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The relationship between the news media and the machinery of public policy is not merely incidental; it is a 

fundamental structural alignment that dictates the flow of information, the shaping of public opinion, and the 

eventual codification of law. In the seminal work Agents of Power: The Media and Public Policy , J. Herbert

Altschull presents a rigorous examination of how media systems across the globe serve as instruments of social

control and political influence. This analysis moves beyond the romanticized notion of the "independent press" to

explore a more technical, deterministic reality: that all media are agents of the power centers that finance them.

Understanding this dynamic requires a deep dive into the political economy of communication, the mechanics of

agenda-setting, and the specific laws of journalism that Altschull identifies as universal. Whether operating under a

market-based capitalist system, a state-controlled communitarian model, or a developing nation's framework, the

media's primary function remains constant: to facilitate the goals of those who hold the levers of economic and

political authority.

The Theoretical Framework of Media as Agents of Power

Altschull’s central thesis challenges the traditional Western view of the press as a "Fourth Estate"—an independent 

watchdog keeping power in check. Instead, he proposes that the press is an agent of power. This conceptual

framework is built upon several core pillars that explain the operational constraints of journalistic output.

1. The Paradox of Independence

While journalists often perceive themselves as independent actors governed by professional ethics, Altschull

argues that their autonomy is bounded by the parameters set by the owners and financiers of the media outlets. In

a technical sense, the "independence" of a journalist is a variable that fluctuates based on the proximity of the

subject matter to the core interests of the funding entity.

2. Media as a Tool of Social Control

Social control is maintained through the dissemination of dominant ideologies. By selecting which stories are 

"newsworthy" and which perspectives are marginalized, the media perform a gatekeeping functionthat stabilizes

the existing social order. This process is not always through overt censorship but through the subtle normalization

of specific policy directions.

Altschull’s Seven Laws of Journalism

To understand the technical operations of media systems globally, Altschull synthesized what he termed the "Seven

Laws of Journalism." These laws provide a blueprint for analyzing how power is translated into information.

•  Law 1: In all press systems, the news media are agents of those who exercise political and economic power. 

Media are not independent, although they may have the power to independent action within limits.

•  Law 2: The content of the news media always reflects the interests of those who finance them.

•  Law 3: All press systems are based on a belief in free expression, although that freedom is defined in different 

ways.



•  Law 4: All press systems differ in their vision of what is true and what is objective.

•  Law 5: Schools of journalism and communication act as transmitters of the ideology of the power system they 

serve.

•  Law 6: The media in any society are reflective of the history and the culture of that society.

•  Law 7: The press of one country is not necessarily more free or less free than the press of another; they are 

merely free in different ways.

Comparative Analysis of Global Media Systems

Altschull categorizes the world's media systems into three primary models. Each model employs different technical

mechanisms to align the media with public policy goals. The following table provides a side-by-side technical

evaluation of these systems.



Feature Market Model (Capitalist) Communitarian Model 
(Socialist)

Advancing Model 
(Developing)

Primary Funding Advertising and Private 
Capital

State Subsidies and Public 
Funds

Mixed State/Private/
Foreign Aid

Objective Profit and Consumer 
Information

Social Unity and 
Ideological Education

Nation Building and 
Stability

Control Mechanism Market Forces and 
Ownership Directives

Direct Government 
Oversight

Regulatory Licensing and 
Emergency Laws

Definition of News Commodity with 
Entertainment Value

Didactic Tool for Public 
Policy

Instrument for 
Developmental Goals

Technical Mechanics: How Media Shapes Public Policy

The transition from a raw event to a piece of public policy is a multi-stage technical workflow. The media serves as

the primary conduit through which this transformation occurs.

The Agenda-Setting Workflow

The Agenda-Setting Theory  posits that the media doesn't tell people what to think, but rather what to think about.

From a technical perspective, this involves:

1.  Salience Transfer: The process by which the importance of an issue in the newsroom (indicated by 

frequency and placement) is transferred to the public's perception of importance.

2.  Framing (Second-Level Agenda Setting): The selection of specific attributes or characteristics of a policy 

issue. By emphasizing "economic costs" over "environmental benefits" (or vice versa), the media frames the 

boundaries of the policy debate.

3.  Priming: Activating certain mental associations among the audience to influence their evaluation of political 

leaders or policy proposals.

The Policy-Media Feedback Loop

There is a mathematical relationship between the volume of media coverage and the speed of legislative action. 

Policymakers monitor media trends to determine which issues have sufficient "political capital." In many ways, the 

media acts as a real-time sensor networkfor the political class, gauging the threshold of public tolerance for

specific interventions.

Economic Determinism in Information Flow

Altschull’s second law—that content reflects the interests of the financier—is perhaps the most critical for technical

writers and policy analysts. In the modern era, this has evolved into a complex ecosystem of corporate ownership

and data-driven advertising. 

Case Study: The Consolidation of Media Ownership

In the late 20th century, the era of Altschull's 2nd edition, 

the world saw a massive consolidation of media entities. When a single corporation owns both a news network and 

a defense manufacturing firm, the reporting on military policy is structurally incentivized to favor interventions. This 

is not necessarily due to a direct order (covert control) but through the hiring of ideologically aligned editors and 



the marginalization of dissenting voices (structural control).

The Mathematics of Content Bias

We can conceptualize the bias in a media system using a simplified formula:

B = (F * I) / R

Where:B = Content Bias towards the status quo.F = Level of Financial Dependence on a single power source.I = 

Ideological alignment of the management.R = Diversity of Revenue streams (higher R leads to lower B).

The Media and Social Control: Mechanisms of Implementation

How does the media act as an "agent of power" in a practical, day-to-day sense? This is achieved through several

operational procedures:

1. The Use of Official Sources

Journalistic technical standards often dictate the use of "authoritative" sources. In practice, this means relying on 

government officials, corporate spokespeople, and university experts funded by the state. This creates a closed-

loop discourse where the only voices heard are those already integrated into the power structure.

2. The Marginalization of Dissent (The "Sphere of Deviance")

Media theorists Daniel Hallin identifies three spheres of discourse: the Sphere of Consensus, the Sphere of

Legitimate Controversy, and the Sphere of Deviance. Media agents of power actively move policy alternatives they

dislike into the Sphere of Deviance, making them appear irrational or impossible to the general public.

3. Information Subsidies

Policy-making bodies provide "information subsidies" in the form of press releases, pre-packaged video segments, 

and data briefings. For cash-strapped newsrooms, these subsidies are a technical necessity, but they allow the 

power center to dictate the narrative pre-emptively.

Operational Challenges and Failure Modes

While the media is a powerful agent, the system is not infallible. Operational failures occur when the gap between

the "mediated reality" and the "lived reality" of the population becomes too wide to bridge.

Common Failure Modes:

•  Cognitive Dissonance Overload: When the media reports economic prosperity while the public experiences a 

recession. This leads to a breakdown in the media's social control function.

•  The Fragmentation of the Global Audience: As Altschull noted in his 2nd edition, the "global" world makes it 

harder for a single power center to control the narrative, as audiences can access information from foreign agents 

of power.

•  Disruptive Technology: The shift from broadcast (one-to-many) to digital (many-to-many) allows for the 

emergence of "counter-agents" of power, though these are often quickly co-opted or suppressed by existing 

structures.

Step-by-Step Guide to Analyzing Media Influence on Policy

For technical analysts and policy researchers, Altschull’s framework provides a methodology for auditing media

influence. Follow these steps to conduct a technical media audit:



1.  Identify the Funding Matrix: List the primary revenue sources of the media outlet (e.g., government grants, 

private equity, advertising demographics).

2.  Map the Interlocking Directorates: Identify the board members and their affiliations with other political or 

economic entities.

3.  Analyze Source Frequency: Perform a quantitative content analysis of whose voices are represented in a 

specific policy debate.

4.  Evaluate the Framing Mechanism: Identify the "metaphorical frame" used. Is the policy described as a "war," 

a "market opportunity," or a "social crisis"?

5.  Measure the Information Subsidy Ratio: Determine how much of the reporting is based on primary research 

versus government-provided press releases.

The Evolution Toward a Global World

In the 2nd edition of Agents of Power, Altschull emphasizes the worldwide interaction of media. In a globalized

economy, the agents of power are no longer just national governments but transnational corporations and

international organizations (IMF, World Bank, UN). 

This creates a complex technical overlaywhere a local newspaper may serve as an agent for both a local political

party and a global financial interest. The interaction of these power centers often leads to policy contradictions,

where global economic requirements (austerity) clash with local political requirements (populism), with the media

caught in the middle, attempting to synthesize a coherent narrative for the public.

Synthesizing the Role of Media in the 21st Century

The enduring legacy of J. Herbert Altschull’s work is the realization that the media is never a neutral observer. It is a

vital component of the social and political infrastructure—a mechanism designed to facilitate the exercise of power.

For those seeking to influence or understand public policy, it is essential to view the media not as a mirror reflecting

society, but as a lens that focuses and directs the energy of power toward specific ends.

As we navigate an era of digital transformation and decentralized information, Altschull’s laws remain a necessary

corrective to the idealism of the past. The "agents" may have changed their tools—moving from printing presses to

algorithms—but the fundamental objective remains the same: the maintenance of social control and the

advancement of the interests of those who finance the system. To understand policy is to understand the power

that drives the press, and to understand the press is to recognize the invisible hand of policy at work in every

headline.
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