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Mass Medla in the Public

public interest’ than others. It does not imply, cither, that the media are
obliged to conform to popular will or carry out some particular mission, It
in simply to say that in democratic societies there are likely to be grounds on
which an argued claim can be made, by reference to some of the values
Indicated below, according to specific circumstances, that media should do
or should not do some particular thing, for reasons of wider or longer-term
henefit to the society.

While the concept of the public interest has been slippery and controversial
(sce Held, 1970), a simple definition, drawn from the field of public planning,
ways that something ‘is in the public interest if it serves the ends of the whole
wucicty rather than those of some sectors of the society’ (Banfield, 1955).
Without some guiding assumption of this kind about the public task of the
media, it is quite pointless for those outside the media to bother with
normative principles, or for those inside to claim to be putting them into
l)ruclicc. Once it is made, however, it bccomes quite useful, even necessary, to
have some ordered version of the range of relevant performance criteria on
mtters which might affect the public life of socicty. The criteria for assessing
the media presented below are limited by their origin. The countries from
which they derive arc politically pluralistic, predominantly capitalist, the
media arrangements in force often divergent. Even so, the structure and
uperation of the media have often been hotly debated and public control of
media has often been advocated on grounds of the ‘public interest’, as have
dercgulation and the further extension of the free market. This led to quite
wide-ranging enquiry and debate. In general, the limits of action, if not of
dehate and advocacy, have been set by the status quo of property ownership
and the guidelines of electoral democracy. Within these limits, a quite diversc
wel of cxpectations from, or on behalf of, ‘socicty’ has been articulated in
ifferent fora, in most countries. It is the expressions of these expectations
which provided the materials from which to construct the framework offered
below, even if the wealth of source material cannot possibly be acknowl-
dged.
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