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The Critical Political Economy 
 

By Mike Cummins 
 

 

The process of researching the media is the product of academic theory and 

ideas. To examine the media critically we, as the critical audience need to 

develop wider views than we would as media consumers. Several different 

theories can be used to study the same media. Key amongst these theories is 

the Political Economy approach. Other key approaches include the Market 

Liberal and Social Markets approaches. 

 

Placing these three approaches on the political spectrum we find that broadly 

speaking the Critical Political Economy is to the left, Social Markets are 

central and Market Liberalism is conservative in their positioning. However 

none of them have a definitive voice or viewpoint. As we shall see there are 

differing views from within each camp.  

 

In opening this up further we can define characteristics in each of these 

theories: 

 

The Political Economy method concerns itself with the interaction between 

politics, the economy and the media. Those critical of the Political Economy 

argue that the media exploits its workforce and audience. Historically this can 

be traced back to the works of Karl Marx in that a few employers exploit a 
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workforce to produce goods or services for profit. Critical Political Economists 

argue that this creates inequality. In this way political economists can be seen 

as neo-Marxist. At its core is the theory that the political and economic elites 

control the output of the media; that market forces and the self interest of the 

ruling elites dominate over benefits to wider society. The ownership enjoyed 

by the elites is viewed by political economists as a privileged position of 

power. Ensuring that power and wealth remain polarised around those who 

already possess power and wealth. Although, as Adam Smith argued in the 

18th century, some wealth may ‘trickle down’ to the majority, the wealth 

remains with the producers. 

 

The Market Liberal approach sees many of the same issues from a different 

perspective. Market Liberals embrace the economic approach to the media 

industries. Their view is that the markets create diversity of opinion and bring 

economic and political benefits to society. 

 

Despite these contrasting views, both the Political Economists and the Market 

Liberals both claim to provide what – they see – as the best for society. 

 

The Social Markets method of research sits in-between the previous two 

approaches. It supports a mix of public and private media ownership to have a 

balance between state and market-led production. 
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The media theorist Raymond Williams defined four theoretical methods of 

media production in his book Communications (Williams, 1966): 

 

The first of these is the Authoritarian approach which sees the media as part 

of a repressive process that ensures that a minority (the media producers) 

control the majority (the audience) by the use of bureaucracy and censorship. 

This is typical of the Political Economists view. 

 

By looking at this approach from a different perspective we find ourselves 

looking at a Paternal approach to media production. This approach sees 

censorship as a method of protecting certain sections of the audience. The 

use of communications allows the media producers to guide and protect the 

audience. 

 

The third approach is Commercialism. In theory this approach should open up 

as much freedom as possible within the media. Anybody can produce and 

publish anything they want as long as there is an audience for that message. 

This tends to result in a smaller range of output as the producers tend to 

commission products within a successful genre. Also due to the high cost of 

media production, only the wealthy tend to be able to afford to have their voice 

heard. This is the approach most closely linked to the Market Liberals. 

 

The final approach is the one favoured by Williams: Democratic. This asserts 

that everybody has a right to transmit their message. This view differs 
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significantly from the previous three. The supporters of the Democratic 

approach are very much pro-Public Service broadcasting but it is debatable 

whether a pure democratic approach is achievable, as there is always a 

‘gatekeeper’ to the production process. 

 

It can be argued that all these approaches come down to the ownership of the 

media. All four of the above approaches separate, by degrees, the media 

producers from their audience. They can be seen as a sliding scale with a 

shift of power from the Authoritarian (the privileged minority broadcasting to 

the majority) to Democratic (control given to the majority). 

 

Political economists argue that media ownership is in the hands of a relatively 

small number of producers. The result of this is that output is limited to media 

products that protect and enhance the privileged position of the producers. An 

example of this is the UK newspaper industry where the majority of the 

publications are produced by a few companies and their owners. So their 

output is limited by either targeting small up-market readership, or a large low-

market readership. 

 

This oligopoly means that all the major newspapers promote an overall 

message of how society should behave. This message plays down rebellion 

and encourages protest, thus influencing the audience’s knowledge, values 

and beliefs. Writers such as Herman & Chomsky argue that this is 

propaganda and actually encourages the audience to behave as consumers 
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(Herman & Chomsky, 1988). Less radical Political Economists, such as 

Golding & Murdock share a similar view but prefer to see the ‘propaganda’ as 

the media being used as instruments by the ruling elite (Golding & Murdock, 

2000). 

 

The Critical Political Economists would argue that this behaviour is actually 

treating the readers as commodities that can be traded to advertisers 

(Smythe, 1981), essentially employing the audience to consume advertised 

products. By categorising their readership, newspapers can target social 

groups and advertisers to generate revenue for the newspaper owner. The 

role of the audience in this situation is to consume the advertised goods 

(Garnham, 1990). Applying the views put forward by Ien Ang, we can argue 

that the audience is controlled through knowledge; knowledge that the 

audience perceives as truth. The relative positions of the producer and 

audience is preserved. 

 

To define a social group, or audience section, the producers must perform 

audience research to be able to provide data for their advertisers.  

 

Political Economists view this audience research as manipulation. However,  

Market Liberals, perhaps unsurprisingly in a free market, view the producer-

audience relationship in a different light. They argue that by performing 

research they can ensure that their products, and their advertisers, can match 

their output to the expectations of the audience. The advantage, they claim, is 
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that costs can be lowered because there is less wastage due to their 

productions meeting audience expectations. Public service broadcasters also 

use research. Without a direct commercial reason for targeting audiences, 

they claim that they need to prioritise their limited resources. The public 

service broadcasters operate in the same free market as the commercial 

producers. Ang argues that the process of measuring an audience in itself 

generates control, effectively putting the audience under permanent 

monitoring or surveillance. 

 

It is argued by Political Economists that the role of the audience is to engage 

in the process of consuming the output of the media producers. The Market 

Liberals tend to focus on the actual product instead. 

 

The producers and the audience are not the only groups involved in the 

production process. We must also consider the employees who produce the 

media products. Political economists see them as an exploited workforce. 

Although many people employed in the media see themselves as fairly 

autonomous, they are actually part of the industry. Herman & Chomsky argue 

that journalists, for example, cannot see that they are part of the media 

production machine. If their work fails to sell then they will be out of work. 

Market liberals see this as a health occurrence as it demonstrates that market 

forces work and only what production is focused on the audiences’ needs. 
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Political economists see this as control of information. As organisations 

become more professional in dealing with the media then the role of the 

journalist becomes that of a filter. They re-present the information given to 

them by organisation. They view that they present is confined by the editorial 

control of the newspaper’s editor and ultimately owner. 

 

As the media industries have expanded to become global in scale, the reach 

of this editorial control has expanded. This has led the Political Economists to 

question the whether certain media cultures are being imposed globally. Many 

of the concerns of national media ownership can be applied to global 

ownership, especially when one nation, America, is dominant in producing 

media products. The response to this cultural imperialism within the European 

Union is to adopt a protectionism policy (‘Television without Frontiers’). 

 

Ultimately the views taken by the various methods of analysing the media are 

studying the same subject. The Political Economists and Market Liberals have 

differing opinions of how the media operates and its relationship with its 

audiences. The main issue dividing the two camps is where the power lies in 

the producer–audience relationship. Market Liberals see the relationship as 

the producers providing the goods that the public want. The Political 

Economists see the producers as preserving their own position of influence in 

the relationship; a position where they can influence the knowledge, values 

and beliefs of their audience in order to produce profit. 
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