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When did the press become the media? It seems to have happened sometime during the last generation—long enough ago, anyway, for us to have forgotten that “media” is plural. But people who use “the media” as a more encompassing term for “the press” (because it includes broadcast journalism, too) may find it hard to get used to the even more encompassing way it’s used by scholars of communications: for them, it takes in just about any channel through which information is transmitted. As you’re reading this, you are probably near a telephone, a television set, a computer hooked up to the Internet, a radio, a pager, a mailbox. Some of those things receive and some can also send; some are meant for person-to-person communication and some for interacting with institutions. They’re all forms of media.

In order to overcome ingrained habits of thought, suppose we remove all ideas about journalism from our minds—don’t worry, we’ll reinstall them later—and then contemplate the media. We immediately start to think about those machines whose wondrous inventors—Samuel F. B. Morse and Alexander Graham Bell and Guglielmo Marconi—we all learned about as schoolchildren. But the technology picture is still too simple, so let’s delete the machines from our minds, too. What’s left? The media start to look like an array of political, economic, and social arrangements, each of which, in a different way, turns people into a public.

This is the perspective that the Princeton sociologist Paul Starr forces on us in his ambitious new book, “The Creation of the Media: The Political Origins of Mass Communications” (Basic; $27.50). Starr, who has a practical acquaintance with the subject as co-founder of the liberal monthly The American Prospect (and whom I know professionally), has roamed through a vast scholarly literature to produce a history that stretches from 1600 to 1941. The book’s real subject is media in America, though it’s counterpointed with the experiences of Britain and France. Since Starr almost always finds this country’s handling of communications superior to Old Europe’s—in fact, he takes that to be a factor in our global preëminence—his book demonstrates that liberals, too, can celebrate the triumph of American civilization. “In the early nineteenth century,” he writes, “when the United States was neither a world power nor a primary center of scientific discovery, it was already a leader in communications”—in postal service, newspapers, the telegraph. Starr is strict, however, about the winning formula: communications does well only when it follows his American model, in which neither the government nor private monopolies gain absolute control. Instead, the government sets up a decentralized regime that encourages free and open communication among ordinary citizens. (He finds it suggestive that when the Soviets took power the communications technology they favored wasn’t telephone networks, such as were being built elsewhere, but the loudspeaker.) In his view, media succeed not when they produce good journalism but when they promote a vibrant civil society. Conservatives like to present civil society and a strong central government as antithetical. Starr argues, persuasively, that one is impossible without the other’s constant care and nurturing.


The American advantage, in Starr’s account, began in Colonial days: this country had free and open communications and, as a result, an especially healthy “public sphere”—in Starr’s words, the sphere of “public discussion, public knowledge, and public opinion.” Land tenancy was more diffuse here than in Europe, voting more widespread, state power less centralized, and political censorship less strict. In Britain, publishing, when it emerged in a form that we would recognize, was held down by taxation, through an expensive stamp that newspaper owners and pamphleteers were required to purchase. But the American colonies were exempted from the tax, and circulated publications thrived here. By the time England imposed the Stamp Act on the colonies, in 1765, Colonial society was so accustomed to a plenitude of printed matter that the act became one of the causes of the Revolution. The Constitution, in Starr’s telling, represented less a momentous decision to create a new nation based on the principles of freedom and democracy than an organic continuation of existing practices; the distinctive Americanness of the document lay in its simple language and wide dissemination.

The rise of the different media in the nineteenth century—the period when America became the world leader in communications—involved not just an absence of state repression but active state support. For one thing, the United States Post Office was unusually extensive. In 1831, it employed eighty-seven hundred postmasters, amounting to more than three-quarters of the federal workforce, and the ratio of post offices to population here was four times England’s and eighteen times France’s. Whereas European governments required post offices to be self-supporting, the United States subsidized the construction and maintenance of both post offices and post roads; and it effectively subsidized newspapers by giving them a special low postal rate. In 1832, newspapers accounted for ninety-five per cent of the weight carried by the postal service, and only fifteen per cent of postal revenue.

The government also promoted communications indirectly by educating the citizenry to an unprecedented extent, thus creating a proportionately larger number of readers than Europe had. As early as 1785, the federal government was supporting public education, through land grants, and the adult literacy rate quickly rose to become among the world’s highest. American copyright laws, too, were particularly generous to publishers. When the technique of making paper from wood pulp instead of rags was developed, and a paper-making machine came along (arriving in America in 1827), and, just afterward, steam-operated cylinder presses were introduced (presses went from two hundred and fifty copies an hour, by hand, in 1830, to twelve thousand an hour, by machine, in 1846), there was a wonderful explosion of cheap mass-market newspapers and books. But penny newspapers and dime novels could not have prospered if the Post Office and the common schools had not, in effect, got there first. The thriving new media, organized on the American model, helped to energize the public sphere. The growth of Jacksonian democracy, with its high rate of political participation and its powerful political parties, was nourished by the penny papers—and democracy nourished the papers, too. A hyperactive political system spurred public demand for news, and most newspapers formed economic and editorial alliances with a political party. By the middle of the century, eighty per cent of papers had such an affiliation; in 1872, just about the only objection that nobody thought to make about Horace Greeley’s Presidential campaign was that it was inappropriate for one of the country’s leading journalists to be an active electoral politician at the same time.
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The telegraph, the first of the electronic media, is a favorite subject of technological triumphalists, because it seems to be an example of a new machine, pure and simple, bringing about all sorts of changes in the world. (A recent history is called “The Victorian Internet.”) That’s too quick, as Starr is at pains to show. In his view, a major new technology generates a “constitutive moment,” in which political and social forces come into play, and those forces, rather than the technology itself, determine the form it takes and, critically, whether or not it promotes the vitality of the public sphere. The telegraph provides him with a case in point.

As Starr notes, it wasn’t until 1843, when Congress, by a narrow vote, gave Samuel Morse a thirty-thousand-dollar appropriation to help him test his invention, that, practically overnight, American telegraphy took off. The first message sent by telegraph was not “What hath God wrought?” but a piece of political news: the nomination of Theodore Frelinghuysen for Vice-President at the 1844 Whig Party Convention. Many political leaders, most prominently Henry Clay, thought that the government should take over telegraphy, but that view lost favor after the 1844 elections. The government still subsidized, through a variety of means, direct and indirect, the building of a vast national telegraph network, but the network wound up in the hands of a private monopoly, Western Union. Meanwhile, England was adopting a system of state ownership. To Starr, the American experience makes for an object lesson in the dangers of media concentration. The monopoly in telegraphy kept the rates high, and led to the country’s first significant journalistic monopoly, the Associated Press, which had an exclusive deal with Western Union. Membership in the A.P. gave a newspaper the exclusive right in its location to publish news transmitted by telegraph, which meant a crushing advantage over competitors. And the A.P.’s affiliation with the Republican Party enabled it to play a crucial role, through the selective transmitting and withholding of information, in making Rutherford B. Hayes the winner of the disputed 1876 election. In England, where the telegraph became part of the postal service, rates were lower; there were dozens of wire-news services, and pretty much any newspaper had access to them. The lesson, for Starr, is that state ownership, though not ideal, is far preferable to private monopoly.

Things worked out better here with the telephone. In 1894, Alexander Graham Bell’s patent expired, and there was a brief but fruitful period of competition during which a great deal of the country was wired—often, in rural areas, by local coöperatives. Meanwhile, England and France both nationalized their telephone systems, and wiring proceeded more slowly. By the nineteen-thirties, a telephone monopoly had arisen in America, but this one, unlike Western Union, was federally regulated. The result was a system that was amazingly extensive (the ratio of telephones to population was more than triple that of any European country) and that, under the watchful eye of the government, invested heavily in basic research, insuring that it would be technologically innovative. Of course, most of us don’t think of our phones as part of the “media,” but to Starr the phone is the ideal form of communication: it gives ordinary citizens the ability to trade information with one another and thus does more for the public sphere than any work of journalism possibly could.

Radio was the next communications medium in which America became dominant. Marconi had moved from Italy to England to try to establish his invention commercially, but in the early twentieth century most people saw radio as a wireless telegraph, of interest mostly to navies for contacting ships at sea. After the sinking of the Titanic, Congress passed the Radio Act of 1912, which required all ships to have licensed radio operators and instituted a development-friendly federal allocation of the airwaves. As with the telephone, Britain and France nationalized radio and America adopted a closely regulated private system. Once again, the result here was a far more widespread and democratic communications network. And when Starr turns to the emergence of broadcast media he’s able to sound his central note again: the more forcefully the government diffuses control, the more socially useful the medium turns out to be.
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Starr’s book stops in 1941, the point at which, he reports with a sigh, it became inevitable that broadcasting would always be dominated by a handful of national networks. But the contemporary implications of his account are clear. In the two decades since President Reagan named Mark Fowler chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, the government has been steadily moving away from the role that Starr thinks it should play, and the result has been relentless commercialization and a concentration of power. Despite the breakup of A.T. & T., we are on our way to having two dominant local telephone companies, Verizon and SBC. The Clinton Administration’s dream of a proliferation of small telephone companies, broadband-service providers, and computer operating systems has failed to materialize. One company, Clear Channel Communications, owns more than twelve hundred local radio stations. The big newspaper chains have increased their market share. Access to cable television is controlled by a single company in each home. The television networks own more local stations, and, now that there’s no government pressure to offer a diversity of political opinion and civic-minded programming, they have stopped doing so. As the state has withdrawn from the fray, control over every form of mass communication has become more centralized. “The Creation of the Media” can be read as an argument that this represents an alarming departure from a great American tradition. Once we understand the media in Starr’s terms, we have to start caring about what those lobbyists who stand in the corridor outside the Senate Commerce Committee hearing room actually do, beyond wearing Gucci loafers and checking their Blackberries. Meanwhile, the familiar set of “media” celebrities—Dan and Peter and Tom—become ephemeral. The political, social, and economic arrangements of the media are what’s crucial.

If you’re willing to extrapolate further, “The Creation of the Media” sheds light on another subject: the failure of President Clinton’s health-care-reform effort, in the early nineties. This still seems an epochal loss. It led to a landslide election year for the Republican Party (George W. Bush won public office for the first time), and produced a lasting Republican majority in the House of Representatives. It took universal health care, which in 1992 looked like a magic issue for the Democrats, off the table; Al Gore didn’t propose it as a near-term goal in 2000, and neither has John Kerry, in 2004.

During Clinton’s rise to the Presidency, Starr, whose previous major book, “The Social Transformation of American Medicine,” came out in 1983, achieved the ultimate fantasy of every public intellectual: he was asked to help turn the material in that book into large-scale policy recommendations. By his own account, Starr helped persuade Clinton that universal health care should be provided not by a direct government system but by a scheme of “managed competition” among a large number of local alliances, and then helped shape the final bill in the White House. Managed competition had various advantages, but it had the big—possibly fatal—disadvantage of being easy to mock for being overcomplicated.

What “The Creation of the Media” shows is how deeply Starr believes in the ideals of localism: if the public sphere is to thrive, citizens must be able to make their voices heard and government has to restrain the tendencies of capital toward consolidation and centralization. All those local purchasing alliances that Starr favored weren’t a clever device for avoiding the appearance of big government; they were at the heart of what was attractive about the plan. The plan wasn’t just about extending health coverage; it was about building civil society.
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Now it’s time for the reinsertion of journalism into our contemplation of the media. Journalists are accustomed to a heroic version of their role in American history. Newspapers made democracy possible; press freedom was the primary and central innovation of the new American nation; Zenger and Franklin and Jefferson and Paine, all journalists at heart, built this country. Crusading journalists ended slavery, urban graft, official indifference to Depression poverty, McCarthyism, the Vietnam War, and the Nixon Administration. Starr is quite fond of journalists—especially, given his populist sympathies, showy circulation-builders like Hearst and Pulitzer, and small-time pamphleteers—but his book has an inescapably deflating effect on the journalistic ego. Journalism is taken to be of value not in itself but only in its contribution to a larger public conversation, and its quality depends on political and economic arrangements made far above the reporter’s pay grade. There is no bright line, in Starr’s account, between “news” (good) and “entertainment” (bad). Given his paramount concern for a healthy and democratic community, he might, if he had to choose, prefer a well-attended weekly town meeting to a good local paper.

A word, then, for the special value of journalism. Surely one reason that “the press” and “the media” have become synonyms for journalism is that we’ve given journalists what we think is a critical task: amassing, digesting, and getting across important material that isn’t readily accessible to ordinary citizens. Journalists have an invisible passe-partout that allows them to roam the world and ask consequential people impertinent questions. (Starr reminds us that the news interview was an American invention, circa 1860.) They are intermediaries between the public and realms that are otherwise moated by power, distance, and complexity. It’s hard to imagine a healthy public life above the neighborhood level without the aid of good journalism, because people can’t participate civically if they don’t know anything. Starr is interested mainly in the structure, volume, and range of communications. But what’s being communicated matters, too. [image: image4.png]



