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Meritocracies are also problematic intellectually. Marxist sociologists have developed 
this argument to suggest that meritocracy is actually a political tool that serves to 
reproduce class inequality.

A meritocracy can, for example, be used to justify inequality. If it is believed that 
we live in a meritocratic society, then it can be argued that those who do less well do so 
because of some deficiency, rather than social context.

Indeed, research has shown that schools reproduce class values. In his famous 
ethnography of working-class young men in schools, Learning to Labour, Paul Willis (1977) 
argued that rather than providing these ‘lads’ with the possibility of going to university, 
the school actually trained them to become good (or obedient) manual labourers. Willis 
showed the ways in which schooling functioned so that working-class kids got working-
class jobs. At the same time, middle-class students were being trained to become 
managers and to rule over them.

And so we come to the potential reality of what our society really is. Perhaps it is not 
a meritocracy, where skill and merit is rewarded; perhaps, instead, it is a society which 
projects the illusion of meritocracy in order to justify and reproduce class inequality, and 
to keep the workers in their place.

Provoked? Read further:
Alon, S. & Tienda, M. (2007). Diversity, opportunity, and the shifting meritocracy in higher 

education. American Sociological Review, 72(4), 487–511.
McNamee, S.J. & Miller, R.K. (2009).  The Meritocracy Myth. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield.

Media
The media has the power to shape how we perceive the world and our place within it. 
Today, the media is hugely diverse and includes all sorts of  tools of  communication 
like TV, music, books and newspapers. Sociologists have studied traditional forms 
of  media like these and are increasingly turning their attention to the internet and 
social media. 

Political economy approaches to the media

Early research into culture and the media came from critical social theorists who 
saw the media as an institution that reproduced structures of  inequality in society. 
Scholars from the Frankfurt School were particularly important in understanding the 
role of  mass media in society. As discussed in Chapter 3, the School was named after 
its original home in Frankfurt, Germany. These scholars were forced to relocate to 
the US during the 1930s because of  the rise of  Fascism under the Nazi regime in 
Germany. As a result, they had witnessed first hand the importance of  the media in 
shaping public opinion (Wiggershaus 1994). In the US, the School flourished and 
important scholars like Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Leo Lowenthal and Jurgen 
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Habermas produced critical neo-Marxist accounts of  the power of  the mass media in 
entrenching and reproducing capitalism, which benefitted the wealthy and powerful.

One of  the most notable ideas to come out of  the Frankfurt School was 
Horkheimer and Adorno’s ([1947] 2002) notion of  the ‘culture industry’. They drew 
attention to the industrialization of  mass-produced culture, arguing that through 
this process, culture had become just as standardized and commodified as any other 
industry. They argued this development of  a culture industry embedded capitalism 
as the dominant economic model and induced people to work hard, for the benefit 
of  the wealthy and powerful elite. 

Members of  the Frankfurt School were particularly concerned about the 
integration of  the working class into the capitalist ideology. In traditional Marxist 
thought, the working class were imagined to be the instigators of  revolution so if  
they were also duped by mass communications into working hard and consuming 
goods, there would be little hope of  a revolution and an end to capitalism. 

These understandings of  the mass media as a capitalist industry owned by 
private interests are often referred to as political economy approaches. Based on 
Marxian principles (rather than the more political ideology of  Marxist views), 
political economy studies ‘the social laws of  production and distribution’ of  goods, 
recognizing that production and consumption are continual cycles (Lange 1963: 7). 
To understand mass media from a political economy perspective means recognizing 
the economic forces behind it. 

Central to these political economy approaches is the critique of  private ownership 
of  the media, which has tended to be concentrated in the hands of  a very small 
number of  international media magnates. The most famous magnate is probably 
Rupert Murdoch, who owns several global media outlets, including Fox News. 
Those who subscribe to a political economy perspective argue that this private 
ownership deliberately excludes particular ideas and people from the mainstream 
media (Golding & Murdock 1997). Voices which are represented in the media, then, 
are those unlikely to criticize the inequality of  power and wealth in contemporary 
society (we discuss this in further detail in Chapter 10). 

Herman and Chomsky (2002) theorized the importance of  ownership of  the 
media with their ‘propaganda model’. They argue that

the media serve, and propagandize on behalf  of, the powerful societal 
interests that control and finance them. The representatives of  these interests 
have important agendas and principles they want to advance and they are well 
positioned to shape and constrain media policy. (p. xii)

Countries where the media is State-owned also use the media to control the 
population. In China, for example, until the 1980s, all TV, newspapers, radio stations 
and magazines were owned by the government. This meant that the government 
controlled how it was represented and could ensure no dissenters were allowed to 
reach a mass audience through media. Although the media is increasingly privately 
owned in China, the government still retains a strong influence, particularly in 
censoring parts of  the internet for fear of  dissent and Western influence. There 
are around 3,000 websites which are currently inaccessible in China (including 
Google and Facebook), though maintaining this so-called Great Firewall of  China 
is increasingly challenging as the population becomes more computer savvy.
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Representation in the media

The mass media represents social life, people and events. 
Representation has traditionally meant the depiction of  an event or a group of  

people through selected words, images and videos which are implied to capture the 
‘full story’. That is, representations ‘stand in’ for actual events and enable us to know 
about what is happening in the world without actually being there and experiencing 
it. This clearly gives great power to the media. Events are re-presented to us by them, 
and that retelling is a moment of  considerable influence.

If  we take a political economy approach, these representations might further 
the priorities of  an individual or organization by showing events and people in one 
particular way. Sociologists have critiqued media representations of, among others, 
women and ethnic minorities. Feminist scholars have drawn attention to the ways in 
which women are regularly cast in roles and positions conforming to stereotypes of  
them as sexual objects or belonging to the domestic sphere (Byerly & Ross 2006).

Consider this 1981 image of  a familiar couple: Prince Charles, heir to the throne of  
Great Britain, and the soon-to-be-Princess Diana. This couple had huge fame in the 
1980s, and there is little obvious to critique about this image. One might note that the 
stance of  Charles is more authoritative (hand placed on Diana’s shoulder), whereas hers 
is more pliant (resting on her own arm). If  you search for pictures of  them together, you 
will see many more in basically the same fashion. This representation even extended to 
the official postage stamps issued of  the couple (see right-hand image).

But here’s the thing: Princess Diana and Prince Charles were the same height. They 
were both 5 foot 7 inches. Yet in staged photos like this, Charles is always taller than 

© Tim Graham/Getty Images © iStock/Andylid
Charles and Diana represented as different heights.
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Diana. It happens so frequently that it cannot be coincidence. Given that research 
tells us that height confers authority (Etcoff  1999; Gladwell 2005), it suddenly makes 
much more sense: Charles is given authority by manufacturing his stature in a way 
that reproduces (through re-presenting) gender inequalities. American sociologist 
Philip Cohen has written about this issue on his blog, familyinequality.com.

Similarly, sociologists have also drawn attention to media representations 
of  ethnic minority groups which reinforce stereotypes about different cultures. 
These representations have shown people from diverse ethnic backgrounds in 
a very limited set of  social roles. Park et al. (2006) draw attention to the racial 
stereotyping of  blacks and Asians in the 1998 film Rush Hour arguing that such 
stereotypical representations of  ethnic groups naturalizes, rather than challenges, 
racial differences. 

While this interpretation of  representation allows us to understand the 
fundamental process and issues with it, cultural theorist Stuart Hall (1997) argued 
in favour of  a view which acknowledges the active role of  representation in the way 
we understand the world. He questioned whether events and people ever have one 
objectively ‘true’ version against which media representations and distortions can 
be measured. Events do, of  course, happen, but Hall argued that these events have 
different meanings for different people depending on who they are, where they are 
from, where they live and their life experiences, and so on. 

Stuart Hall and representation
Stuart Hall (1932–2014) was one of the best-known cultural studies scholars. Cultural 
studies is an interdisciplinary field which looks at contemporary culture, its historical 
foundations, defining traits and conflicts. The field developed in the UK in the mid-
20th century and probably the best-known cluster of scholars worked at the Centre 
for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham. Cultural studies 
scholars understand culture as fluid and changeable, shifting with wider economic, political 
and structural changes in society. They also tend to be interested in the ways in which 
contemporary culture intersects with different power structures like race, class, gender and 
sexuality (see Chapter 7).

Hall argued that to have meanings, events need to be represented in some way. 
By this, he does not mean the simple description of  an event through text and image 
after it has happened, but that representation is implicated in the event itself  at a base 
level; that the event is partly constituted as it is happening by how it is represented. 
Events are classified and described using a shared language; these classifications and 
words are then used to help us understand the events. In other words, to attribute 
language to something is to represent what it is, which then allows us to use our 
prior experience to attribute meaning to it. 

Think of  the various balls used to play different sports. We attribute meaning 
to different types of  balls (i.e. what sport they are used for and what the rules of  
that sport are) based on the language used to classify them (i.e. whether they are 
golf  balls, footballs or tennis balls) and our previous experiences (i.e. we have seen 
football, golf  or tennis being played before, so we know what they are). 
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Analysis of  this type of  representation in the media has, then, focused on language 
and the process of  giving meaning to events, objects and people. Given that the mass 
media is one of  the most powerful ways in which meanings are circulated, meanings 
cannot easily be separated from questions of  power – the question becomes who 
has the power to define objects, events and people, as well as whose meanings are 
being privileged when things are represented in the media. For Hall, arguing from 
a neo-Marxist perspective, the powerful seek to fix meanings to support their own 
agendas. 

Social media

Traditional forms of  media are owned by a small number of  very rich and powerful 
people. Yet new forms of  social media have emerged to challenge this paradigm. 
Although social media companies like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram are 
owned by very powerful people, its content is produced by its users. These users 
come from diverse backgrounds and will not necessarily share the agendas of  the 
company owners. This model of  open, collaborative user-generated content, where 
users produce as well as consume the internet, was known as Web 2.0 (see Beer & 
Burrows 2007), although this name is seldom used now that this internet model has 
increasingly become the norm. 

According to the World Bank (2015), the great majority of  people in the West 
are regular internet users. This includes 92 per cent of  people in the UK, 74.5 per 
cent in the US and 84.6 per cent in Australia. In other developed nations, internet 
use is similarly high, with regular internet use at 98.2 per cent in Iceland, 93.3 per 
cent in Japan and 88.5 per cent in Canada. In developing countries, the story is quite 
different, with only 4.9 per cent, 2.7 per cent and 1.1 per cent of  people in Burundi, 
Chad and Eritrea respectively using the internet regularly. 

This ubiquity of  the internet in the West has changed everyday life there and 
revolutionized the ways we communicate with other people. Manuel Castells (2005) 
argues that we now live in a networked global society where our social networks of  
friends and contacts are not just limited to those people physically close around us 
but can also include people in other countries, living in very different cultures, who 
we may never actually meet face to face. 

Perhaps the most visible aspect of  such a globally networked society is the 
increased use of  social media and social networking websites. Although social 
media has often been seen to challenge the monopoly of  large media companies 
and their biased representations, Rheingold (2000) predicts that the internet could 
easily become dominated by conglomerates as, therefore, just another form of  mass 
media. He also argues that the internet would allow corporations to monitor and, 
ultimately sell to, the population much more easily. His prediction about corporations 
monitoring users has indeed come true. 

Think about when you go online and are confronted by adverts for all sorts of  
things from beauty products to video games. The range of  goods and services you 
are offered is not random selection but targeted specifically at you based on what you 
have searched for previously, what websites you use and what your interests appear 
to be (see Bakshy et al. 2015). Though the internet was billed as a form of  media 
somewhat free from capitalist forces, it has become increasingly commercialized 

social media: 
websites and 
apps that allow 
users to create 
and share 
content or 
connect with 
other people
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just as Rheingold argued (Weis 2010). It seems that even new forms of  social 
media cannot escape some of  the institutional powers more often associated with 
traditional media.

Sociologically speaking, this increased use of  social media presents interesting 
questions about what it means to be ‘in touch’ or ‘friends’ with someone (Turkle 
2011). Consider those people who you went to school with when you were younger 
and who are your friends on Facebook. You most probably know a lot about these 
people – whether they are in a relationship, which university they study at and where 
they went on holiday last summer. But you might not have spoken to them (either 
in person or online) for a few years, and you might know little about their thoughts, 
feelings and perspectives on the world. So, are they really friends? As we go on to 
discuss in Chapter 8, the answer to this question is complex because social media 
and friendship mean different things for people at different times (Lambert 2013). 
Lambert (2013) suggested that social media involves particular forms of  intimacy 
(intense and publicly displayed emotions) which have now spilled over into ‘real life’ 
and are changing the ways in which we communicate offline. 

Another question for sociologists is about the presentation of  the self  online. 
Goffman (1956) suggested that we all have social ‘masks’ which we use to present 
ourselves in the most desirable way. Though Goffman was talking about interactions 
in the offline world, his perspective is relevant when we think about social media. 
When you post a picture on social media, you are saying something about yourself  
with that picture; you are presenting yourself  in a particular way. Hogan (2010) 
argues that social media users work hard to curate their images, status updates and  
friends lists to present themselves in the most appealing way for their friends or 
followers. Others have questioned whether these carefully curated presentations 
of  the self  are damaging as they can perpetuate stereotypes about beauty and set 
unattainable goals (Lambert 2013). 

The effects of  social media broadly fall into two categories. On the one 
hand, positive understandings of  social media (and the internet more generally) 
have advocated it as a platform for the development of  new relationships which 
transcend traditional boundaries such as national borders and subcultural divides. 
These positive perspectives draw attention to the empowering and emancipatory 
power of  the internet and social media for people who may not have a voice in 
society (e.g. Baym 2015; Wignall 2017). 

Others have drawn attention to social media’s potential to enact political change. 
Eltantawy and Weist (2011) cite the example of  the 2011 Egyptian uprising which led 
to the resignation of  the dictatorial leader, Hosni Mubarak. Given that free speech in 
Egypt was increasingly difficult in the years leading up to the uprising, meeting other 
disaffected people and organizing protests was incredibly challenging. Social media 
provided a method through which large groups of  people were able to organize 
quickly and plan protests which eventually ended in positive political change.

However, social media has also been argued to be damaging in contemporary 
society. The most prominent aspect of  this negative understanding is the use 
of  social media as a platform for hate speech and bullying, which tends to be 
particularly directed at women and marginalized groups. Other scholars argue 
that the prominence of  social media has led to people being connected online but 
disconnected from meaningful relationships (Turkle 2011). 
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