
Paper 205: Government and Politics of the U.S.A.
Lecture 14 

The Media
Paul Martin
paul.martin@politics.ox.ac.uk

mailto:paul.martin@politics.ox.ac.uk


Introduction

• Unusual topic!

• Media raises two key sets of questions: 

• POLICY questions + IMPACT questions

• … which are closely interconnected

• US media history and structure

• Policy issues & their impact



• early American newspapers: 
extensive (multilingual!) production 
throughout C18th

• 1st Amendment: “Congress shall 
make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting 
the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or the right 
of the people peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the Government for a 
redress of grievances.”

Dawn of American media



• Many papers; competitive newspaper 
market even in quite small cities

• eg Seattle, WA (population ca 80k in 
1900):

• Seattle Times (still going)

• Seattle Post-Intelligencer (online 
only from 2009)

• Seattle Star (until 1947)

• Seattle Union Record  
(until 1928)

C19th-early 20th



Media consumption in ca 1900

• newspapers! 

• Competition

• Ideological diversity and niches

• Vastly multilingual still, particularly German



• local franchises awarded for radio & 
later TV broadcast

• by 1940s sort into 3 national networks  
ABC, CBS, NBC (+ Fox from 1986) - 
franchises not usually owned by 
network, this is still the structure today

• eg Salt Lake City, Utah: KTVX (ABC) 
owned by NMG; KUTV (CBS) owned by 
Sinclair; KSL-TV (NBC), owned by LDS 
church. 

• prestige (loss-making) news divisions on 
the “big three” in C20th

C20th broadcast



• consolidation & a “neutral” style of 
American journalism, local 
monopoly

• increasing move from local 
ownership to large chains (eg 
Knight-Ridder, Gannett)

• first national newspaper: USA Today 
(founded 1982) by Gannett

• qv All The Presidents’ Men (1976)

C20th press



Media consumption in ca 2000

• Loss of competition?

• Rise of cable TV - Fox News (1996-)

• Rise of Spanish language broadcasting on cable - Univision

• Concern about the rise of the “soundbite”

• Concern about “soft” news coverage in local broadcast TV news

• A high point for newspaper profitability



Newspaper 
circulation peaks
Source: Pew research



Newspaper 
revenue peaks
Source: Pew research





Media now

• Rise of the importance of the internet (first US newspaper online: the Raleigh News 
and Observer, 1994)

• Challenge to newspaper industry in particular 

• Alternative routes for advertising

• “news deserts”

• Rise of national news platforms



News deserts source: UNC 
School of Media



National news platforms

• Both legacy and new platforms now structured similarly

• National-level coverage (sometimes with local content too)

• Multiple forms of media (text, video, audio…)



The city 
newspaper
Murdoch buys the 
Sun, 1969



National 
competititon
The NY Times in 
California



Problems 
for local 
news
(source: 
politico.com)

http://politico.com


News deserts (or desertification) I

• Closing & falling newspapers

• Media role in engaging and informing citizens - local representatives and their 
activities/performance

• Hayes and Lawless: larger newspapers (more districts) = less political engagement and 
less informed voters

• Shaker: newspapers closing and evidence of civic engagement



Civic engagement 
and newspaper 
closure
Shaker (2014)



News deserts (or desertification) II

• Agirdas: newspaper closures

• Existing newspapers show partisan bias in reporting unemployment

• Newspaper closure -> huge reduction in bias

• Competitive interests of surviving newspapers

• (this argument = for all previous rounds of consolidation too)



Ideological self-segregation I

• Cass Sunstein, Republic dot Com (2001)

• Democracy as dependent on shared facts (& experiences)

• Individual choice as counter to shared facts

• (against contemporary optimism about the internet)

• Is it true?

• Lawrence et al on blogs



Blog readership 
and ideology
Lawrence et al (2010)



Ideological self-segregation II

• Levendusky (2013)

• Polarizing the already polarized?

• Wider trends of elite polarization, mass sorting; indirect effects on non-partisan 
media?

• Flaxman et al (2016)

• Most web browsing does not involve the news…

• Some degree of self-segregation but resilience of the “traditional” news portal 



Conclusions

• Many issues not covered

• Competition law and technical regulation eg net neutrality

• Non-news media 

• Locality of news and political representation -> problems ahead?

• Partisan media and polarization

• Increasingly national US media - but consolidation has been going on forever


