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Commercialism and communication theory

A changing media landscape

An increase of "commercialism” in the
arrangements for organizing the elec-
tronic media is a fact of life in Western
Europe.’) This means several different
things: a shift away from the predomi-
nant public broadcasting model; an
increase in the share of finance pro-
vided by advertising or by direct con-
sumer payments; new types of media
and new services being initiated on a
free market basis. The causes are
much the same in different countries:
the wish to develop new communica-
tion technologies for industrial policy
motives; the reluctance to devote more
public money to high cost, high risk,
enterprises; demands by consumers
for more supply and more choice; the
search for investment opportunities by
business; technology looking for uses,
with commerce offering a tried method
of bringing the two together.

The challenge to communication
theory

Theory should be relevant to any cur-
rent reality by providing: a basis for
normative and critical assessment; the
tools and concepts for description and
clarification — for making sense of the
reality; causal explanations and pre-
dictions. Any change in the reality calls
for an extension or readjustment of
theory and it is the purpose of this
paper to assess in what degree and in
what direction theory may need to be
adapted to cope with changes in
arrangements for mass communica-
tion. For the most part, this paper
relates to communication theory as a
form of social theory, rather than to the
applied communication theory which
deals with processes of transmission,
reception and effect and which should
apply generally under all conditions of
the social organization of communica-
tion.

The point of departure is a view that
the strengths of the existing body of
general (mass) communication theory
are very unevenly divided in respects
of the three divisions named above.
There is: much and quite rich norma-
tive theory; a very incomplete set of
descriptive tools for the variety of
circumstances of media organization;
in relation to commerce very simplified
notions of causal processes — it either
leads inevitably to manipulation and
low quality content or it solves all prob-
lems by matching supply and
demand. An argument in favour of any
theory is that should be able to
examine itself, to be self-reflexive and
self-questionning. This paper is an
exercise in this spirit, rather than an
attempt at major revision.

The meaning of commercialism

There is no single useful definition of
commercialism, despite the fact that
the term, with its cognate expressions
(such as privatization, liberalization,
deregulation, etc.) has become central
in much discussion of mass media
change. The vagueness of the term
derives in part from the numerous
forms which the phenomenon can take
and the many connotations which it
carries. When used literally, it refers to
the essential features of any free mar-
ket arrangement: financing of an enter-
prise by private risk capital; offering
goods and services to potential
customers in a market at a price; suc-
cess or failure to be determined by
performance in the market against
competition — thus according to finan-
cial profit or loss.

In practice, the term relates to several
very different kinds of media arrange-
ment or phenomena: commercial com-
munication per se (e.g. sales promo-
tion messages and PR); finance by
sale of advertising time or space;
sponsorship by commercial firms; pro-
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duction of media goods and services
for sale to consumers- e.g. books,
newspapers, subscription tv, fiims,
etc; private ownership as such. The
term is also used to refer to processes
and effects said to be entailed in any
of these, especially standardisation,
orientation to maximum audiences,
etc. Commercialism is sometimes rec-
ognised by what it is not; public owner-
ship; provision of non-profit and/or
public good services; orientation to
cultural and "idealistic” objectives. For
some, commercialism is inextricable
from capitalism in its political and eco-
nomic aspects and implies ultimately
all that goes with capitalism, espe-
cially: private monopoly and support
for (right-wing) ruling class ideology
and power. If that is one extreme or
maximalist version, the minimalist view
is that commercial means no more
than "economic” in the technical sense
of being likely to repay the cost of pro-
duction and or distribution. In this
sense, commercialism may be no
more than trying not to operate at a
loss. The terms “economic” and
"uneconomic” are much less emotive
than commercial and non-commercial,
although they can mean exactly the
same.

Without trying here to disentangle the
numerous possibilities for commercial
arrangements of mass communica-
tions, which range from market ele-
ments inextricable from otherwise fully
public services (e.g. buying and selling
ot programmes, competing for star
performers, making deals with spor-
ting associations) to full multi-media,
multi-national, capitalism, it is worth
distinguishing two basic kinds of phe-
nomena to which the term commercial-
ism applies in normal use. One has to
do with structures and organizational
forms — typically private enterprise
systems with the above-mentioned
free market elements. The other has to
do with communication content and
refers to cultural consequences which
are widely believed to follow from
orientation to a mass, or very large,
audience. These consequence in-

clude: stereotyping, simplification,
repetition, conformism, emasculation
of critical edge, etc. The second pres-
sure or constraint may be thought of as
stemming from the mass audience
rather than the suppliers, although it is
the latter who generally interpret the
demands of the audience. In any case,
there is a strong logical and practical
connection between the two, espe-
cially where maximum profit is sought
from single products and both exert a
similar pressure on the "communica-
tor” in the middle, so to speak. There is
also a disconnection, in that some
commercial production (e.g. in book
publishing) is oriented to specialist
markets, with "higher” cultural tastes,
while some non-commercial media
(e.g. public broadcasting) seek to at-
tract mass audiences by adapting
content.

The special potency of the concept of
commercialism in relation to mass
(public) communication derives from
the dual and ambigious character of
the latter — in having a spiritual or ideal
function in society and in offering ser-
vices for consumption to audiences at
a price in terms of money and time.
Communication in society belongs, in
the former aspects, to the sphere of
the sacred — having to do with free
expression, social control, morality,
the integrity -and continuity of the
national culture, etc. From this point of
view, it should not be left solely to mar-
ket forces. There is also a widely held
view that information and culture are
intrinsically "public goods”?) which
are not diminished by use and which
commerce seeks to make private by
packaging and limiting access. The
response is likely to be that without this
commercial effort, whatever the
motive, the content would never reach
a wide public and might not be pro-
duced at all. From this point of view,
commerce may actually help to realize
the public good character of certain
kinds of information and culture. The
ambiguity about commerce and com-
munication seems to defy elucidation
and underlies much of the conflict and
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confusion attending the debate about
media and commerce.

The demonization of commerce

The bias against commerce in mass
communication theory has its roots in
"pre-scientific” times, since in several
influential traditions of social thought,
commerce is as much "demonized” as
communication is "sacrilized”. Medie-
val catholicism has been interpreted
as hostile to capitalism and anti-com-
mercialism has reappeared in various
(sometimes romanticist) revivals of
catholic thought. Puritain thinking was
often ambivalent or negative towards
the satisfaction of popular demands
for entertainment and more modern
criticism of mass culture often echoes
puritan sentiment.®) Socialism, for
obvious reasons, has been une-
quivocally antagonistic. There are
other strands of thought which have
tended in the same direction, some-
times for aesthetic or cultural reasons,
sometimes on authoritarian and anti-
populist grounds, sometimes out of
snobbery and anti-Americanism. The
academy, where most theory has been
developed, has been more inclined to
be negative than positive towards
commerce.

The defence of commerce

Nevertheless, traditional social
thought does also offer some signifi-
cant defences of commerce, based on
its associated conditions and con-
sequences. Historically, it goes with a
number of positive features of the
"modern society”: personal freedom;
limits to state power; equality of
choices and opinions; change and
innovation; openness in public deal-
ings; rationality; material prosperity;
pursuit of personal satisfaction. Com-
merce can in the end be defended
according to much the same values by
which it has been condemned — those
of freedom, equality and cooperation.
It can be argued to offer not only an
increase in material satisfaction for

entrepreneurs and consumers, but
also a range of wider social benefits.

Communication theories relevant to
commerce

The body of communication theory
offers no single treatment of com-
mercialism, but rather a number of
separate elements which are relevant
to its evaluation. Commerce tends to
appear in discussions of broader con-
cerns about the links between mass
communication and society.*) These
can be expressed summarily accor-
ding to the following questions: Is
mass communication in the hands of a
dominant class or group which also
controls society or is it divided
amongst competing, pluralistic and
cross-cutting groupings and interests?

Does mass communication (form and
content) have a causal influence in
shaping society, or is it dependent on
social structure, thus reflecting rather
than shaping the latter? If it has an
influence is it in the direction of uni-
fying and integrating or fragmenting
and isolating? Commercialism is impli-
cated in these questions for several
reasons. On the first matter, commer-
cial forms of media organization can
be seen as either favouring monopoly
capitalism and class dominance, or as
encouraging and enabling diversity
and free competition of ideas and
interests. On the second question, it
can be argued that commercial media
make society more commercial, with
all that it implies for culture and way of
life, or that they simply reflect the
existing degree and kind of com-
mercialism of the society. On the third
question, we can view commercialism
as either contributing to unity by way of
mass market organization (negatively,
this means manipulation but, positively
for some, as control and management)
or as promoting fragmentation though
encouraging consumerism, privatiza-
tion and detachment of the individual
from place and group (this can be
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interpreted either as liberating or as
socially disorganizing).

Expectations are, consequently, very
mixed and inconsistent. More tra-
ditional brands of marxist theory tend
to emphasize both the structural
effects from commercial media in
strenghtening the hold of a capitalist
class and also the ideological and
cultural effects from the orientation to
mass markets, which is likely to blunt
any critical potential of mass media.
More recent critical and political eco-
nomic theory, in the marxist tradition,
tends to underline the logic of market
forces in bringing cultural and structu-
ral effects together.’) Nonmarxist
(even conservative) theory has also
tended to associate commerce with
socially dysfunctional effects because
of the inbuilt tendency of free markets
to give consumers what they want,
even when it might be bad for them.
Complaints relate mainly to an over-
supply of violent, aggressive, porno-
graphic or otherwise unsuitable con-
tent. In this individualistic and moralis-
tic brand of theory, commerce can
involve loss of social control. Media
organisation theory offers alternative
perspectives-either  constraint  on
creativeity and autonomy because of
overriding economic goals or more
choice of employment and encourage-
ment for innovation. Free Press theory,
which still dominates normative theory,
even when modified by social
responsibility dictates, tends to back
the idea that the free market is the best
guarantee of freedom from state con-
trol and of diversity and choice. Theory
of audience motivation and choice, in
the dominant version, suggests that
the free market may best provide for
the most frequently  occurring
expected satisfactions of most con-
sumers, without disturbance to the
social system.

Summary of commercialism as
represented in media theory

The following propositions encapsu-
late the most important ideas about

commercialism in the various theories
referred to. The overall "bias against
commerce” is clear, but there is incon-
sistency and some positive assess-
ment.

Commercialism (as described earlier):

— tends towards displacements of
ends of communication (expressing,
sharing, influencing, informing etc.) by
the means (e.g. attention-gaining,
adaptation to needs of medium etc.) or
by other ends (profit, delivering audi-
ences to advertisers, etc.)

— tends to increase power and influ-
ence of the owners of communication
channels, who generally belong to the
capitalist interest or class

— recognises no values except those
of the market. Commercial activities
are thus, in principle, without con-
science, while communication deals
primarily in cultural or moral values

— encourages standardization rather
than originality, conformity rather than
independence in the interest of cost-
effective production and maximum
reach

— encourages imbalanced, distorted
or manipulative (and calculative)
relationships between senders and
receivers

— protects, in principle, freedom of all
to enter and compete in the "market-
place” of ideas and also freedom and
choice of work as communicators

— promotes innovation, differentiation,
extension of reach to many and choice
— tends towards maximisation of
choice and satisfaction for maximum
number of individuals

Striking a balance between
theoretical costs and benefits of
commercialism

Despite the bias of theory against
commerce, a more complex as well as
more balanced view emerges if one
distinguishes lessons of theory accor-
ding to the different kinds of beneficia-
ry (or victim) which might be envis-
aged: society and the general welfare;
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Table 1. Theoretical costs and benefits of commerce for communication according to alternative

perspectives
| Society and its general welfare

Costs

Benefits

1 Promotes private monopoly power. 8 Counter to state power — aid to pluralism
2. Business not society is served in first 2, Promotes development of infrastructure
instance. & new technology.
3. Less diversity — more capacity but fewer 3. Growing sector of employment and trade
voices
4. Growth of culture & knowledge gaps
Il Public as an aggregate of consumers
Costs Benefits
i Offers more of same-works against real 1 More volume, more choice, more change.
choice
2. Neglects unprofitable audience groups. 2 Delivers according to effective demand.
3. Price of cost reduction is lower quality. 3. Keeps cost to consumer down.
4. Delivers audiences to advertisers and sellers. 4. More immediate satisfaction.
5. Distorts the communication relationship.
Il Professional communicators
Costs Benefits
1. The more monopoly, the less real choice of 1 More volume of work and choice of
employment. employment
2. Ideological pressures exist and mainly work 2. Lack of ideological interference of
in one direction. successfulmoral neutrality has its
advantages.
3. Ultimately financial/market considerations 3, Premium is on innovation and surplus
decide professional issues. production.
IV Would-be societal actors and agents
Costs Benefits
L8 Regular access biassed towards those with s Access determined by entry price alone —
most economic power. can help minorities and outgroups.
2, Investments costs of media makes access 2. Freedom exists in principle to establish own
theoretical. media.
3 Bias against change —: messages without 3 If message of potential interest to enough

clearly established demand do not get
through.
4. Bias against dissent.

people, it gets free or low-cost access.

the audience as an aggregate of con-
sumers; the professional communica-
tor; those social actors and agents
who seek to use the means of com-
munication to "talk to” society or to
their own followers or members (for
instance political parties, minority
groups, pressure groups, social activ-
ists). The outcome, shown in Table 1,
reflects the diversity of expectations
from communication which are to be
found and the mixture of material and
ideal purpose and motive associated
with communication.

The ideal type of perfect
communication

Another significant, but rarely expli-
cated, source of objection to com-
merce is to be found in a model of
"perfect communication” — a some-
what mythic notion that has features in
common with the idea of a "perfect
market” — at least in being influential,
axiomatic and difficult to find in reality.
Its origins are to be found in micro-
social theory but it is readily transfer-
able to, and recognisable in, thinking
about mass communication. Its core
assumption is that an ideal com-
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munication situation exists between
two or more participants when they:
share the same values, language (in
its widest sense), culture and context;
are mutually balanced as to social
power; have a mutual regard for each
other; continually interact; have a full
and enduring relationship; seek the
same ends from communication. This
overall notion is often a source of stan-
dards for criticising undesirable com-
munication states, especially: non-
communication and isolation; one-
directional,  non-reciprocal  com-
munication; manipulation of receivers
by senders; fragmented and partial
relationships; imbalanced relation-
ships; calculative, brief and non-moral
contacts; failures to communicate. In
many respects commercial of com-
mercialised communication are
thought to exhibit more of the patholo-
gies than the ideal type features.

The ideal type can be schematically
presented, as in Figure 1, as located at
the meeting point of two orthogonal
dimensions, one separating "Sender-
initiation” from "receiver-initiation”, the
concept, the concept "Useful mes-
sage” from "Rewarding relationship”.
Perfect communication represents the
maximum correspondence of all four
polar concepts — that is to say it should

be balanced between sender and
receiver (mutually interactive) and
combine the satisfactions of (social-
cultural) togetherness with the utility of
"information” or other "consumer”
regard. Around this core, shown at the
intersection of the two dimensions can
be located for heuristic purposes
some functions or processes often
associated with mass communication.
The entries are hypothetical, but the
logic of perfect communication does
require that functions characteristic of
commercial systems or of commercial-
ized content be located further from
the core than "noncommercial” com-
munication. Thus advertising is, par
excellence, sender-initiated and pur-
ports to offer a useful "message”.
When commercial media try to estab-
lish relationships with their audience it
is usually for their own ends and at
their own instigation and is often not
reciprocated. In the lower periphery of
the scheme are located types of con-
sumerist satisfaction which are also
somewhat autistic (like "mood control”
or vicarious social relationships). In the
inner space are various examples of
communication functions which, even
if "imperfect” are, nevertheless,
characterised by: more "deal” content
(culture and information); values of
creativity and spontaneity; orientation

Fig. 1. Communication functions and the model of "Perfect Communication”

Sender-initiated

Propaganda Audience
Advertising Management
PR Artistic expr. Social control
Education Socialisation
Perfect Communication
Balanced
Useful Shared Rewarding
Message Interactive Relationship
Effective
efc.
Obtain useful Connect with
information community
Find adjustment/ Para-social
mood control interaction/
identification

Receiver-initiated
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to others, to the longer term and the
wider good of society or community.
This scheme can help to explicate
further the negative connotations of
commercialism.

The sequence of commercialization
of media

As noted at the outset, increased com-
mercialism (sometimes called liber-
alization or privatization) characterizes
the policies and practice of most West
European countries in respect of new
electronic media and means of
distribution and also the changes
planned for the "old” electronic media
of radio and television. The discussion
leaves out of account the print media
and the film, music and other media
industries. There is a wide variation in
the starting position of national media
situations in Europe in respect of com-
merce ©) and, consequently in the type
and degree of "commercialism” which
may be at issue. It can involve any of
the following, all of which are happen-
ing or planned somewhere in Europe.

— Trying to increase audiences by
more popular programming at peak
hours

— Increasing the advertising revenue
of public broadcasting bodies

— Organizing programme content and
timing to suit advertisers

— Offering more services for payment
by individual consumers

— Offering interactive consumer ser-
vices (e.g. home banking, betting
home-shopping, etc.) on cable and
videotex

— Giving cable (or DBS) access to for-
eign advertising-financed satellite or
cable services

— Growth in private video rental
market

— Establishing new private commer-
cial networks (as in Italy, France)

— Encouraging public broadcasters to
produce for sale and profit in the free
market

— Reducing the scope or power of the
public broadcasting monopoly

— Growth of transnational-coproduc-
tions

— Growth of lins between deregulated
TCM industry and new electronic
media

— Sponsorship

It is not very easy to relate these items
to each other in an orderly manner
(especially given national variability),
but one possibility is to relate them
according to a logic of increasing
commercialization, based on the con-
trast between the total public service
monopoly serving "ideal”, societally
determined, ends for all citizens and
the pure type of a business organiza-
tion responding, exclusively and
unhindered, to aggregate consumer
demands in a competitive situation.
The implied logic of the order of stages
which is given below is sequential and
one step, other things being equal, is
likely to lead to another, under condi-
tions of open competition. The stages
are primarily structural in nature — to
do with policy, regulation, organization
— and do not directly relate to content
or to cultural effects, even if the theory
outlined above suggests that such
effects will be necessarily entailed
sooner or later. The logical sequence
Is likely to be approximately as follows:

| More responsiveness to aggregate
consumer demand — popularization of
programme offer

Il Public sector becomes more mar-
ket-oriented in its policy and activities
— more cost-consciousness and more
"enterprise”

[l More services are provided against
individual payment, reflecting econo-
mic costs rather than equally to all or at
subsidized prices

IV Public sector becomes more
dependent on commercial revenue —
advertising, sponsorship, merchandis-
ing etc.

V More limits are set to scope of pub-
lic sector — a new private sector grows
outside of it and the public sector
declines, at least relatively

VI Privatization of telecommunications
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VIl Deregulation — new services

offered on a market basis by new com-
mercial operators

VIII Privatization of sectors or all of the
remaining public sector

If there were to be a parallel sequence
of commercialism in the cultural sense
(and it cannot be offered here
because of the complexities and ambi-
guities involved), it would be based on
a continuum of degree of effect on
content of the commercial elements in
the structure. The more totally com-
mercial the system the more likely will
it be that economic objectives conflict
with and overrule “ideal” or com-
municative ends ("for their own sake”).
The reason for presenting this sequ-
ence of institutional change in this way
is that it helps better to describe the
challenge facing communication
theory, which has been predominantly
pessimistic about commerce. It also
helps to pose the question of whether
any compromise or modus vivendi
between theory ad commerce is possi-
ble. Much theory tends towards the
conclusion that the issue is an all-or-
nothing matter, on which no compro-
mise is possible, so that one step on
the scale indicated must necessarily
lead to the next and so on, with the
cultural consequences suggested.

The choice for theory: resistance or
revision

The main question to be faced is
whether to employ the abundant
ammunition of communication theory
to oppose all the tendencies indicated
or to try to come to terms with what is
happening. The latter may mean revis-
ing or breaking with some important
traditions of theory. The significance of
the present moment in time is that
institutions which had provided a
framework for "non-commercial” pub-
lic communication in otherwise free
market societies are under attack and
are in need of theoretical as well as
potential support. On the other hand, it
can be argued that these institutions

are atypical in a wider perspective and

built on somewhat insecure founda-
tions anyway in capitalist societies.
From this point of view, it might be
more important in the long run to have
an intellectually adequate theoretical
framework than a short term and local
tactical success. The threat to public
service broadcasting is not first of all
ideological (although that element is
and always has been present), but
stems from changes in technology and
in society which cannot be held back
by theory. A good deal depends on
how far one views the sequence indi-
cated above (or a similar version) as
unstoppable and indivisible and
necessarily leading to unrestrained
monopoly capitalism. If the latter is the
case, then there are compelling
theoretical (social as well as com-
munication) reasons for holding the
line at all points.

The position of this paper is that there
are for the future (as in the past and
present) alternative scenarios for com-
mercial operation of communication
systems and that commerce need not
be treated in practice as a seamless
web which cannot be divided or a pro-
cess which cannot be contained.
There are demonstrable benefits from
commerce and an “economic”
approach to problems of production
and distribution of culture and informa-
tion and culture is not inconsistent with
the pursuit of public or private good.
Consequently, the aim should be to
adapt and extend existing theory to
make it more useful for dealing with the
multiple and changing reality of com-
munication arrangements, especially
as technological and social change
alters the pattern of communication
flow.”) This does not mean to say that
existing theory is mistaken or no longer
relevant, or that the theorist should
abandon the role of critic traditionally
adopted. In terms of the three-fold divi-
sion noted at the outset, the normative
basis of theory remains little changed
but theory must offer a much better
basis for clarification and description
of communication processes and sys-
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tems and better tools for predicting the
consequences of alternative steps and
arrangements.

Theory in the service of monitoring
system performance

Before considering directions  of
development for theory, it is worth
pointing out that existing theory
already offers a rich source of proposi-
tions about the possible conse-
quences, positive as well as negative,
of the current increase in commer-
cialization which has been referred to.
Table 1 above summarized potential
costs and benefits of commerce and
these provide a good guide to
formulating specific and answerable
questions about alternative com-
munication arrangements and the
changes which might be involved. The
following Table (2) offers a summary of
the main principles and associated
criteria of evaluation which might be
deployed.

It is most likely that according to this
set of criteria, non-commercial
arrangements would "score more

Table 2 Principles and criteria for evaluating change

| Diversity (real choice)

i) Range of content offered

highly than commercial ones, since
that is what they have been designed
for, in most cases. The criteria reflect
common conceptions of the public
good. But the list is not exhaustive and
not all the criteria are equal or un-
changing. Ideas of what is in the pub-
lic good ad how it might most appro-
priately be attained also change and
priorities alter. A part of the task of
theory is to assist and track this pro-
cess of change and help to develop
practical methods for monitoring the
condition of media and relevant
changes occurring around media.

De-sacrilization of communication

An underlying implication, if not argu-
ment, of this paper is that theory has
been distorted by a tendency of the
"culturalists” who shaped it for the
most part, to resist all attempts to treat
messages as commodities, as if all
communication traffic has a sacred
character and all messages must be
equally priveleged. In part this stems
from a resistance to the "commercial-
ists” assumption that all messages are
equally marketable and nothing

ii) Equality of distribution/availability
iii) "Accessibility” of message for receivers

iv) Access for alternative would-be senders

) Degree of reflection of different aspects of society
I Quality

i) Innovativeness/originality

ii) Professional integrity of communicator

iii) Conformity to high cultural standards

iv) Authenticity of culture (national, ethnic, local, etc.)

V) Effectiveness

vi) Objectivity and informativeness

vii) Technical standards

1T} Socia/ relationships (between sender and receiver)

i) Balance

ii) Strength and type of normative ties

iii) Absence of manipulation

v Freedom and independence

i) From state or government

ii) From vested interests and pressure groups
iiii) Internal freedom (within the media organisation)
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deserves protection from economic
forces. It would be useful to have an
alternative to both positions, but to do
so will involve abandoning the myth of
perfect communication and recognis-
ing the existence of alternative, equally
desirable, conditions of communica-
tion relationships for different pur-
poses and contexts. The "perfect com-
munication” model is itself also a reac-
tion to the very imperfect model of
"mass communication in a mass soci-
ety” which dominated early thinking
about mass media. The decline in real-
ity of the centre-peripheral, one-way,
massive flow of communication should
make it easier to adopt a more dif-
ferentiated view of what would be ideal
communication arrangements.

The message implicit in the heading of
this section is not that communication
should entirely be deprived of its ideal
or sacred character, but that one
should find ways of differentiating deli-
berately and consistently between
what is sacred and what is not, be-
tween what needs protection and what
can be left to market forces. It will be a
task for theory to formulate relevant
and applicable criteria for making the
distinction, not only between types of
content, but also between contexts of
use.

Social groups using communication
and goals or functions of communica-
tion. It is not simply a matter of finding
justifications, for instance, for leaving
the supply of sport news or popular
entertainment to market forces, but of
assessing the actual working of market
and institutional arrangements in rela-
tion to some stated principles of public
or private welfare. Theory will not be
able to offer simple rules of thumb
expressed in terms of conventional
content types, but it could offer the
tools for decisions ultimately made in
such terms.

The divisibility of commercialism
The path chosen in this paper is based

on the assumption that commerce is
divisible (therefore multiple) and its

sequence stoppable or reversible and
the stages open to alternative order-
ing. At a commonsense level there are
important differences between: private
ownership as such; trying to encour-
age or meet popular demand; deriving
finance from selling advertising time;
sponsorship; providing subscription
services; using media to promote pro-
ducts or firms. It is less clear, theore-
tically just what underlies the differ-
ences and it is a task for theory to spe-
cify the criteria by which such distinc-
tions can be made. The links between
the economics, politics and cultural
consequences of "commerce” are
probably more variable than existing
theory alllows. At this stage one can
only suggest some lines along which
to proceed as follows.

i) Separate the stage of financing of
communication from the (preceeding
or following) stage of project selection
and from subsequent stages of actual
production, choice of form and pre-
sentation, distribution and marketing.
The links in such a sequence are more
complex and less deterministic that
theory about commerce allows. The
"pressures” of commercialism which
have potential political or cultural con-
sequences are not experienced
equally at all stages or in predictable
ways. There are likely to be liberating
and creative as well as constraining
and routinizing effects. Nor are all
media industries equal in how com-
mercialism might work. Film, televi-
sion, music, newspapers each have
characteristic patterns of relating the
different  elements of financial
resources, production capacity, "com-
municators” and their publics to each
other.

ii) Distinguish between pressures
from ownership and organizational
structure and those from (potential)
consumers. Both can have cultural
consequences (i.e. on content and on
communication) but the pressures
operate differently and call for different
responses and follow different routes.
Insofar as pressures "from above”
include requirements for audience






