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Contribution to a political economy
of mass-communication

NICHOLAS GARNHAM*

Introduction

’The major modern communication systems are now so evidently key
institutions in advanced capitalist societies that they require the same kind
of attention, at least initially, that is given to the institutions of industrial
production and distribution. Studies of the ownership and control of the
capitalist press, the capitalist cinema, and capitalist and state capitalist radio
and television interlock, historically and theoretically, with wider analysis
of capitalist society, capitalist economy and the neo-capitalist state. Further,
many of the same institutions require analysis in the context of modern
imperialism and neo-colonialism, to which they are crucially relevant.
Over and above their empirical results, these analyses force theoretical

revision of the formula of base and superstructure and of the definition of

productive forces, in a social area in which large scale capitalist economic
activity and cultural production are now inseparable. Unless this theoretical
revision is made, even the best work of the radical and anti-capitalist empiri-
cists is in the end overlaid or absorbed by the specific theoretical structures
of bourgeois cultural sociology’ (R. Williams, i977: 136).

The purpose of this article is to support this call for a major revision within cultural
theory, to explain why such a revision is necessary and to begin to explore some of its
consequences.
The fact that Williams’s own call for this theoretical revision is hidden, gnomically,

in a book of literary theory, and has thus not received the attention it deserves within
mass-media research, is itself symptomatic of the existing ideological resistances to
such a revision, not only within ’bourgeois cultural theory’, but also within what pass
for Marxist alternatives. Indeed, I will go on to argue that in his effort to break with
this all pervasive idealism, Williams, in formulating his own ’cultural materialism’,
has reacted by taking too materialist a stance.
What this article calls for, therefore, is the elaboration of a political economy of

culture with a political economy of mass-communication taking its subsidiary place
within that wider framework as the analysis of an important, but historically specific
mode of the wider process of cultural production and reproduction. The need to
elaborate such a political economy is intensely practical. It stems from actual changes
in the structure of contemporary capitalism as they effect what has been dubbed
’The Culture Industry’ and the relationship of that industry to the State. Symptoms
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of the urgent political problems raised by these changes can be observed throughout
the developed, capitalist world. They can be seen in a whole range of Govcrnment
Rcports and interventions of which, in Britain, the most obvious recent examples are
the Royal Commission on the Press, the Annan Committee Report and thc subsequent
White Paper on Broadcasting, the Prime Ministcr’s Working Party on the Film
Industry and its proposals for a British Film Authority. They can be seen underlying
the present dispute at Times Newspapers, the debate over the allocation of the
fourth TV channel and the present financial problems of the BBC. Parallels to these
reports, problems and debates can be found in all the member countries of OECD.
At an international level, recent debates in UNESCO and the continuing diplomatic
activity surrounding the concept of a New World Information Order can only be
properly understood in this context. In the face of such developments most current
mass-media research and theorizing is demonstrably inadequate.

Before moving on to examine some of the theoretical problems raised by this shift
in research emphasis, let me give just one concrete example of the kind of information
to which it gives privileged attention and why. During the last few weeks in Britain
we have witnessed the failure of the Government to provide the BBC with adequate
finance, a matter of great and ill-understood strategic significance in the whole

development of British broadcasting and a subject that will repay substantive analysis
from the perspective I am here outlining in a future edition of this journal. We have
also witnessed the reactivation of the debate on TV and Violence by the publication
of Dr Belson’s study, a matter of undoubted importance to anyone concerned with
mass-media rcsearch in Britain. Nonetheless, in my view the most significant de-
velopment of the period was hidden away on the financial pages, namely the take-over
of British Relay Wireless by the Electronic Rental Group, making ERG the second
largest TV rental group in the UK. The significance of this take-over is that it was
financed by a £10 million loan from ERG’s controlling share-holder Phillips Elec-
tronic. Now Phillips is one of the firms involved in the audio-visual sector of the
culture industry, in terms of total sales the world’s third largest after General Electric
and ITT and in terms of the proportion of its business related to electronic audio-
visual manufacture and production it is the world leader by some w-ay. The next
phase of development of the culture industry will involve the attempt to develop and
exploit the domestic entertainment market, particularly through video. Control of
a rental network will be one of the keys to success in the competitive struggle for this
market for two reasons: firstly, as has been true for domestic TV receivers, because
the necessary hardware can only be sold in sufficient quantity on credit, but secondly,
and here we have a crucial distinction between the new developments and the rental
of TV receivers, because there is no internationally agreed technical standard for
video recorders and players (whether of cassettes or discs) with the result that the
decision on the choice of hardware limits the consumers subsequent choice of soft-
ware. Now since, of all the world’s major electronic companies, only Phillips is

already in a position to develop co-ordinated software production (through such
subsidiaries as Polygram and Phonogram) control of tied rental outlets for their
hardware would give them a vertically integrated international cultural monopoly
of a scale and type not yet seen in this sector and with cultural consequences over the
medium term (10 to 20 years) that make our petty domestic disputes over the allocation
of the fourth channel pale into insignificance (see Financial Times, 19 December

r 978).
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A necessary return to fundamentals

Before returning to further concrete examples of the problems a political economy
of mass-communication tries to analyse, it is necessary, precisely because of the
dominance of idealism within the analysis of culture and of the mass-media, to make
an unavoidable theoretical digression in order to base subsequent discussion firmly
within the necessary historical materialist perspective. In asking for a shift within
mass-media research towards historical materialism, one is asserting an order of
priorities which is both a hierarchy of concrete historical and material determinants
in thc real world as well as an order of research priorities. That is to say, we are faced
with the problem of understanding an actual historical process which itself concretely
exhibits structurally ordered determinants within which material production is

ultimately determinant, which is what makes our theory materialist, while at the same
time there are a limited number of researchers with limited material resources among
which I include time, who must thus choose, from within the complex totality of the
historical social process, to examine those aspects of the process which are likely to
lead to the clearest understanding of the dynamics of that process and through that
understanding to its human control. It is this question of choice which underlies
Marx’s own mode of abstraction. Thus, in opposition to that post-Althusserian/
Lacanian current which has been dangerously dominant within recent British
Marxist research in the area of mass-media, a current of which Screen is a representa-
tive example, one asserts, not that the problem of subjectivity for instance is of no
interest, but that it is of less interest than that of class or capital accumulation.
Moreover, one is not asserting that such a hierarchy of historical determinants of
research concerns is universal, that there is A theory of mass-media, but that they
correspond to the actual historically specific hierarchy of a particular social formation.
Or as Marx himself put it,

my analytical method .. , does not start out from man, but from the analytically given social
period.’

That is to say the economic is determinant under capitalism, because capitalism is a
mode of social organization characterized by the domination of an abstract system
of exchange relations. Further the particular relationship between the abstract and
the concrete or between ’phenomenal forms’ and ’real relations’ or betwcen ideas and
matter, which is appropriate to historical materialism as a mode of analysis of capital-
ism, stems from the real relation between the abstract (exchange relations) and the
concrete (individual lived experience, real labour etc.) within the social formation
itself. In a social formation in which social relations were not abstracted into a
relation of exchange a different theoretical relationship between the abstract and the
concrete would hold.

Moreover, the abstract should not be opposed to the concrete, just as the pheno-
menal forms should not be opposed to the real relations. One is precisely a form of the
other. That is to say, the exchange relation has a concrete material reality in thc form
of money, bills of exchange, credit cards, banks etc., but its mode of operation and
with it the reproduction of the capitalist social formation depends upon its abstraction,
the fact that it works ’behind men’s backs’ and thus ’can be determined with the

1 See Marx, ’Notes on Adolph Wagner’ in Marx (I975). Quoted in Corrigan and Singer (I978).
Here Corrigan and Singer present an extended version of this methodological argument. See also
Sayer (forthcoming).

 © 1979 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on March 7, 2008 http://mcs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://mcs.sagepub.com


I26

precision of natural science’. It can only be determined with such precision so long as
it is a supra-individual social process. This is both a methodological and historical
postulate. That is to say, the necessary condition for a capitalist social formation is
the existence of a more or less universal domination of social relations by the exchange
relation, i.e. a market economy. Wherever such domination is challenged (and we do
not and never have seen, in this sense, an ’ideal’ capitalist social formation) by
explicit political action, by human will and reason, the logic of capital is challcnged.
It is for this reason that the State is a necessarily contradictory form.

This leads us to the concept of ideology which so dominates our field of study and
to the central problem within cultural theory, namely the base/superstructure re-
lationship. The central postulate of historical materialism is that man as a biological
organism must undertake a constant material exchange with nature and it is this

exchange that is named labour. Within history the labour/nature relationship has
become increasingly mediated through specific modes of production, thus making
the links more difficult to analyse. Because of this difhculty the possibility of error
and thus of ideology enters. But it remains a material fact that, ultimately, material
production in this direct sense is determinate in that it is only the surplus produced
by this labour that enables other forms of human activity to be pursucd. Thus the
supcrstructure remains dependent upon and determined by the base of material
production in that very fundamental sense.

Clearly the greater the surplus to immediate physical reproductive needs the
greater the autonomy of the superstructure and indeed the greater the possible
variation and diversity within superstructural organization, always providing of
coursc that the mode of material production is such as to guarantee the necessary
surplus. In this important sense the superstructure/culture is and remains subordinate
and secondary and the crucial questions are the relationship between, on the one hand,
the mode of cxtraction and distribution of the material surplus, e.g. class relations
and, on the other, the allocation of this material surplus within the superstructure,
for instance, the problem of public expenditure among others. But while, historically,
the superstructure has become more autonomous, there still remain direct, narrow
material constraints upon individuals even within developed, industrial societies.

Everyone has to eat and sleep and be maintained at a given body temperature in
determinate temporal cycles. Thus, as 3Marx himself noted, every economy is an

economy of time (Nlarx, 1973), which is why labour-time is so crucial an analytical
concept. Cultural reproduction is still directly governed by these material deter-
minants in the sense that the time and rcsources available to those who have to scll
their labour power to capital, within labour-time constraints largely imposed by
capital, remain limited and they still use the most significant proportion of their
available time and material resources in order to ensure material, biological re-

production.
It is at this primary level both theoretically and actually that social being determines

social consciousness. Thus economism, the concern for immediate physical survival
and reproduction within the dominant relations of exchange is an immediatc and
rational response to the determinants of social being. What E. P. Thompson has
recently dubbed ’lumped bourgeois intellectuals’ (Thompson, 1978) too easily forget
this, both because their material conditions of existence are often less immediately
determinate and also because of a guilty conscience concerning the subjective relation-
ship of exploitation in which they stand vis-a-vis productive material labour.
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The material, the economic and the ideological
No political economy of culture can avoid discussion of the base/superstructure
relationship, but in so doing it needs to avoid the twin traps of economic reductionism
and of the idealist autonomization of the ideological level. The central problem with
the base/superstructure metaphor as with the related culture/society dichotomy is
that being a metaphor of polarity, essentially binary in form, it is unable adequately
to deal with the number of distinctions that are necessary, in this instance between
the material, the economic and the ideological. These should be seen not as three
levels, but as analytically distinct, but coterminous moments both of concrete social
practices and of concrete analysis. Furthermore, any political economy needs to hold
constantly to the historicity of the specific articulations between these moments.
There is a sense in which the base/superstructure metaphor always does imply a
notion of expressive totality, a totality in which either the superstructure is expressive
of an economic base (under capitalism of a capitalist economic base) or, on the other
hand, a tautological sense of expressive totality by which all phenomena of a social
formation are expressive of that social formation. That is to say, the notion of expressive
totality can be used either deterministically or relationally. For me at least it is clear
that the analysis in Capital is of the latter type. That is to say what is being analysed
is not, as Mandel (1975) has stressed, a social formation in equilibrium but in dis-
equilibrium ; an uncompleted at the time Marx wrote, and still incomplete, process of
capitalist development, a development which was marked not by the total domination
and determinacy of capitalist economic forms, an expressive totality in that sense,
but on the contrary by a series of shifting relationships between the economic and
other instances each interacting with the other in a process of uneven and contra-
dictory development, so that the totality of the social formation at any historic
moment was only expressive of the actual state of those shifting interrelationships.
Thus the pertinence or meaning of any analytical category, such as base and

superstructure, expressing as it does a relationship, will shift as the historical reality
it is used to explain shifts. Similarly, we could say that the purpose of a political
economy of culture is to elucidate what Marx and Engels meant in the German
Ideology by ’control of the means of mental production’, while stressing that the
meaning that they gave to the term was quite clearly historical and therefore shifting
and was never meant to be frozen into some simple dichotomy as it has so often been
in subsequent Marxist writing. Further the political economy of mass-media is the
analysis of a specific historical phase of this general development linked to historically
distinct modalities of cultural production and reproduction.

In his discussion of base and superstructure in Jl,1arxism and Literature, Williams
points out that, although, in stressing the determinacy of the base against bourgeois
idealism, one version of Marxist cultural theory has been accused, both by bourgeois
and Marxist critics, of ’vulgar materialism’, ’the truth is that it was never materialist
enough’. And he continues:
What any notion of a ’self-subsistent order’ suppresses is the material character of the produc-
tive forces which produce such a version of production. Indeed it is often a way of suppressing
fulal consciousness of the very nature of such a society. If ’production’, in capitalist society, is
the production of commodities for a market, then different but misleading terms are found for
every other kind of production and productive force. What is most often suppressed is the
direct material production of ‘politics’. Yet any ruling class devotes a significant part of material
production to establishing a political order. The social and political order which maintains a
capitalist market, like the social and political struggle that created it, is necessarily a material
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production. From castles and palaces and churches to prisons and workhouses and schools;
from weapons of war to a controlled press: any ruling class, in variable ways though always
materially, produces a social and political order. These are never superstructural activities.
They are the necessary material production within which an apparently self-subsistent mode of
production can alone be carried on. The complexity of the process is especially remarkable in
advanced capitalist societies, where it is wholly beside the point to isolate ’production’ and
‘ industry’ from the comparable material production of ’defence’, ’law and order’, ’welfare’,
’entertainment’ and ’public opinion’. In failing to grasp the material character of the produc-
tion of a social and political order, this specialised (and bourgeois) materialism failed also, but
even more conspicuously, to understand the material character of the production of a cultural
order. The concept of the superstructure was then not a reduction but an evasion (Williams, i 977 ~ &dquo;

92-93).

Williams’s stress here on the materiality of the cultural process is a necessary
correction to both bourgeois idealism and its post-Althusserian Marxist variants.
But this formulation also suffers from a misleading reductionism by failing to distin-
guish between the material and the economic. It is in fact a materialist rather than a
historical materialist formulation. The absence of this necessary distinction is con-
tained in the apparently insignificant but crucial phrase ’in variable ways though
always materially’, for it is precisely the specific articulations of these variable ways
that characterize various stages of pre-capitalist and capitalist development, that
characterize the shifting meaning of what Marx and Engels called ’control of the
means of mental production’, shifts which it is the central purpose of a political
economy of mass-communication to map and analyse. Certainly a licensed press and
a commercial, ’free’ press are both material, but the economic differences between
these two forms of ’political’ control are precisely what differentiates a capitalist from
a pre-capitalist form. Similarly, the difference between the economic structure of
private and public education constitutes within the same materiality, the substance of
’political’ struggle. While the materiality of politics, i.e. its maintenance out of the
total social surplus of material production, is a general, universal phenomenon, the
ways in which that surplus is extracted and distributed and the relation of that eco-
nomic form to the political are historically distinct and specific, so that, at present, the
matter of subsidies to political parties or to the Press becomes an object of ’political’
struggle to change economic forms and by so doing to change ’political’ structures.

Similarly, while Williams is correct to stress the materiality of all social practices
it cannot be said, from an economic perspective, that it is wholly beside the point to
isolate ’production’ and ’industry’ from the material production of ’defence’, etc.,
when what is often in question when considering the relation between these various
social practices is not their shared materiality, but on the contrary their significantly
different economic articulation, for instance the variance between those practices
carried on by private capital for profit, the publication of a newspaper for instance,
and those practices carried on by the State outside direct commodity production,
e.g. the BBC or the State education system. To collapse all this into a general category
of ’material’ production is precisely an ’evasion’, both of the differing and developing
economic articulations between various forms of material production and also of the
amount of cultural production and reproduction that takes place within the industrial
sphere as narrowly defined, in the organizations of the labour process with its industrial
psychologists, its labour relations experts, its time and motion study experts, its

production engineers and its personnel managers, in the structures of employer
paternalism, in the organization of the market itself, etc. To take one example of such
an articulation one might hypothesize that the relationship between the male pre-
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dominance in newspaper readership compared with TV was not unconnected with
the contrast between the culture of work as against the culture of home and has
important political consequences.

This confusion between the material and the economic is common and it is worth

dwelling briefly on the nature of the distinction. Insofar as historical materialism is
materialist, it is based upon the postulates that Williams outlines. But insofar as it is

historical, it is concerned to analyse the specific and shifting modes of this funda-
mental material relation, all of which are forms of that relation. In particular, it is

postulated that any form of extended social relationship depends upon the extraction
and distribution of material surplus and the mcans by which this is achieved is thus
the central determining characteristic of any social formation. Such modes of social
production and exchange are cultural, hence the very real problem of making a
society/culture differentiation without narrowing the definition of culture to include
only those elements of social interaction which involve a secondary level of abstraction,
namely the representation of concrete, material relations in symbolic forms. Thus we
must distinguish two types of form, a social form which is a series of material relations
that, insofar as they operate unconsciously, can be abstractly analysed and determined
with the precision of natural science, and a cultural form which, while it entails a
material support, is not itself material and which has an essentially mediated re-
lationship with the material reality it represents. Indeed, there is an essential divide
betwcen these distinct formal realms, the existence of which allows ideology to enter,
because it allows denial and the lie, both of which depend upon a relationship which
is not determinant. However, this autonomy is bought at the cost of a loss of real or
material effectivity. Cultural forms only become effective when they are translated
into social forms which do have material effectivity. Thus there is a constant dialectic
at the cultural level between autonomy and effectivity and it is at the level of social
effectivity that material production is ultimately determinant.

However, to return to the level of social forms, the economic is a specific historical
form of the social relations of production and distribution. It is the form these
relations take in a social formation within which commodity exchange is dominant.
Thus, it is possible to argue that the economic is superstructural in relation to thc
material base or structure, that it could in fact be seen as the dominant level of the

superstructure. For what Marx argues in Capital is that the real historical transition to
capitalism involves a move from a system of social relations and domination based
upon the direct physical control of landed property and people to one based upon the
increasingly indirect control through commodity exchange and, in particular, through
the exchange of the commodity of labour power, and that this real historical process
is a real process of social abstraction which thus requires appropriate theoretical
abstraction for its analysis. It is because the economic is the most abstract and funda-
inental form of the social relation within capitalism that it is primary both theoretically
and actually, but as a historically specific represcntation of a predeterminate material
relationship.

It is the real existence of this abstract economic level of extended commodity
production that allows for the development of an increasing division of labour and
thtis for the development of the specific superstructural forms of capitalism. Thus the
relative autonomy of the superstructure is a real and increasingly central characteristic
of capitalism, but it is itself determined at the level of the economic and ultimately
it is a form, at two levels of mediation, of a material relation which also remains
determinant in and through the economic.
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The inadequacies of existing Marxist theory
From this perspective available historical materialist theories are inadequate to deal
with the real practical challenges they face largely because they offer reductionist
explanations which favour either a simple economic determinism or an ideological
autonomy, thus failing to analyse and explain precisely that which makes the object
of analysis centrally significant, namely the relationship between the economic and
the ideological. Thus we arc offered the following.

(a) An unproblematic acceptance of the base/superstructure model drawn from
a partial reading of the German Ideology which, unargued, simply states that the
mass-media are ideological tools of ruling-class domination either through dircct
ownership or, as in the case of broadcasting, via ruling class control of the State. Such
a position neglects both the specific effects of subordinating cultural production and
reproduction to the general logic of capitalist commodity production and the specifi-
cities of the varying and shifting relationships between economic, ideological and
political levels within actual concrete historical moments. Milliband in Marxism and
Politics expresses a classic version of this theory:
Whatever else the immense output of the mass media is intended to achieve, it is also intended
to help prevent the development of class-consciousness in the working class and to reduce as
much as possible any hankering it might have for a radical alternative to capitalism. The ways
in which this is attempted are endlessly different; and the degree of success achieved varies
considerably from country to country and from one period to another-there are other in-
fluences at work. But the fact remains that ’the class which has the means of material production
at its disposal’ does have, ’control at the same time of the means of mental production’: and
that it does seek to use them for the weakening of opposition to the established order. Nor is
the point much affected by the fact that the state in almost all capitalist countries ’owns’ the
radio and television-its purpose is identical (Milliband, 1977: 50).
It should be noted here that for all its philosophical sophistication the Althusserian
position on ISA represents little if any advance on this position, as indeed Simon
Clarke (1977) has correctly noted with respect to the Milliband/Poulantzas contro-
versy.

(b) Secondly, and in partial reaction against this classic Marxist explanation of
the role of the mass-media, we are offered an elaboration of the relative autonomy of
the superstructure and within the superstructure of the ideological and political
levels. All such theories in their effort to reject economism or, as Althusser puts it,
’the idea of a &dquo;pure and simple&dquo; non-overdetermined contradiction’, to a greater or
lesser extent have also removed economic determinacy, i.e. as Althusser again puts it,
in such thcories ’the lonely hour of the &dquo;last instance&dquo; never comes’ (Althusser, r969:
113). This general position has rightly developed the insights of the Frankfurt School
into the importance of the superstructure and of mediation, while damagingly
neglecting a crucial component of the Frankfurt School’s original position, namely
the fact that under monopoly capitalism the superstructure becomes precisely in-
dustrialized ; it is invaded by the base and the base/superstructure distinction breaks
down but via a collapse into the base rather than, as is the tendency with the post-
Althusserian position, via the transformation of the base into another autonomous ‘

superstructural discourse.
In our age the objective social tendency is incarnate in the hidden subjective purpose of
company directors, the foremost among whom are in the most powerful sectors of industry-
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steel, petroleum, electricity and chemicals. Culture monopolies are weak and dependant in
comparison. They cannot afford to neglect their appeasement of the real holders of power if
their sphere of activity in mass-society is not to undergo a series of purges (Adomo and Hork-
heimer, i9’7’7: 35I).

The truth of this original insight is demonstrated monthly as firms in the cultural
sector are absorbed into large industrial conglomerates and brought under the sway
of their business logic. Indeed, the real weakness of the Frankfurt School’s original
position was not their failure to realize the importance of the base or the economic,
but insufficiently to take account of the economically contradictory nature of the
process they observed and thus to see the industrialization of culture as unproblematic
and irresistible. Those who have come after, while rightly criticizing the Frankfurt
School for its absence of concrete class analysis, an absence stemming precisely from
their insufficiently nuanced analysis of the economic level, in developing their theories
of the effectivity of the superstructure have, ironically, massively compounded the
original error.
The most distinguished exponent of the post-Althusserian position in Britain,

Stuart Hall, in his essay ’Culture, the Media and the Ideological Effect’ (Curran et al.,
1977), recognizes that there is a decisive relationship between the growth of the
mass-media and ’everything that we now understand as characterizing &dquo;monopoly
capitalism&dquo; ’, but at the same time refuses an analysis of this decisive rclationship
claiming that ’these aspects of the growth and expansion of the media historically
have to be left to one side by the exclusive attention given here to media as &dquo;ideo-

logical apparatuses&dquo;.’ Murdoch and Golding (1979) rightly criticize Hall and claim
that ’on the contrary the ways in which the mass-media function as &dquo;ideological
apparatuses&dquo; can only be adequately understood when thcy are systematically related
to their position as large scale commercial enterprises in a capitalist economic system
and if these relations are examined historically’. Hall’s failure to do this leads him to
explain the ideological effect in terms of pre-existent and ideologically predetermined
communicators or encoders choosing from a pre-existent and ideologically pre-
determined set of codes so that there is a systematic tendency of the media to re-
produce the ideological field of society in such a way as to reproduce also its structure
of domination. That is to say he offers the dcscription of an ideological process, but
not an explanation of why or how it takes place, except in tautological terms.

Moreover, he is led by his mode of analysis, as again Murdoch and Golding rightly
point out, to favour a specific and atypical instance of media practice, namely public
scrvice broadcasting and indeed within that, an atypical form, namely informational
broadcasting. While stressing that the production of the ideological effect requires
work and struggle, his mode of analysis does not allow him to deal, for instance, with
an important and developing moment in that struggle within the Press caused by a
contradiction between the crucial underpinning idea of a ’free press’ and the economic
pressures towards monopoly or the relationship precisely between the ideological
effect of broadcasting and the fact that it is perceived by its audience to be under
State control as opposed to the biased privately owned press.

(c) A further elaboration of the post-Althusserian position, popular within film
studies leads in its elaboration of a theory of autonomous discourses effectively to an
evacuation of the field of historical materialism, whatever its materialistic rhetoric,
placing its determinacy in the last instance on the unconscious as theorized within an
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essentially idealist, indeed Platonist, problematic. Such idiocies need detain us no
further.2

(d) Finally, Dallas Smythe, identifying the excessive stress on the autonomy of the
ideological level within Western Marxism as its ’Blind-spot’, rightly redirects our
attention away from the mass-media as ideological apparatuses and back to thcir
economic function within capitalism. But in so doing, he proposes an extreme
reductionist theory. For Smythe, any political economy of mass-media must be based
upon an analysis of its commodity form and for him the commodity form specific to
the mass-media is the Audience, that is to say, for Smythe, the crucial function of the
mass-media is not to sell packages of ideology to consumers, but audiences to advert-
iscrs. Now it is undoubtedly important to focus attention upon the ways in which the
mass-media manufacture and sell audiences as one moment in the complex circuit
of capital that structures the operation of the mass-media economically. Moreover,
to stress this moment as the crucial one and to concentrate on the mass-media’s

directly functional role for capital as advertising vehicles is undoubtedly a more
plausible reflection of reality in the North American context than it would be in

Europe. However, Smythe’s theory misunderstands the function of the commodity
form as an abstraction within Marxist economic theory and thus neglects the relation-
ship between specific forms of the commodity, in this case the audience, and the
commodity form in general. As a result, his theory lacks any sense of contradiction,
failing to account for the function of those cultural commodities directly exchanged,
failing to account for the role of the State, failing sufficiently to elaborate the function
for capital of advertising itself and, perhaps most crucially of all, failing to relate the
process of audience production by the mass-media to determinants of class and to
class-struggle.3 3

The ideological level

What problems is it, then, that a political economy of mass-communication attempts
to analyse. The research perspective, whose theoretical and historical basis I have

briefly outlined, attempts to shift attention away from the conception of the mass-
mcdia as ISAs and sees them first as economic entities with both a direct economic
role as creators of surplus value through commodity production and exchange and an
indirect role, through advertising, in the creation of surplus value within other
sectors of commodity production. Indeed, a political economy of mass-communica-
tion in part chooses its object of study precisely because it offers a challenge to the
Althusser JPoulantzas theorization of the social formation as structured into the

relatively autonomous levels of the economic, the ideological and the political. For
the major institutions of mass-communication, the press and broadcasting, although,
as will be analysed later, displaying notable differences of articulation, both at the
same time display the close inter-weaving within concrete institutions and within
their specific commodity forms of the economic, the ideological and the political.
«’hen we buy a newspaper we participate simultaneously in an economic exchange, in
subjection to or reaction against an ideological formation and often in a quite specific
act of political identification or at least involvement. We also know from historical

2 We intend to publish a detailed critique of this position in a forthcoming issue. In the meantime,
see Thompson (I978), Williams (I977) and Corrigan and Singer (I978) [Eds].

3 See Smythe (I977), Murdoch (I978), Smythe (I978) and Levant (I978).
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analysis of the development of the press that the nature of the political involvement
is quite specifically economically conditioned. Similarly, TV news is economically
determined within commodity production in general, performs an ideological function
and explicitly operates within politics, in terms of balance, etc.

While accepting that the mass media can be and are politically and ideologically
over-determined within many specific conjunctures, a political economy, as I (under-
stand it, rests upon ultimate determination by the economic (a level that itself always
remains problematic and to be defined in the process of analysis).

Indeed, one of the key fcatures of the mass media within monopoly capitalism has
been the exercise of political, and ideological domination through the economic.4 4
What concerns us in fact is firstly to stress, from the analytical perspective, the
validity of the base/superstructure model while at the same time pointing to and
analysing the ways in which the development of monopoly capitalism has industrial-
ized the superstructure. Indeed Marx’s own central insight into the capitalist mode of
production stressed its generalizing, abstracting drive; the pressure to reduce every-
thing to the equivalence of exchange value.

Before going on to examine the economic level and its specific articulations within
the cultural sphere, let us look at the relationship between the material conditions of
production (not, as we have seen, to be confused with the economic far less the
capitalist modes of such production, which are specific forms) on the one hand and
ideological forms on the other. That is to say how do we relate Williams’s correct
stress, within the limits indicated, upon the materiality of cultural production, to
Marx’s famous distinction ’between the material transformations of the economic
conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural
science, and the legal, political, aesthetic or philosophic-in short-ideological-
forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out’ (Marx,
1859)’
What the quotation from Marx underlines is the importance of the distinction

between the two levels, a distinction focused upon the difference between the itll-

conscious forces governing material production ’beyond our will’, etc. and the conscious
form of ideology. If we follow the Althusserians and make ideology an unconscious
process this crucial distinction is lost.
As far as the mass-media specifically are concerned this distinction points to the

need to distinguish between the media as processes of material production (whether
capitalist or not is precisely a question for analysis) on the one hand, and as sites
of ideological struggle on the other and the relationship between those two levels or
instances.
There are here two distinctions to be made. I think we can liken ideological practice

to what Marx called the ’real labour process’.
Looking at the process of production from its real side, i.e. as a process which creates new
use-values by performing useful labour with existing use values, we find it to be a real labour
process. As such its element, its conceptually specific components, are those of the labour
process itself, of any labour process, irrespective of the mode of production or the stage of
economic development in which they find themselves (Marx, i9~6).

That is to say the process of consciousness and of representation, for instance,
language, are real processes by which human beings socially appropriate their

environment (nature) which pre-exist and continue to exist within specifically

4 See J. Curran, ’Capitalism and Control of the Press I800-I979’, in Curran et al. (I977).
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capitalist modes of ideological production and indeed upon which these capitalist
modes rest.
The materiality of such ideological production qua ideology rests upon the fact that 

’

consciousness is a human transformation of ’real’ experience, it is in that sense

’practical knowledge’. Clearly therefore, the relationship of any particular instance of
ideological production to the totality of social experience will depend upon an
analysis of the experiential position of the human consciousness in question, e.g. the
conventional and simple definition of class consciousness as based upon the direct
experience of a given position within the capital/labour relationship. Of course in any
complex society such direct experience becomes highly mediated both diachronically
and synchronically. But its translation into forms of reprcsentation is nonetheless a
process of consciousness which is different from and in its forms has no necessary
correspondence with, the economic processes to which it relates or of which it is a

reprcsentation. Indeed as a representation it is precisely by definition distinct from
those processes which it represents.

Moreover ideological forms can never be simply collapsed into a system of exchange
values, i.e. the specifically capitalist mode of production, precisely because ideological
forms, forms of consciousness, are concerned with difference, with distinction; they
are by definition heterogeneous (as Marx himself remarked when discussing the
limited possibilities for the subsumption of ideological production under capitalism,
’I want the doctor and not his errand boy’). Whereas exchange value is precisely the
realm of equivalence.5

Material and mental production
In order to study the connection between intellectual and material production it is above all
essential to conceive the latter in its determined historical form and not as a general category.
For example, there corresponds to the capitalist mode of production a type of intellectual
production quite different from that which corresponded to the mediaeval mode of production.
Unless material production itself is understood in its specific historical form, it is impossible
to grasp the characteristics of the intellectual production which corresponds to it or the re-

ciprocal action between the two (Marx, 1963: 96-97).

We need to lay stress on and distinguish two distinct but related moments in a
historical materialist analysis of intellectual production.

(a) Culture as a superstructural phenomenon in relation to non-cultural modes of
material production, i.e. on the one hand, the dominant or hegemonic cultural
production paid for out of capitalist reveraue and, on the other, a subordinate working
class or oppositional culture paid for out of wages. Cultural production in this sense
and its articulations with the sphere of material production involves one specific
interpretation of the meaning in The German Ideology of ’control of the means of
mental production’, i.e. through the direct payment of ideologists and the necessary
maintenance of the physical instruments of their ideological production. It is within
that analytical perspective that we need to analyse the historical development of the
’historically specific needs’ of the working class and their sustenance of ’organic
intellectuals’ and of specific instruments of cultural production such as trade-unions.

(b) Culture as part of material production itself, directly subordinate to or at least
in a closely determined articulation with the laws of development of capital. This is 

’

both a latter historical phase, part of developing monopoly capitalism, the pheno-

5 For a detailed discussion of this problem see Baudrillard (I972, I975).
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menon dubbed ’the industrialization of culture’, but it also lives alongside the other
moment and in specific instances we need to analyse the interrelationship between
these two distinct modes of intellectual production within intellectual production
(Culture in its narrow sense) in general.

What, in gcneral, has been lost in Marxist studies of the mass mcdia is the precise
historical elaboration of what Marx and Engels meant in The German Ideology by
’control of the means of mental production’.

In general it is clear, I think, in The German Ideology that, reflecting the con-
temporary stage of capitalist development, Marx and Engels were concerned with the
payment of ideologists, of intellectuals, out of capitalist revenue. It is this perspective
that Raymond Williams picks up in the passage already cited. That is to say they
rightly saw that superstructural activities require a cohort of mental workers who
were not directly economically or materially productive and thus whose price of
reproduction must be borne by the sphere of material production. Since under

capitalism it was capitalists who were extracting this surplus, it was they who could
redistribute this surplus into superstructural activities of their choosing and by so
doing exert direct economic pressures on the ideologists who were their hired
servants.

The creation of surplus labour on the one side corresponds to the creation of minus labour,
relative idleness (or non-productive labour at best) on the other. This goes without saying as
regards capital itself; but holds then also for the classes with which it shares; hence of paupers,
flunkeys, lick-spittles, etc. living from the surplus product, in short, the whole train of retainers;
the part of the sen’ant class which lives not from capital but from revenue (lB1arx, rg~3 : 401).

This direct relationship remains important and should not be forgotten. That is to
say the working class also developed, out of its wages, a subordinate or counter
culture with its own ’organic intellectuals’ such as paid trade-union officials, co-
operative organizers, journalists, etc., but the surplus available for this purpose was
exiguous both really and comparatively, so that this direct ideological power was
decisively weighted in favour of capital and remains so. Compare a small organisation
like Counter Information Services with the public relations and research investment
of a major company. Look at the way in which large companies manipulate the legal
system by thcir ability to sustain expensive, long drawn out actions (e.g. the Thalido-
mide case). Look at the way media research itself has been and is significantly in-
fluenced by the flow of funds from vested commercial interests.
There now exists of course, as the division of labour has developed further, a more

mediated version of this employment of ideologists out of revenue, namely, as

Bourdieu has analysed, the creation of a subordinate fraction of the capitalist class
who possess cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, i97~). Just as younger sons of the
aristocracy went into Church and army, so now a section of the capitalist class

occupies key positions in the cultural sector. The class oilgins of ideological workers
remains an important but neglected aspect of media analysis. This does not of course
mean that such people necessarily reproduce ruling class ideology (see Engels and
William Morris for obvious counter examples). It does mean that there is a structural
tendency so to do.

jVeglect of this aspect of direct economic control of ideologists is reflected in
current discussion of the ideological role of the media where there is much sophisti-
cated discussion of professionalization, of heirarchies of discourse, of hegemonic and
subordinate codes, etc. discussions which often serve to mask a reality which is ever
present to those actually working in the media, namely the possibility of losing one’s

10
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job. This economic reality is of course often internalized by both employee and
employer in the form of the ideologies of professionalism or managerialism but it

remains nonetheless potent for that, indeed is the underpinning which professional-
ism requires. Once again, this was a fact that Adorno and Horkheimer did not make
the mistake of forgetting:
Under the private culture monopoly it is a fact that ’tyranny leaves the body free and directs
its attack at the soul’. The ruler no longer says, ’You must think as I do, or die’. He says, ’You
are free not to think as I do, your life, your property, everything shall remain yours, but from
this day on you are a stranger among us’. Not to conform means to be rendered powerless,
economically and therefore, spiritually-to be ’self-employed’. When the outsider is excluded
from the concern, he can only too easily be accused of incompetence. Whereas today in material
production the mechanism of supply and demand is disintegrating in the superstructure it

still operates as a check in the ruler’s favour.6

The second moment, upon which of course increasingly in the actual historical
development the former moment has come to depend, is the actual control by capital
within the process of commodity production of the means of cultural production.
This moment was clearly under-developed at the time when The German Ideology
was written but, while not entirely superceding the other moment as I have indicated,
it is this moment that has become crucial for an analysis of cultural reproduction
under monopoly capitalism.’ Within the sphere of cultural production the develop-
ment of specifically economic, industrial forms was in part possible precisely because
of the effect of the other moment, i.e. working class powers of cultural resistance
were weakened. A good example of this is R. Williams’ suggestion that the popular
success of ITV and of the general invasion of American commercialized cultural
forms was a reaction on the part of the working class to the liberating overthrow of a
particular hegemonic cultural formation represented by the BBC. It is in particular
on the implications of this second moment that I wish to concentrate, i.e. the effects
of the imposition of capital logic upon cultural production.
As I have indicated there has been a tendency to see such an imposition as ideo,

logically non-contradictory. One must stress at the outset that this is not so. Because
capital controls the means of cultural production in the sense that the production
and exchange of cultural commodities becomes the dominant forms of cultural

relationship, it does not follow that these cultural commodities will necessarily
support, either in their explicit content or in their mode of cultural appropriation,
the dominant ideology. Indeed as Terry Lovell has recently stressed and as, once
again, Adorno and Horkheimer made clear, the cultural commodity possesses an
inherent contradiction, a contradiction which, as with the other contradictions
within the capitalist mode of production, may be profoundly subversive, Whether
6 Adorno and Horkheimer, ’The Dialectic of Enlightenment’, in Curran et al. (I977: I33, 358-359).
7 But note Marx’s own comments in the Grundrisse, p. 532:

The highest development of capital exists when the general conditions of the process of social production
are not paid out of deduction from the social revenue, the state’s taxes&mdash;where revenue and not capital
appears as the labour fund, and where the worker, although he is a free wage worker like any other,
nevertheless stands economically in a different relation&mdash;but rather out of capital as capital. This shows
the degree to which capital has subjugated all conditions of social production to itself, on the one side;
and, on the other side, hence, the extent to which social reproduction wealth has been capitalised and
all needs are satisfied through the exchange form (Marx’s italics).

8 See T. Lovell (I979) and Adorno and Horkheimer:
Nevertheless the culture industry remains the entertainment business. Its influence over the consumer
is established by entertainment; that will ultimately be broken not by an outright decree, but by the
hostility inherent in the principle of entertainment to what is greater than itself (in Curran et al., I977:
36I).
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it is or not depends upon a concrete analysis of a specific conjuncture. Before turning
to the general implications of the proposition that one definition of the control of the
means of mental production is the take-over of large areas of cultural production and
reproduction by capitalist commodity production, what the proposition leads one to
question is that stress on intentionality which we find in theories such as that of
Milliband. It is quite clear in Marx’s analysis of Capital that he wished to distinguish
firmly between the logic of capital and the intention of individual capitalists, even
at the economic, let alone the ideological, level:

The fact that baking, shoemaking, etc. are only just being put on a capitalist basis in England
is entirely due to the circumstances that English capital cherished feudal preconceptions of
’respectability’. It was ’respectable’ to sell Negroes into slavery, but it was not respectable to
make sausages, shoes or bread (Marx, t976: 1014., footnote).

It is perhaps worth noting in passing that this characteristic of British capital still
operates with respect to the mcdia, which still carry a certain bohemian, mountebank
and marginal reputation. Hence the characteristics of the particular capitals who
started ITV for instance or who developed the British film industry in the 1930S or
the role of colonial capital via Beaverbrook and Murdoch in the British Press. Such
attitudes still affect the Tory party in its ambivalent relation to commercial broad-

casting.
The function fulfilled by the capitalist is no more than the function of capital-viz. the
valorization of value by absorbing living labour-executed consciously and willingly. The
capitalist functions only as personified capital, capital as a person, just as the worker is no more
than labour personified (3.Marx, i9~6: 989).

What this quotation points to is the importance of not viewing capitalists, for

analytical purposes, as unified subjects. That is to say a given person or group can
only be described as capitalist in those moments when s/he or they are acting in
conscious and willed accord with the logic of capital accumulation. Thus there may
well be many such conscious, willed actions, never mind unconscious actions, that
are contradictory to the logic of capital, of course always within determinate limits.
There may be therefore a clear divergence between the functions of capital within the
material process of mental production and the conscious, willed intentions of the
capitalist or of their ideologues. We cannot predict a priori which at any time will be
predominant, e.g. how long a Harmsworth, a Beaverbrook or a Thomson will keep a
loss-making newspaper going for reasons of social prestige or political power, although
clearly the outer limits of such possibilities of deviation by the individual capitalist
will be determined by the norms of capital’s logic.

There is then, and this cannot be sufficiently stressed, no necessary coincidence
between the effects of the capitalist process proper and the ideological needs of the
dominant class. On the contrary the entire thesis of capital points to the opposite
conclusion.

This, for instance, effects assumptions concerning the relationship between

capital and the State. To take one example, the proportion of the budget of the COI I
that has to be devoted to paid access to the media, i.e. the use of paid advertising for
Government propaganda or information, has risen in the last decade from 20% to
5o%. Such evidence can be interpreted in two ways. Either there is an observable
conflict between the ideological needs of the State and the accumulation process
within the media sector (lcaving aside the question of whether the State is in fact the
representative of capital or of the dominant class and therefore whether such a
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conflict would represent a contradiction between the economic and ideological needs
of that class in general or whether it represents a contradiction between the ideological
needs of capital in general versus the economic needs of a class fraction who control
the media sector). Alternatively, this evidence can be interpreted to show the in-
creasing sway of capitalist logic over the political and ideological level, i.e. forcing it
to work increasingly through direct exchange relations within the economic.

This question of intentionality within ideological production is, of course, central
to the media debate, within both the bourgeois and Marxist problematic. That is to
say one argument runs, for instance the Frankfurt School tradition, that the mass
media are important because monopoly capitalism has moved from direct coercion
of the working class, for instance within the labour process, to ideological coercion
as its preferred method of domination and the mass-media or ISA’s are crucial in this
process.

But do we in fact require this shift onto the terrain of ideology in order to explain
the absence of direct coercion. Marx himself on the contrary saw the avoidance of
such coercion as central to the economic mechanism of capitalism. That is to say the
abstraction of exchange value, the wage-form, etc. were in themselves quite powerful
enough to explain the dominance of capital and indeed that this non-coercive domin-
ance was both historically necessary and progressive. Bourdieu has developed this
general proposition.9
Thus at the level of material production, of the life process in the realm of the social-for that
is what the process of production is-we find the same situation that we find in religion at the
ideological level, namely the inversion of subject into object and vice-versa. Viewed historically
this inversion is the indispensable transition without which wealth as such, i.e. the relentless
productive forces of social labour, which alone can form the material base of a free human
society, could not possibly be created by force at the expense of the majority (Marx, i976: g90).

Mental production and capitalist commodity production
Let us now turn back to look at mental production, of which the mass media are an
example, as processes of capitalist production and at the implications for our modes
of social communication of the subsumption by capital of the real forms of ideological
production.

This needs to be looked at historically, i.e. unlike the capital logic or capital
derivation school we must not see capitalism as a mode of production which arrives
sui generis and then sprouts a social formation like dragon’s teeth. It is rather a

specific form which grew within a pre-existing social formation and is involved in a
process of expansion and conquest of non-capitalist sectors, a process which is

incomplete and contradictory. This process of expansion involves both the sub-
sumption of other areas of material production and pre-capitalist forms of economic
organisation and also of non-economic activity under the sway of the economic in its
capitalist form.

9 See Bourdieu (I97I: I83-I97):
It is in the degree of objectification of the accumulated social capital that one finds the basis of all
pertinent differences between the modes of domination ... Objectification guarantees the permanence
and cumulativity of material and symbolic acquisition which can thus subsist without agents having to
recreate them continuously and in their entirety by deliberate action; but, because the profits of their
institutions are the object of differential appropriation, objectification also and inseparably ensures the
reproduction of the structure of distribution of the capital which, in its various forms, is the precondition
for such appropriation, and in so doing, reproduces the structure of the relation of dominance and
dependence (p. I84).
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When examining mass communication within predominantly capitalist social
formations we must not make the mistake of assuming that they are therefore neces-
sarily capitalist, i.e. we cannot make the easy ellision Milliband makes betwcen those
sectors controlled by private capital and those controlled by the State. Nor can wc
assume that all non-State sectors are in fact capitalist. Indeed the relationship
between pre-capitalist and capitalist forms within the media sector is a significant
feature both economically and ideologically, i.e. the relationship between notions of
creative freedom, freedom of the Press, the Fourth Channel debate, community
communication, etc. This relationship significantly determines the forms of the

struggle within the media over the labour process.
Thus artisanal modes of labour organization ranging from individual craft produc-

tion, i.e. the authorship of a book, to the small group, i.e. the independent film
company or record producer, remain common and important within the cultural
sphere. Such residues have been the focus for struggle against the logic of capital and
have produced a powerful anti-economic cultural ideology (see the whole culture/
society tradition). Nonetheless in certain instances such artisanal organization may be
functional for capital so long as capital controls the means of mass reproduction of the
authorial product and of the means of mass distribution, because it ensures the

necessary production of a range of heterogeneous cultural artefacts from which

capital can choose for further exploitation without capital having to bear the risks and
overheads for this production which are born directly by labour. Indeed, the ideology
of creative freedom can be used by capital to keep their labour force divided and
weak and with no control over the strategic moments of the total labour process.
Thus, for instance, while the Open Broadcasting Authority will be fought for by
cultural workers under the banner of creative freedom and against the apparent
interests of capital in the form of ITV, such a structure of small-scale freelance
production, if it were to be realized, would be more functional for capital in general
than an extension of the present structure, because it would open British broadcasting
more fully both to advertising and to the pressures of the international market.lo
Nor must we make the mistake of assuming an easy equation between private

ownership and capitalism.
Where capital still appears only in its elementary forms such as commodities ... or money, the
capitalist manifests himself in the already familiar character of the owner of money or com-
modities. But such a person is no more a capitalist in himself than money or commodities are
capital in themselves. They become translated into capital only in certain specific circumstances
and their owners likewise become capitalist only when these circumstances obtain (Marx, ig76:
976).

What then are these circumstances? The central characteristic of capital is growth or
accumulation.

In itself the sum of money may only be defined as capital if it is employed, spent, with the aim
of increasing it, if it is spent expressly in order to increase it. In the case of the sum of value
or money this phenomenon is its destiny, its inner law, its tendency, while to the capitalist,
i.e. the owner of the sum of money, in whose hands it shall acquire its function, it appears as
intention, purpose (Marx, ig76: 976).

Thus to examine the specifically capitalist mode of media production we need to
see the ways in which capital uses the real process of media production in order to
increase its value, in order to grow, and the barriers which are placed in the way of

10 For a fuller elaboration of the modes of labour organization within capitalist cultural industries, see
Huet et al. (I978).
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this process either by the inherent contradictions of the process itself or by external
forces.

At a minimum in order to accumulate capital must bring living labour into the
production process by exchanging in the sphere of circulation through the wage
bargain. It must combine this living labour in a determinate manner with objectified
labour as means of production (raw materials and instruments) in the production of
a commodity in the exchange of which surplus value will be realized.

In a fully constituted capitalist mode based upon relative surplus value and com-
petition between capitals this process of growth requires ever increased productivity
and ever widening markets.

Historically the sphere of mental production or non-material production presented
and continues to present important barriers to this process and the forms and dyna-
mics of the mass media can in part be understood as resulting from a continuous
attempt to surmount those barriers and from the concretely various successes and
failures of this attempt.
We thus start from the historical materialist assumption that the development of

capitalism or the capitalist mode of production is:
(a) a contradictory process;
(b) not yet complete.

The contradictory nature of the process is in part intrinsic, i.e. the conflict between

capital and labour, the conflict between capital accumulation and the socialization
of the forces and relations of production, the conflict between the drive to accumulate
through the extraction of relative surplus value and labour power as the creator of
surplus value, a contradiction expressed in the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.

In part the contradictions are extrinsic, that is to say related precisely to the re-
lationship between developing capitalism and the non-capitalist areas of the social
formation. The necessary expansion of the valorization process is not a process of
automatic expansion; it comes up against social and political barriers; it needs to

conquer physical barriers, e.g. communication and transport; it requires the necessary
accumulation of capital, ctc.
We see these contradictions in the field of mass-media:

(a) in resistances both actual and ideological to the industrialization of the artisanal
modes of cultural production;

(b) in the conflicts between national and international capitals, sometimes mediated
through the State and sometimes direct, e.g. the split in the Tory party over the
original introduction of commercial broadcasting-or the developing struggle
over national versus supra-national control of European satellite broadcasting-
or the existence of quotas on the importation of foreign film and TV material;

(c) growring Third World demand for a New World Information Order.
The problem with cultural and informational goods is that, because their use value is
almost limitless, i.e. cannot be destroyed or consumed by use, it is extremely difficult
to attach an exchange value to them. They are in fact, in general, classic public
goods. What we are considering is what Marx called ’non-material production’.
Marx discusses such production in the context of a discussion of the distinction
between productive and non-productive labour (whether such a distinction can be
maintained and, if so, its analytical significance, is a matter of general importance
within the field of the political economy of culture which we cannot pursue further
here). In brief, Marx clearly foresaw difficulties in subsuming non-material production
under capitalism. He identified two possible forms of such production:
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(I) It results in commodities which exist separately from the producer, i.e. they can circulate
in the intern-al between production and consumption as commodities, e.g. books, paintings
and all products of art as distinct from the artistic achievement of the practising artist. Here
capitalist production is possible only within very narrow limits. Apart from such cases as, say,
sculptors who employ assistants, these people (where they are not independent) mainly work
for merchants capital, e.g. booksellers, a pattern that is only transitional in itself and can only
lead to a capitalist mode of production in the formal sense. Nor is the position altered by the
fact that exploitation is at its greatest precisely in these transitional forms.

(2) The product is not separable from the act of producing. Here too the capitalist mode of
production occurs only on a limited scale and in the nature of the case it can only operate in
certain areas (I want the doctor not his errand boy). For example, in teaching institutions the
teacher can be no more than wage-labour for the entrepreneur of the learning factory. Such
peripheral phenomena can be ignored when considering capitalist production as a whole.

(iB1arx, 1976: 1047-1048).

This passage would be worth lengthy analysis. At this stage I would only like to
point to the following.

(a) The relevance of example (i) for the debate between Marcuse and Benjamin
concerning the role of the aura of a work of art and the effect on that aura of the
attempt to subject culture production to at least the forces of capitalist production.l

(b) The nced to look, with reference to the observation concerning the degree of
exploitation in this field, at the evidence of the persistent low pay of cultural workers
and the extent to which even the most advanced sectors of capitalist cultural produc-
tion depend upon drawing relative surplus value from sectors which still operate a
pre-capitalist artisanal mode of economic organization. 12

(c) The above relates to the need to examine the relationship between lVIarx’s
belief that capitalist production of cultural goods was possible only within very
narrow limits, the phenomenon of Baumol’s disease (Baumol and Bowen, 1976) and
the ever increasing pressure on the State to intervene in the cultural sector.

(d) Similar considerations are raised by Marx’s second example where the product
is not separable from the act of producing, thus raising strict limits to productivity
and thus raising relative costs.
The economic contradictions that arise from the nature of cultural commodities

takes different forms within different sectors of the media and at different historical
moments.

Five main ways have been adopted in an attempt to circumvent the problem.
(a) Copyright. This is in effect an attempt to commoditize information via the

uniqueness of authorship or by turning the author into a commodity. But this only
works if you either then make the commodity scarce, i.e. stress its uniqueness. eve
see this in the economics of the art market. Or if you control supply, i.e. control
access to the means of reproduction such as printing presses and film laboratories.
However, if such control is used to over-price it will encourage the development of
pirating alternatives. This is now a major problem internationally for the cultural
industries in records, books, films and even TV programmes.

(b) Control of access to consumption through a box-office mechanism at the point
of sale and/or through economic control of the channels of distribution, i.e. news-

papers and cinema.
-The problem here is that such control is resistant to economies of scale and as the

11 See Benjamin (I977) for the positive view and Marcuse (I972) for the negative view.
12 See Huet et al. (I978) for theoretical elaboration and Krust (I977) for data. See also discussion

in Owen, Beebe and Manning (I974), which shows, from a neo-classical perspective that the so-called
economic efficiency of US TV depends upon high unemployment in Hollywood.
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theatre found when faced by the cinema and the cinema when faced by broadcasting,
is highly susceptible to competition from more efficient technologies of reproduction
and distribution. However, as broadcasting demonstrates, the massive economies of
scale produced by these more efficient means of distribution by destroying the box
office, i.e. by making access open, create major problems of creating the necessary
moment of exchange.

(c) Built-in obsolescence through the manipulation of time. This was the great
achievement of the newspaper which, by creating rapidly decaying information,
created thereby a constant need to re-consume. But this manipulation of time has
its limits since consumption time is physically limited. (The central importance of
time within the economics of the mass-media is a subject to which I intend to give
substantive trcatment in a subsequent article.)

(d) The creation, packaging and sale, not of cultural and informational goods to
direct consumers, but of audiences to advertisers (Smythe, 1977).

(e) State patronage.
The inherent tendency towards the socialization of cultural and informational

goods has always given the State an important role in this field from the days of
direct patronage of cultural workers by King, Aristocracy and Church via the early
subsidy of newspapers by governments and political parties, through public libraries
and public education, to the key contemporary example of broadcasting.

In brief therefore, the specific nature of the commodity form within cultural
production leads to a constant problem of realization and thus to a two-way pressure
either towards advertising finance or towards State finance. We find these pressures
quite clearly at the moment in the growing controversy over sponsorship in sport
and the arts. 13
The questions these pressures raise is in what ways (a) advertising and (b) State

intervention in this sphere is functional or disfunctional for capitalism in general on
the one hand and on the other the effect of such pressures upon cultural production
itself.

The modes of extraction and distribution of the cultural surplus
Since all cultural forms are material in the sense that they take time which will only
be available after the needs of physical reproduction are satisfied, the material

requirements of the cultural process must be extracted as surplus from direct material
production. As we have seen this can be done by paying for cultural production
directly out of revenue. But as Marx remarked of capitalism in general, it has found it
more efficient as a means of control to extract surpluses directly by means of economic
processes. Thus the developments of the capitalist mode of production and its
associated division of mental and manual labour has lead to the development of the
extraction of the necessary surplus for the maintenance of cultural production and
reproduction directly via the commodity and exchange form. But this process will
only take place to the extent that:

(a) there is surplus capital searching for opportunities for valorization;
(b) the anticipated rate of profit in the chosen sphere of cultural production is at

least as high as that available elsewhere.

13 See, for instance, P. Harland (I978) and recent correspondence in the Times concerning the Arts
Council’s expression of disapproval of its grant recipients giving too large a billing to commercial
sponsors at the expense of itself.
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Where these conditions do not exist cultural processes will have to continue to be
undertaken by the direct transfer of resources, i.e. by the expenditure of surplus.
This may take place under thc following conditions.

(a) By capitalist as individuals or groups funding such activities, e.g. the classic
model of arts patronage. Such a form may be sustained within the contemporary
capitalist social formation by means of tax concessions. It may be channelled through
charitable foundations, etc.

Such funding leads to direct ideological control, legitimated as the cultural extension
of private property, namely personal taste. This sphere can give rise to significant
political battles, e.g. the wealth tax/national heritagc debate.

But examples within the media field are the direct subsidy of newspapers by
political parties or by politically ambitious individuals, e.g. Beaverbrook, Goldsmith
and possibly now Broakes and Matthews, the new owners of the Express Group and
Morgan-Grampian.

(b) Via the State. Here electronic communication is the key case. The exact mix in
the field of both telephonic and broadcast communication between the State and
capital needs examination state by state. As any superficial examination will show, key
differences between Western Europe and the United States give the lie to any simple
capital logic explanation of how the particular economic and institutional forms,
within which electronic communication has developed, have arisen.
The explanation of such differences and the present conjunctural relations between

national capitals and the State, between states and between international capital and
states in this area would have to take account of the following.

( i ) The structures of national capitals.
(2) The existing State structure, i.e. federal structure of US and Gcrmany as

opposed to centralized structure of Britain and even more, France.
(3) The strategic requirements of the State, e.g. the State-inspired creation of RCA

as thc first step in a long history of the US government’s explicit geo-political
involvement in communication, the clearest case of which is satellites, such a
policy requiring intervention to restructure national capitals.

(4) The balance of forces between sections of capital and the relations of that
balance of force to the State’s assessment of both economic and strategic
requirements, e.g. the foundation of the BBC in which we see an interaction
between the nceds of the nascent British electronic industry, which the State
wished to foster both for strategic and economic reasons, but which was only
interested in the sales of hardware and was able to shift the expense and

ideological problems of programme production onto the State, because the
State needed also to take account both of the economically and politically
powerful British press, which was opposed to competition for advertising and
of a culturally conservative and elitist ruling class fraction,14

To sum up, historically the development of the material process known as the
superstructure depended upon the availability of a surplus in the sphere of direct
material production, i.e. the sphere of the extraction, shaping and consumption of
nature. Historically the shape of that superstructure is determined by the social
relations of production, because it is these social relations that determine the distribu-
tion of that surplus. For example, Athenian democracy as a form of political practice
depends directly materially upon the slave economy that supported it by making time

14 For a discussion of the relationship between the French State and private capital in the develop-
ment of the electronic audio-visual field in general, see Flichy (I978) and Huet et al. (I978).
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available for political activity to a non-productive class. Such directly material
considcrations remain important, i.e. in a planned economy like the Soviet Union
dircct choices have to be made between for instance producing more shoes or the
paper for more newspapers. Such considerations may be acute in the planning of
media systems in Third World countries and indeed it is the influencing of such
decisions in the interest not of the indigenous economy or social formation but of a
forcign high surplus economy that is one of the matters at issue in the media imperial-
ism debate. It is a less obvious form of the starvation caused in some countries by the
development of industrialized agriculture serving a world market. Under devcloping
capitalism the means of cultural production may be provided either in commodity
form as part of the accumulation process, e.g. records or as part of the realization

process of other sectors of the capitalist economy, e.g. advertising or directly out of
capitalist revenue, e.g. arts patronage or the Thomson family and Tlze Times or through
the State.
Each of the above means of surplus distribution to the cultural sphere will different-

ially affect the ways in which the dominant class controls the means of cultural
production. Different contradictions will come into play, contradictions which need
to be specifically analysed in each conjunctural case. Not only are these contradictions
intrinsic to each subsidiary mode of cultural production but there are also contra-
dictions which arise because of conflicts between them, e.g. between broadcasting
whether state or private and the press, a conflict in its turn differentially mediated
through competition for readers/viewers and through competition for advertising.

The industrialization of culture

While drawing different conclusions as to the significance of the phenomenon both
bourgeois and Marxist economists agree that the current phase of capitalist develop-
ment is characterized by the following.

(a) Unprecedented capital concentration in all the key traditional manufacturing
sectors accompanied in general by a rising surplus.

(b) A resulting problem of valorization which drives surplus capital in search of
other areas of investment.

(c) An associated development of the so-called service sector characterized by the
industrialization of sectors which were either more primitively organised or, as
in the sphere of domestic labour, altogether outside the market.

These tendencies are now rapidly affecting the whole cultural, mass-media sector.
This has been extensively documented by A. Mattelart in his recent ’Multi-nationales
et systeme de communication’ and, for France, by A. Huet et al. in their ’Capitalisme
et industries culturelles’. So all I wish to do here, is point out certain key aspects and
examples of this tendency.

This absorption of the sphere of reproduction into full-scale commodity production
is characterized by the following.

(a) Increased international competition and the resulting take-over of domestic,
national publishing companies, advertising agencies, private broadcasting
stations etc. by multinational companies. See, for instance, the example of
Phillips given at the start of this piece. This competition also leads to increasing
penetration by international media products, particularly Anglo-Saxon.l5

15 It should be noted that from this point of view the UK is in a privileged position since it is second
only to the USA as a media exporter.
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(b) A sharpening struggle within cultural production over the labour process in an
attempt by capital to increase productivity in a sector which is notoriously
resistant to such increases. This struggle has been most marked recently in the
newspaper industry with the present dispute at Times Newspapers bcing the
most notorious and current example in Britain.

(c) Increasingly persistent attempts to open up new markets in order to absorb
excess capital. The most obvious example of this is the increasing pressure
throughout Western Europe to privatize public broadcasting. See, for instance,
the case of Italy, but the current crisis in the financing of the BBC and Annan’s
proposals for an advertising financed O.B.A. must be seen in this light.

(d) Attempts to open up new markets for both cultural hard-ware and soft-ware by
introducing new communication technologies, such as cable TV, satellites,
Teletext, etc. Because of the huge infrastructural investments involved and the
comparatively low rate of return on such investments these moves involve
close alliances between capital and the State in an attempt to get the tax-payer
to carry the cost of the distribution system, while private capital takes the
profits from the sale of hardware and from the subsequent development of a
consumer durable market in such items as teletex decoders and of a software

market, e.g. Pay TV. The full development of this push into new technologies
has undoubtedly been slowed down significantly by the current recession in
the Western economies, but the long-term implications for national cultures,
for class cultures and for freedom of expression of all these trends, not only in
the Third World where the problem is dramatized as media imperialism, but
in the capitalist heartlands, are profoundly significant.

Thus I return to where I started by reiterating that the development of political
economy in the cultural sphere is not a mere matter of theoretical interest but of
urgent practical political priority. So long as Marxist analysis concentrates on the
ideological content of the mass media it will be difficult to develop coherent political
strategies for resisting the underlying dynamics of development in the cultural
sphere in general which rest firmly and increasingly upon the logic of generalized
commodity production. In order to understand the structure of our culture, its

production, consumption and reproduction and of the role of the mass media in that
process, we increasingly need to confront some of the central questions of political
economy in general, the problem of productive and non-productive labour, the
relation between the private and public sectors and the role of the State in capitalist
accumulation, the role of advertising within late capitalism, etc.
As long ago as 1060, Asa Briggs wrote in his Fisher Memorial Lecture:

The provision of entertainment has never been a subject of great interest either to economists or
to economic historians-at least in their working hours. Yet in 20th century conditions it
is proper to talk of a highly organized entertainment industry, to distinguish within it between
production and distribution, to examine forces making for competition, integration, concentration
and control and to relate such study to the statistics of national income and output, the develop-
ment of advertising, international economic relations and-not least-to the central economic
concept of the market which, in the 20th century, is as much concerned with leisure as it is with
work (Briggs, ig6o).

Nearly two decades later that research gap remains and there has been little
coherent effort to understand the process known as ’the industrialization of culture’,
a process by which, as Briggs put it, ’Massive market interests have come to dominate
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an area of life which, until recently, was dominated by individuals themselves’
(Briggs, i 960).
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