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Abstract: Today, the expression "media" firmly retains a broad language function 
both in professional and public discourse, the essence of which is a signification 
of the auditory, visual, audiovisual and digital-electronic "press", including both 
the tools and agents. The term seems scientific from academic viewpoint and 
precise in public discourse. However, analogies drawn from some of its 
connotations, which can serve as a foundation to signify various media 
organisations, are adequate only for some segments of the semantic field of the 
term and for the roles of various entities described as “media” in the context of 
mass communication studies. In this paper we shall make an attempt to clarify 
whether the general name "media" and the more specific "medium" adequately 
marks the complex institutional system and its individual members to which it is 
applied in mass communication studies. To this end, after outlining the semantic 
scope of the term, we will try to identify differences postulated essential in the 
structure and operation of the constituents of the institutional structure it marks. 
These differences, viewed through specific types and cases, can either corroborate 
its use or can necessitate a refinement or rejection of its application. 

 
Keywords: media, producent, vertical integration, content production, influence, 
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Introduction 

 
The English “media”, as the plural form of “medium”, comes from the Latin medius, which in 
turn has its origin in the Greek mésos (µέσος). In the following, we will base the starting 
point of our investigations of the entity referred to in communication sciences as “medium”  
and “media” on its first dictionary meaning, designating an entity  “which lies in the middle,  
or between other things; intervening body or quantity” (Webster 1913, p.908. This  
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generalised definition is also supported by Weekly 1921, p.914, Klein 1967, p.956, Shipley 
1979, p.228, Simpson & Weiner, 1991 , p.554, Valpy 1828, p.255, Andrews 1851, p.935, 
Niermeyer 1976, p.667, Donnegan 1831, p.808, Giles 1840, p.416, and Liddel and Scott 1883, 
p.944). The semantic content of these expressions strongly varies even in a particular 
language. In its variations, the scope of meaning can be broader or narrower. Particularly in 
different language versions, loss from or addition to the meaning is also traceable: in texts 
about mass communication—as it is quite well-known, its earliest versions developed in 
English-speaking countries in the 1920's—the meanings of the English variant will be 
relevant, where its meaning retains the “in the middle" and “intervening" sense but lacks the 
meaning components suggesting “impartiality", “neutrality", and “public" of the Greek and 
Latin terms (Demeter 2011, pp.110-111). The fact that this is not only linguistically relevant 
is illustrated on the one hand by the classical case of thinking about a “generalized symbolic 
media,”1 which plays a central role in human life-opportunities and mediates between, as 
Habermas would say, “system” and “lifeworld,” as well as between their subsystems. On the 
other hand, this relevance is also shown by the current discourses about the social-public role 
of the media, its potential in forming identities and attitudes, and its role in obtaining and 
maintaining power. It is easy to understand what significance the examination of the semantic 
field of the term "medium" has in this study from communication-theoretic viewpoint if we 
focus on some preliminary questions which can be constructed based both on what is covered 
by the English term and what is not. At the same time, it can also be put forward that the 
examination of these questions and the answers to them will serve as a theoretical framework 
to the examination of the structural and functional characteristics of media organisations. 
 

Preliminary Questions 

 
Starting with McLuhan, scientific thinking about the media almost always requires a 
preliminary resolution whether the fundamental questions of the discipline should refer to the 
media itself or to the media content that is broadcasted or published. This requirement and the 
wide-ranging variety of conclusions one can arrive at as possible endpoints of the debates 
will force us too to make this choice with regard to how we will proceed. Mediation carried 
out by the media requires a complex activity technologically, structurally, and functionally, 
which, beyond its contribution to mediation, has the potential to be used to achieve other 
results as well. As experience suggests, these potentials may get actualised with changes in 
the zeitgeist and in individual and institutional interests, so we tend to side with the opinion 
that basic research needs to concentrate primarily on the mediator and only secondarily on the 
mediated content itself. We should also add that an interest in the latter should always remain 
relative to how the mediator selects and modifies the content. In order to avoid an 
arbitrariness of division in selecting the object of our research, by identifying an institution as 
“medium”, we will apply the criteria presented in the introduction: the prerequisite of 
mediation is the middle position. But before proceeding with this categorisation, we need to 
answer three questions:  
 

1. What is the status of those institutions which are both sources and mediators of the 
content they transmit? 
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2. At what extent does a process, which can be labelled as “transmission”, allow the 
editing of the transmitted content? How and where can the boundary be drawn  
between simple transmission and the transmission of an edited content, which retains 
only a level of similarity to the original? 

 
3. From communication-theoretical perspective, is it reasonable not to make a clear 

distinction between the following types of institutions by naming them uniformly as 
media? 

a. They transmit their own content to their target audience. 
b. They modify the content they received from external sources and then transmit 

the result to their target audience. 
c. They simply transmit the unchanged content they receive from external 

sources. 
 

Discussion 

 
A short answer to the first question is that the source of message in a process of transmission 
is not the medium but an agent of transmission. Here, it is appropriate to outline the 
difference between “mediation” and “disclosure”, which is an elemental distinction to make 
in this writing in order to emphasize either a mediated content or an agent responsible for 
initiating the process. While the role of the medium is to serve as the vehicle of the mediated 
content, the agent stands in the role of a producer: the agent produces the disclosed content. 
This distinction will also point at the middle position of the medium and the terminal position 
of the producer in the tritransitive process of transmission. If, according to the designated 
meaning of “medium”, we regard the “position between two” as an important criterion, we 
can supplement the question in the following way: What is the status of those entities, the 
position of which is between a source and its target (audience) in the mediation process? This 
wording makes it immediately apparent that the following conclusion can be drawn without 
any further analysis of the medium, which looks obvious from communication-theoretical 
perspective but has received little attention so far: the medium as an in-between can be 
identical neither with the source of the message, nor with its target audience. Furthermore, we 
can regard no institution or organisation as medium, if it transmits a content produced by 
itself, instead of one originating in an external source. 
Nowadays, when there is more and more emphasis on the research of the large-scale market 
and organisational convergence which can be observed inside  the  so-called media sector, 
this condition cannot be neglected because the convergence can easily reach a stage where 
the result of a series of corporate mergers and acquisitions will be organisations capable of 
content production and their distribution through their own media—publishing houses, 
televisions, radios, and cinema networks (McChesney 2005, Bagdikian 2000, p.xvii, Noam 
2009, p.104). These phenomena, as the “vertical integration” of the media, were brought into 
the focus of attention by media economics and regulation, although this process in fact 
escapes the scope of media studies because here, both analytically and in reality, one of the 
terminal members gets integrated with the middle member, which leads to the termination of 
the middle position, bringing about the dissolution of the medium on organisational level. 
Naturally, this does not mean that a vertically-integrated “media” enterprise cannot take part 
in the process of mediation as a sender instead of a medium. In order to be able to continue  
the examination of the process of mediation in this environment, where mass communication  
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studies traditionally concentrates on media institutions whereas these institutions are 
gradually disappearing, we need to distinguish the technological tools of mediation from the 
organisations that use these tools to transmit their “media content”. After this distinction has 
been made, we can include the cases when media enterprises transmit content produced by 
themselves because, in a technological sense, it can be regarded as mediation, where the 
medium in this tritransitive process is the technological architecture between the media 
corporation and the viewer, listener, or reader. The media enterprise here stands in a terminal 
position, which is incompatible with the designated meaning of the term “medium”, and 
because of which the term could not be used legitimately and adequately. If we broaden our 
perspective and we concentrate on the organisations instead of the content, then a well-
founded claim can be made that there is a well-defined segment of the set of organisations the 
categorisation of which as media is problematic: the ones belonging to this segment are those 
whose profile is predominantly or entirely composed of self-produced content. This 
problematic nature becomes particularly obvious when a programme produced by the media 
organisation is about the events or happenings of a situation produced, being produced, or 
planned to be produced by the organisation itself.2 If we dispense with the question of where 
the content was produced or where it can be positioned and what it makes available, and we 
concentrate only on the fact that a news item was communicated from point A to point B, or 
was made accessible in point B, then we will not be able to make a distinction between a 
"sender" and a "mediator", or between  "disclosure" and "mediation". 
Nevertheless, such cases are also possible, where the media enterprise behaves both as a 
source and a mediator, that is, certain parts of the content are self-produced and other parts 
mediated. Strictly speaking, even the following assertion can be accepted as true: institutions 
and organisations in median position cannot function purely as mediators. There is little 
probability for the realisation of pure mediation, which therefore needs to be handled as an 
ideal type, that is, as an analytical construct, having its reality as a point of reference, serving 
the researcher to ascertain similarities as well as deviations in specific cases. One of the first 
thematizations of this problem was in Habermas’s examination of the press organizations of 
classical civil public sphere (Bürgerliche Öffentlichkeit). The description he published in his 
seminal work ‘The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere’ about the press 
organisations at the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century is quite close to the 
ideal type of purely mediating media organisation. For these organisations, both news 
agencies and professional journalism as a full-time job were unknown, and for the content to 
be mediated only one editor was employed, who, in some cases, also functioned as an owner, 
author, and reader; but the role of this person was typically limited to the topical arrangement 
of the ideas and writings of private citizens making use of their reason, and, if needed, the 
separation of information from commentary. This led to a situation where, apart from the 
(civic) interests of the financier, which limited what problems could and could not be 
discussed, and the norms of public discourse, the reasoning citizens could discuss the 
problems they regarded as worth discussion based on their experience and not according to 
the rules of a media organisation. Due to this, the press, at least for a short period of time, 
“remained an institution of the public itself, effective in the manner of a mediator and 
intensifier of public discussion” (Habermas 1993, p.183). 
The two main characteristics of the press organisations described by Habermas, the 
facilitation of a public conversation among citizens and a commitment of the organisation to 
disseminate unbiased and independent information, are properties that helped these 
organisations not only to  meet the technical role of the mediator but also to satisfy the  
criteria of objectivity and neutrality. For this reason, they can also be regarded as significant 
contributors to the development of the freedom of speech and expression.  
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However, since the publication of Habermas's work, several historical researches (for a 
summary of which see for example Curran 1991, pp.38-41, and Iosifidis 2011, pp. 31-33) to 
revise and reveal the facts have provided severe criticisms of his conclusions, which can also 
serve as an effective refutation of his analysis, for which reason, the reality of a medium 
behaving purely as a mediator on organisational level cannot be considered as corroborated. 
It is not the purpose of this chapter, however, to clarify the question whether there existed, 
exists, or will ever exist an organisation which functions purely and exclusively as mediator 
of contents produced by others. Instead, our aim is to provide some clues to the creation of a 
theoretical model making it possible to compare the results of empiria to an ideal situation, 
and by so doing, media organisations will be comparable not only against each other, in a 
closed circle, but against a consensually acceptable mode of operation. This objective is not 
purely theoretical—even though this would be perfectly acceptable in the case of media, as 
with any targets of basic research—, its significance cannot be neglected from a practical 
viewpoint either, as it renders comprehensible the various modes of practical application, and 
at the same time can serve as a propaedeutic of this comprehension. 
Pragmatic arguments can also be raised against the practicability of a pure mediating role. In 
the tritransitive processes, in which the mediation can happen, the mere existence of the 
medium can make an influence: a given medium is what it is, therefore, not something 
different, by which it determines the context of transition.3 This is true for media with or 
without an organisation. In media enterprises, another productive effect is also in play: while 
transmitting, the members of the organisation, who map (or transform) the object of 
transmission, as a media organisation, recreate the object of transmission in a scene provided 
by the technological architecture of the medium. As Stuart Hall writes about television 
broadcasts, which can be extended to include the audiovisual and digital-electronic press as 
well: 
  

„The ’message form’ is the necessary ’form of appearance’ of the event in its 
passage from source to receiver”, and „a raw historical event can not, in that form, 
be transmitted by, say, a television newscast. Events can only be signified within 
the aural-visual forms of the televisual discourse” (1980, quoted by Moores 2005, 
p.110) 

 
Why the act of transformation or mapping is the product of the media enterprise, and not of 
any other participant of the mass communication framework, becomes clear as soon as we 
name the processes which —from the viewpoint of the terminal members of the transmission 
process—are exactly the opposite of mediation. One of these processes is self-disclosure, 
when it is the agent who represents oneself,4 the one who creates one's own media imprint 
and selects or creates a medium one deems suitable. In another such process, the initiative is 
not from the media organisation either but from the media consumer, which is called 
prosuming,5 when the media consumer maps various types of content and makes it 
available—mainly but not exclusively in internet environment, and inside the framework of 
participant journalism—through a medium to other consumers. 
For this reason, we have to make a distinction for media enterprises having their own 
organisations whether the content mediated by them is influenced by them or by an external  
agent, and, in the former case, whether that influence is necessary or unnecessary. The 
necessary influence on the mediated content exercised unintentionally by mediating  
organisations, which are nowadays collectively referred to as media, from now on will be 
called passive influence, which needs to be distinguished from intentional or voluntaristic, 
that is unnecessary, influences coming from inside the organisations. These influences can be  
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summed up in the category of “influencing”, which can appear in several stages—namely, 
thematization, problematization, and formalisation—of the transformation process, where the 
stages do not necessarily follow each other in the same order or are the consequences of each 
other. 
 
Thematization is when the media organisation—normally, in accordance with the interests or 
intentions of the owner or owners—applies a predetermined profile, that is, a preliminary, 
reference-based selection is made to determine what the owners allow to appear on the 
interface they provide. As it is quite probable that the medium, because of its own nature, 
cannot mediate content referring to certain objects, only those cases belong to the sphere of 
thematization where the exclusion or propagation of a certain content is subject to the 
voluntarist decision of the organisation. These voluntarist decisions can be further divided 
into those resulting from the internal regulation of the media company and those originating 
in conformity to external regulations—typically, state or international law—, nevertheless, in 
both cases the existence of thematization is a fact. Historical examples6 can be listed, as well 
as contemporary ones,7 to support the claim. However, it is more common nowadays that its 
application is linked to problematization and formalisation in current media environments. 
Problematization is the phenomenon where those attributes of the mediated content are edited 
with which the content in question refers.8 This activity can only be fully described as a 
selection from among the possible interpretations of the original content if editing the 
attributes presented during mediation does not make the original object or event, which it 
aims to map, inaccessible. If the meaning is tampered with, references to the original target 
can be obscured, that is, such a selection of the attributes of the mediated content can be 
made—by addition, omission, and substitution—that the modified attributes do not refer to 
the original event or object the mediation of which the content purports to be. This can 
happen in a way that the mediated content becomes the representation of another original 
event or object (→misrepresentation), but also in a way that it represents no original event or 
object (→false representation a.k.a untruth or lie). In problematization, therefore, “editing” 
signifies a decision-making process the result of which determines what meaning the 
mediated content can have when it is made public, which enables the organisation of the 
medium to behave both as a mediator and as a producent, that is, they can manufacture a 
meaning to the mediated content, while leaving its reference untouched. 
Nevertheless, the mediated content can be influenced not only by editing the referring 
attributes: there is a difference between what meaning the given content has when mediated 
and what meaning is attributed in the head of the target audience to the mediated content, that 
is, it is often a part of mediation to edit the perceptibility of the referring attributes of the 
source. Earlier, it was already mentioned that it is necessary to transform or map the mediated 
content in the media. However, formalisation techniques used during this transformation 
process can be used with or without an intent to influence. Those elements of technical 
editing which are not exclusively for the preservation or improvement of the clarity of the 
mediated content (e.g. improving image or soundtrack clarity or proofreading the script or 
article) are especially suitable for this purpose. What concepts and opinions are forming in  
the heads of the target audience is greatly influenced by the perspective of perception offered  
by the medium. The perspective of the camera is a good analogy for the perspective of the 
target audience relative to the content (Rutherford 2002, Jamieson & Campbell 2006, p.85); 
camera viewing angle and camera movements in general imitates human space recognition  
and proxemics (Bordwell 1977) while cuts, transitions and focus can frame mental activities 
in charge for information processing. 
We can firmly state about the relationship between “influence” and “medium” that the former  



 J. Tóth –Cs. Vass  26 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                
KOME − An International Journal of Pure Communication Inquiry Volume 1 Issue 1  p.. 20-30. 
 

is not among the lexical meanings of the latter, but it is also true that it is not a criterion that a 
medium must be free from any intention to influence. It is a criterion, however, that a 
medium is in a middle position between the mediated source and the target audience, and it 
also makes a significant functional difference between different media whether they actively 
influence the mediated content or not. On the other hand, the current professional and 
colloquial usage of the terms “medium” and “media” lacks proper distinction and is often 
inconsistent when used for transmission organisations. Apparently, the basis of the 
appellation here is the technical-technological capability of the institutions to transmit, which 
is a common characteristic that we can call, borrowing the mathematical term, "a greatest 
common divisor”. 
The most obvious weakness of this appellation is the overgeneralization of the term “media” 
to an extent of becoming meaningless. It is hard to imagine any entity which is incapable or 
unsuitable to transmit any received impulse at least on technical level and at least in a 
fragmentary way. We are in the situation that if we take into consideration the scientific 
requirement of conceptual clarity —the essence of which is not to use the same name for 
different phenomena, and even if we do not have a strict definition, it should be possible to 
give a meaningful explanation about the phenomena being examined— we consider it 
expedient to make a distinction between institutions commonly called “media” according to 
whether the content is intentionally influenced and where the content they transmit is created. 
The following options exist for this distinction: 
 

● we can carry out an examination inside the set of organisations technically and 
technologically capable of transmittance whether they have any other qualities with 
class-creating power which are in conflict with the distinctive features of a “medium” 

● we can create additional labelled subclasses according to their identifying 
characteristics inside the class-designating horizon of the “medium” 

 
The first approach provides an opportunity to divide media enterprises on an organisational 
level into media and producents. Accordingly, the category "producent" will include 
organisations whose main profile is not mediation but primarily the disclosure of self-
produced content through a given architecture as medium to a given target audience. This 
approach, not from the previously discussed functionalist viewpoint but with focus on 
economic (Vass 1992; 2011) and power theoretical issues (Vass 2005; 2010) had already 
been elaborated by one of the authors of the present article. On the other hand, those 
organisations can be categorised as "medium" which primarily organise the mediation of 
content originating outside of them, and this mediation on institutional level is through the 
media organisation, and on technological level, through the technological architecture they 
employ. 
The second approach also provides an opportunity to make a difference between clear and 
unclear media from the perspective of content influencing. We call clear media those 
organisations, where the dominant part of the mediated content is not influenced intentionally,  
and unclear media are those where a dominant part of the mediated content is under any non-
passive, intentional influence from inside the media organisation. 
Furthermore, we cannot rule out the possibility that a given organisation—no matter whether  
it is a clear or unclear medium, or a producent—shows symptoms of abnormal operation for 
an insignificant proportion of the transmitted content or programmes, and for this 
insignificant proportion, it will behave abnormally, showing characteristics of content  
management that can also be observed in the other two organization types. 
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Based on the above, we can assert that institutions capable of technological transmission can  
be typologized according to their effect on the transmitted content: 
 
 

 
Effects on 

content 
Operation Type of transition 

Regular operationcm  

Irregular operationum  Clear medium mediation 

Irregular operationp  

Regular operationum  

Irregular operationcm  
Unclear 

medium 
influencing 

Irregular operationp  

Regular operationp  

Irregular operationcm  
Producent producing 

Irregular operationum  
 

Table 1. General types of effects on transmitted content 

Conclusion 

 
In the discussion above, we made an attempt to present and explain the current problems 
related to the usage of the word "medium". At the same time, by introducing the term 
"producent", and through the distinction made between "clear" and "unclear" media, we also 
tried to make a suggestion for a resolution. The results can confirm us in our conviction that a 
correct naming of the institutions capable of the transmission in the technological sense has a 
great significance inside the scientific field and can have great relevance outside the field as 
well. One of the points we need to emphasise is the application of adequate and precise 
concepts, which is attached to distinguishing truth from falsehood in the scientific field, 
establishing and maintaining, though often indirectly, another one of the key points: the 
scientific reputation of researchers. Finally, this brings forth the rising social-causal stakes of 
orienting human lives with the help of those with high scientific reputation. 

 

NOTES 

   1. In Parsons' AGIL-schema, the generalised symbolic media, that is, money, political power, influence, and 
value-commitments (Parsons 1975, p.104) serve as generalised interpreter languages to keep contact between 
the subsystems isolated analytically. This was reconsidered and developed upon from the viewpoint of 
communication-science by Luhman, distinguishing between language, distributive media, and symbolically 
generalised communication media (1995, pp.160-161), and by Habermas, differentiating steering media 
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replacing language as an action- coordinating mechanism (Parsons A & G's media) from communication media, 
preserving its dependence on language and the lifeworld (Habermas 1987, pp.273-282 esp. p.277). 
   2. A news programme produced internally by a media organisation makes an external event accessible more or  
less adequately.  However, events made available to the target audience via the airing of a self-produced reality 
show, chat show, drama series etc. have their sources inside the media organisation and can be regarded as the 
direct construct of the organisation. 
   3.  Naturally, the presence of a medium specifies not only the context of transition but also the wider macro-
environment into which it is integrated. For this reason, a situation can also arise where a medium is introduced 
into a macro-environment for the very effects of its presence. However, these cases go beyond the scope of this 
writing. 
   4.  There is only so much overlap between self-representation and the disclosure categories contrasted earlier 
with mediation,  as self-representation, which can be considered a special case of disclosure, is self-disclosure. 
   5.  The same way as McLuhan and Nevit have earlier predicted (1972, p.4), there’s a convergence not only 
between source and medium, but one can also develop between the source and the target audience. Its early 
conceptualisation on the field of economic theory (Toffler 1980, Kotler 1986) pointed out that prosumption, 
which unifies the producer and the consumer when production serves one's own consumption, poses a serious 
challenge in the postindustrial era for the market which traditionally mediates between the product and its 
consumer, and marketing activities bent on influencing consumer attitudes. For our topic, the significance of this 
convergence lies in the fact that the prosumer employs a high degree of decoupling between the transformation 
or mapping process and the media organisation, and thus it also filters out from the process of mediation the 
content producing and content influencing effects of this organisation. 
   6.  A well-known example is the one in 1956, when the three biggest radio networks of those times (ABC, 
CBS, and NBC) banned Dot and Diamond's song “Transfusion” on the ground that there is "nothing funny in 
blood transfusion", and Bob Dylan's "Love for Sale" shared the same fate for its references to prostitution 
(Gross, Perebinossoff & Gross 2005, p.201). 
    7.   Iran serves good examples for reference-based selection, where haraam contents or contents leading to 
haraam are censored or sanctioned on a religious basis, as well as, following a political logic, any references to 
the holocaust as a historical event (Hejazi 2011, p.57-58). For the same reason, any reference to Tiananmen 
Square massacre is closely monitored and censored in China (Reporters Without Borders 2009). 
    8.   Strictly speaking, naturally, it is not the content that refers but the perceiver of the content. 
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