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38 Analytical Frameworks  

How have researchers approached the cultural industries? Which research 
traditions provide the most useful tools for addressing the central themes 
of this book – explaining and assessing patterns of change/continuity in 
the cultural industries since the late 1970s? The search is for approaches 
that address the fundamental issues outlined in the second section of the 
Introduction (‘Why do the cultural industries matter?’). We need, in other 
words, perspectives that are sensitive to the potential power of the cultural 
industries, as makers of texts, as systems for the management and market-
ing of creative work, and as agents of change. We also need a combination 
of approaches that are able to provide analysis of the two parts of the term 
‘the cultural industries’: the ‘culture’ part and the ‘industries’ part. I’ll begin 
with two traditions of analysis that promise, at first sight, to make valuable 
contributions to such an analysis, but are in fact compromised by their lack 
of attention to issues of power.

MEDIA AND CULTURAL ECONOMICS
Cultural economics is the branch of economics devoted specifically to cul-
ture and to the arts, while media economics employs economic concepts 
to analyse the media. Both have been relatively marginal within the field 
of economics as a whole. However, in recent years, they have experienced 
something of a boom, especially media economics (see, for example, Doyle, 
2002; Hoskins et al., 2004). This may partly be explained by the fact that the 
influence of the ‘dismal science’ of economics on government policy has been 
profound, as we shall see in Chapter 4.

Since it developed in its modern form in the late nineteenth century, eco-
nomics has been dominated by particular conceptions of its assumptions and 
goals that have come to be known as ‘neoclassical’, to distinguish them from 
the ‘classical’ economics of the eighteenth century. Neoclassical economics 
claimed to offer a scientific basis for the study of economic affairs and cut itself 
off from the roots of the discipline in moral philosophy. It ‘presented capital-
ism as a network of markets, regulated by rational self-interest, whose organi-
zation and outcomes could be modelled mathematically’ (Murdock, 2011: 13). 
This dominant form of economics is not concerned with determining human 
needs and rights, nor with intervening in questions of social justice. Instead, it 
focuses on how human wants might be most efficiently satisfied. Even though 
its language and procedures are often very specialist and esoteric, neoclassical 
economics claims to be a practical social science, aimed at understanding how 
and under what conditions markets best function. It equates the well-being of 
people with their ability to maximise their satisfactions. It provides methods for 
calculating how such satisfaction might be maximised, and this shows its roots 
in utilitarianism – the philosophy of happiness maximisation (see Mosco, 1996: 
47–8). Given our concerns, as outlined in the Introduction, with the way that 
public and everyday life are affected by the products of the cultural industries, 
such a bracketing of questions concerning power and justice is limiting, to say 
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39Theories of Culture, Theories of Cultural Production

the least. The equation of human well-being with the optimising of economic 
satisfactions, an underlying assumption that many media and cultural econom-
ics writers too often implicitly inherit from neoclassical economics, provides a 
limited basis on which to proceed in assessing the cultural industries.

In spite of this, it would be a serious mistake to think that economic 
concepts are irrelevant or useless to the present analysis of cultural pro-
duction. And economics should not be equated with the neoclassical para-
digm. There are numerous heterodox varieties and, as in any discipline, 
there are more and less sophisticated applications of the analysis.1 A cru-
cial issue in the context of this book is whether or not and, if so, in what 
ways and with what implications, analysts recognise the specificity of the 
realm of culture, symbols and information, as opposed to other forms of 
activity in society. Some early cultural economists (such as Mark Blaug, 
William Baumol and William Bowen) recognised the distinctive nature of 
media, culture and the arts and incorporated this into their analysis. Such 
work has influenced the way in which other more critical traditions of analy-
sis have understood the distinctive nature of the cultural industries (notably 
Miège, 1989, and Garnham, 1990 – see below). The breakdown of distinc-
tive features in the Introduction drew on such work and used economic 
concepts, such as the distinction between private and public goods, the 
relationship between production and reproduction costs, and the creation 
of artificial scarcity. 2

The problem is that many economists who are concerned to analyse the dis-
tinctive nature of media and cultural products often fail to recognise the impli-
cations of these characteristics and the limitations of the fundamental economic 
concepts underpinning their approaches. There is no space here to explore 
these limitations fully. 3 The key point concerns the way in which economics 
as a discipline has played a pivotal role in generating forms of public policy. 
In its most invidious forms, mainstream economics has helped to fuel a neo-
liberal approach to culture, which plays an important part in the story of 
change and continuity told in this book (see especially Chapter 3).

1 Winseck (2011: 25–6) rightly points to the influence of the Austrian historian Joseph 
Schumpeter on economics, and, indirectly, on various approaches to the cultural and 
information technology industries. Schumpeterian analysis is by no means neoclassi-
cal, and recognises the ‘creative destruction’ in capitalism. But it assumes the impos-
sibility of managing the ‘creative destruction’ of capitalism, and therefore can fit well 
with strands of neo-liberalism.

2 Later media and cultural economists have continued to recognise the distinctive nature 
of cultural production, for example, Caves (2000, 2005), Doyle (2002: 11–15) and Picard 
(2002: 9–18). 

3 Good critiques are provided by the following, in ascending order of technical difficulty: 
Grant and Wood (2004: 56–61); Gandy (1992); Garnham (2000: 45–54); Baker (2002). 
None of these writers is an economist, but all use good economic concepts to criticise 
bad economics. While some economists recognise the limitations of neoclassical mod-
els of rational actors pursuing utility maximisation, many media and cultural econom-
ics textbooks remain more or less untouched by that recognition.
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Underpinning the neoliberal approach to culture is the idea, derived 
from neoclassical theory, that ‘free’, unregulated competition will pro-
duce efficient markets. Neo-liberalism takes this a stage further by assum-
ing that the production of efficient markets should be the primary goal 
of public policy. In some cases, this has involved downplaying or mar-
ginalising the specificity of media and culture and arguing that economic 
models can be used to analyse cultural goods (such as television, books, 
newspapers) in the same way as other goods. As one major media econo-
mist, Ronald Coase (1974: 389) put it, there is ‘no fundamental distinction’ 
between ‘the market for goods and the market for ideas’. Perhaps the most 
famous expression of such a view was made by Mark Fowler. After being 
appointed by the ultraconservative US president Ronald Reagan to run the 
Federal Communications Commission in 1981, Fowler observed that tel-
evision was ‘just another appliance … a toaster with pictures’ (cited, for 
example, by Baker, 2002: 3) – provocatively implying that there was no 
difference between television and a toaster, they were both simply eco-
nomic goods to be bought and sold. 

Only the most extreme neo-classical economists would deny that the 
symbol-laden nature of cultural goods offers a distinctive set of problems for 
economics, and for regulation. But even economic analysis that recognises 
the specificity of media and culture, and some of the limitations of traditional 
forms of economic analysis, tends to downplay the severity of the problems 
of cultural markets. The work of Richard Caves (2000, 2005) would be an 
example of this in my view. Another example would be the way in which 
the economic concept of ‘market failure’ has been used to justify continued 
public intervention in broadcasting markets, but potentially at the cost of 
relegating non-economic goals, such as democratic and civic participation, 
to secondary, residual features of market systems (see Hardy, 2004, for criti-
cism of the use of this concept of market failure).

Economic concepts, then, provide an important lens through which to 
view culture and the cultural industries, but the nature of economics as an 
academic discipline and as a form of policy intervention means that it needs 
careful handling.4

COMMUNICATION STUDIES
From the 1930s onwards, researchers began to investigate mass communica-
tion media using sociological methods. By the 1950s in the USA, there was 

4 Terry Flew (2009) thinks that I and other writers such as Des Freedman (2008) are set-
ting up a straw figure in assessing mainstream economics in this way, but I disagree. 
See Jackson (2009) for a powerful critique of the failure of orthodox and much hetero-
dox economics to incorporate the concept of culture adequately into explanations of 
economic life.
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41Theories of Culture, Theories of Cultural Production

an established discipline of communication studies. The subject continues to 
thrive today and has spread to Europe and elsewhere. It has tended to neglect 
cultural production, and downplay questions of power and social justice. 

For many years, the dominant concern of this field was the ‘effects’ of 
media messages on audiences, with a tendency to conceive of those effects 
as limited and difficult to prove (see Lowery and DeFleur, 1995). This tradi-
tion was strongly influenced by behaviourism, the belief that society is best 
understood by observation of the outward behaviour of individuals, rather 
than by efforts to understand (in psychology or philosophy) mental proc-
esses and events or (in sociology) issues of social power and status. In this 
tradition of research, analysis of cultural consumption was cut off from any 
consideration of cultural production and organisation. This mainstream of 
communication studies reinvented itself in the 1970s and 1980s via a func-
tionalist focus on what people got out of the media (see Curran, 2002: 135). 
A sophisticated sociological variant of this ‘liberal functionalism’ (Curran, 
2002: 134–6) saw the media primarily as agencies of social integration and 
emphasized ritual and continuity (Dayan and Katz, 1992).

The politics underlying this mainstream tendency in communications 
research tend to be liberal and pluralist. By ‘liberal’, I do not mean economi-
cally liberal, as in the term ‘neo-liberalism’ – which emphasises the virtues 
of unregulated markets. Nor do I use this term in the way it is sometimes 
used in North America, to mean something like ‘leftist’, in contrast with ‘con-
servative’. Rather, I mean a form of politics that emphasises the freedom and 
autonomy of individuals over other conceptions of the good; liberals in this 
sense can be egalitarian or libertarian, leftist or conservative. By ‘pluralism’ I 
mean a view of society that takes power to be highly dispersed, and believes 
governments can, with relative ease, counteract inequalities of power. Other 
traditions of thought place greater emphasis on collectivities, conflicts and 
concentrations of power than does liberal-pluralism (see Marsh, 2002, for a 
useful critique of this form of political thought). Partly as a result of this 
underlying politics, communication studies failed for many decades to offer 
any systematic account of how the cultural industries relate to more general 
economic, political and sociocultural processes.5

It needs to be recognised that some communication studies that might 
broadly be characterised as ‘liberal-pluralist’ has been much more concerned 
with the issues of power and social justice in relation to cultural production, 
which are the fundamental concerns of this book. For example, an important 
tradition has examined the way that the impact of the media has transformed 
political communication. This emphasised the dangers for modern societies 
of the way that democratic processes were being affected by the broadcast 

5 Some more critical accounts came from communication researchers who positioned 
themselves against these dominant tendencies in the discipline, aligning themselves 
instead with approaches coming from other fields, such as sociology and politics. One 
particularly important set of approaches will be addressed in the next section.
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and press media. Jay Blumler and Michael Gurevitch (1995), for example, 
have written convincingly about a ‘crisis of civic communication’ and the 
difficulties of sustaining participatory citizenship in a society where most 
people will gain their knowledge of politics from television. Other writers 
in this tradition have attempted to develop normative models to assess how 
well (and how badly) the media perform in fostering democracy (such as 
Christians et al., 2009; McQuail, 1992). The work of the Euromedia Research 
Group (see, for example, Euromedia,1997; McQuail and Siune, 1998; Trappel 
et al., 2010) and its individual associates (such as the prolific Jeremy Tunstall) 
has provided helpful information about changes in media policy and cul-
tural-industry organisations. There has been increasing dialogue with other 
approaches, such as cultural studies (see below), in sophisticated analyses 
of public engagement and the uses by children and young people of new 
media (see Livingstone, 2010, for example). Throughout these strands of 
communication studies and sociological work, there is a crucial concern, 
from an ultimately liberal–pluralist political perspective, with how the cul-
tural industries affect democratic processes and public life.

CRITICAL POLITICAL ECONOMY APPROACHES
Political economy approaches have more to offer than cultural and media 
economics and liberal-pluralist communication studies in terms of analys-
ing power in relation to cultural production. Political economy is a general 
term for an entire tradition of economic analysis at odds with mainstream 
economics, in that it places much greater emphasis on ethical and normative 
questions, reflecting the roots of the discipline in moral philosophy. The term 
‘political economy’ has been claimed not only by those on the political left 
who are critical of the sidelining of questions of power and conflict in main-
stream economics. There are strong conservative traditions, too. Therefore 
some writers use the term critical political economy to distinguish their per-
spective from the work of classical political economists such as Adam Smith 
and David Ricardo and their later heirs.6

Critical political economy approaches to culture (or media or communica-
tions – the terms are often used indiscriminately in labelling this tradition) 
developed in the late 1960s among academic sociologists and political sci-
entists concerned about what they saw as the dubious role of large corpora-
tions and states in cultural production. Critical political economy approaches 
to culture are often misunderstood, simplified or dismissed. Because such 
approaches are so heavily critical of media and cultural corporations and 
their allies in government, it is no surprise that many who work in media 

6 See Mosco (1996: 22–69) for a detailed and informative analysis of political economy 
approaches in general, as a background to understanding critical political economy of 
communication.

02-Hesmondhalgh-4453-Ch-01.indd   42 25/10/2012   5:50:43 PM



43Theories of Culture, Theories of Cultural Production

institutions might be dismissive or hostile. More surprising perhaps is the 
animosity of many elsewhere to the left of them. (From now on, I shall use 
‘political economy’ as shorthand to refer to ‘critical political economy’; this is 
common in analysis of cultural industries).

One common misunderstanding among some analysts is to see political 
economy approaches as a version of orthodox cultural and media economics. 
In fact, political economies explicitly aim at challenging the lack of an ade-
quate ethical perspective in the neoclassical paradigm discussed in the ear-
lier section on economics. Peter Golding and Graham Murdock (2005: 61–6) 
distinguish political economy approaches to the media from mainstream 
economics approaches in four respects:

 • Political economy approaches to the media are holistic, seeing the econ-
omy as interrelated with political, social and cultural life, rather than as 
a separate domain.

 • They are historical, paying close attention to long-term changes in the 
role of state, corporations and the media in culture.

 • They are ‘centrally concerned with the balance between capitalist 
enterprise and public intervention’ (p. 61).

 • Finally, ‘and perhaps most importantly’, they go ‘beyond technical issues 
of efficiency to engage with basic moral questions of justice, equity and 
the public good’ (p. 61).

Golding and Murdock’s is a significant definition of political economy 
approaches and they certainly clarify the difference between such approaches 
and cultural and media economics, but two further features will help to 
delineate the distinctiveness of this analytical tradition even more clearly.

 • Political economy approaches see the fact that culture is produced and 
consumed under capitalism as a fundamental issue in explaining inequali-
ties of power, prestige and profit. This emphasis in political economy work 
on capitalism and its negative effects should make it clear that, while you 
don’t have to be a Marxist to work here, it helps.

 • A major area of contribution from political economy approaches to the 
study of the cultural industries has been to put on to the intellectual 
agenda debates about the extent to which the cultural industries serve 
the interests of the wealthy and powerful. As a result, a central theme 
in political economy approaches has been the ownership and control 
of the cultural industries (see Chapters 2 and 6). Does ownership of the 
cultural industries by the wealthy and powerful ultimately, through 
their control of cultural industry organisations, lead to the circulation of 
texts that serve the interests of these wealthy and powerful owners and 
their governmental and business allies? This has been such an impor-
tant debate that some writers, teachers and students tend, wrongly, to 
equate political economy approaches with the view that cultural indus-
try organisations do indeed serve the interests of their owners in this 
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way when, in fact, many political economy writers are concerned pre-
cisely with addressing the difficulties and complexities surrounding 
this issue.

WHICH POLITICAL ECONOMY?
It should be clear that the focus within political economy approaches on 
ethical and political issues in relation to culture means that they will have 
key contributions to make to this study, given the concerns outlined in the 
Introduction. However, certain versions of the political economy of culture 
provide much more scope for understanding what drives change/continu-
ity in the cultural industries than others. At this point, we need to delineate 
political economy more carefully. This will also help us to counter some sim-
plifications and misunderstandings surrounding the term.

Proponents and opponents of a political economy of culture often por-
tray the field as a single, unified approach. Vincent Mosco (1996: 82–134) has 
provided a detailed account of the differences between the kinds of political 
economy work developed in three geographical and political settings: North 
America, Europe and ‘The Third World’ – that is, developing countries in 
Asia, Latin America and Africa. I shall deal with important work from this 
last bloc, on cultural dependency and media imperialism, in Chapter 8. Here, 
though, I want to build on Mosco’s useful division by discussing the tensions 
between two particular strands of North American and European political 
economy approaches.

 • A tradition within North American political economy work exempli-
fied by the work of Herbert Schiller, Noam Chomsky, Edward Herman 
and Robert McChesney. This Schiller-McChesney tradition has been 
extremely important in cataloguing and documenting the growth in 
wealth and power of the cultural industries and their links with politi-
cal and business allies.

 • The cultural industries approach, initiated in Europe by Bernard 
Miège (1989; see also Miège, 2000, for a more recent statement) and 
Nicholas Garnham (1990), among others, and continued by other 
European writers and writers based in other continents (Aksoy and 
Robins, 1992; Bolaño et al., 2004; Bouquillon and Combès, 2007; 
Bustamante, 2004; Driver and Gillespie, 1993; Ryan, 1992; Straw, 1990; 
Toynbee, 2000;).7

7 This division leaves out many important contributions to critical political economy 
work, such as those of James Curran, Michael Curtin, Peter Golding, Armand Mat-
telart, Eileen Meehan, Vincent Mosco, Graham Murdock, Thomas Streeter and Janet 
Wasko. The best work of these writers, cited at numerous points in this book, shares 
many of the major strengths of the cultural industries approach, while also pursuing 
distinctive agendas.
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In the Introduction, I referred to the work of Bernard Miège, who helped to 
popularise the plural term ‘cultural industries’ (as opposed to Adorno and 
Horkheimer’s singular ‘The Culture Industry’) as an example of an approach 
that allowed for complexity, contestation and ambivalence in the study of 
culture.8 As my praise for Miège and Garnham’s work there suggests, I think 
that the cultural industries approach has more to offer in terms of assessing 
and explaining change/continuity in the cultural industries than the Schiller-
McChesney tradition. In my view, the cultural industries approach is better 
at dealing with the following elements, each of which I address below:

 • Contradiction.
 • The specific conditions of cultural industries.
 • Tensions between production and consumption.
 • Symbol creators.
 • Information and entertainment.
 • Historical variations in the social relations of cultural production.

Brief explanations of each now follow. 

Contradiction
The Schiller-McChesney tradition emphasises strategic uses of power. There 
is no doubt that such strategic uses of power by businesses are common and it 
is wrong to dismiss the approach of Schiller and others as ‘conspiracy theory’ 
(an accusation sometimes levelled at political economy approaches in gen-
eral). But in emphasising concerted strategy, this tradition underestimates 
the contradictions in the system. The cultural industries approach’s empha-
sis on problems and contradictions, on the partial and incomplete process of 
commodifying culture, provides a more accurate picture of cultural produc-
tion. It allows for contradiction within industrial, commercial cultural pro-
duction, rather than assuming a polarity between corporations and non-profit 
‘alternative’ producers, as in the Schiller-McChesney tradition.

The specific conditions of cultural industries
The cultural industries approach’s greater ability to deal with contradiction 
stems from another important advantage: its ability to combine an interest 
in relations between general economy and cultural industries (which is a 
key concern in the Schiller-McChesney tradition) with an analysis of what 

8 Some teachers and students tend to equate the cultural pessimism of Adorno and 
Horkheimer and some of their Frankfurt School colleagues with political economy, 
defining one by the other. However, as we saw in the Introduction, Miège founds his 
particular approach on a critique of Adorno and Horkheimer. For many in the Schiller-
McChesney tradition, the theoretical concerns of the Frankfurt School seem to be more 
or less irrelevant.
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distinguishes industrial cultural production from other forms of industrial 
production (which isn’t). It was work within the cultural industries approach 
that provided the breakdown of the specific conditions of cultural produc-
tion laid out in the Introduction.

Tensions between production and consumption
Although, as its name suggests, the cultural industries approach focuses on 
the supply side – on cultural production and circulation and their social and 
political contexts – it does not ignore the activity of audiences and users, 
which is a charge that is often levelled at political economy approaches and 
certain versions of media sociology. Instead, the cultural industries approach 
sees the business of cultural production as complex, ambivalent and contested 
largely because of certain problems derived from the way audiences behave. 
Production and consumption are not seen as separate entities, but as different 
moments in a single process. The connections and tensions between produc-
tion and consumption are discussed only rarely in the Schiller-McChesney 
tradition.

Symbol creators
The processes of concentration, conglomeration and integration catalogued 
by the Schiller-McChesney tradition are significant (see Chapter 6 for further 
discussion), but key researchers rarely comment on how such issues of mar-
ket structure affect the organisation of cultural production and the making of 
texts on an ordinary, everyday level. The cultural industries approach puts 
symbol creators – the personnel responsible for the creative input in texts, 
such as writers, directors, producers, performers – in the picture, whereas 
they are often absent in the Schiller-McChesney tradition. The cultural 
industries approach has emphasised the conditions facing cultural workers 
as a result of these processes.9 Its attention to this important issue makes the 
cultural industries approach better equipped than the Schiller-McChesney 
tradition to assess the degree to which cultural production is organised in a 
socially just manner (see Chapter 2).

Information and entertainment
In the Schiller-McChesney tradition, as in liberal-pluralist communication 
studies, the primary concern is with information media. The cultural industries 

9 Miège (1989), Garnham (1990) and Ryan (1992) were for many years unusual in pay-
ing serious attention to this issue. In the late 1990s, cultural studies writers, such as 
McRobbie (1998) and Ross (1998), began to address these questions. In the 2000s, there 
was a ‘turn to cultural work’ in the social sciences and humanities (see Banks, 2007; and 
Chapter 7, below).
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approach has been more successful in the difficult task of addressing both 
information and entertainment.

Historical variations in the social relations 
of cultural production
Finally, both approaches are concerned very much with history (see, for 
example, McChesney, 1993) but the cultural industries approach is often 
more sensitive than the Schiller-McChesney tradition to historical variations 
in the social relations of cultural production and consumption – a concern 
that some of its writers derive from Raymond Williams’s interventions in the 
historical sociology of culture (see Chapter 2).

SOCIOLOGY OF CULTURE AND 
ORGANISATIONAL AND MANAGEMENT 
STUDIES
On the basis of my comments above, and in the Introduction to this book, it 
should be clear by now that I find political economy approaches to culture 
useful, especially the cultural industries approach. However, even within the 
cultural industries approach, which is much more interested in the organi-
sational dynamics of cultural production than the Schiller-McChesney tradi-
tion, there has been a lack of empirical attention to what happens in cultural 
industry organisations. A certain tradition of work in the sociology of culture 
(primarily based in the USA, and drawing on Weberian and interactionist tra-
ditions of analysis), the ‘production of culture’ perspective, has made impor-
tant contributions in this respect. Recent years have seen a notable growth in 
the intertwined academic fields of management, business and organisational 
studies and some researchers in these fields have paid attention to cultural 
industries (see, for example, Lampel et al., 2006). Cultural industries research 
in these burgeoning disciplines has inherited this interest in organisations.

Some of this work can provide a valuable complement to political economy 
work on the cultural industries. One of the most useful contributions of the 
production of culture perspective was to enrich our notions of symbolic crea-
tivity. Instead of understanding culture as the product of supremely talented 
individuals, writers such as Howard Becker (1982) and Richard Peterson 
(1976) helped to make it clear that creative cultural and artistic work is the 
product of collaboration and a complex division of labour. Particularly use-
ful in the present context is the work of Peterson and Berger (1971), Hirsch 
(1990[1972]) and DiMaggio (1977) on the distinctive characteristics of the cul-
tural industries. There is important concordance with work in the cultural 
industries approach on the distinctive strategies of companies that produce 
texts. Hirsch’s work, for example, informed my outline of the distinctive 
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features of the cultural industries in the Introduction. Also valuable are 
detailed studies of particular industries, such as Coser et al.’s (1982) study 
of book publishing.

The work of these sociologists in the USA, developed in parallel to that of 
the French cultural industries writers already mentioned, was groundbreak-
ing, but it is only when it is synthesised into a more comprehensive vision 
of how cultural production and consumption fit into wider economic, politi-
cal and cultural contexts that an analysis of specific conditions of cultural 
production really produces its explanatory pay-off. The cultural industries 
are treated implicitly by some of the US organisational sociologists and their 
management studies heirs as isolated systems, cut off from political and soci-
ocultural conflict. Issues of power and domination are sidelined. The condi-
tions of creative workers are hardly registered, other than the admittedly 
important fact that they are granted more autonomy than workers in other 
industries. The world of the rip-off, the shady deal, the disparity between 
the glass skyscrapers of the multinational entertainment corporations and 
the struggle young artists and musicians endure to stay afloat financially 
is scarcely considered. As with communication studies, I think that these 
problems derive from the political perspectives underlying the work of these 
writers. There is undoubtedly a democratising impulse at work. The aim is 
to demystify creativity and to understand and question hierarchies of taste 
and value. Sociologists such as Howard Becker show an admirable interest in 
the resourcefulness of cultural producers in their everyday lives. However, 
while this is a valuable counter to easy, glib assumptions about our pow-
erlessness in the face of giant cultural industry corporations, much of the 
sociology of culture and management studies seems, at times, insufficiently 
concerned with questions of power. As Paul Hirsch (1990[1972]: 643) put it 
in an article that has been highly influential in subsequent management and 
organisational studies, his organisational approach ‘seldom enquires into 
the functions performed by the organization for the social system but asks, 
rather, as a temporary partisan, how the goals of the organization may be 
constrained by society’.10 Acting as temporary partisans of media organisa-
tions would be a form of false objectivity for political economists. 

RADICAL MEDIA SOCIOLOGY/MEDIA STUDIES
So, if the concerns of political economy with ‘macro’ questions of power need 
complementing by other approaches more attuned to the ‘micro’ level of what 
happens in the worlds of cultural production – both ‘inside’ culture-produc-
ing organisations and outside – we need to look elsewhere. Research that is 
more attuned to issues of power at the ‘micro’ level than those considered so 

10 See Hirsch (2000) for his reflections on how influential this piece has been.
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far can be found in radical media sociology and media studies, and also in 
cultural studies approaches (I shall come back to the latter approach shortly). 
I mean ‘radical’ here in the sense that these approaches see pernicious forms 
of power and inequality as being rooted in the very structure of contempo-
rary societies rather than resulting from correctable aberrations, as in liberal–
pluralist perspectives. From the early 1970s onwards, radical media sociology 
in the USA and the emergent discipline of media studies in Europe provided 
approaches that were complementary to the political economy work develop-
ing in parallel with them.

Some of the most significant work in the USA grew out of a Weberian 
sociological tradition and concentrated on how news programmes did not so 
much report reality as reflect the imperatives of news organisations (see, for 
example, Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978). According to this perspective, journal-
ists worked autonomously, but their work was structured by bureaucratic 
requirements and routines. These routines were seen as producing texts that 
failed to address existing power relations adequately. The thrust of such 
work was echoed in important British studies of news (such as Schlesinger, 
1978). Studies of entertainment were rarer, but, at their best, provided real 
insight into cultural industry dynamics. Todd Gitlin’s book Inside Prime Time 
(1983), for example, showed, via interviews with television executives and 
reconstructions of the histories of these organisations, how the commercial 
imperatives of the networks led to conservatism in the texts produced.

One major contribution from radical sociology to analysing cultural pro-
duction was that of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002). His 
work is useful to analysis of the cultural industries for a number of reasons, 
including his account of the development of the tensions between creativity 
and commerce noted in the Introduction. In The Rules of Art (1996), Bourdieu 
showed how, in the nineteenth century, the idea developed that painters and 
writers should be autonomous of political power and commercial impera-
tives. According to Bourdieu, this gradually created a particular structure of 
cultural production – one divided between large-scale production, for pri-
marily short-term commercial products, and ‘restricted’ or small-scale pro-
duction, where artistic success was the main goal (and where, for businesses, 
the hope was that artistic success would lead to long-term financial rewards). 
Bourdieu hardly dealt with popular culture at all and failed to show how the 
rise of the cultural industries affected the structure of the field of cultural 
production in the twentieth century, but his work has provided the fullest 
analysis available of the complex relations between creativity and commerce 
in cultural production.11

Radical sociological work, such as that of Gitlin and Bourdieu, is, to some 
extent, compatible with political economy approaches to culture. However, 
political economies attempt an overall understanding of the place of cultural 

11 There is no space here to assess Bourdieu’s work on cultural production adequately. 
See Hesmondhalgh (2006a) for futher discussion.
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production within contemporary capitalism and empirical studies of cul-
tural industry organisations have not been central to this tradition. The great 
benefit of such radical sociology is that, at its best, it links dynamics of power 
in the cultural industries with questions of meaning – questions regarding 
the kinds of texts that are produced by cultural industry organisations. The 
next section considers this question of texts and meanings in more detail.

THE PROBLEM OF TEXTS
Up until now I have been explaining why we need to find approaches to 
the cultural industries that adequately deal with questions of power in rela-
tion to cultural industry organisations. In the Introduction, I outlined a view 
of the cultural industries that placed a central emphasis on the particular 
products that they create, products that have an especially strong potential 
to influence our knowledge and understanding of the world. For example, 
do the products of the cultural industries serve the interests of powerful 
groups in societies, and therefore help to entrench existing inequalities? 
What approaches and theories might help us best to understand this aspect 
of the cultural industries? Liberal-pluralist communication studies has, for 
the most part, operated with a deficient view of texts. There is a branch of 
the discipline that analyses cultural outcomes using the methods of quantita-
tive content analysis. The aim is to produce an objective, verifiable measure 
of meaning (Hesmondhalgh, 2006b). As John Fiske (1990: 137) points out, 
‘this can be a useful check to the more subjective, selective way in which we 
normally receive messages’. There is, however, an understanding of cultural 
content as a message or set of messages in the effects research that dominated 
the discipline for many years. A considerably more complex notion of mean-
ing needs to be put into operation, one which recognises polysemy – that 
is, the ability of texts to be interpreted in a number of ways. We also need 
to take into account the aesthetic experiences brought about by texts – their 
capacity to engage or bore, please or alienate. To think about meaning, aes-
thetic experience and emotion means addressing questions of form as well as 
content. By ‘form’, I mean how texts look and sound, their stylistic properties 
as well as the stories they tell and the assertions they make. (In practice, form 
and content are never really separate as the one always affects the other.)

While liberal-pluralist communication studies has generally had a limited 
understanding of texts as ‘content’ or ‘message’, the production of culture 
perspective, with some exceptions (see Peterson, 1997), ignored the issue of 
textual meaning. Richard A. Peterson, for example, in outlining the produc-
tion of culture perspective, was frank in admitting the approach’s lack of 
interest in the form and content of cultural artefacts, but he claimed that an 
interest in production can complement such concerns (1976: 10). This sug-
gests that the study of production has no effect on the study of texts – that 
the two are separate, autonomous domains of analysis. The challenge of the 
cultural industries, though (if my claims in the Introduction are correct) is 
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to consider these relationships rather than ignore them. We need to think, 
for example, about how historical transformations in the way that culture is 
produced and consumed relate to changes in texts.

There is a lack of attention to textual analysis and meaning among writers 
drawn to political economy approaches to culture. For all its strengths, the 
work of Miège barely mentions questions of textual meaning and pleasure. 
Many of the essays in Garnham’s Capitalism and Communication (1990) attack 
the tendency within media studies to ‘privilege the text’ and ‘focus on ques-
tions of representation and ideology’ (p. 1).12 In the Schiller-McChesney tra-
dition, the underlying assumption is that most texts produced by the cultural 
industries are conformist and conservative, but little systematic evidence is 
marshalled to support this assumption (for a problematic exception, see the 
‘propaganda model’ of Herman and Chomsky, 1988). Indeed, the assump-
tion is rarely made explicit. Texts, and the experiences, values, meanings and 
pleasures they afford their audiences, are an issue addressed much more by 
the set of approaches that I consider next.

SOME ACHIEVEMENTS AND  
LIMITATIONS OF CULTURAL STUDIES
Cultural studies is a diverse and fragmented field of study, but at its core is 
the attempt to examine and rethink culture by considering its relationship 
to social power. In the past, there was some hostility towards this interdis-
ciplinary field from many of the approaches discussed above. In turn, some 
cultural studies writers were very negative about the above approaches, 
including political economy and radical media sociology. Yet cultural stud-
ies approaches, at their best, have much to offer in terms of aiding our under-
standing of meaning and cultural value. This can help fill gaps left by other 
approaches to the cultural industries – especially when it comes to questions 
of culture, creativity and texts, which are obviously central to the cultural 
industries. I begin by discussing some of the main contributions that cultural 
studies has made to understandings of culture and power, as well as some of 
the limitations of approaches that have sometimes (often inaccurately) been 
labeled as ‘cultural studies’. I then turn to discuss some recent approaches to 
media production and media industries that have claimed to draw on cul-
tural studies.

First, cultural studies has argued convincingly that ordinary, everyday cul-
ture needs to be taken seriously. This has meant questioning hierarchical 
ways of understanding culture to be found in public debate and in the more 
established humanities and social science disciplines. Cultural studies resists 

12 Garnham’s Emancipation, the Media and Modernity (2000) addressed the study of texts 
and symbolic forms in much greater detail than did his work in the 1980s and 1990s.
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this focus on consecrated, ‘high culture’ texts. This has resulted in some ana-
lysts associated with cultural studies celebrating popular culture in an uncrit-
ical way (see below). However many others chose not to do so, and it may be 
that the term ‘cultural studies’ should not have been applied to such uncritical 
researchers: they were more like naïve sociologists or cultural commentators. 
Cultural studies at its best has insisted that we need to think broadly about all 
the different elements in a culture in relation to each other rather than decide 
in advance which parts need to be analysed and which do not. This broader 
conception of culture has an international dimension as well. As cultural 
studies became internationalised in the 1980s and 1990s, writers who were 
originally from outside the Euro-American cosmopolitan heartlands, includ-
ing diasporic intellectuals such as Edward Said (1994) and Gayatri Spivak 
(1988), addressed the concept of culture in ways that recognised the complex 
legacy of colonialism. Because of this, the best cultural studies approaches 
can be seen as a considerable improvement on the often dismissive attitude 
to popular and non-Western culture to be found in some political economy 
and liberal-pluralist communication research. The best cultural studies work 
has achieved an in-depth, serious consideration of a much wider range of 
cultural experience than had been recognised in other traditions of writing 
about culture. Other anthropological and sociological approaches (including 
the empirical sociology of culture) had this democratising impulse, but cul-
tural studies deals more fully with questions of symbolic power.

Second, cultural studies has provided considerable refinement of what 
we might mean by that difficult term ‘culture’. In particular, it has put for-
ward powerful criticisms of essentialist notions of culture that see the cul-
ture of a particular place and/or people as ‘one, shared culture’ (Hall, 1994: 
323), as a bounded, fixed thing rather than as a complex space where many 
different influences combine and conflict. Again, work by writers outside 
the Euro-American metropolitan centre and migrants from former colonies 
to such centres has been vital in developing this understanding. Such chal-
lenges to traditional ways of thinking about culture have important implica-
tions in what follows. Through its richer understanding of the concept of 
culture, cultural studies has greatly advanced thinking about texts. Political 
economy writers and their allies in media studies and radical media sociol-
ogy have been much concerned with the question of whose interests might 
be served by the texts produced by the cultural industries. Cultural studies, 
however, has extended this conception of interests beyond economic and 
political ones to include a strong sense of the politics involved in issues of 
recognition and identity. It has pointed out how certain texts and representa-
tional practices, while seemingly progressive, (further) serve to exclude and 
marginalise the relatively powerless.

Third, cultural studies has raised vital political questions about repre-
sentation, about ‘who is speaking?’, and about who has the authority to 
make pronouncements on culture. Importantly, these questions are often 
applied with equal vigour to those who seek to criticise capitalism, patriar-
chy, heterosexism, white supremacy, imperialism and so on, as to those who 
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defend them. Throughout much cultural studies writing, there is a relentless 
probing of authority in culture. Anthropologists working in cultural stud-
ies, for example, have scrutinised the apparent objectivity of the traditional 
ethnographer who observes the culture of indigenous, ‘primitive’ peoples 
from a relatively privileged position (see Clifford, 1988). In some respects, 
this echoes the questioning of positivism and objectivism in the ‘interpreta-
tive turn’ in social thought since the 1960s. At its worst, it involves a naïve 
constructivism and suspicion of anyone’s right to say anything at all about 
any less powerful social group. Other fields of enquiry, such as black stud-
ies, queer studies and women’s studies, have brought new voices into cul-
tural studies and raised serious and important questions about the politics 
of speaking from one particular subject position (for example, white, private 
school-educated, male) about the cultural practices of others.

Fourth, cultural studies has forefronted issues of subjectivity, identity, 
discourse and pleasure in relation to culture. It has enormously enriched 
our understanding of how judgements of cultural value might relate to the 
politics of social identity, especially class, gender, ethnicity and sexuality. 
This is not just a matter of saying that taste is a product of social background 
(which is the approach that the empirical sociology of culture has tended to 
take). Rather, cultural studies explores the complex ways in which systems 
of aesthetic value feed into cultural power. Whose voices are heard within 
a culture and whose voices are marginalised? Which (and whose) forms of 
pleasure are sanctioned and which (whose) are felt to be facile, banal or even 
dangerous? These are questions about discourse, about the way that mean-
ings and texts circulate in society. They also concern subjectivity and identity 
and the often irrational and unconscious processes by which we become who 
we are. These questions – sidelined in many of the approaches to the cul-
tural industries discussed above – have been investigated with great vigour 
by cultural studies writers, who have pointed out that the most dismissed 
and reviled forms of culture are still those consumed by relatively power-
less groups in society. Feminist work on such forms as soaps (Geraghty, 
1991) and women’s magazines (Hermes, 1995) was significant in this respect. 
There was a strong interest in understanding the experiences and interpre-
tations of audience members: active audiences, including the study of fans 
and fandom, became a central theme in one type of cultural studies.13

Cultural studies, at its best, offers potentially valuable tools for the analysis 
of culture in relation to social power. Nevertheless, some analysis of media and 
popular culture, which has either claimed to be taking a cultural studies 
perspective or has been labeled in this way by others, has developed highly 
problematic conceptions of culture, and of cultural production. In analysing the 
rich political potential of popular culture, and the ability of ‘ordinary people’ to 
engage with the media on terms outside the control of the cultural industries, 

13 This was sometimes closer to the interests of mainstream communication studies than 
some authors seemed to realise.
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some analysts, in the 1980s/1990s heyday of postmodernist cultural theory, 
undoubtedly risked lapsing into an uncritical celebration of contemporary  
popular culture (such as Fiske, 1987; see also McGuigan, 1992, for a critique 
of such ‘uncritical populism’). This was hardly the same kind of cultural 
studies as that practised by writers such as Raymond Williams, Stuart Hall 
and Edward Said. 

The legacy of such populist analysis can be found in various writing on 
the media and popular culture today. The intention is often a good one – 
to complicate simplistic dismissals of commercial culture, whether from 
audiences, journalists, or other researchers. Such commercial culture may, 
the neo-populists suggest, be considerably more fruitful, empowering and 
enriching than its critics make out. Some of the research at least makes an 
effort to talk to audiences about their experiences of, for example, reality 
television (Hill, 2005). But other contributions risk massively overstating the 
democratization of the media that was made possible by the expansion of 
the cultural industries and by associated developments in information tech-
nology. John Hartley, for example, has written provocatively about a pro-
cess of ‘democratainment’ in the proliferation of media and the increasing 
presence of ‘ordinary’ people in their products (see Hartley, 1999: Chapter 
12). As Graeme Turner (2010: 16) has noted, the democratic part of Hartley’s 
neologism is ‘an occasional and accidental consequence of the “entertain-
ment” part and its least systemic component’.14 Perhaps the main legacy of 
postmodernist cultural populism is to be found in a more recent generation 
of cultural studies writers who celebrate the emancipatory effects of digital 
technologies (for example Jenkins, 2006). These cultural studies writers are 
part of a powerful movement of digital optimism, along with researchers 
from other disciplines, such as management and business studies (Shirky, 
2008), law (Benkler, 2006) and sociology (Castells, 2008). 

CULTURAL STUDIES APPROACHES TO MEDIA  
INDUSTRIES AND MEDIA PRODUCTION
In spite of its potential contributions to understanding culture, the application 
of cultural studies approaches to cultural industries or even to cultural pro-
duction was relatively sparse until the 2000s. Recently, however, a number 
of new approaches have emerged, with a variety of different relationships to 
cultural studies, and a mix of potential contributions and drawbacks. 

14 Graeme Turner may himself be described as a cultural studies researcher, and his excel-
lent critique of ‘the demotic turn’ in research on media and popular culture (Turner, 
2010) suggests that some of the best critiques of uncritical cultural populism may come 
from those who have engaged most fully with cultural studies debates, from within. 
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Industry produces culture, culture  
produces industry
One older strand of research ably stressed reciprocal relationships between 
cultural industries and broader currents of culture within a society. Keith 
Negus (1999) developed a perspective that claimed that while it was true that 
‘an industry produces culture’ it was also the case that ‘culture produces an 
industry’ (p. 14).15 For example, this perspective assumed, in Simon Frith’s 
words (2000: 27), that

popular music isn’t the effect of a popular music industry; rather, 
the music industry is an aspect of popular music culture … 
[T]he music industry cannot be treated as being somehow apart 
from the sociology of everyday life – its activities are culturally 
determined.

A cultural studies approach of this kind, then, might involve examining how 
prevailing patterns of cultural behaviour and power are reflected in the cul-
tural industries themselves. The perspective is a sociological one, and there is 
some overlap here with the sociology of culture work discussed earlier, such 
as that of Howard Becker. But there is more emphasis than in sociology of 
culture on questions of power and inequality, especially ethnicity and gen-
der. For example, Negus, in his (1992, 1999) studies of the recording industry 
in the UK and USA, showed how prevailing concepts of gender and ‘race’ in 
society at large affected the operations of recording-industry companies, and 
therefore shaped what recordings were made available to the buying public, 
and how they were marketed. 

‘Production studies’: the cultural studies of media 
industries approach
A major development in recent media industries research has been the 
arrival of a new generation of research that is consistent with this ‘culture 
produces industry’ approach, but which builds on it using other theories 
and takes it in new directions. It has already produced some rich studies 
(see, for example, Caldwell, 2008; Havens, 2006; Mayer et al., 2009). Some 
indication of the approach is provided by the introduction to Mayer, Banks 
and Caldwell’s introduction to their collection of essays on ‘cultural studies 
of media industries’. Production studies – by which they mean the cultural 
studies approach that they are advocating – ‘borrow theoretical insights 
from the social sciences and humanities, but, perhaps most importantly, 
they take the lived realities of people involved in media production as the 

15 Negus is using the term ‘culture’ here in its broader anthropological sense. See my dis-
cussion of definitions in the Introduction for some of the problems associated with this 
interpretation of the term. 
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subjects for theorizing production as culture’ (p. 4). According to Mayer, 
Banks and Caldwell, the empirical data gathered by such studies include 
routines and rituals, and also the political and economic forces that shape 
roles and technologies, as well as the distribution of resources according to 
cultural and demographic differences. Yet the research questions all this 
boils down to are rather narrower, and fundamentally concern representa-
tion: ‘How do media producers represent themselves given the paradoxical 
importance of media in society? How do we, as researchers, then represent 
those varied and contested representations?’ (p. 4) These questions of repre-
sentation are important, and have been a central issue in cultural studies, as 
mentioned above (see Hall, 1997). The focus on representation is what dis-
tinguishes this new cultural studies of media industries approach from soci-
ological approaches more generally. But to make representation the main 
object of inquiry in the way that Mayer, Banks and Caldwell suggest they 
want to do may ultimately serve to marginalise the ‘lived realities’ that the 
authors claim are also central to their approach. Moreover, like Caldwell’s 
otherwise extremely impressive study of the narratives and rituals of film 
and television workers in Los Angeles (2008), this account of cultural stud-
ies of production leaves us wondering how we are ultimately supposed to 
evaluate what is being observed. 

I should make clear that my point is not aimed against ethnography or soci-
ological fieldwork. This is emphatically not an argument for privileging the 
macro over the micro. The present book has primarily macro aims, given that it 
tries to cover historical change in the cultural industries. But macro and micro 
need to be integrated in studies of the cultural industries. In other research I 
have observed and interviewed workers, and I draw on ethnographic research 
by others at various points in this book. The issue is how a particular research 
project – such as cultural studies of media industries – might articulate theory 
and evidence, the micro and the macro, the empirical and the normative.16 
These are difficult questions, and it may be that the cultural studies of media 
industries approach will develop answers to them in the future. This is, after 
all, a new (and welcome) addition to analysis of cultural industries and cul-
tural production.

Digital optimism
Another very different strand of cultural studies research on produc-
tion inherits the emphasis on audience activity in 1980s and 1990s com-
munication and cultural studies and applies it to the digitalising media of 
the early twenty first century. The most able exponent of this approach is 
Henry Jenkins, whose earlier work examined the activities of fans. In his 
book, Convergence Culture, Jenkins analysed a wide range of practices made 

16 The easy answer to this is to invoke the idea of ‘middle range theory’. See Alford (1998) 
for an explanation of why this is inadequate.
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possible by new digital technologies and which are ‘enabling new forms of 
participation and collaboration’ (2006: 256). 

In this respect, Jenkins is one of a number of intelligent digital optimists 
who celebrate the democratising possibilities of digital technologies. As indi-
cated earlier, this digital optimism now extends way beyond cultural studies. 
The populists and optimists have been joined by a powerful army of journal-
ists, authors, bloggers and academics from other disciplines, all of whom 
have inherited the countercultural belief that computers have the potential to 
liberate knowledge and creativity. This makes digital optimism a formidable 
cultural force (see Chapter 2 and especially Chapter 9, where I shall discuss 
this at much greater length).

Creative industries analysis
In the 1990s, cultural studies in Australia took a particular turn. Researchers 
influenced by the French historian Michel Foucault began to apply critical 
analysis to policymaking in the field of culture. The approach derived from 
Foucault’s analysis of what distinguished modern forms of government from 
previous forms. There was a particular interest in the way in which concepts 
and phenomena such as citizenship and therapy, seemingly benign, were 
bound up in distinctively modern forms of power. The approach claimed to 
offer a distinctive model of power, which saw it as more dispersed and less 
concentrated than did Marxist theory. The leading exponent of this approach 
in cultural studies was Tony Bennett, who, to give just one example of his 
research, analysed the historical development of museums in Foucauldian 
terms.17 Unusually for cultural studies, this approach was pragmatic in that 
it sought dialogue with policymakers, and was explicitly committed to pro-
grammes of reform.

In the early 2000s, followers of this approach (though not Bennett) turned 
their attention to new forms of government policy which sought to expand 
the role of the cultural industries. These policies were often rebranded ‘cre-
ative industries’ for reasons that we shall explore in Chapter 5. This new 
generation of quasi-Foucauldian researchers (by this I mean that they were 
influenced by the French historian Michel Foucault but in a strange and 
rather uneven way) combined postmodernist cultural populism with the 
concepts and language of digital optimism(see Hartley, 2005). This school 
has tended to pay  considerably more attention to pragmatism and policy 
than to the critique of modern forms of power associated with Foucault and 
many of his followers. The result has been a distinctive and controversial 
form of cultural studies analysis which has contributed to the increasing 
popularity of the term ‘creative industries’, as discussed in Chapter 5. (See 
also Hesmondhalgh, 2007: 148–9, 2009a).

17 See Bennett (1998) for a major collection of essays and McGuigan (1996) for a critique of 
this kind of approach as applied to cultural policy.
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Cultural economy
Finally, an interesting cultural studies perspective on economic life known as 
‘cultural economy’ (Amin and Thrift, 2004; du Gay and Pryke, 2002) is some-
times understood as an analysis of the cultural industries, but, in fact, most 
of the researchers who employ this term have broader ambitions than this. 
Their aim is to apply post-structuralist cultural studies insights to production 
and to economic life in general; Foucault was an influence here too. Cultural 
economy, in this sense, sees the realm of economic practice – in all its vari-
ous forms, such as markets and economic and organisational relations – as 
formatted and framed by economic discourses (du Gay and Pryke, 2002: 2), 
and makes this the starting point for analysis rather than placing it as a sup-
plement to existing economic or political-economic analysis. This certainly 
does not preclude analysis of the cultural industries and some work has been 
published under this banner, but there has been rather too little of such work 
to constitute a distinctive approach to the cultural industries (as opposed to 
an approach to production or the economy in general). However, cultural 
economy raises issues about how to ground critique of developments in 
the cultural industries. The cultural economy approach encourages us 
to question the easy dichotomies that some political economists and soci-
ologists of culture draw between the realm of culture and the increasing 
encroachment of economics on that realm. However, the deconstruction of 
such binary oppositions can neglect important political and ethical questions 
with regard to relations between culture and commerce. For example, are 
there potentially harmful effects to commodification? All societies reserve 
some aspects of the world – nature, personhood or culture, for example – 
from commodification. What aspects of culture might contemporary soci-
eties shelter from exchange and private ownership and on what grounds? 
(These issues are fruitfully pursued, for example, by John Frow, 1997, him-
self a cultural studies analyst. I return to them in relation to cultural produc-
tion in Chapter 2.)

THE APPROACH TAKEN HERE
In the respects discussed above, and others too, cultural studies has made an 
enormous though at times problematic contribution to our understanding of 
culture and power, and more recently to studies of cultural production. In 
the 1980s and 1990s, cultural studies was attacked not only by conservatives 
who questioned its emphasis on respect for cultural difference, but also by 
liberals and radicals. In fact, some of the strongest attacks on cultural stud-
ies came from fellow leftists in political economy and radical media sociology 
who often accused it of a secret complicity with conservatism (see,for exam-
ple, Gitlin, 1998; Miller and Philo, 2000, and others). Cultural studies gave 
as good as it got and, again, the main targets were often potential allies on 
the political left. The result was a series of polemics, which helped to create a 
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perception, at least in the research fields of media, communication and cultural 
studies, that critical analysis was evenly divided between two camps – politi-
cal economy and cultural studies. This idea was reproduced not only in pub-
lished books and articles but also in countless everyday references in seminar 
rooms, conference bars and so on, along the lines of ‘political economy does 
X, cultural studies does Y’. Even when some writers claimed that they want to 
move beyond the split, they then proceeded to attack, from a position strongly 
identified with one camp, a caricatured version of the other, thus maintaining 
the myth (such as Grossberg, 1995).

In the two previous editions of this book, I took issue with this polarisa-
tion, as a way of explaining my own synthesis of approaches to culture and 
power. My claim was that political economy versus cultural studies was 
neither an accurate nor useful way to characterise approaches to the media 
and popular culture. The opposition simplified a whole web of disagree-
ments and conflicts between the various different approaches to culture that 
we might take down to just two players. Contrary to some naïve mispercep-
tions, political economy is not the same thing as ‘studies of production’ and 
cultural studies does not consist of ‘empirical studies of audiences’ or ‘stud-
ies of texts’. All this should be apparent from the above discussions. In fact, 
the issue was never really cultural studies versus political economy – as if the 
field of enquiry was divided neatly between two approaches. The real goal of 
discussions about theory and method in relation to media and popular cul-
ture, I pointed out, should be to understand the potential contributions and 
limitations of the key approaches, and to synthesise the best aspects of them. 
Discussions organised around simple dichotomies such as political economy 
versus cultural studies were never likely to achieve this goal.

Thankfully this crude opposition now appears to have faded. Its prominence 
in the 1980s and 1990s perhaps reflected the tensions between two different 
kinds of leftist politics, one based primarily on issues of social identity, such as 
gender, ethnicity and sexuality, the other on economics, internationalist politics 
and the redistribution of resources (the latter sometimes portrayed as Marxist 
when it could just as easily be social-democratic).18 For some, this concern with 
social identity was a retreat from the project of building coalitions to resist the 
economic and political forces that bring about oppression in the first place. 

We now live in different times, where many analysts recognise the central 
importance of geopolitical and financial power (issues almost entirely neglected 
by the best-known versions of cultural studies) and social identity. The fading 
of the dichotomy may also reflect that people interested in the study of the 
media and popular culture might now divide their sense of the field more by 
topic than by (often caricatured) theoretical approach: political communication, 
media industries, media and gender/sexuality, international communication, 
journalism, internet studies, television studies, film studies, and so on. 

18 See Hall (1992) for an account of cultural studies that portrays it as a reaction by the left 
against certain forms of Marxism, especially those influenced by Stalinism.
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The political economy versus cultural studies dichotomy was discussed 
in some detail in the previous two editions, but I have cut this here, and any 
readers who may be interested are referred to either of those previous edi-
tions (Hesmondhalgh, 2002, 2007). Instead, I deal more briefly with some 
longstanding tensions and dilemmas arising from differences in approach 
to culture and the cultural industries. I try to dispel one or two persistent 
confusions relevant to analysis of cultural industries, and indicate my own 
theoretical and methodological approach in this book.

 • Analysts have often identified a number of moments or processes that 
are particularly relevant to the study of media and popular culture. The 
most often used terms are: production, audiences, texts (sometimes 
the terms ‘representation’ or ‘content’ are used instead), and policy/
regulation. Nearly everyone emphasises the significance of seeing these 
moments or processes in relation to each other (see du Gay et al., 1997 on 
‘the circuit of culture’ – reproduced and discussed in Hesmondhalgh, 
2002: 43), even if they believe that certain moments or processes have 
more causal effect on media in general (see Toynbee, 2008). Nearly 
everyone recognises that the best way of understanding the media and 
popular culture is to address all these different moments and processes, 
even if analysts choose to focus on a particular one or two. 

 • Studies of cultural, media and creative industries tend to focus on 
dynamics of production and the way in which government policy and 
regulation might shape production. Some focus on these dynamics in 
relation to texts as well. This is the approach taken in the present book. 

 • The cultural industries have a dual role – as ‘economic’ systems of pro-
duction and ‘cultural’ producers of texts. Production is profoundly cultural 
and texts are determined by economic factors (among others). If we want 
to criticise the forms of culture produced by the cultural industries and the 
ways that they produce them, then we need to take account of both the pol-
itics of redistribution, focused on issues of political economy, and the politics 
of recognition, focused on questions of cultural identity (Fraser, 1997).

 • Some theoretical and methodological dilemmas can’t easily be recon-
ciled, however. A significant split between different types of research 
concerns epistemology – the understandings of how we gain knowl-
edge that underlie our attempt to seek understanding – and method. 
Put crudely, some analysts, including political economy writers, tend 
in questions of epistemology towards realism: the ‘assumption that 
there is a material world external to our cognitive processes which pos-
sesses specific properties ultimately accessible to our understanding’ 
(Garnham, 1990: 3). This view is crucially linked to the view that we can 
achieve objective knowledge of that independent reality. Cultural stud-
ies writers take a variety of more constructivist and subjectivist epis-
temological paths, in some cases aiming to gain greater objectivity by 
recognition of the effect of the observer on the observed (see Couldry, 
2000: 12–14, on feminist epistemology), while in other cases, there is 
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a radical scepticism about truth claims. This is especially true in post-
structuralist and postmodernist approaches. The approach in the pre-
sent book is built on a critical realist perspective (see Hesmondhalgh 
and Toynbee, 2008; Sayer, 2000).

 • Another difficult theoretical problem concerns explanation and the 
problem of economic reductionism – the attribution of complex cultural 
events and processes, such as the form of the Hollywood film industry or 
the nature of television soap operas or the development of television as 
a medium of communication, to a single political-economic cause, such 
as the interests of the social class that controls the means of production 
or the requirement within capitalism for owners and executives to make 
profits. There are indeed such economically reductionist accounts, which 
fail to do justice to the complex interplay of factors involved in culture, 
but the fact that some political-economic accounts are reductionist is no 
argument against political-economic analysis per se. An important con-
cept has been determination, generally used in the Marxist tradition to 
refer to the process by which objective conditions might fix causally what 
happens. There are dubious Marxist accounts of determination, which 
portray forces as leading inevitably to something happening; and there 
are more useful accounts that examine how certain conditions might 
set limits and exert pressures on events and processes (see Williams, 
1977: 83–9, for an exposition of this distinction). A good analysis will 
set processes of economic determination alongside other processes and 
pressures in culture and think about how they interact. Debates about 
economic determination and reductionism have produced the most sig-
nificant tensions between political economy and other approaches. An 
eclectic methodology, allied to a radical social-democratic recognition 
of the existence of structures of power, inequality and injustice, might 
provide the possibility of building on the already greater convergence 
between different critical approaches. The more pragmatic option advo-
cated here involves identifying particular moments where economic fac-
tors are strongly determinant and moments where other factors, such as 
those listed above, need to be stressed more. This, as we shall see, will 
be a crucial aspect of Chapter 3, which sets about explaining change and 
continuity in the cultural industries.

*   *   *

In this chapter, I have concentrated on identifying the achievements and pin-
pointing the limitations of the main approaches relevant to study of the cul-
tural industries. I have done so by considering how these approaches might 
best help us to understand the issues identified in the Introduction as cen-
tral to the book as a whole: the relationships between culture/creativity and 
power, and between change and continuity. I also outlined my approach, 
which might be summarised as a sociological version of political economy, 
heavily informed by certain aspects of cultural studies and media studies. 
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RECOMMENDED AND FURTHER READING19

The approach outlined in this chapter relies on an understanding of the 
importance of the relationships between culture, society and democracy that 
has been articulated in different ways by a number of writers. There is only 
space to mention some of them here. 

Raymond Williams remains a key inspiration for anyone concerned about 
the relationships between culture, society and power. His early work such as 
Culture and Society (1958) and The Long Revolution (1961) is most often cited, 
but I often suggest starting with the late essays, such as Towards 2000 (1983) 
and What I Came to Say (1989). Paul Jones’s Raymond Williams’s Sociology of 
Culture (2004) is a good though formidable overview.

James Curran has synthesised approaches from political economy, com-
munication studies and sociology of culture, while also being attentive to 
cultural studies. His books Media and Power (2002) and Media and Democracy 
(2011) collect some notable interventions. The collection Curran edited with 
the late Michael Gurevitch, called Mass Media and Society in its first four edi-
tions and retitled The Media and Society for its 5th edition (2010) is, in my 
view, the best introductory collection of serious writing about the media. 

C. Edwin Baker was a legal scholar, highly influenced by the political econ-
omy approach, who wrote a brilliant series of books on key issues related to 
the cultural industries and their role in contemporary societies: Advertising 
and a Democratic Press (1994), Media, Markets and Democracy (2002), and Media 
Concentration and Democracy (2007).

Amongst the most rewarding contemporary cultural studies writers on 
questions relevant to the cultural industries are Graeme Turner (such as 
Understanding Celebrity, 2004, and Ordinary People and the Media, 2010); Andrew 
Ross (No Collar, 2003; Nice Work If You Can Get It, 2009); and Angela McRobbie 
(The Aftermath of Feminism, 2008, but see also early and important essays on 
cultural labour, such as McRobbie, 2002). The best introduction to cultural 
studies I know is still Nick Couldry’s Inside Culture (2000). Don Robotham’s 
Culture, Society and Economy (2005) offers a trenchant critique of how cultural 
studies and social theory have failed to analyse economic power.

A very good recent collection of work in the political economy tradition is 
Dwayne Winseck and Dal Yong Jin’s The Political Economies of Media (2011). 
This has an excellent introductory essay by Winseck (2011). Janet Wasko, 
Graham Murdock and Helena Sousa’s The Handbook of Political Economy of 
Communications (2011) contains a number of good pieces. A good book-length 
overview of the political economy approach is Vincent Mosco’s The Political 
Economy of Communication (1st edition, 1996), though I found the (2009) sec-
ond edition’s treatment of more recent developments a little disappointing. 

19 Full bibliographical details of works suggested in the Selected and Further Reading 
section that follows each main chapter can be found in the References at the end of the 
book.
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Peter Golding and Graham Murdock have provided a series of vital 
contributions to analysis of the media and culture, both individually and 
together. These go back to essays published in the 1970s (Murdock and 
Golding, 1974, 1977) and an overview of the changing communications field 
in 1977 (Murdock and Golding, 1977). In 1991, they published a substantially 
new version (‘Culture, communications and political economy’) of their 
1977 essay, which they then revised three times, in 1996, 2000 and 2005 (see 
Golding and Murdock, 2005). Changes in the agenda of the critical political 
economy tradition can be traced across these contributions.

Although my preference is clearly for the ‘cultural industries’ variants of 
political economy, the Schiller-McChesney school (or, as Winseck (2011: 21–3) 
has it, the ‘monopoly capital and digital capitalism’ schools) has a great deal 
to offer the analysis of cultural industries. Examples include McChesney’s 
book on The Political Economy of Media (2008). 

A good textbook sympathetic to the new cultural studies of media indus-
tries is Timothy Havens and Amanda Lotz’s Understanding Media Industries 
(2011). Jennifer Holt and Alisa Perren’s Media Industries: History, Theory 
and Method (2009) and Vicki Mayer, Miranda J. Banks and John Thornton 
Caldwell’s Production Studies (2009) are good collections. The focus of all 
these books is very much on television and film.

For general introductions to the study of media, see Gillespie (2006) on 
audiences, Gillespie and Toynbee (2006) on Analysing Media Texts, and 
Hesmondhalgh (2006b) on media production.
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