsmost
societies stipulate in their constitutions. Alggied in this logic
is the view that the media are arguably a critiagént of
information nurturing an informed citizenry, a pquisite to
fostering consolidation of democracy (Diamond, 1999

In the field of mass communication studies, inddexdconcept
of public sphere has been made a sophisticatedotgras
evidenced in the array of related concepts suchi@sphere,
geosphere, noosphere, civil society, global puddittings, and
most importantly citizens’ empowerment (McChesn§99).

All these concepts and more have already been ugbtp

articulated twice at the beginning of this new amiliium in a
grand staging of the U.N.-sponsored WSIS (World @itnon

Information Society), but nothing substantive te ttonduct of
the world’'s news media came out of it yet (Hamel2@06).

As the constituent concepts of public sphere aetcsted thus
far, as in the case of citizens’ empowerment, aseth wonder
if the articulation of public sphere would have ampact at all
to the media institutions while the managementefmedia is
effectively ignored or downplayed, especially abibsiprimary
reason for existence, namely money-making. Th@agrents
of public sphere of this direction may functionsagatchdog of
the watchdog media—an invaluable service in an efra
shrinking media plurality--but watchdogging is netme as
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managing, a vital process that ensures existertswawival of
the media as a business and institutional entitys 15 to say
that the polemics on the media’s role in sociey prone to
become mere rhetorics to the deaf ears of the tedyelsolders.
As long as the management sits behind the drivihgely it
would be much more productive and efficient if the
management itself embraces initiatively and affuosy a
workable philosophy on media’s vital function incssy, by
going beyond the self-evident aim of profit maxiation. Here
lies our view that some dialectics of competingaapis would
be a heuristic approach to upholding media’s rdlethe
betterment of society. To this end, in this paperwill focus
on some key issues of news media’s role perceptsnsne
plausible answer to the continuing chasm betweebligu
sphere ideals and media’s business imperatives.

Media’s affirmative measures

The mass-media institutions these days are beildg merged,
acquired and regrouped in a continuous cycle ostamation.
Eighty-four Pulitzer Prizes and 14 Pulitzer Gold ddks for
Meritorious Public Service didn't weigh very much the
Knight-Ridder group, America’s second largest s
(Connell, 2006). This group of 32 papers was saitdin the
spring of 2006. Even though the papers registeratbcent
level of profits, they had been pushed to increas@& short-
term profit margins further. In the case of pulplitaded news
companies, their chain owners often forge partmgsskvith
conglomerates whose executives eventually cortieokiinning
of the mass media. And, then, there follows lagoff
downsizing, and often consolidation of media ostletThe
avenues of voices grow smaller in number and narow
space. And often the real owners remain facelaesshe
intricate deals of chains eating up other chains.

In this climate, the head of the U.S. Society obfEssional
Journalists (SPJ) recently presented a desperaa {hlat
journalists now will have to try to “defeat a foras powerful as
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Wall Street” by joining them. He suggests that sgeople
should “buy media stocks” because stock ownergaiae their
voice toward the company executives (Carlson, 2006)fact,
there are a few media institutions that even eragmurtheir
employees to own company stocks, but this road lkely to
be any measurable impact on efficacy or becomendusiry
trend at all. Newspeople traditionally haven't thd@mown for
their business acumen.

To be fair, there are several affirmative and atitie measures
that the media themselves have been taking in fortdb
embrace the public in some substantive ways. Rer many
institutions conduct readership surveys or viewalsp Values
of this measure are notoriously pronounced in theecof
television networks’ ratings surveys, whose outcomeere
often killing less-watched public-service progran®me other
media operate what they call community editoriaros. Such
boards being largely advisory, they haven't yet destrated
any particular benefits in a meaningful and visibl@nner. The
ombudsperson mechanism, though limited in numkees,deen
somewhat visible, with some media calling suchfgpaiblic
editor or reader representative. Whatever thde t5, such
staff persons often end up playing the role of rafte-fact
apologists at most.

Many countries operate press councils or presstratibn

committees. Here again, mostly the powerful ofgbeiety who
are accustomed to dealing with bureaucracy tendhetathe
effective users of the mechanism. Yes, therelaaibiquitous
letters-to-the-editors columns. Such letters, rgare subject
to editors’ selection and editing. They are by dadje a
feedback route from the public, not a proactiveuinmeasure.
All these measures are better than nothing, at,rhasthey fall

short of making the public a substantive partneedaorial or

programming decisions. For the cause of mediaafityy there

are alternative media of various shades, but hgaenathese
alternative media more likely are nothing but soselary fiddle

while the established media command the first miséction.
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Perhaps the most notable in the media’s embradititequblic
would be the recent trend known as public journale civic
journalism (Kettering Foundation, 1997; Merritt, 989 Rosen
and Taylor, 1992). The legendary and highly retgmkec
American television anchor Walter Cronkite usegtigle that
he didn’t vote in presidential elections for fe&icontaminating
his politics reporting. Compared to such stonyadeinent,
public journalism is a major shift in media’s rgderformance
for its engagement and connectivity endeavor. factice,
however, public journalism surfaces as a civic gegaent in a
selective mode of operation that rather raises raldmental
guestion about journalism’s basic tenet—isn’t allirpalism
always public in form and shape anyway?

Media’s role-taking

It's not difficult to attribute the emergence offgia journalism
as a school to the age-old behavior of the tramifianedia,
especially to their relative insensitivity to thpublic” aspects
of their markets. Far too long, the news mediaehalied on
the seemingly plausible argument that they nedwktprofitable
first in order to be able to serve the public bette
Consequently, the media indeed got rich by all messs but
democracy remains poor, as evidenced by the congjrttend
of “vanishing voters,” for example (Joan Shoremst€enter,
2000). “Democracy without citizens” is being talkebout as if
it is not a self-contradiction as a concept (Entma889).
“Deliberative opinion poll” is being proposed asiew polling
method as if public opinion had been possible witho
deliberation occurring among citizens (Fishkin, 399 All
these related developments point fingers at thesmaedia for
weaknesses and shortcomings in their role perfocemn

The “dialectics of media’s roles,” in our conceptios a plea
and wish that the media themselves embrace a brossle of
their role in society. One concrete measure waadreating
the people the news media serve as a multidimealsion
construct. The media make a lot of assumptiorseiming the
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people as to the people’s needs, wants and preterefihey
want more sports pages; they want to hear aboebGteés;
they like to read about pet animals; if so, the imeduld take
these as anticipations and will strive to providatifjcations
accordingly. Instead of this wants-dictated cotiogpof the
people the media serve, how about taking the pesspbe multi-
layered construct of not only wants but also needs?

Table 1: General typology of people in the medc@sception

Typology Collectivity | Setting/ Primary
Environment | Objectives

Human Mankind Global civil Humanity

beings society

Citizens Public Community/ | Participatory
Nation state democracy

Clients/ Audience Market Profits

customers

What the people are in the media’s conception pies/imuch
of the bases upon which the media develop andnreteir

assumptions. This way, they also project antigipat The

schema shown in Table 1 summarizes the generaloyyof

people in the media’'s conception: People might éensas
taking three different layers of entities—as cl&eat customers
in a business market at one level, as citizenstitotisg a

public in society at another level, and as humaingsein a

global civil society at still another level. It épparent that the
news media today tend to treat people primarilybasiness
customers, less frequently as citizens in democraocy only

occasionally as human beings having equal rightsutoanity

wherever they reside (Lee, 2001).

The schema shown here could be a guide for the meagi&a in
conducting their business and generating contertscould
serve as a frame in which news could be developed, The
repertoire of news information could be much broaded
richer if people are seen as more than mere conmhefients.
The media’s role-taking in society is bound to bectm more
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conducive to the public-sphere ideals, too. Andnically,
media’s playing field looms larger than the retadérket of a
narrower vision. If the media’s big-business apptois done
along the line of the schema here, it would beotdefashioned
way of making money—“We earn it,” as one ad line aof
financial firm used to say.

News as subjectivity objectified

Another concrete measure that we see wanting inndves

media’s operation is a re-conceptualization of rthegirdinal

principle of objectivity in news reporting. Equadi news to
truth value has been the media’'s convenient shagjdinst
credibility issues, but in reality journalism haseln a subjective
endeavor all along in many of its essential tendts.practice
always involved selection of important items, judgrnover
newsworthiness, human processing of informatioressEment
of news values, and consideration of fairness, gy and

balance. In all these facets, the so-called olbaeporting

has rather been relevant to how-to-report techsighan to
what-to-report substance.

It is no wonder there is no shortage of literattivat reveals,
examines and decries the inadequacy of objectagtihe ruling
ideology in professional journalism (Fallows, 199Gans,
1979; Sabato, 1993; Tuchman, 1978). As long asntnes
media tout objectivity as their primary tenet irwse objectivity
will continue to be a generalized expectation ttiat people
will demand to see it practiced as promised. dtisexpectation
that’s almost impossible to be fulfilled in this e of complex
realties, hence its futility as a major hallmark aganizing
principle of news.

How about embracing a theoretically valid, empificaroven
and practically heuristic concept as journalism’siding
principle? Here, let's consider the merit of wigatuld be
termed “subjective journalism.” In suggesting thesm, we
think of news as value-added commodity produceduidin the
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process of subjectivity objectified. Subjectivity eans
contextual perspective, relevant knowledge and ginsj
appropriate level of information, and experiencetton subject
in the given field (Lee, 2001). The objective part this
conception is the journalism's professional rowinand
techniques—i.e., checking accuracy, how to quoteorw to
attribute to, verifying records, etc.

Before assigning objectivity to partnership witlbgctivity, we

feel it's only fair to give credits to its contribbon, an extensive
one, to the profession of journalism for its operalization of

the ideal. Such operationalization led to theldisfament of a
set of standards and conventions for journalistactices, as
seen in the SPJ Code of Ethics, to nhame but anmgansuch
standards have made journalism behave as a pmfeasd be
respected as such. This way, objective reportiag lhelped
professionalize the practice of journalism.

But the problem lies in that such professional@atis now
stifling the very subjectivity in the course of ebjification, as
evident in such consequences as news conformity
standardization of news. Further, in the currebjective
reporting tradition, the advantage of advocating’®ipoint of
view lies with the party that's capable of promgtiror
advocating its side or with the sources of “offiaiews” that
tend to carry conventional legitimacy (Glasser, Z,9Sigal,
1973).

It seems about time to put “human faces” on thehaeical
process of objectivity (Ward, 1999), or try, in otarms, a
dialectic  objectification  of  subjectivity—better tye
subjectivities of many shades and forms—as a ggigivst of
today's journalism. This dialectic role-taking is fine
balancing act, for sure, but it's the necessarsgt fatep to
connecting news to the reporter, the reporter ¢opihblic, and
the public to the media. Ken Auletta (2006) ask$hdm do
journalists work for,” and he gives the dialectitsever—they

Bodhi, 3 (1): 1-9. ISSN 2091-047® 2009 Kathmandu University

or



8 Lee & Jeffres, Dialectics of media’s role
work for them all, the public as well as the putdis hence his
reluctant advice to the journalists: “Be prepae fired.”
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