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6 Cultural capitalism and
the comm.odification of
dissent

The economic drivers of cultural chaos arise from two evolutionary trends in the
capitalist mode of production. The first, discussed in Chapter 2, is towards greater
productivity within the capitalist system as a whole, notwithstanding the persistence
of social relations of exploitation within the production process, and the unequal
distribution of wealth both within the nation-state and internationally. This
trend challenges a key premise of the control paradigm - that ideological control
through the inducement of false consciousness in the minds of the masses, as
opposed to their informed consent, is required to explain the reproduction of
capitalism over time.

Second, and the subject of this chapter, is the evolution of news and other
journalistic forms as cultural commodities, to the point at which producers have
an economic incentive to 'surprise and disrupt' elites, as Luhmann puts it, by being
the first to report stories such as Abu Ghraib (or the shooting by US troops of
unarmed prisoners in Falluja in November 2004, covered on the front page of news-
papers all over the world) quickly, and with as much objectivity as they can manage.

The perverse logic of cultural capitalism

Chapter 2 argued that capitalism's economic success can be reconciled with a
materialist theoretical framework if it is accepted that capitalism contains the seeds
not, as Marx and Engels believed, of its own destruction, but (in conditions of mass
democracy, and in the era of mass media) of its auto-reform and progressive
humanisation; its self-correction and improvement, as measured by standard
economic and quality of life indicators. Just as the mechanism of self-destruction
of capitalism, for Marx, was the blind application of the profit motive and the
merciless extraction of surplus-value from the worker, so the mechanism of self-
improvement and self-correction is also the profit motive, aRd in particular the
need to sell cultural commodities. In contemporary conditions, these commodities
have to succeed (sell) in a competitive market of relatively empowered, relatively
knowledgeable citizen-consumers, who are in a position to exercise choice and who
do not respond well to being patronised.

Critical media sociology is most passionate when condemning the evils of com-
mercialisation and the commodification of journalism. Herman and McChesney



typuy me style ot attack when they note that, because they 'represent narrow class
interests', commercial media organisations present 'a clear and present danger to
citizens' participation in public affairs, understanding of public issues, and thus
to the effective working of democracy' (1997: I). 'The very logic of private media
market control and behaviour', they continue, 'is antithetical to the cultivation and
nurture of the public sphere' (ibid.: 7). The media, however, have always been
mainly commercial entities, producing content for profit by capitalists. There have
been markets, more or less free, since the birth of capitalism, not least in the cultural
sphere. Indeed, with the exception of UK-type public service broadcasting, and
a few isolated examples of publicly subsidised or party-run media, almost all the
products of the capitalist culture industries since the invention of the printing
press have circulated in commodity form. Even system-dissenting media, be they
Trotskyist newspapers or books by Naomi Klein, have survived largely on their
ability to sell copies at a price capable of producing a profit.

The example of Klein's No Logo (2000) demonstrates that cultural commodities
are distinct from other kinds in that the act of their consumption has ideological
consequences which, through the mechanisms of consumer choice and democratic
participation, impact on the wider 'commodity system, creating a virtual cycle in
which profits are made at the same time as radical and even subversive ideas are
disseminated. Cultural commodities generate political and ideological feedback,
and open up opportunities for further (commercial) production and distribution of
radical ideas. Madonna's music and videos were a triumphantly commercial
phenomenon, as well as a political statement about women's sexuality at the end
of the twcntieth century. Following on his record-breaking documentary Bowling
fin Columbine, Michael Moore's Fahrenheit 9/11 was one of the cinematic hits of
2004 in the United States, as well as being a trenchant assault on the Bush admin-
istration and American foreign and economic policy in general. In contemporary
cultural capitalism, commercial viability and political radicalism coexist, asJeremy
Rifkin observes in Age of Access:

compelling respect and attention from a still-patriarchal system. In satisfying the
demands of women as consumers, capitalism thereby hastened the progressive
evolution of patriarchy as a system of stratification, to the point that by the twenty-
first century, only eight decades after women first achieved the vote in Britain and
the United States, overt displays of sexism were politically and culturally taboo in
public life and in the mainstream media (the defiantly pre-feminist sexism of lad
mags and a character such as Sid the Sexist in Viz magazine fall, I have argued
elsewhere, into the category of post modern irony, indicative offeminism's success
rather than its failure [McNair 2002]).1
. The same commodification of social progress has been seen in relation to racism and
homophobia. Notwithstanding the debate about the persistence of ethnically based
inequality in America unleashed by Hurricane Katrina in September 2005, the
rise of the black middle class and the ascendancy of black subcultural forms such
as hip-hop are oft-noted trends in the west. Whether in the rise of Colin Powell
and Condoleezza Rice in the political sphere, or Kanye West and Missy Elliot in
the cultural, the direction of change in America (and in comparable countries such
as the UK) is clear.

Observing the main streaming of homosexuality, Andrew Sullivan, an 'out' gay
conservative, states that the gay rights movement in America has been 'perhaps
the most tangible social revolution of the last twenty years of conservative ascend-
ancy', and wonders about the meaning of this 'paradoxical confluence' 2 of 'cultural
conservatism simultaneous with gay revolution'. There is no paradox, however.
There is cultural conservatism (as there is still racism in society), and since 2000 it
has been established in the White House. But the gay rights movement in America,
as in Britain, Australia and many other advanced capitalist societies, has, like
feminism, become integrated into mainstream culture by virtue of its economic
power, and its associated demand for goods and services. As Sullivan puts it, 'what
happened was neither right nor left'. What it was was good business. The sexual
citizenship enjoyed by women and practising homosexuals in the western world
today has been facilitated not least by the media marketplace, which is blind to
sexual preference as long as the money is right. In socialist Cuba, by contrast, or
the quasi-medieval feudalisms favoured by Islamic fundamentalism, homosexuality,
like feminism, is still regarded by the state as a crime, subject to severe punishment
up to and including death.

In this sense the erosion of what might once, and quite recently, have been
dominant ideas (be they racist, sexist, or class-ist) can be a process entirely consistent
with the normal workings of the cultural marketplace, with the only constraint
being on ideas that are incompatible with capitalism (and neither feminism, nor
anti-racism, nor gay rights have been anything but good for capitalist economies,
since they improve the available human resource). Far from being held back by
the commercialisation of the media, social and political progress have been its
by-product. The market provides a highly efficient mechanism for the circulation'
of dissenting, progressive ideas in commodity form.3

Critical media sociology has resisted this conclusion, preferring to see apparent
advances in tlle representation of women or ethnic minorities (to cite two categories

Counter-cultural trends have become particularly appealing targets for
expropriation by marketers ... By identifying products and services with
controversial cultural issues, companies evoke the rebellious anti-establishment
spirit in their customers and make the purchases stand for symbolic acts of
personal commitment to the causes they invoke.

To this extent, the circulation of cultural commodities becomes at one and the same
time a source of profit, a mechanism of systemic self-regulation, and a means of
promoting progressive social change. At a certain point in feminist history, for
example, and well before Madonna made her first record, women began to matter
economically to the smooth reproduction of capital. Always important to the
reproduction of labour power, and thus worshipped in patriarchal culture as
mothers and lovers, during and after the Second World War tlley emerged as a
key group of industrial workers, and then increasingly ill}portant consumers,



~t media linage traditionally criticised as inadequate) as either tokenistic or illusory,
111 that the appearance of progress is really the cover for something else.John Fiske's
Media Matters labours to make its case that US media coverage of the 0J. Simpson
trial, which ended in a controversial acquittal due to revelations of police racism,
'contributed to racial antagonism' (Fiske 1996: 274) and promoted 'essential
racism'. That is one reading of the story. An alternative is that by highlighting
institutional racism in the LAPD, and making that racism the justification for the
acquittal of an accused man generally regarded as guilty (and later convicted in
a civil case), coverage put racial antagonism high on the US media and public
agenda, where it was extensivcly debated for months and years afterwards.
Coverage of the Stephen Lawrence murder had a similar iInpact on UK debates
about racism, leading to ground-breaking investigative journalism such as the
BBC's the Secret Policeman, in which an undercover reporter produced evidence of
overt racism at a police training college.

There is similar resistance to the idea that images of women in mainstream
culture have altered for the better. The recent Women and]oumalism (Chambers
et at. 2004) argues that, notwithstanding the obvious increase in the number and
status of women working in the news media, journalism is still sexist. These authors
concede the emergence of women as an economic force, but then suggest that this
has

sanctioned the rise of a whole new feminine, but covertly anti-feminist, journal-
istic form in tile twenty-first century, in which it is now permissible for women
to expose their own and other women's personal insecurities and vulgar habits,
sexual conquests and defeats, and abuses of substances and people.

(Chambers et al. 2004: 214)

as reported in that most upmarket and consumer-oriented of media outlets, Vaniry
Fair, 'the reason I survive doing what I do with these large media conglomerates
whose heads aren't necessarily in agreement with me politically is I make them a
lot ofmoney'5

Within weeks of its release on more than 700 US screens - the biggest opening
for a documentary ever in the United States - Moore's Fahrenheit 9/11 had become
the surprise hit of the summer of2004, earning $200 million at the box office and
an estinlated $50 million for Moore personally.6 This success followed on a higWy
effective promotional campaign (which included turning up at Cannes and winning
the Palme D'Or from a predictably anti-Bush French jury - this was the year
of 'freedom fries' and 'cheese-eating surrender monkeys'), during which Moore
clainled thit he was a victinl of censorship because the Disney corporation which
produced his film subsequently refused to distribute it. Moore provided a master
class in the art of making counter-culture commodities work in the capitalist media
marketplace by turning his low-budget, anti-government polemic into a box office
smash eclipsed in that pre-election summer only by Spider-Man 2.

The mainstream ascendancy of Moore's films and books (only the most
commercially successful of a wave of successful counter-cultural commodities which
accompanied the era of George W. Bush and the war on terror, including Morgan
Spurlock's Super Size Me [2004] andJennifer Abbott's TIze Corporation [2003]r illus-
trates the loosenina connection between control of the media, which clearly remains~ .
in the hands of big media capital, and control of the message, as well as the mealllng
of tile message. Joel Bakan's book, on which the film of TIze Corporation is based,
is published by Free Press, a subsidiary ofVIACOM corporation. Its commercial
success leads Bakan to remark that 'I think the market for our film and the book
and the other critical stuff shows that people are actually really interested in
engaging with critical ideas'.8 Robert Greenwald's Outfoxed (2004) was a successful
documentary critique of News Corporation's Fox News network,9 joining a
plethora of counter-cultural commodities dedicated to debunking so-called Big
Media.

People have always been interested in dissent and debate, of course. Radical
newspapers flourished in both Britain and America in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries (Conboy 2004). The success of Ihe Corporation and other
counter-culture products shows that the twenty-first-century media market has
more space than any in history for outlets for quite radical, even anti-systemic
debate. If the McDonald's corporation is viewed by many critical theorists as
an evil empire, and the exemplification of all that is wrong with global capitalism
in the twenty-first century, it is one which Super Size Me brought to heel witll a low-
budget movie, shot on video for less than $200,000, which played to packed ho.uses
all over the world and made some $150 million in cinema and rental receIpts.
Spurlock's critique of Big Capital, like those of Moore, Klein, Chomsky and many
others, was not censored, or marginalised, or dismissed, but became on the contrary
a successful counter-cultural commodity, a lucrative brand of dissidence in a cul-
tural marketplace which cares not what you say, as long as there is someone
prepared to pay to hear you say it.

Why such content should be judged 'anti-feminist' was not made explicit by
these authors. As I and otllers have argued, however, the feminisation of the public
sphere through such formats as daytime talk shows, reality TV, lifestyle and
makover strands, and entertainment formats such as Footballers' Wives and Desperate
Housewives, can be viewed as a progressive evolution rather than a 'vulgar' dumbing
down or cultural degeneration (Lumby 1999). From this perspective, the emergence
of women into mainstream political, economic and social life has been reflected in
rather than constrained by, popular culture. The market has been the vehicle fo;
the dissemination and articulation of a diverse, popular feminism.

Competitive market pressures impose constraints on the content of mainstream
media, clearly, but commercial considerations also determine that there is a market
- a counter-cultural marketplace - for dissent. Political dissidence sells like never before
as the career of Michael Moore demonstrates most clearly. His best-selling books:
and two successful documentary films, confirm the observation that 'the culture
industry doesn't mind dissent - as long as it produces a profit'.4 In Moore's view,



.• _~~A •.•..•••....V'V' ..••...•.•..•.••.51,..1,.1 lu.::l.::lay U.l.l.1.1UW.lV1UTnoo-

Jumbo Conquered the World (2004) cites an article written for the Guardian by UK-
based journalist Seamus Milne, two days after 91 II. In it he blames the American
people, including those killed in the World Trade Center buildings that morning,
for the atrocity inflicted upon them by Ai Qaida. By their 'unabashed national
egotism and arrogance', argues Milne, and their failure to address 'the injustices
and inequalities' that in his view motivated the bombers, they had gotten more
or less w.hat they deserved, 'once again reaping a dragon's teeth harvest they
themselves sowed,.lo A contributor t~ the usually genteel London Review if Books
declared in an essay a few days later that 'however tactfully you dress it up, the
United States had it coming. World bullies, even if their heart is in the right place,
will in the end pay the price'. I I Such dissent from the general sense of horror at
innocent lives cruelly snuffed out appeared in many media oudets throughout
the western world, not least in the United States. When they did they were criticised
by other commentators, as in the case of Susan Sontag's New Yorker article defending
the 'courage' of the September II terrorists. 12 But they appeared, and in high
proliJe, in mainstream media. There was no censorship and no constraints on
what might be said.

In the 1960s Umberto Eco declared that the future of the revolution (in the
days when the idea of socialist revolution could still be taken seriously) was not
dependent on the Bolshevik model of seizure of the means of intellectual production
- on storming the radio and TV stations and replacing them with progressive
propaganda apparatuses - but on influen'cing the reception of the message by audi-
ences (Eco 1986). Eco championed the subversive power ot semiotics, and analysed
the implications of differential decoding for a materialist theory of ideological
control. Half a century later we can develop this idea to argue, with due respect to
Marshall McLuhan, that the medium is not the message.

The medium, whether it is controlled by Silvio Berlusconi, Rupert Murdoch, or
the heirs of Walt Disney, is merely the carrier of messages which, once released
into the cultural marketplace and the maze of new information and communication
technologies described in Chapters 7 and 8, exhibit viral characteristics. For reasons
that are not always obvious or predictable, they replicate and spread, and as long
as they make money for cultural capital, they are free to flow around an expanded,
interconnected sphere of corrimunication. Some, like the films of Michael Moore,
are explicidy 'radical', system-critical messages. Others mutate and come to
mean things that their makers may not have intended or foreseen. They interact
with the political and ideological environments in ways that no media baron can
entirely control. News stories set off political crises; radical movies and books
dominate significant portions of the media agenda, sometimes forcing change
on governments and corporations. Super Size Me embarrassed McDonald's into
launching healthier fast-food lines; Jamie Oliver's 2005 Channel 4 series on the
deficiencies of British school meals provoked policy responses in the direction of
healthier eating for kids.

Fox News reflects the views of its proprietor-in-chief, no doubt, but itself becomes
the subject of best-selling books, a filrri (Outfoxed) and a mainstream critical discourse

about news bIas WIthin which News Corp has to operate, like it or not. To adapt
the materialist slogan - those who control the means of production control also the
means of intellectual production, but not the content of what those means produce,
nor the meanings derived from that content by individuals in societies increasingly
informed by a globalised public sphere. The link between economic base and
cultural superstructure is weakened. New information and communication
technologies (see Chapters 7 and 8) have not ended the concentration of media
ownership in the hands of a few big corporations, but d1eyhave enabled an environ-
ment in which the latter are obliged in their own self-interest to share the public

. sphere with an increasingly diverse range of editorial viewpoints and voices.
Some resist. And in d1e post-91 II era of resurgent neo-conservatism there are

examples of advertisements being pulled from controversial publications, and crude
attempts to reimpose an earlier model of moral and political censorship even
in countries such as the USA. These have a tendency to backfire on the would-be
censors, however, as they inevitably become part of the media agenda. When two
News Corporation newspapers refused to carry advertisements for Outfoxed,
the resulting publicity helped promote the film better than any paid advertising
could. The Disney corporation did indeed pull out of its agreement to distribute
Fahrenheit 91/1, as Michael Moore alleged in the mond1s leading up to its reiease
by another distributor. But the publicity which its shrewd director generated from
that decision merely increased the film's commercial power. 'Censorship' became
part of the film's unique selling proposition.

As we have seen, the response of critical media scholarship to a phenomenon
like me mainstream commercial success of a counter-cultural text such as Fahrenheit
9111 is to dismiss it as tokenism. Like the Chomskyan response to an elite-critical
news item, an e1ite- or system-critical film commodity such as Fahrenheit 9111, or
Moore's chart-topping book, Stupid White Men, which by June 2003 had sold
500,000 copies in the UK alone, tends to be neutralised in d1e terms laid out by
Horkheimer and Adorno more man six decades ago in meir Dialectic if Enlightenment.
These writers, expressing the deep pessimism of the Frankfurt School, believed mat
the capitalist culture industry 'made up such a totalising system that it was literally
impossible to rebel against it. This complex not only anticipated the urge to
revolt but would sell you something to satisfy' .13 In cultural capitalism, they insisted,
'departures from the norm' of mass cultural, pro-systemic uniformity are to be
regarded as 'calculated mutations which serve all the more strongly to confirm
the validity of me system' (Horkheimer and Adorno 1973: 129). Such an analysis
assumes mat it is only mese 'calculated mutations', and me totalitarian mind control
they allegedly permit, which can explain social order and apparent mass consent
to the capitalist system.

A somewhat different strain of cultural pessimism runs mrough Naomi Klein's
best-selling No Logo (2000), a work which, like Michael Moore's books and films,
went to the top of the charts (and became a leading counter-cultural brand) by
condemning the commodity economy within which it flourished. Acknowledging
the growth in the 1990s of 'cultural diversity' arid 'identity politics' (ibid.: 113),
Klein condemned them as evidence not of social progress but the ascendancy of
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what the feminists, gay rights activists and ethnic minority activists thought they
were doing by fighting for access to cultural resources and political rights all these
years, Klein argued that 'identity politics weren't fighting the system, or even
subverting it. When it came to the vast new ind~stry.of corporate branding, they
were feeding it.'

She was right on that latter point, if not in the conclusion that identity politics
is thus devalued. It is true, as I have suggested, that social progress in sexual and
ethnic politics, as well as in related spheres of identity politics such as disability
rights, has been achieved in large part through the communicative, distributive
channels of the cultural marketplace; and the growing power of women, gays
and other once marginalised and suppressed communities to influence those chan-
nels through economic pressure. That, indeed, is precisely my point in this chapter.
Access to cultural commodities, and the participation of previously excluded
social groups in mainstream culture, has been an index of political success and
social progress, if not a sufficient end in itself. Before there could be a Pink Dollar
or Pound there had to be a gay liberation movement, endowing homosexual
men and women with sufficient confidence to 'come out' and demand the same
range of consumer goods and lifestyle accessories as straight people. Before there
could be a globally successful hip-hop music scene there had to be.a black power
movement with a worked-out critique of mainstream, white-dominated culture.
When progress has been achieved, however, by one marginalised group or another,
that group has often found the cultural marketplace a fertile arena for the articu-
lation of identity and the realisation of previously suppressed lifestyles. The
producers of cultural commodities, conversely, have found members of these groups
an increasingly lucrative source of business.

From Adorno to Klein, then, the pessimistic perspective has viewed mass access
to and participation in culture as incorporation into a commercial system which is
by definition antithetical to what they define as 'genuine' human progress; equiva-
lent to the corrupti.on of authentic cultures by mass-marketed forms, and the illusory
fa<;:adeof a global village where, in reality, 'the economic divide is widening and
cultural choices narrowing' (ibid.: xvii). In cultural capitalism, from this perspective,
rebellion and dissent are commodified and integrated in such a way that the system
is not threatened, but shored up. This is a coherent position if one assumes
that capitalism (and its associated phenomena, such as consumerism) is decadent
and doomed to be replaced by a superior mode of socio-economic and cultural
production. If so, shoring up the system can be viewed as a conservative media
function. When, on the od1er hand, it is recognised that capitalism is here to stay,
and that the critical task is to reform and humanise rather than replace it, the
capacity of the media to channel dissidence and diversity becomes a valuable
political tool in d1e progressive project.

At the end of the century of Stalin and Hider, it is notable that while they and
the totalitarian systems they built have long gone, liberal democracy, consumer
capitalism and mass culture have indeed been shored up, with or without the help
of counter-cultural commodities. And when one considers the alternatives, would

we have had it any other way? In the context of the 1940s when Dialectic qf
Enlightenment was written (an atmosphere of creeping, aggressive totalitarianism
which also produced Orwell's Animal Farm. and 1984),mass culture pessimism can
be understood. To accept it today means acceptance of the view that there is a
realistic alternative to capitalism available; that capitalism was and has remained
oppressive in its nature; and that dissenting, ideologically subversive cultural
commodities can never actually change the system for the better, as opposed to
merely masking or putting Band-Aids on its wounds. The pragmatic optimism
implied by a chaos paradigm, on the other hand, acknowledges the status of
capitalism (for d1e reasons of self-interest in profit maximisation oudined above) as
a fundamentally progressive system in economic, political and social terms, and
that the contemporary media marketplace now provides an in1portant mechanism
for the ongoing internal reform and humanisation of the system. The concrete
evidence of global socio-economic progress, democratisation and the exercise of
critical media scrutiny leading to progressive change on a number of fronts can
easily support a reading of capitalism's capacity for change which acknowledges
more than tokenism, and a view of critical cultural commodities as more than

distractions.
Why should it be so? Simply because the accumulated weight of historical,

political and cultural experience means that contemporary capitalism contains
within it many individuals who, far from being brainwashed or seduced into
submission to a dominant ideology which is opposed to d1eir own interests (if such
a thing as a dominant ideology can be discerned from the diversity and chaos of
contemporary media coverage), are fully aware of the flaws ofd1e system, who may
even be prepared to demonstrate for change at G8 meetings, but'who recognise
that it remains the best, if not the only, game in town. They are affluent, many of
them, and young, with historically unprecedented reserves of disposable income.
In their desire to have their dissent recognised and validated they form a valuable
market for the cultural commodities of symbolic dissidence.

The circulation of these commodities may, as in the case of Fahrenheit 9/11, have
a real influence on the political environment. One observer notes d1at

Fahrenheit 9/11 was woeful journalism. But d1at didn't deter the public. A report
by the activist organisation MoveOn.com estimated that 44 per cent of all
US voters would have seen the film by the time of the presidential election
_ and a third of those would have been self-identified Bush voters. 14

Michael Moore's film did not prevent the re-election of George W. Bush. It may
indeed have contributed to the victory by angering and mobilising d1eRepublican
vote. Moore himself believes that his film 'prevented a Bush landslide',15 while one
senior Democratic campaigner in 2004 attributes the high turnout that November
to 'd1e fact that the other side [the Republicans] would not allow their president
to be trashed by Michael Moore' .16

I have already noted the difficulty of demonstrating media effects, and no one
can say for sure if Fahrenheit 9/11 helped or hindered the fortunes of the Bush
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film was freely available to all who wished to access it. The competitive logic of
cultural capitalism placed it at the heart of the mainstream media marketplace,
regardless of the well-documented wishes of the Bush administration, the Disney
corporation, or any other elite faction in the United States. Although Disney rnd
withdraw from a commercial deal to distribute the film, reportedly becal\se of its
dependence on the goodwill of the governing elite in the state of Florida Oed at this
time by the president's brother,Jeb Bush), Fahrenheit 9/11 was quickly picked up
by another distribution company, going on to become the most commercially
successful documentary.feature film in history.

when there were many fewer media outlets, much less transnational in their reach,
imposing elite control on coverage of events was less of a challenge (ir never risk-
free). Before the Clinton-Lewinsky affair more than supported his case, Michael
Schudson observed that in the 1990s 'the American press is unusually aggressive
among Western news institutions in pursuing scandal' (1995: 5).Watergate became
a sca~dal and Richard Nixon was ousted from office only after years of dogged
investigation by Woodward and Bernstein. Exposure of sexual misdemeanours
of the type which afflicted Bill Clinton in the late 1990s were never permitted by
the US media establishment to affectJohn F. Kennedy's saintly reputatio,n. But in
a global media market of many news providers, where immediacy and exclusivity
are selling points for the journalistic commodity, competitive realities determine
that an organisation's reputation for independence is also a key branding tool. Bad
news will out, therefore, irrespective of whose elite interests are damaged by it.

In the UK too 'fierce competition among British news organisations fosters
aggressive reporting with a political edge' (Seib 2004: 37).17In both Britain and
America

The commodification of news

Commodified social progress - progress driven by the cultural marketplace of ideas
and images, dialectically interacting witll socio-economic change - is also occurring
in the context of the evolution of global news culture. What we today call journalism
was one of the first cultural commodities, developed in the early modern period to
facilitate the communication of knowledge about price fluctuations in foreign
markets, the intrigues of court politics, the progress of foreign wars and other
matters about which the powerful of those times wished to be informed, and for
which they were willing to pay. The printing shop performed an important cultural
function in early modern Europe by 'bringing together intellectual and commercial
activities which reinforced each other' (Eisenstein 1983: 68). The correspondent
was the communication professional whose business it was to package information
in usable form, first through hand-written letters, then newspapers and on down
through successive technological revolutions to the multi-skilled 'information
architect' of today.

As a commodity in a capitalist system, journalism had to compete with other
journalisms in the expanding media marketplace. Thus evolved the standards of
objectivity, accuracy and independence which still define liberal journalism today,
and which allow journalistic organisations to brand themselves as producers
of 'quality' in a marketplace of superficially similar products. If the reporting of
news had a use·value (to use Marxian language), the objective reporting of news
produced exchange-value (the price commornties can achieve in the market). Not only
was accurate and fair reportage deemed a political requirement of journalists in
a democracy (see Chapter 4), but by the late nineteenth century it had become a
marketing necessity, without which tile purveyors of news were unable to persuade
potential customers of their worth. And as a branding tool, objectivity has never
been more important to the selling of journalism as it is in the crowded
communication environment of the twenty-first century.

So what is objectivity? Of what is it made, and how do these elements contrive
in contemporary conrntions to generate an expanded media space for' the expression
of dissent?

Above all, objectivity means independence, and a relationship between
journalism and power which permits critical scrutiny of elites. In an earlier era,

competition often pushes"the merna toward the least common denominator
of news reporting, other competitive pressures push news institutions not
to miss a hot story - at least, not when it has reached a certain level of notice
and notoriety. And a 'hot story' is not necessarily one that pleases the powers-
that-be.

Schudson cites My Lai, Watergate and Iran-Contra. Contemporary news audi-
ences will be more familiar with Abu Ghraib, the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, and
the WMD dossier allegedly 'sexed-up' by the British government in order to
prepare people and Parliament for war with Iraq. In the global news market of
the twenty-first century critical, revelatory journalism is not a luxury dispensed
at the whim of proprietors but a marketing necessity, as is tile visible demonstration
of reliability, objectivity, authority, independence and diversity. Sabato et al. argue
of the US media that

competition from new and alternative news sources [means that] mainstream
news outlets no longer serve as almost exclusive gatekeepers of information
about tllOSewho hold or seek elected office. At the same time, evolving public
standards and increasing competitive pressures for a shrinking news audience
are changing the ways editors and producers determine when and how to delve
into the private lives of political figures.

The inlportance of a reputation for adversarialism, independence and objectivity
can be seen in the recent wave of high-profile scandals affecting US media.
The plagiarism and fabrications of the New York Times's Jayson Blair and the New
Republic's Stephen Glass present two examples where embarrassing lapses have



senousty damaged leading journalistic organisations.18 In January 2005 NBC's
network news management dismissed several journalistic and editorial staff for their
role in the transmission of an election news story alleging that President Bush had
falsified his military service record. In 2004 the BBC was criticised by the Hutton
Inquiry for its sloppy editorial management of the Andrew Gilligan/WMD
~tOr:.19Whatever their place on the political or ideological spectrum, news organ-
IsatlOns must be seen to be objective if they are to compete in the information
marketplace. All serious players in the news business, regardless of proprietorial
bia.s, have no choice but to be seen to be making at least an effort. When they fail,
as In the case of the NYT and the New RepubLic, or NBC, the failures themselves
become major news stories with potentially damaging commercial implications.
Even Fox News in the United States, universally recognised as the most overtly
biased of US real-time news outlets (they prefer the term 'patriotic'), chooses to
brand its product as 'real news, fair and balanced'.20

I referred above to the fact that inJune 2004 Fox News repeatedly referred to
the torture oflraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib as 'allegations of misbehaviour'. While
the rest of the world's media were talking about torture and abuses of human rights
hardly less barbaric than those committed in the same prison by Sad dam Hussein's
regime itself, this phrase was a deliberate gesture of defiance, employed in the full
knowledge of the responses it would generate amongst supporters and critics
alike. Such deliberately tendentious terminology could not have been used by
Fox News's sister channel in the UK, Sky News, which exists and must compete
effectively in an environment defined by the impartiality ethic of public service
broadcasting. This constrains it from adopting the gung-ho patriotism of Fox
News in tile US, where public service journalism is marginalised and the practice
of overtly opinionated attack journalism was long-established on radio before it
migrated to television.21

Outside tile US, in a world where AlJazeera communicates its take on events
to hundreds of millions of Arab viewers, western-based outlets aiming to compete
in the global marketplace cannot be satisfied with propaganda of the type once
disseminated by Radio l"ree Europe into the former Soviet Union, even if that is
what proprietors might wish them to produce. For a profit-hungry, commercially
focused, globally targeted news media, speed and exclusivity are hugely important,
and a scoop is a scoop, even if it involves American newspapers and satellite
channels telling the world about US troop abuses of Iraqi prisoners, or British
massacres of civilians in Basra.

Commercial factors are also key to the success of AlJazeera in the transnational
satellite news market. An Arab audience researcher argues that 'the primary factor
in the transformation of the [Arab] media is that today we have a market-driven
media'.22 The desires of some, both in the west and in the Middle East, to suppress
tile channel's fiercely independent stance23 are countered by the desire of its
growing ranks of commercial backers to reach an audience of Arab viewers - an
'Arab street' which has grown used to independent journalism. In April 2005 it
was again being reported that the government of Qatar was investigating the
possibilities of privatising AI Jazeera. According to the Guardian newspaper,

consultants Ernst & Young had been employed 'to look into possible privatisation
models'.24 The piece reported what had long been true - that hostility to AI
Jazeera's editorial approach from the US administration on the one hand, and local
Arab regimes on the other, was driving efforts to neutralise the channel by turning
it into a commercially motivated operation, dependent on advertising from
the Saudis and other conservative governments. As this book went to press, the
long-term financial structure of AI Jazeera was unresolved, although it seemed
reasonable to speculate that tI1e same popular pressures which make banning
and violence ineffective as control tactics would hamper efforts to privatise the
radicalism out of it. If AI Jazeera's independent editorial stance, radically
pro-Islamic as it is, is genuinely popular, the cultural marketplace will ensure its
delivery in one form or another. From this perspective the privatisation of AI
Jazeera, were it to happen, could strengthen rather than weaken its independence.

In the twenty-first century, media organisations and their outputs are no longer'
instruments to be used as megaphones by private interests.25 Precisely because,
and to the extent tllatjournalism is a commodity, it succeeds or fails in the market- .
place by delivering what consumers, rather than proprietors, expect and want. In
respect of major news media, the demand among large sections of the market
is for accuracy, independence and objectivity. "Vhere the BBC news brand is built
around the concept of inlpartiality, private news media combine objectivity (if
tlley wish to be taken seriously as organs of record) with advocacy and partisanship.
This too, is what consumers want, though not usually at the expense of believ-
ability. The fact that in a pluralistic media market there are advocates of many
different positions on the issues of the day, and that most ifnot all of these will also
claim to embody the virtues of objectivity, illustrates the fact that truth - or at
least the true interpretation to be derived from tile known facts "7 is, indeed, relative.
Far from being a postmodern affectation, to note tlus relativism is sinlply to acknow-
ledge the possibility that different observational positions imply different
interpretations of phenomena, and that more than one of these interpretations may
be 'true' at the same time.

None of which is to dispute that private control of media organisations has
been a feature of capitalist societies since the invention of print, and will continue
to be so; merely that it does not necessarily lead directly to control of content, far
less to control of how that content is interpreted (and thus will affect) those who
receive it. Such control is an easier connection to make in the case of some media
outlets than others, and in the context of some countries, for example modern day
Italy, where the ruling elite, led by prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, as of this
writing owned the greater part of the country's print and broadcast media, and
showed little hesitation in using it for political ends.26 In Russia too, the transition
from authoritarianism to democracy has been accompanied by crude, if broadly
successful attempts by both the Yeltsin and Putin governments to secure editorial
control ofbotll state-owned and private media outlets (Zassoursky 2003).
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Neither Russia nor Italy can be regarded as typical of advanced capitalist
societies, however: the first because it is still in the process of democratic transition
after 70 years of Communist Party control of the media; the second because it has
since the Second World War supported a uniquely partisan media, within which
even the Italian Communist Party, even at the height of the Cold War, controlled
major newspapers and broadcast channels. More common, at least in Europe,
is the situation prevailing in Britain, where a plurality of private media outlets
coexist with a public service system, and the stance of political journalism is
perceived by many commentators to be one of 'corrosive cynicism' fuelled by
competitive pressures.

In America, where there is no tradition of public service media (excluding the
charitable status PBS), private media dominate, although their proprietors do not
necessarily see themselves as propaganda outlets for a national security state.
For evelY Fox News Channel, with its overtly pro-Bush, pro-Republican, patriotic
stance after 9/11, there is an NBC, or a New York Times presenting an anti-Bush
editorial line. Notwithstanding the overt patriotism displayed by many US media
in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 (Zelizer and Allan 2002), and the generally
pro-systemic framework within which the great majority of media report the news,
there has been no shortage of critical elite scrutiny in American journalists' coverage
of politics in recent years. Nor has there been a shortage of criticism of media
bias. Early 2005 saw a series of scandals in the US regarding what might be called
'cash-for-columns'. At least three columnists were .accused of accepting payment
from government agencies at the same time as they were writing favourably (with-
out declaring an interest) about government initiatives. The' furore surrounding
these allegations, and the Bush administration's hasty denial of any wrongdoing,
confirmed that even in the post-9/11 USA, there are clear limits to the partisanship
of the press.27

There is a meaningful (rather than tokenistic) plurality of voices within contem-
porary cultural capitalism. If the majority of these fall short of advocating the
end of capitalism as we know it, or revolutionary socialism NOW, it is beyond "
dispute that the system can accommodate and give mainstream visibility to
a more diverse, broader range of opinion, ranging from the anti-globalisation
chic ofa Naomi Klein to the more politicised output of such as John Pilger and
Tariq A1i in the UK, and Noam Chomsky hinlselfin the US. This has happened
because of, and not despite, the commodification of culture. It is the unplanned
and unforeseen consequence of counter-cultural capitalism.


