
Unit – 4 

McLuhan and the theory of communication 

 

McLuhan‘s Understanding Media dates back to the Sixties, however its insights 

appear to be exceptionally current. Indeed, although the prophetic nature of this 

work has not to be exaggerated, it is however undeniable that most of its claims 

appear to fit our most recent conceptions of the media. In our opinion this hinges 

on the fact that in McLuhan‘s reading of the electric media in contemporary 

societies we can find a more general theory of the media and communication. In 

this paper, we are going to show the main elements of this theory and we are going 

to argue to what extent these thoughts can be useful to understand today‘s 

information society and digital technologies. 

First of all, we must emphasize that much of the interest in McLuhan‘s ideas rests 

on his conception of the media in general. His conception emphasizes four 

different aspects of the media: 

1) Media are not neutral tools, but they have considerable psychic and social 

consequences, without regards to their content. 

2) Media are extensions of the men‘s and women‘s senses. 

3) Each medium is in constant interplay with other media. 

4) Media manipulate our perception of the space and time. 

These principles together account for a sound theory of communication. Let us 

now explain the main implications of these principles and the reasons that lie 

behind their interest for contemporary theories of digital media. 

In the first place, assuming that ―the media is the message‖ implies that the media 

can have considerable effects upon individuals. This position was non generally 



accepted in the Sixties, when the effects of mass communications were said to be 

minimal, but fit more recent theories and, what is more important, offer a good 

perspective for approaching the study of new technologies. As a consequence, we 

are advised to look at the intrinsic effects of new technologies. What we have seen 

as to Mitchell‘s discussion of digital imaging can be regarded as a good example. 

In addition however we should remark the fact that McLuhan appears to be aware 

of the role of social factors in determining innovations; indeed, it claims that media 

can ―accelerate or amplify existing process‖. 

In the second place, the claim that media are sensorial extensions of the individuals 

enables us to consider a vast range of phenomena, which traditionally are not 

addressed by scholar in media studies, as media. McLuhan is interested in 

phenomena such as comics, clothing, motorcar, weapons, etc. Accordingly, we can 

follow this principle and be concerned with many digital gadgets that have become 

part of everyday life. For instance, to what extent does the automation of domestic 

life affect our living? What is the effect of a high-speed train upon a rural 

community? 

The third principle is very important for understanding media from two points of 

view. First, it suggests that media do not act alone, but are part of a large system 

encompassing all of the media. When a new medium is introduced, the other media 

can be affected and, at the same time, existing media affects the new medium. This 

effect is called hybridization by McLuhan and can be seen in progress in new 

media. For example one could easily argue that WWW formats today tend to be 

influenced by traditional media (magazines, books, even television, as far as 

animation on the web is concerned) or that the advent of new technologies is 

changing the way people use traditional media. Second, the claim that the content 

of a medium is another medium helps us explaining the nature of the computer. 



The computer is a sort of ―meta medium‖, capable to simulate the interfaces of 

other media. 

The last principle is not clearly stated by McLuhan, but can be easily deducted and, 

even more important, it has the most interesting theoretical consequences. 

According to McLuhan, the media change our conception of space and time. 

Suffice it to remember his claim that ―the globe is no more than a village‖. The 

implication of this position can be fully understood if we accept the idea that social 

space and time are defined in terms of information. As a consequence, according to 

this principle, we can explore the implication of new technologies in shaping 

interpersonal relationships. Indeed, what new media do, ad old media have done, is 

to establish new communicational contexts – virtual spaces, communities, etc. – in 

which individuals can interact and exchange information. We can find a couple of 

examples in Understanding Media. McLuhan mentions ―the rise of the idea of 

transportation as communication and then the transition of the idea from transport 

to information by means of electricity‖. Yet, as a consequence, the cryptic claim 

that ―the electric light is pure information‖ should become more understandable: 

what electric light does is to create a new social space in which people can interact 

and which was not previously available – for instance by lighting a square, a room 

or a stadium, not to mention the other uses of electricity. 

What this discussion should suggest is that McLuhan ideas can still be useful for 

understanding developments in communication technologies because his ideas are 

not completely historically determined, but carry some more general principles. 

We think that this can be one explanation of the current interest for McLuhan and 

his works. 

 

 

 



 

the medium is the message: 

Marshall McLuhan is a seminal figure in media studies. Dying in 1980 

he never saw the internet as we know it today but his understanding of 

media provides a vital lens to understanding the internet and its effect 

on career. McLuhan’s most famous idea is that “the medium is the 

message”. By which he means that the important thing about media is 

not the messages they carry but the way the medium itself affects 

human consciousness and society at large. In other words owning a 

TV that we watch is more significant that anything we watch on it. The 

focus should be on how communication happens rather than what is 

communicated because the nature of media has a greater effect that 

any content that the media carries. 

McLuhan gave the example of the light bulb to illustrate this. Taking a 

broad definition, McLuhan argued that a light bulb is a form of media 

but importantly one without content. There is no message to a light 

bulb but it radically changes the world around it and in turn enables, 

encourages and makes obsolete various forms of human interaction. 

A light bulb is a form of content less media, it creates a new form of 

environment without “saying” anything. The light bulb changes us, how 

we organize our time and our level of safety but it also changes the 

knowledge and skills we think are important (which do you find easier 

starting a fire or changing a light bulb). 

McLuhan moves media from being a tool to convey content to an 

environment that has a significant social effect. From this point 



McLuhan argues in Media Studies that human history has largely 

been determined and driven forward by changes in the media society 

is built around. This in term makes history driven not by human action 

but technological change. This makes McLuhan a technological 

determinist, someone who believes human history and behavior are 

largely speaking determined by changes in technology. 

When we approach the internet and social media McLuhan asks us 

how the internet has changed human history and behavior more than 

how we can use it. He is more concerned with how technology affects 

us rather than how humans affect it. From a careers perspective then 

we may think of the internet as providing a variety of uses such as 

accessing information, increasing social capital, allowing us to present 

our identities in new ways etc. McLuhan would ask us a different set of 

question which are no less important but, in my opinion, often 

overlooked. Such as how to does the increased speed of information 

affect our lives? What is the psychological effect of being constantly 

on display? What is the experience of living inside a mass information 

age? Understanding the experience of being inside the environment of 

the internet age is as vital for career development as the new tools the 

internet age gives us.  This may point to new needs for support as the 

internet changes the world around us and so by extension who we 

are. It may also ask new questions of us if we see the internet as a 

new possibility for how we deliver careers content and interact with 

our clients. 

 



Unit – 5 

Media Control 
Noam Chomsky 

Chomsky begins by asserting two models of democracy—one in which the public 

actively participates, and one in which the public is manipulated and controlled. 

According to Chomsky "propaganda is to democracy what the bludgeon is to a 

totalitarian state," and the mass media is the primary vehicle for delivering 

propaganda in the United States. From an examination of how Woodrow Wilson's 

Creel Commission "succeeded, within six months, in turning a pacifist population 

into a hysterical, war-mongering population," to Bush Sr.'s war on Iraq, Chomsky 

examines how the mass media and public relations industries have been used as 

propaganda to generate public support for going to war. 

Chomsky touches on how the modern public relations industry has been influenced 

by Walter Lippmann's theory of "spectator democracy," in which the public is seen 

as a "bewildered herd" that needs to be directed, not empowered; and how the 

public relations industry in the United States focuses on "controlling the public 

mind," and not on informing it. 

Originally written in the immediate aftermath of the Gulf War, Media Control cites 

numerous examples of how Bush Sr. pushed the American population into 

supporting an attack on Iraq. 

… the first modern government propaganda operation … was under the Woodrow 

Wilson Administration. Woodrow Wilson was elected President in 1916 on the 

platform "Peace Without Victory." That was right in the middle of the World War 

I. The population was extremely pacifistic and saw no reason to become involved 

in a European war. The Wilson administration was actually committed to war and 



had to do something about it. They established a government propaganda 

commission, called the Creel Commission, which succeeded, within six months, in 

turning a pacifist population into a hysterical, war-mongering population which 

wanted to destroy everything German, tear the Germans limb from limb, go to war 

and save the world. That was a major achievement, and it led to a further 

achievement. Right at that time and after the war the same techniques were used to 

whip up a hysterical Red Scare, as it was called, which succeeded pretty much in 

destroying unions and eliminating such dangerous problems as freedom of the 

press and freedom of political thought. There was very strong support from the 

media, from the business establishment, which in fact organized, pushed much of 

this work, and it was, in general, a great success. 

Among those who participated actively and enthusiastically in Wilson‘s war were 

the progressive intellectuals, people of the John Dewey circle, who took great 

pride, as you can see from their own writings at the time, in having shown that 

what they called the "more intelligent members of the community," namely, 

themselves, were able to drive a reluctant population into a war by terrifying them 

and eliciting jingoist fanaticism. The means that were used were extensive. For 

example, there was a good deal of fabrication of atrocities by the Huns, Belgian 

babies with their arms torn off, all sorts of awful things that you still read in history 

books. Much of it was invented by the British propaganda ministry, whose own 

commitment at the time, as they put it in their secret deliberations, was "to direct 

the thought of most of the world." But more crucially they wanted to control the 

thought of the more intelligent members of the community in the United States, 

who would then disseminate the propaganda that they were concocting and convert 

the pacifistic country to wartime hysteria. That worked. It worked very well. And it 

taught a lesson: State propaganda, when supported by the educated classes and 



when no deviation is permitted from it, can have a big effect. It was a lesson 

learned by Hitler and many others, and it has been pursued to this day. 

… liberal democratic theorists and leading media figures, like, for example, Walter 

Lippmann, who was the dean of American journalists, a major foreign and 

domestic policy critic and also a major theorist of liberal democracy. If you take a 

look at his collected essays, you‘ll see that they‘re subtitled something like "A 

Progressive Theory of Liberal Democratic Thought. " Lippmann was involved in 

these propaganda commissions and recognized their achievements. He argued that 

what he called a "revolution in the art of democracy," could be used to 

"manufacture consent, " that is, to bring about agreement on the part of the public 

for things that they didn‘t want by the new techniques of propaganda. He also 

thought that this was a good idea, in fact, necessary. It was necessary because, as 

he put it, "the common interests elude public opinion entirely" and can only be 

understood and managed by a "specialized class "of "responsible men" who are 

smart enough to figure things out. This theory asserts that only a small elite, the 

intellectual community that the Deweyites were talking about, can understand the 

common interests, what all of us care about, and that these things "elude the 

general public." This is a view that goes back hundreds of years. It‘s also a typical 

Leninist view. In fact, it has very close resemblance to the Leninist conception that 

a vanguard of revolutionary intellectuals take state power, using popular 

revolutions as the force that brings them to state power, and then drive the stupid 

masses toward a future that they‘re too dumb and incompetent to envision for 

themselves. The liberal democratic theory and Marxism-Leninism are very close in 

their common ideological assumptions. I think that‘s one reason why people have 

found it so easy over the years to drift from one position to another without any 

particular sense of change. It‘s just a matter of assessing where power is. Maybe 

there will be a popular revolution, and that will put us into state power; or maybe 



there won‘t be, in which case we‘ll just work for the people with real power: the 

business community. But we‘ll do the same thing. We‘ll drive the stupid masses 

toward a world that they‘re too dumb to understand for themselves. 

Lippmann backed this up by a pretty elaborated theory of progressive democracy. 

He argued that in a properly functioning democracy there are classes of citizens. 

There is first of all the class of citizens who have to take some active role in 

running general affairs. That‘s the specialized class. They are the people who 

analyze, execute, make decisions, and run things in the political, economic, and 

ideological systems. That‘s a small percentage of the population. Naturally, anyone 

who puts these ideas forth is always part of that small group, and they‘re talking 

about what to do about those others. Those others, who are out of the small group, 

the big majority of the population, they are what Lippmann called "the bewildered 

herd." We have to protect ourselves from "the trampling and roar of a bewildered 

herd". Now there are two "functions" in a democracy: The specialized class, the 

responsible men, carry out the executive function, which means they do the 

thinking and planning and understand the common interests. Then, there is the 

bewildered herd, and they have a function in democracy too. Their function in a 

democracy, he said, is to be "spectators," not participants in action. But they have 

more of a function r than that, because it‘s a democracy. Occasionally they are 

allowed to lend their weight to one or another member of the specialized class. In 

other words, they‘re allowed to say, "We want you to be our leader" or "We want 

you to be our leader." That‘s because it‘s a democracy and not a totalitarian state. 

That‘s called an election. But once they‘ve lent their weight to one or another 

member of the specialized class they‘re supposed to sink back and become 

spectators of action, but not participants. That‘s in a properly functioning 

democracy. 



And there‘s a logic behind it. There‘s even a kind of compelling moral principle 

behind it. The compelling moral principle is that the mass of the public are just too 

stupid to be able to understand things. If they try to participate in managing their 

own affairs, they‘re just going to cause trouble. Therefore, it would be immoral 

and improper to permit them to do this. We have to tame the bewildered herd, not 

allow the bewildered herd to rage and trample and destroy things. It‘s pretty much 

the same logic that says that it would be improper to let a three-year-old run across 

the street. You don‘t give a three-year-old that kind of freedom because the three-

year-old doesn‘t know how to handle that freedom. Correspondingly, you don‘t 

allow the bewildered herd to become participants in action. They‘ll just cause 

trouble. 

So we need something to tame the bewildered herd, and that something is this new 

revolution in the art of democracy: the manufacture of consent. The media, the 

schools, and popular culture have to be divided. For the political class and the 

decision makers they have to provide them some tolerable sense of reality, 

although they also have to instill the proper beliefs. Just remember, there is an 

unstated premise here. The unstated premise-and even the responsible men have to 

disguise this from themselves-has to do with the question of how they get into the 

position where they have the authority to make decisions. The way they do that, of 

course, is by serving people with real power. The people with real power are the 

ones who own the society, which is a pretty narrow group. If the specialized class 

can come along and say, I can serve your interests, then they‘ll be part of the 

executive group. You‘ve got to keep that quiet. That means they have to have 

instilled in them the beliefs and doctrines that will serve the interests of private 

power. Unless they can master that skill, they‘re not part of the specialized class. 

So we have one kind of educational system directed to the responsible men, the 

specialized class. They have to be deeply indoctrinated in the values and interests 



of private power and the state-corporate nexus that represents it. If they can 

achieve that, then they can be part of the specialized class. The rest of the 

bewildered herd basically just have to be distracted. Turn their attention to 

something else. Keep them out of trouble. Make sure that they remain at most 

spectators of action, occasionally lending their weight to one or another of the real 

leaders, who they may select among. 

This point of view has been developed by lots of other people. In fact, it‘s pretty 

conventional. For example, the leading theologian and foreign policy critic 

Reinhold Niebuhr, sometimes called "the theologian of the establishment," the 

guru of George Kennan and the Kennedy intellectuals, put it that rationality is a 

very narrowly restricted skill. Only a small number of people have it. Most people 

are guided by just emotion and impulse. Those of us who have rationality have to 

create "necessary illusions" and emotionally potent "oversimplifications" to keep 

the naive simpletons more or less on course. This became a substantial part of 

contemporary political science. In the 1920s and early 1930s, Harold Lasswell, the 

founder of the modern field of communications and one of the leading American 

political scientists, explained that we should not succumb to "democratic 

dogmatisms about men being the best judges of their own interests." Because 

they‘re not. We‘re the best judges of the public interests. Therefore, just out of 

ordinary morality, we have to make sure that they don‘t have an opportunity to act 

on the basis of their misjudgments. In what is nowadays called a totalitarian state, 

or a military state, it‘s easy. You just hold a bludgeon over their heads, and if they 

get out of line you smash them over the head. But as society has become more free 

and democratic, you lose that capacity. Therefore you have to turn to the 

techniques of propaganda. The logic is clear. Propaganda is to a democracy what 

the bludgeon is to a totalitarian state. That‘s wise and good because, again, the 

common interests elude the bewildered herd. They can‘t figure them out. 



 

Public Relations 

The United States pioneered the public relations industry. Its commitment was "to 

control the public mind," as its leaders put it. They learned a lot from the successes 

of the Creel Commission and the successes in creating the Red Scare and its 

aftermath. The public relations industry underwent a huge expansion at that time. It 

succeeded for some time in creating almost total subordination of the public to 

business rule through the 1920s. This was so extreme that Congressional 

committees began to investigate it as we moved into the 1930s. That‘s where a lot 

of our information about it comes from. 

Public relations is a huge industry. They‘re spending by now something on the 

order of a billion dollars a year. All along its commitment was to controlling the 

public mind. In the 1930s, big problems arose again, as they had during the First 

World War. There was a huge depression and substantial labor organizing. In fact, 

in 1935 labor won its first major legislative victory, namely, the right to organize, 

with the Wagner Act. That raised two serious problems. For one thing, democracy 

was misfunctioning. The bewildered herd was actually winning legislative 

victories, and it‘s not supposed to work that way. The other problem was that it 

was becoming possible for people to organize. People have to be atomized and 

segregated and alone. They‘re not supposed to organize, because then they might 

be something beyond spectators of action. They might actually be participants if 

many people with limited resources could get together to enter the political arena. 

That‘s really threatening. A major response was taken on the part of business to 

ensure that this would be the last legislative victory for labor and that it would be 

the beginning of the end of this democratic deviation of popular organization. It 

worked. That was the last legislative victory for labor. From that point on-although 

the number of people in the unions increased for a while during the World War II, 



after which it started dropping-the capacity to act through the unions began to 

steadily drop. It wasn‘t by accident. We‘re now talking about the business 

community, which spends lots and lots of money, attention, and thought into how 

to deal with these problems through the public relations industry and other 

organizations, like the National Association of Manufacturers and the Business 

Roundtable, and so on. They immediately set to work to try to find a way to 

counter these democratic deviations. 

The first trial was one year later, in 1937. There was a major strike, the Steel strike 

in western Pennsylvania at Johnstown. Business tried out a new technique of labor 

destruction, which worked very well. Not through goon squads and breaking 

knees. That wasn‘t working very well any more, but through the more subtle and 

effective means of propaganda. The idea was to figure out ways to turn the public 

against the strikers, to present the strikers as disruptive, harmful to the public and 

against the common interests. The common interests are those of "us," the 

businessman, the worker, the housewife. That‘s all "us." We want to be together 

and have things like harmony and Americanism and working together. Then 

there‘s those bad strikers out there who are disruptive and causing trouble and 

breaking harmony and violating Americanism. We‘ve got to stop them so we can 

all live together. The corporate executive and the guy who cleans the floors all 

have the same interests. We can all work together and work for Americanism in 

harmony, liking each other. That was essentially the message. A huge amount of 

effort was put into presenting it. This is, after all, the business community, so they 

control the media and have massive resources. And it worked, very effectively. It 

was later called the "Mohawk Valley formula" and applied over and over again to 

break strikes. They were called "scientific methods of strike-breaking," and worked 

very effectively by mobilizing community opinion in favor of vapid, empty 

concepts like Americanism. Who can be against that? Or harmony. Who can be 



against that? Or, as in the Persian Gulf War, "Support our troops." Who can be 

against that? Or yellow ribbons. Who can be against that? Anything that‘s totally 

vacuous. 

In fact, what does it mean if somebody asks you, Do you support the people in 

Iowa? Can you say, Yes, I support them, or No, I don‘t support them? It‘s not even 

a question. It doesn‘t mean anything. 

That‘s the point. The point of public relations slogans like "Support our troops" is 

that they don‘t mean anything. They mean as much as whether you support the 

people in Iowa. Of course, there was an issue. The issue was, Do you support our 

policy? But you don‘t want people to think about that issue. That‘s the whole point 

of good propaganda. You want to create a slogan that nobody‘s going to be 

against, and everybody‘s going to be for. Nobody knows what it means, because it 

doesn‘t mean anything. Its crucial value is that it diverts your attention from a 

question that does mean something: Do you support our policy? That‘s the one 

you‘re not allowed to talk about. So you have people arguing about support for the 

troops? "Of course I don‘t not support them. " Then you‘ve won. That‘s like 

Americanism and harmony. We‘re all together, empty slogans, let‘s join in, let‘s 

make sure we don‘t have these bad people around to disrupt our harmony with 

their talk about class struggle, rights and that sort of business. 

That‘s all very effective. It runs right up to today. And of course it is carefully 

thought out. The people in the public relations industry aren‘t there for the fun of 

it. They‘re doing work. They‘re trying to instill the right values. In fact, they have 

a conception of what democracy ought to be: It ought to be a system in which the 

specialized class is trained to work in the service of the masters, the people who 

own the society. The rest of the population ought to be deprived of any form of 

organization, because organization just causes trouble. They ought to be sitting 

alone in front of the TV and having drilled into their heads the message, which 



says, the only value in life is to have more commodities or live like that rich 

middle class family you‘re watching and to have nice values like harmony and 

Americanism. That‘s all there is in life. You may think in your own head that 

there‘s got to be something more in life than this, but since you‘re watching the 

tube alone you assume, I must be crazy, because that‘s all that‘s going on over 

there. And since there is no organization permitted- that‘s absolutely crucial-you 

never have a way of finding out whether you are crazy, and you just assume it, 

because it‘s the natural thing to assume. 

So that‘s the ideal. Great efforts are made in trying to achieve that ideal. 

Obviously, there is a certain conception behind it. The conception of democracy is 

the one that I mentioned. The bewildered herd is a problem. We‘ve got to prevent 

their roar and trampling. We‘ve got to distract them. They should be watching the 

Superbowl or sitcoms or violent movies. Every once in a while you call on them to 

chant meaningless slogans like "Support our troops." You‘ve got to keep them 

pretty scared, because unless they‘re properly scared and frightened of all kinds of 

devils that are going to destroy them from outside or inside or somewhere, they 

may start to think, which is very dangerous, because they‘re not competent to 

think. Therefore it‘s important to distract them and marginalize them. 

That‘s one conception of democracy. In fact, going back to the business 

community, the last legal victory for labor really was 1935, the Wagner Act. After 

the war came, the unions declined as did a very rich working class culture that was 

associated with the unions. That was destroyed. We moved to a business-run 

society at a remarkable level. This is the only state-capitalist industrial society 

which doesn‘t have even the normal social contract that you find in comparable 

societies. Outside of South Africa, I guess, this is the only industrial society that 

doesn‘t have national health care. There‘s no general commitment to even minimal 

standards of survival for the parts of the population who can‘t follow those rules 



and gain things for themselves individually. Unions are virtually nonexistent. 

Other forms of popular structure are virtually nonexistent. There are no political 

parties or organizations. It‘s a long way toward the ideal, at least structurally. The 

media are a corporate monopoly. They have the same point of view. The two 

parties are two factions of the business party. Most of the population doesn‘t even 

bother voting because it looks meaningless. They‘re marginalized and properly 

distracted. At least that‘s the goal. The leading figure in the public relations 

industry, Edward Bernays, actually came out of the Creel Commission. He was 

part of it, learned his lessons there and went on to develop what he called the 

"engineering of consent," which he described as "the essence of democracy. " The 

people who are able to engineer consent are the ones who have the resources and 

the power to do it-the business community-and that‘s who you work for. 

 

Public Opinion  

It is also necessary to whip up the population in support of foreign adventures. 

Usually the population is pacifist, just like they were during the First World War. 

The public sees no reason to get involved in foreign adventures, killing, and 

torture. So you have to whip them up. And to whip them up you have to frighten 

them. Bernays himself had an important achievement in this respect. He was the 

person who ran the public relations campaign for the United Fruit Company in 

1954, when the United States moved in to overthrow the capitalist-democratic 

government of Guatemala and installed a murderous death-squad society, which 

remains that way to the present day with constant infusions of U.S. aid to prevent 

in more than empty form democratic deviations. It‘s necessary to constantly ram 

through domestic programs which the public is opposed to, because there is no 

reason for the public to be in favor of domestic programs that are harmful to them. 

This, too, takes extensive propaganda. We‘ve seen a lot of this in the last ten years. 



The Reagan programs were overwhelmingly unpopular. Voters in the 1984 

"Reagan landslide," by about three to two, hoped that his policies would not be 

enacted. If you take particular programs, like armaments, cutting back on social 

spending, etc., almost every one of them was overwhelmingly opposed by the 

public. But as long as people are marginalized and distracted and have no way to 

organize or articulate their sentiments, or even know that others have these 

sentiments, people who said that they prefer social spending to military spending, 

who gave that answer on polls, as people overwhelmingly did, assumed that they 

were the only people with that crazy idea in their heads. They never heard it from 

anywhere else. Nobody‘s supposed to think that. Therefore, if you do think it and 

you answer it in a poll, you just assume that you‘re sort of weird. Since there‘s no 

way to get together with other people who share or reinforce that view and help 

you articulate it, you feel like an oddity, an oddball. So you just stay on the side 

and you don‘t pay any attention to what‘s going on. You look at something else, 

like the Super bowl. 

To a certain extent, then, that ideal was achieved, but never completely. There are 

institutions which it has as yet been impossible to destroy. The churches, for 

example, still exist. A large part of the dissident activity in the United States comes 

out of the churches, for the simple reason that they‘re there. So when you go to a 

European country and give a political talk, it may very likely be in the union hall. 

Here that won‘t happen, because unions first of all barely exist, and if they do exist 

they‘re not political organizations. But the churches do exist, and therefore you 

often give a talk in a church. Central American solidarity work mostly grew out of 

the churches, mainly because they exist. 

The bewildered herd never gets properly tamed, so this is a constant battle. In the 

1930s they arose again and were put down. In the 1960s there was another wave of 

dissidence. There was a name for that. It was called by the specialized class "the 



crisis of democracy. " Democracy was regarded as entering into a crisis in the 

1960s. The crisis was that large segments of the population were becoming 

organized and active and trying to participate in the political arena. Here we come 

back to these two conceptions of democracy. By the dictionary definition, that‘s an 

advance in democracy. By the prevailing conception that‘s a problem, a crisis that 

has to be overcome. The population has to be driven back to the apathy, obedience 

and passivity that is their proper state. We therefore have to do something to 

overcome the crisis. Efforts were made to achieve that. It hasn‘t worked. The crisis 

of democracy is still alive and well, fortunately, but not very effective in changing 

policy. But it is effective in changing opinion, contrary to what a lot of people 

believe. Great efforts were made after the 1960s to try to reverse and overcome this 

malady. One aspect of the malady actually got a technical name. It was called the 

"Vietnam Syndrome." The Vietnam Syndrome, a term that began to come up 

around 1970, has actually been defined on occasion. The Reignite intellectual 

Norman Podhoretz defined it as "the sickly inhibitions against the use of military 

force. " There were these sickly inhibitions against violence on the part of a large 

part of the public. People just didn‘t understand why we should go around torturing 

people and killing people and carpet bombing them. It‘s very dangerous for a 

population to be overcome by these sickly inhibitions, as Goebbels understood, 

because then there‘s a limit on foreign adventures. It‘s necessary, as the 

Washington Post put it rather proudly during the Gulf War hysteria, to instill in 

people respect for "martial value." That‘s important. If you want to have a violent 

society that uses force around the world to achieve the ends of its own domestic 

elite, it‘s necessary to have a proper appreciation of the martial virtues and none of 

these sickly inhibitions about using violence. So that‘s the Vietnam Syndrome. It‘s 

necessary to overcome that one. 



 

 

REPRESENTATION AS REALITY 

It‘s also necessary to completely falsify history. That‘s another way to overcome 

these sickly inhibitions, to make it look as if when we attack and destroy somebody 

we‘re really protecting and defending ourselves against major aggressors and 

monsters and so on. There has been a huge effort since the Vietnam war to 

reconstruct the history of that. Too many people began to understand what was 

really going on. Including plenty of soldiers and a lot of young people who were 

involved with the peace movement and others. That was bad. It was necessary to 

rearrange those bad thoughts and to restore some form of sanity, namely, a 

recognition that whatever we do is noble and right. If we‘re bombing South 

Vietnam, that‘s because we‘re defending South Vietnam against somebody, 

namely, the South Vietnamese, since nobody else was there. It‘s what the Kennedy 

intellectuals called defense against "internal aggression" in South Vietnam. That 

was the phrase used by Adlai Stevenson and others. It was necessary to make that 

the official and well understood picture. That‘s worked pretty well. When you have 

total control over the media and the educational system and scholarship is 

conformist, you can get that across. One indication of it was revealed in a study 

done at the University of Massachusetts on attitudes toward the current Gulf crisis-

a study of beliefs and attitudes in television watching. One of the questions asked 

in that study was, How many Vietnamese casualties would you estimate that there 

were during the Vietnam war? The average response on the part of Americans 

today is about 100,000. The official figure is about two million. The actual figure 

is probably three to four million. The people who conducted the study raised an 

appropriate question: What would we think about German political culture if, when 

you asked people today how many Jews died in the Holocaust, they estimated 



about 300,000? What would that tell us about German political culture? They leave 

the question unanswered, but you can pursue it. What does it tell us about our 

culture? It tells us quite a bit. It is necessary to overcome the sickly inhibitions 

against the use of military force and other democratic deviations. In this particular 

case it worked. This is true on every topic. Pick the topic you like: the Middle East, 

international terrorism, Central America, whatever it is-the picture of the world 

that‘s presented to the public has only the remotest relation to reality. The truth of 

the matter is buried under edifice after edifice of lies upon lies. It‘s all been a 

marvelous success from the point of view in deterring the threat of democracy, 

achieved under conditions of freedom, which is extremely interesting. It‘s not like 

a totalitarian state, where it‘s done by force. These achievements are under 

conditions of freedom. If we want to understand our own society, we‘ll have to 

think about these facts. They are important facts, important for those who care 

about what kind of society they live in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit – 6 

Harold Lasswell 

Harold Dwight Lasswell (1902–1978), American political scientist with a specific 

interest in the symbolic aspects of politics, is considered one of the founders of 

mass communication research in the United States. Although his wide-ranging and 

prolific writings on theoretical and methodological issues regarding politics, 

personality, and culture remained rather peripheral to communication research, his 

approach to the effects of mass communication helped define and strengthen a 

quantitative approach to questions concerning media and communication in the 

political arena. Lasswell studied at the University of Chicago with George Herbert 

Mead, Robert E. Park, and Charles Merriam, while being influenced by John 

Dewey and American pragmatism. He also taught at Chicago (1922–1938) and 

served as chief of the Experimental Division for the Study of War Time 

Communications at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC, during World 

War II before joining the Yale law school (1946 –1970). 

Among early contributors to the field of communication studies, Lasswell was 

particularly knowledgeable about Freudian psychology and Marxist ideology. His 

insight into the structure of the latter provided a comparative perspective for the 

analysis of political behavior, long before many of his American colleagues 

acknowledged its relevance. His efforts at integrating classical and empirical 

political science solidified the quantitative approach to different aspects of 

communication flows, ranging from psychiatric reports to propaganda campaigns. 

By denying the dualism of individual and society, and by applying Freudian 

analysis to society, he established the importance of considering the social totality 

as a symbolic context, thus anticipating later directions in social theory and 



analysis. Lasswell acknowledged the implications of culture and language for the 

study of political communication, aided especially by the interdisciplinary nature 

of his inquiries. 

Lasswell‘s (1948) definition of communication was a powerful and influential 

contribution to conceptualizing communication as transmission. In making it, he 

not only identified the major elements of the communication process – 

communicator, message, medium, receiver, and effects – but also labeled the 

corresponding areas of communication research – control, content, media, 

audience, and effect analysis. His descriptive model revealed a primary interest in 

persuasive communication, but also referred to broader functional equivalences 

between an organism and the body social within an approach dominated by the 

intent of the communicator and the effect of messages. As such, his definition of 

communication (who – says what – in which channel – to whom – with what 

effect?) harks back to the stimulus response model, rooted in learning theory, 

which became a significant force in the rise of mass communication theory in the 

United States and in post-1945 Europe. 

Emerging from Lasswell‘s work is the realization of a growing social and political 

need to study and understand mass communication phenomena, particularly in the 

realm of politics, including the uses of propaganda in the practice of democracy. 

His ideas about effects, his contributions to content analysis, and his humanistic 

inflection of behaviorism, in particular, helped shape communication studies, even 

if the field was dominated at the time by the disciplinary interests of American 

sociology. 

 

 



Harold Dwight Lasswell, the American political scientist states that a convenient 

way to describe an act of communication is to answer the following questions 

 Who 
 Says What 
 In Which Channel 
 To Whom 
 With what effect? 

 
This model is about process of communication and its function to society, According to 
Lasswell there are three functions for communication: 

1. Surveillance of the environment 
2. Correlation of components of society 
3. Cultural transmission between generation 

Lasswell model suggests the message flow in a multicultural society with multiple 
audiences. The flow of message is through various channels. And also this 
communication model is similar to Aristotle’s communication model. 

In this model, the communication component who refers the research area called 
“Control Analysis”, 

Says what is refers to “Content Analysis”, 

In which channel is refers to “Media Analysis”, 

To Whom is refers to “Audience Analysis” 

With What Effect is refers to “Effect Analysis” 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Example: 
 

CNN NEWS – A water leak from Japan’s tsunami-crippled nuclear power station 
resulted in about 100 times the permitted level of radioactive material flowing into the 
sea, operator Tokyo Electric Power Co said on Saturday. 

Who – TEPC Operator 

What – Radioactive material flowing into sea 

Channel – CNN NEWS (Television medium) 

Whom – Public 

Effect – Alert the people of japan from the radiation. 

Advantage of lasswell model: 
 
 It is Easy and Simple 
 It suits for almost all types of communication 
 The concept of effect 
 
 
Disadvantage of lasswell model: 
 
 Feedback not mentioned 
 Noise not mentioned 
 Linear Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lasswell Communication Model 

asswell Communication Model: this article describes the Lasswell 

Communication Model in a practical way. After reading you will understand the 

definition, meaning and basics of this powerful linear model of communication. 

What is the Lasswell Communication Model? 

American sociologist and psychologist, Harold Lasswell is best known for his 

linear model of communication that he developed in 1948. 

The Lasswell model of communication (also known as Lasswell‘s communication 

model) describes who is saying something, which channel is used to convey the 

messages, who the message is aimed at and what effect the message has. 

Communication sciences and public relations still often use this model, making 

this a classic sender receiver model. 

Lasswell Communication Model : five components 

The Lasswell Communication Model describes verbal communication and consists 

of five elements. Who says What, in Which channel, to Whom, with What effect? 

This model is also called a ‗linear model of communication‘, ‗uni-directional 

process‘ or ‗action model, because it describes a one-way process within 

communication. It is seen as one of the most influential communication models. 

The model consists of five components, that are used as an analysis tool for 

evaluating the entire communication process. The previous ‗W‘ questions are the 

basis for these components. The answers to these questions provide insight into the 

communication between people. 

The Lasswell Communication Model consists of the basic questions below, aimed 

at a component and the gaining of an analysis: 

Who? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harold_Lasswell


Component: This is the communicator, also called the sender, who formulates and 

spreads a message. The sender can also be an intermediary. 

Analysis: This is about a management and audit analysis, that helps the sender to 

have the power to communicate. 

What? 

Component: This is the content of the message or the message that the sender 

spreads. 

Analysis: The content analysis is related to the aim of the message and/or the 

secondary intent. 

Which channel? 

Component: The channel describes the medium or media that is/are used to 

convey and spread the message. The medium can consist of several 

communication tools, mass media and social media. 

Analysis: The media analysis shows which medium is best used to convey a 

message to the receivers as effectively as possible. 

To whom? 

Component: This describes the receiver(s), such as a target group or an individual. 

With mass communication, there‘s an audience. 

 

Analysis: The target analysis shows who the message is meant for and how they 

are best reached and/or influenced. 

Which effect? 

 

Component: The effect is the result the message leads to. The so-called triangle of 

success ‗knowledge, attitude, behaviour‘ is often used to describe the desired 

effect. 



Analysis: The effect analysis will need to be started beforehand, so the messages 

can be aimed at and fitted to the target audience. 

A Lasswell Communication Model example 

Communication can be understood as more than Lasswell‘s linear communication 

model. The model can work really well when providing communication advice for 

organizations, by answering all five questions. This way, a communications 

advisor or marketer more easily gets an idea in advance about which concrete 

campaign should be carried out. Such a campaign plan states which message is 

sent via which channels and to which specific target audience in order to reach the 

desired effect and keep the lines of communication open between the organization 

and its target groups. This is illustrated by the practical example below: 

Imagine a large perfume chain that wants to reach a younger audience aged 

between 15 and 25 years old. Up until now, their customer base has been women 

between 25 and approximately 55 years old. Research has shown that especially 

young girls and women are also interested in make-up and perfume, but that they 

prefer not to visit shops, but rather prefer to look for products online. 

For the perfume chain, this is a new challenge that Lasswell‘s communication 

model can help them with. The five components of the Laswell Communication 

Model are used and each corresponding question is answered. In doing so, advice 

is formed and can be used to develop the campaign: 

1. Who is communicating? 

The perfume chain themselves. They want to present themselves as a modern 

company that also offers products online. 

2. What needs to be communicated? 

The perfume chain has opened an online shop and is now active on social media. 

The online shop offers a wide range of make-up and perfumes from well-known 

brands and orders are delivered within 24 hours. The language use will be hip and 



short and in the 2nd person singular (you), to make a connection and make the 

young target group feel involved. 

3. Which channel is going to be used? 

Other than large billboards advertising the opening of the online shop, there will 

also be investment in Facebook advertising as well as other social media, such as 

Twitter and Instagram. 

4. Who is the message intended for? 

These are girls and women between 15 and 25 years old who don‘t go to perfume 

shops, but often order things online. 

5. What effect does the campaign need to have? 

The goal is for the target group to subscribe to the newsletter via Facebook or the 

website, so they will receive weekly offers and more quickly decide to order via 

the Internet. 

Lasswell Communication Model = Mass communication 

The Lasswell Communication Model was primarily deigned to analyses mass 

communication. However, it is also applied to interpersonal and group 

communication; as is also clear from the previous example. 

When Lasswell developed the model in 1948, it was meant to study media 

propaganda from countries and businesses. In that time, only the rich could use 

mass media like television and radio. 

Newspapers were not read by everyone, simply because subscriptions were too 

expensive. It was from this perspective that Lasswell came up with the concept of 

effective mass communication; the relationship between the presentation of the 

message and how this generates different effects. The effect of a message can also 

be seen as feedback. 



Despite the fact that the model was specifically designed for mass communication, 

it can nowadays also be applied to different media and new fields, such as the 

Internet, social media and campaigning. 

 


