Media Capitalism, the State and
21t Century Media Democracy Struggles

An Interview with Robert McChesney

In The German Ideology, Marx said the following about the
media: “The class which has the means of material production at
its disposal has control at the same time over the means of mental
production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those
who lack the means of mental production are subject to it. The
ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the
dominant material relationships, the dominant material relation-
ships grasped as ideas.” Since Marx’s time, “the means of mental
production” in society have expanded into a globalizing capital-
ist media and cultural industry that encompasses both print and
electronic mediums, news and entertainment. The media is a con-
tradictory institution; it is once a means of production and a ter-
rain of struggle. “The class that is the ruling material force of
society” continues to rule the media and therefore is a very pow-
erful “ruling intellectual force” in society. Yet, control of the media
by the ruling class is being opposed by media democracy struggles.

Robert McChesney, eminent historian and political-econo-
mist of the media, founder of the Free Press, leading U.S. and
international media activist, and author of The Political Economy
of the Media: Enduring Issues, Emerging Dilemmas (Monthly
Review Press, 2008) and Communication Revolution: Critical
Junctures and the Future of the Media (The New Press, 2008),
spoke with Tanner Mirrlees, of the Socialist Project, about con-
temporary media capitalism and 21st century media democracy
struggles to understand and change it.

THE MEDIA, THE LEFT AND POWER

TM: Why do you think it is important for progressives to
understand the media and participate in media democracy
struggles?

RM: The media is one of the key areas in society where power
is exercised, reinforced and contested. It is hard to imagine a suc-
cessful left political project that does not have a media platform.
The media was not a major political issue for earlier generations
of the Left. In the 19th century, a very different media system
was in place. 19th century socialists wouldn’t be talking much
about the need to criticize the New York Herald Tribune because
they weren’t organizing people who read the New York Herald
Tribune. It was much easier and more common for the Left to
have its own media. The workers had worker papers. They weren’t
consuming mass produced commercial media products. But this
started changing in the first half of the 20th century. Capital ac-
cumulation colonized much more of popular culture and com-
munications. Capitalism became the dominant mode of produc-
ing and distributing information in society. The media has since
become central to politics; it is a central concern for anyone that
wants to understand politics and intervene politically. The chal-
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lenge for us is to understand, use and struggle to change the ex-
isting media.

TM: The corporate media play a dominant role in political
struggles. Despite the power of the mainstream media, the Left
still has its own media network. However, I worry that much Left
media tends to be read almost exclusively by people that have
already participated in or have a historical understanding of so-
cialist struggles. How can we move from the level of building
and maintaining our own Left media to engaging in a broader
media struggle?

RM: In my experience and in the experience of others who
study the media, we wrote articles and books that outlined the
many problems of the corporate media. We critiqued the media.
We gave many speeches. We came to a point where audiences
asked: “what do we do about it?” “What should we do about the
problem of the media?” There was a traditional Left response
available at the time: “we understand that the media is not sepa-
rate from, but an integral part of how capitalist power is upheld
in society; when we make the revolution or the revolution just
happens, the problem of the media will be resolved then.” This
was an unsophisticated answer. Of course, very few people on
the Left were that simplistic. Many understood that the battle
over the media, just like the battle over the workplace, was a key
part of engaging with and contesting power. Educating people
about the media and fighting to make changes in the short-term,
not just in the long term, became of utmost importance. Instead
of waiting for the revolution to happen, we learned that unless
you make significant changes in the media, it will be vastly more
difficult to have a revolution. While the media is not the single
most important issue in the world, it is one of the core issues that
any successful Left project needs to integrate into its strategic
program.

NETWORK NEUTRALITY AND THE STRUGGLE
FOR A PUBLIC INTERNET

TM: What are the most significant sites of political struggle
for media democracy activists in the U.S. today?

RM: There are three overriding and connected issues that
are central to media democracy activism in the United States.

The first issue is the Internet. The battle for network neutral-
ity is to prevent the Internet from being privatized by telephone
and cable companies. Privatization would give them control over
the Internet, would allow these firms to privilege some informa-
tion flows over others. We want to keep the Internet open. What
we want to have in the U.S. and in every society is an Internet
that is not private property, but a public utility. We want an Internet



where you don’t have to have a password and that you don’t pay
a penny to use. It is your right to use the Internet. The benefits of
a public Internet are numerous. It would end the digital divide,
which remains a very serious problem in the U.S. and world-
wide.

TM: What is the greatest obstacle to achieving network neu-
trality?

RM: The political influence of telephone and cable compa-
nies, which are state created monopolies. The one thing these
companies are good at is buying off and controlling politicians.
That is their “comparative advantage” over other firms. They are
not any good at the actual business of telecommunications ser-
vice provisioning. In the realm of Internet service provision, the
telephone and cable companies play a parasitic and negative role.
They do nothing positive. Their future is predicated on their abil-
ity to privatize the Internet and force people to use their version
of it and pay an exorbitant highway robbery prices for that use.
This applies to cell phones companies as well. All of these firms
rank in the bottom five of the most hated industries in the coun-
try, with the banks and other predatory lenders. Their power rests
upon their ability to successfully buy off politicians, just like the
banks and predatory lenders. Our struggle to make the Internet
into a public utility conflicts with the interests of telephone and
cable firms. So it is a tough fight, but a very important one.

TM: Has the network neutrality struggle encountered any
public resistance in the USA? American neoliberal ideology as-
sociates public utilities with “Big State control,” a threat to the
“free” marketplace. The belief is that there is an inherent antago-
nism between media capitalism and the U.S. state. But as your
work shows, there is a big contradiction in this neoliberal ideol-
ogy. You've highlighted how the large telephone and cable com-
panies currently argu-
ing for the total
privatization of digi-
tal communications
using the slogan of
the free-market mys-
tify how their exist-
ence was and contin-
ues to be dependent
upon U.S. govern-
ment policy and regu-
lation. Are U.S. citi-
zens aware of the ex-
tent to which the U.S.
state has always
played a direct and
indirect role in facili-
tating and legitimiz-
ing the corporate me-
dia system?

I'. 1%

RM: They cer-
tainly would be if they were forced to read everything I’ve writ-
ten. Fortunately, for a free society and unfortunately, for my book
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sales, most people are not aware of this fact. Obviously, the last
thing the phone and cable companies are going to do is publicize
the fact that they are state-constructed monopolies and that their
entire business model is based on owning politicians. They spread
the myth that they are the victors of free-market competition. It is
crucial that we expose and debunk this myth. We also need to
reveal the price we pay for these state-created corporate monopo-
lies, which exploit public subsidies.

Nevertheless, we have had much success around the net
neutrality struggle. I expect within the next twelve months, we
will have a formal law passed by U.S. Congress, signed by Presi-
dent Obama, and backed up by orders from the Federal Commu-
nications Commission (FCC). Network neutrality is well on its
way to becoming the new law of the land.

TM: By making net neutrality the law of the land, is there
any risk of lending support to the accumulation interests of digi-
tal capitalism’s dominant corporations? Is the network neutrality
fight also expressive of a rivalry between old media interests such
as the telephone and cable companies and the interests of new
media firms such as Google, eBay, Amazon, and Microsoft?

RM: Absolutely. One of the reasons we’ve been able to win
this fight is that most of the new digital capital community is not
supportive of the telephone and cable monopolies either. We have
been in bed with some media companies that on other issues we
are mortal enemies with. For a lot of people on the political Left
who practice their politics on a barstool, we’ve committed a high-
crime and misdemeanour for building a short-term alliance.

But I’ve learned, by participating in over a decade of spe-
cific media struggles, that when you are in the short-term and
you are fighting to win, sometimes you make tactical alliances.
You don’t sacrifice your principles and embrace someone else’s
lame political agenda. If you want to win public credibility and
advance a progressive media agenda that actually has a broad
impact, this is what you do. That is how politics works. Most
progressives understand this. But there is always going to be those
who say: “here is a checklist of seven-hundred points that we
think reflect the ideological foundations of the Left today. And
everyone we work with is going to have to agree to all seven-
hundred points or they are our enemies.” This old approach to
politics is paralyzing. You will never ever, in any circumstance,
win any struggle at any time. That being said, we have a long
way to go. At the moment, the battle over network neutrality is
not to completely eliminate the telephone and cable companies.
We are not at that point yet. But the ultimate goal is to get rid of
the media capitalists in the phone and cable companies and to
divest them from control.

THE NEWS CRISIS AND THE STRUGGLE FOR
THE FUTURE OF JOURNALISM

TM: A piece entitled “The Death and Life of Great Ameri-
can Newspapers” written by you and John Nichols was recently
published in The Nation (April 6, 2009 edition). You describe in
great detail the disintegration of U.S. news organizations and re-



veal how contemporary journalism is in crisis. Is the current cri-
sis in journalism — the closure and downsizing of newspaper op-
erations — related to new media technologies and the emergence
of the Internet as a dominant source of information? Is there a
relationship between the crisis of mainstream newspapers and
the explosion of online alternative information sources?

RM: The Internet is one of the factors that brought news
journalism to its knees. But it is not the only factor. Likewise, the
world economic crisis is a very important factor, but not the only
one. The Internet and the economic crisis are better understood
as aggravating and accelerating a crisis with much deeper his-
torical roots. Journalism was in trouble decades before the world-
wide web was invented and long before the worldwide economic
crisis reached its current stage. The crisis began before news ad-
vertising revenue was lost to craigslist. The real problem is the
corporate consolidation and monopoly control over journalism,
which began in the late 1960s and unfolded throughout the 70s.
In highly profitable monopolistic news entities (newspaper firms
and network broadcasters), media owners, seeking to make more
money, began to cut newsroom staff and commercialize news
values. By the 1980s there was already a huge crisis in U.S. news
journalism. Journalists became despondent about the commer-
cial pressures shaping their work. The Internet and the world eco-
nomic crisis have only intensified this deeper crisis in journal-
ism.

But there is another aspect too. Some might say that [ am
just harking back to the good old days before corporations con-
solidated control over journalism, that I am nostalgic for 1960s
journalism and advocating a return to it. I am not. Even in the
1960s, American professional journalism was highly flawed.
About one hundred years ago, the idea of “professional journal-
ism” emerged as a direct response to the monopolization of news-
papers. The idea of professional journalism was represented as
form of self-regulation by monopolistic media owners. This was
established to prevent public scrutiny of the inordinate control
over journalism by media owners. The idea of professional jour-
nalism says: “you don’t need to worry about who owns and con-
trols the media because the individual journalists are empowered
professionals; journalists ultimately determine the quality and
content of the news.” Furthermore, professional journalism in
the U.S. has always been comfortable with corporate ownership,
the dependency on advertising, and the status quo. The idea of
professional journalism has been a very conservative force. It
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gives working journalists the illusion that they are being fair,
balanced, and neutral when reporting. In fact, the code of profes-
sionalism they abide by has built into it certain values that push
them, almost unconsciously, in certain directions. This was as
true in the 1960s as it is today. But the situation has become worse
today because newsrooms have been gutted. There are fewer and
fewer professional journalists trying to cover more and more new
stories.

TM: What is to be done about the corporate control of the
media and the current crisis facing journalism?

RM: We are at a very early stage in the process. In the U.S,
there is a sort of religious attachment to the idea of “free-press,”
which is taken to mean the state has absolutely no role to play. In
fact, the existence of the American free press was predicated on
enormous public subsidies. For the U.S. media's first three gen-
erations, government postal subsidies, printing subsidies, and
monopoly licenses were used to build the media. Just getting this
basic fact into the public discussion, revealing the truth about the
history of the U.S. media, is an important starting point. Much of
the Left has been incapable of dealing with the crisis because it
has accepted the argument that journalism is a function of private
interests; if private interests can’t generate journalism, then you
just don’t have it. That is the mainstream argument as well. Both
arguments are wrong. We have to appreciate that the U.S. media
system is based on subsidies, monopoly power and the govern-
ment playing a large role. Government policy, however, have been
made to serve corporate interests. Subsidies have gone mostly to
corporations to serve monopolistic interests. Until people under-
stand the relationship between the state and the media, it will
seem like there is no political solution to the current problem.
Everyone will write their own personal obituary for journalism
because the media owners have decided they can’t make money
selling newspapers. But we can do something about it. We can
seize the policy-making process to democratize and develop a
vibrant journalism. We need quality journalism if we want to
govern our own lives.

The last thing we want to do, however, is rebuild the old
media system. We are moving ahead toward a new kind of jour-
nalism. We are struggling for a journalism that incorporates the
new media technologies so as to greatly democratize, open up,
and make more accountable, the public information system. We
want to democratize the media system so that people without prop-
erty can play a much larger role in the media and in political life.
The result of such democratization will, in my view, be a marked
shift to the political Left. I might be wrong. Maybe the great
majority of the people will decide they want 1% or 2% of the
population to own everything. But in a fair debate, I don’t think
that would happen.

TM: Me neither. But the proposal for new democratic media
policies is attacked by neoliberal pundits, who often argue: “if
you allow the state to save journalism, you will have totalitarian-
ism!,” “State interventionism in the media is undemocratic!”,
“Press freedom will be threatened.” What is your response to
these kinds of statements, echoed by the mainstream media?



RM: If you look at the actual history of the relationship be-
tween the U.S. state and the U.S. media, you are faced with the
question: was Thomas Jefferson the first Stalin? Was James Madi-
son a Hitler? No, the “founding fathers” self-consciously estab-
lished enlightened media subsidies to develop the media system,
not to censor freedom of speech. These guys’ subsidies were con-
tent neutral. Postal subsidies were implemented to make mailing
a newspaper virtually free. This applied to every newspaper, re-
gardless of the political content. This is the kind of subsidy we
are talking about. We are not intent on giving some elite in gov-
ernment the power to go into a newsroom and tell the publisher
what to do and what not to do.

That being said, we are challenging the belief that all jour-
nalism in society should be a private enterprise. Many say that
corporate journalism, based on profit maximization, best serves
a free and democratic society. The position is incorrect. The con-
nection of capitalism to journalism, which has always been fraught
with problems, has always been unstable. The relationship be-
tween capitalism, journalism, and democracy has never been a
sure thing. In the U.S, the notion that capitalism is the natural
steward of journalism and should be left alone to provide for a
free and self-governing society refers to a period that began dur-
ing the 19th century. This period ended when owners realized
they could make a lot of money by turning journalism into big
business. Corporations are not in a position to generate and pay
for quality journalism. The news is not a commercial product. It
is a public good, necessary for a self-governing society. Once we
accept this, we can talk about the kind of media policies and sub-
sidies we want. What are the best ones? How should they be
implemented? We are now trying to answer those questions and
organize around them. If we don’t do anything, if we just sit back
and hope that some new technology will magically solve the prob-
lems, or that George Soros or some billionaire philanthropist will
just bankroll everything, we are dreaming. The future of journal-
ism is an issue of the highest magnitude.

THE NEW MEDIA, THE BLOGOSPHERE
AND CITIZEN-JOURNALISM

TM: Some new media libertarians argue that we may not
need to reform the mainstream capitalist media, nor do we neces-
sarily need to develop policies to save traditional journalism from
disappearing. Why? Anyone, so long as they possess adequate
media literacy skills, new technology and leisure-time, are using
the new media tools (digital cameras, camcorders, computer soft-
ware, internet, websites, Youtube, Googlevideo, etc.) to indepen-
dently produce an abundance of media content and participate in
politics. What are your thoughts on popular (and populist) argu-
ments about the democratizing potential of the new media?

RM: There is a lot of truth to it. It corresponds to the reality
of people’s experiences. The new media has dramatically changed
the nature of all communication in society, not just journalism.
No longer do the vast majority of people have to be merely re-
cipients, on the receiving end, of information produced and trans-
mitted by a very small number of opinion makers. The problem
with the argument that people’s use of new media technologies,
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personalized blogs and YouTube posts will solve the crisis faced
by journalism is that it makes it seem as though we don’t have to
worry about the end of journalism as we know it. The fact is that
journalism is not just done by volunteers, during their spare-time.
Will blogging and YouTube produce anything near satisfactory
journalism? I really want to know where the trillions of dollars
that the U.S. Government is giving to the financial sector are
going. I want to know exactly how those deals between politi-
cians and financial elite were made. I want a thousand I.F. Stones,
combing Washington and Wall Street, investigating power.

TM: Can a blogger do this?

RM: To do this well, they would need a decent salary, pro-
fessional training, and a newsroom to protect them from the pow-
erful. They would need much more time. If [ work at an office or
a factory all day, go home, feed my kids and make their lunch for
the next day, clean the house and do the laundry, and then sit
down to blog at 11pm, it is going to suck. What people can do,
though, let’s say if they’ve studied some economics and become
really interested in economic issues, is this. They can actively
search for, collect and read numerous pieces by journalists on the
economy. They can compare different points of view, fact-check,
and scrutinize sources. Then they can blog on all of this. They
can actively participate in the media debate. But this does not
mean trained journalists are no longer important. I view the
blogosphere (the part-time or volunteer citizen-journalist) as a
number of musicians improvising on a melody written by jour-
nalists. Bloggers may contribute to the melody in interesting ways.
But without journalism, there is just a lot of noise. Journalism
should be there to make sure that blogging is not just a lot of
noise, but a beautiful song.

MEDIA POLITICS AND THE STRUGGLE TO
CHALLENGE OFFICIAL SOURCES

TM: You’ve talked about how the economic organization of
the media limits the autonomy of journalists. It seems that politi-
cal pressures outside of the media threaten the autonomy of jour-
nalists as well. Many journalists have become integral parts of
the state and private sector’s public-opinion and image-making
machine. They are regularly fed information from a number of
contracted spin agencies and think-tanks to participate in the
manufacture of consent.

RM: Yes, the problem is this: professional journalists rely on
people in power as legitimate or official sources of information.
Their reliance on official sources, in turn, allows people in power
set the legitimate range of debate, frame issues in certain ways,
and try to determine what can and should be written about by
journalists. The reliance of journalists on official sources is an-
tithetical to what real journalism ought to be. The greatest 20th
century American journalist is probably L.F. Stone, who worked
in the media for almost five decades. Stone is currently celebrated
by professional American journalism schools as a great hero. But
for most of his life, Stone was an anathema to those that relied on
official sources. Stone refused to have any relationship with people
in power because he knew that relationship would corrupt his



ability to be a real journalist. He knew that this would limit his
capacity to get at the truth of what the government does and whose
interests it serves.

What passes for professional journalism today is opposite to
the precedent set by L.F. Stone. Professional journalism is now
about currying close relations to the powerful so you have access
to their news. When the powerful are entirely in agreement on an
issue, for example, whether or not the U.S. has the right to invade
another country (taken as a given by many people in power), the
journalists don’t ask questions. They reproduce the elite consen-
sus, take it as a given. In fact, if a journalist were to question the
right of the U.S. to invade a country, they would be regarded by
the professional news community as un-professional. They would
be seen as someone who was bringing their ideological agenda
or axe to grind to the discussion. When a journalist dares to ques-
tion the motives of those in power, they are framed as bringing
their own personal political bias into news reporting. But when a
journalist just reports and repeats what people in power say and
doesn’t try to weigh in with critical observations, they are re-
garded as professional, “fair and balanced.”

TM: So, U.S. media audiences take for granted the neces-
sary separation of the state from the media system. But then they
go on to question or see as ideologically “biased” a journalist’s
critical questioning of state power? This is a fascinating and con-
tradictory position. How do we begin to explain it?

RM: The contradiction is built right into the capitalist con-
trol of the media. Monopoly control is one of the factors that led
to the decline of quality journalism. If you have a bunch of jour-
nalists that never go after people in power, that cheerlead foreign
wars whose justifications are proven to be completely false, and
that promote an economy that is in deep crisis, audiences tend to
tune out. It is logical and rationale for people over time to say I
don’t really need to know this crap. I’ve got to make my way
through life and the media is not helping.
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TM: Is this because the corporate media does not and cannot
reflect the everyday concerns of working people?

RM: Well, when the media does deal with issues that people
care most about — war and peace, the economy, the environment
— it is made to seem like these issues are wrong or just bullshit.
We need new structures capable of sustaining a vibrant new me-
dia sector that is diverse and de-centralized. We want a massive
non-profit sector that is diverse and which has the resources to
do journalism which engages us as citizens so that we can actu-
ally participate in our society. That is really what the battle for
journalism is about. This is a central fight for anyone who is con-
cerned with democracy (or who hates democracy). The interests
of the Left are identical with those of democracy. If we had a
better media system, our ideas would win.

THE STRUGGLE AGAINST
HYPER-COMMERCIALISM
AND DIGITAL SURVEILLANCE

RM: The final issue that we have to deal with (and every-
where in the world has to deal with) is what I call hyper-commer-
cialism. This is the conversion of every space and moment of
time in our lives to selling something, promoting something,
branding something. This is a huge problem in the U.S. As I travel
abroad, I see hyper-commercialism all over the world. As the
Internet is increasingly hyper-commercialized, we open our en-
tire lives to 24/7 injections of advertising messages. We need to
organize against hyper-commercialism. This is an easy-sell for
the Left. We understand that advertising is not something done
by all people equally, but rather, done by a very small group of
people working on behalf of multinational corporations. Adver-
tising is commercial propaganda; or, as the great critic James Rorty
put it in the 1930s: “advertising is our master’s voice.” Advertis-
ing is the voice of capital. We need to do whatever we can to limit
capitalist propaganda, regulate it, minimize it, and perhaps even
eliminate it. The fight against hyper-commercialism becomes
especially pronounced in the era of digital communications.

TM: How so?

RM: Corporate surveillance is widespread throughout the
media networks in society. Software has developed to the point
where corporations can now take the personal information we
input into the Internet and from what we watch on TV and per-
sonalize ads to us. They monitor us and then insert personalized
ads into the online webpages we visit and the content of the TV
programs we watch. Extraordinary digital wiretapping practices
are emerging.

TM: Yes, but this creeping Internet surveillance is promoted
by the corporations doing it as beneficial to consumers, even be-
nevolent. Its proponents say that it makes for a more efficient
and interactive relationship between producers and consumers,
that it is “democratizing the marketplace.” “Now that companies
know our individual tastes and preferences, they can customize
ads on our behalf and make our consumption of goods more con-



venient!” What is your critical response to this mainstream justi-
fication for surveillance?

RM: The media corporations are lining up world-class pub-
lic relations bullshit. But the public relations bullshit obscures
how new media surveillance practices lead to the elimination of
personal privacy. You will have no privacy whatsoever if this
continues to move ahead, unchallenged. This is an outrage. It is
George Orwell’s 1984 Big Brother on steroids. Corporations
would like to know literally every website you go to, every icon
click you make, what TV shows you watch, what commercials
you skip. They want to collect, package, and sell this informa-
tion, and then use it against you to try to make you spend more
money. They can dress this up however they want. We need to
organize to fight this and I am looking forward to it. And I think
we will win this fight. But this doesn’t stop the fact that every-
where you go in our culture it is still hyper-commercialized. There
is a fundamental crisis when you are in a world that is entirely
commercial, in terms of the integrity of speech and thought. We
are at the tipping point and we need to struggle directly against it.

TM: The world economic crisis presents us with an opportu-
nity to do so.

OUR CRITICAL JUNCTURE:
THE ECONOMIC CRISIS AND
GLOBAL MEDIA DEMOCRACY STRUGGLES

RM: We are at a critical juncture in the history of commu-
nication. The world economic crisis is accentuating that critical

juncture because it impacts all of society. The capitalist economy
dominated by corporations has failed. The entire world is strug-
gling to come up with something that is sustainable and hu-
mane and allows for human happiness and democracy. Issues,
proposals, and solutions to the problems of the media and the
world that would have seemed outrageous just a few years ago,
may seem common-sense in five or ten years. This is the type
of critical juncture we are in. These critical junctures only come
along once or twice a century and we are in one now. But |
don’t want to romanticize the present. If we don’t do it right,
the alternative is going to be a nightmare. We have our work cut
out for us here.

TM: We have our work cut out for us in Canada too. Canada’s
media monopoly is in crisis; the Canadian Broadcasting Corpo-
ration is repeatedly attacked by the neoconservative Harper ad-
ministration; Canada’s New Right is waging an American-style
culture war against the Left. How might we move from the level
of particular national struggles for media democracy toward a
broader coordinated struggle for global media democracy?

RM: I don’t have a specific proposal, but what I can say with
certainty is that every country is dealing basically with the same
fundamental issues, but as they are shaped by specific local con-
ditions. The response to my work on the U.S. media has been as
strong from people living in countries all over the world as it has
been from people in the U.S. The media is a fundamental issue of
our time and that is why we struggle around and through it. It is
about human beings everywhere developing the capacities to
control their own destinies. R
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