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Executive Summary

Media hegemony is best understood not as a claim that one actor secretly controls every newsroom, but as a theory of how
durable patterns of power become embedded in the routine production, circulation, and interpretation of information. In a
hegemonic media order, power operates through what is selected as news, what is omitted, whose voices are recognized as
authoritative, which frames become habitual, and which assumptions become so familiar that they appear to be ordinary
common sense rather than political choices.

The strongest analytical version of the concept has four layers. First is material power: ownership, capital, advertising,
subscription economics, regulation, and access to infrastructure. Second is institutional power: editorial hierarchies,
professional routines, news values, beats, deadlines, source dependence, and organizational risk. Third is symbolic power:
agenda-setting, framing, expert authority, language, repetition, and boundary-setting between mainstream and deviant claims.
Fourth is audience and platform power: selective exposure, social identity, recommendation systems, creator networks,
virality, and feedback loops that can reinforce or destabilize legacy authority.

Core thesis The deepest form of media power is not merely the power to publish or suppress a story. It is the power to shape
the field in which society decides what is real, important, credible, normal, legitimate, and actionable.

The report treats hegemony as a hypothesis to be tested, not a universal verdict. Media systems are contested. Journalists
investigate governments and corporations; competing outlets expose one another; audiences reject preferred frames;
alternative media create counter-publics; and digital platforms have broken many former monopolies over distribution. At the
same time, competition can coexist with shared assumptions, shared source pools, common professional norms, and common
dependence on the same platform intermediaries. Therefore the empirical question is not whether media are “free” or
“controlled” in the abstract, but where power enters the information chain and with what measurable consequences.

Evidence and interpretation labels

Label Meaning

Verified fact A claim grounded in publicly verifiable data, documents, or current
institutional sources.

Established theory A well-known academic concept or finding that has a substantial
scholarly literature.

Contested claim A proposition with serious scholarly or political disagreement.

Reasonable inference A conclusion drawn from observable structures or patterns but not

directly proven.

Interpretive judgment An analytical evaluation that should be debated and tested against
alternatives.

Current empirical backdrop (2026)

Verified fact. The Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2026 describes a decisive expansion of third-party intermediation.
Across 48 markets, 54% of respondents used social media and video networks for news in the prior week, compared with
51% using news organizations’ own websites and apps. Weekly use of AI chatbots for news reached 10%, and among people
aged 18-24, 52% said social media, video networks, and Al chatbots were their main way of getting news. Overall trust in
news was reported at 37%, while trust in news encountered on social media and Al chatbots was lower. These figures do not
prove “platform hegemony,” but they establish that the power to rank, recommend, summarize, and route attention has
become central to the contemporary news system.

Verified fact. The Medill State of Local News 2025 report found 213 U.S. counties without a local news source and another
1,524 with only one, leaving roughly 50 million Americans with limited or no access to reliable local news. This matters for
hegemony because a decline in local information production can increase dependence on national outlets, partisan media,
social platforms, and official information flows.
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1. Hegemony: Etymology, General Meaning, and Gramsci

The English word “hegemony” derives from Greek hegemonia, associated with leadership, predominance, or command. In
classical usage it could describe the leadership of one city-state over others. In modern social theory, however, the term
became more ambitious: it refers to durable leadership or predominance that is stabilized not only by superior force but also
by institutions, ideas, norms, alliances, and consent.

Antonio Gramsci transformed hegemony into a theory of political and cultural rule. His central insight was that a ruling order
in advanced societies cannot be sustained by coercion alone. State force remains important, but long-term stability depends
on winning sufficient consent within civil society. Schools, churches, associations, intellectuals, parties, cultural institutions,
newspapers, and everyday language help organize how people interpret social reality. A dominant order becomes hegemonic
when its worldview is experienced less as a partisan doctrine than as the natural or practical way the world works.

Gramsci therefore distinguished domination by coercion from leadership through consent, although in practice the two are
interwoven. The state in the narrow sense can enforce rules, but civil society performs much of the slower work of
legitimating them. This is why “common sense” is central: common sense is a sedimented mixture of inherited beliefs,
practical assumptions, moral categories, popular experience, and elite ideas. It is not necessarily coherent or false. It is
politically important because it provides the default vocabulary through which people judge what is possible, respectable,
dangerous, normal, or absurd.

For media analysis, the implication is profound. A press system need not transmit orders from a government or capitalist
class to contribute to hegemony. Journalistic routines can normalize categories; experts can define the boundaries of
competent speech; markets can privilege audience segments attractive to advertisers; official institutions can become default
sources; and professional norms can reward some forms of evidence while excluding others. When these mechanisms
converge, certain interpretations acquire an advantage before any individual story is written.

Established theory In Gramscian analysis, hegemony is a relationship of leadership and consent embedded in institutions
and everyday meaning. It is never perfectly complete; it must be continually reproduced and can be challenged by counter-
hegemonic ideas and organizations.

1.1 Coercion, consent, and “common sense”

e Coercion concerns the capacity to compel behavior through law, policing, sanctions, exclusion, or force.

e  Consent concerns the acceptance of institutions, rules, and leadership as legitimate, necessary, normal, or at least
preferable to alternatives.

e Common sense is the everyday background of assumptions that makes some policy choices feel obvious and others
implausible before formal debate begins.

e  Culture and education transmit categories, narratives, civic myths, historical memories, professional standards, and status
hierarchies.

e Language defines the terms in which conflicts are named. Labels such as “reform,” “security,” “extremism,”
“entitlement,” “riot,” “protest,” “terrorism,” or “market confidence” can carry causal and moral implications.

e Institutions stabilize meaning by repeatedly rewarding some practices and voices while ignoring or penalizing others.

¢ Discourse organizes not only opinions but also the conditions under which statements are recognized as serious
knowledge.

» < »

» « » «

1.2 Hegemony is not unanimity

Hegemony does not mean everyone believes the same thing. A society can contain fierce electoral competition, ideological
conflict, and rival media brands while still sharing deeper assumptions: the legitimacy of a constitutional order, the authority
of particular professional credentials, the normality of certain economic institutions, the boundaries of acceptable foreign-
policy debate, or the expectation that politics must be discussed through a limited set of recurring categories. Hegemony is
therefore compatible with disagreement; its strongest form may be visible in the rules governing disagreement itself.
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2. What Is Media Hegemony?

Media hegemony is the durable capacity of a media system - including owners, news organizations, professional routines,
source networks, cultural institutions, and digital intermediaries - to shape the boundaries of public reality and legitimate
interpretation. It influences which events become publicly salient, which actors are treated as credible, which concepts
organize debate, and which assumptions are reproduced as normal common sense. Media hegemony is thus deeper than
simple persuasion: it concerns the architecture of visibility, authority, and interpretive legitimacy.

The concept should be used cautiously. It is not a synonym for “bad journalism,” “bias,

» «

propaganda,” or “mainstream

media.” Nor does it imply that audiences are passive or that media effects are uniform. A defensible analysis must identify
mechanisms, specify the relevant arena, compare competing explanations, and show evidence that some actors or frames
systematically receive privileged access, amplification, or legitimacy.

2.1 Distinguishing media hegemony from adjacent concepts

Concept

Primary question

Media influence

Does media exposure affect beliefs, emotions, or
behavior?

How it differs from media hegemony

Influence can be short-term and issue-specific;
hegemony concerns durable structures of
legitimacy and meaning.

Media bias Is coverage systematically slanted in selection, Bias can be measured within a story or outlet;
tone, or interpretation? hegemony concerns the broader system that
defines legitimate debate and common sense.
Propaganda Is communication strategically designed to shape | Propaganda can be centralized and intentional;
attitudes or conduct? hegemony may be decentralized, routine,
partially unconscious, and reproduced by
institutions.
Censorship Who suppresses or prohibits content? Censorship is direct exclusion. Hegemony often

works through subtler prioritization, professional
boundaries, and unequal amplification.

Agenda-setting

Which issues become salient?

Agenda-setting is one mechanism inside a larger
hegemonic process.

Framing How is an issue defined, interpreted, blamed, and | Framing explains interpretive selection;
solved? hegemony asks why some frames become
dominant and institutionally durable.
Gatekeeping What information enters the news flow? Gatekeeping focuses on selection criteria;

hegemony includes ownership, expertise,
discourse, repetition, legitimacy, and
downstream effects.

2.2 Media as institutions of power

A conventional information model treats media as channels: facts exist, journalists gather them, and audiences receive them.
A power-centered model adds at least six prior questions: Who has the resources to produce events, reports, leaks, press
conferences, research, and imagery? Who has routine access to journalists? Which organizations have enough prestige to be
quoted without extensive verification? Which kinds of evidence fit newsroom deadlines? Which issues are intelligible within
familiar story templates? Which audiences and advertisers make coverage economically sustainable?

These questions shift the analysis from “Is the story true?” to the broader problem of reality construction. A story can be
factually accurate while still participating in hegemony through selection and hierarchy. Conversely, a counter-hegemonic
outlet can challenge dominant agendas while also spreading falsehoods. Hegemony describes power over the informational
field; truth and falsity remain separate empirical questions.
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3. The Architecture of Media Hegemony: From Power to Common
Sense

MEDIA HEGEMONY: FROM POWER TO COMMON SENSE

Political Economic power Media ownership Advertising & Editorial authority News values Source
power > & capital i structures »* finance i & newsroom > i networks

State priorities, law, Owners, investors, Concentration, Revenue pressures, Hierarchy, budgets, Novelty, conflict, Officials, firms,
regulation, access resource asymmetry conglomerates risk tolerance beats, incentives elite relevance experts, NGOs

© e © e ®© o o

Common sense, Public Expert & elite Repetition & Framing Agenda-setting Gatekeeping
consent, legitimacy - perception < discourse - amplification ek *
Naturalization of Avallability, Authority and Cross-outlet and Problem, cause, Issue sallence and Selection, omission,
assumptions interpretive defaults legitimate debate platform recurrence blame, remedy attention verification

Analytical claim: hegemony is strongest when selection, framing, authority, repetition, and institutional incentives converge

without requiring a single command center or explicit coordination.

Figure 1. Process model: media hegemony as a chain of material, institutional, symbolic, and audience mechanisms.

The process should not be read as a single deterministic pipeline. Feedback runs in both directions: audience demand
influences editorial decisions; journalists can expose owners or officials; platforms respond to regulation and user behavior;
elite conflicts create openings for dissenting frames. The model is useful because it forces the analyst to locate where
influence enters and how it accumulates.

3.1 Political power

Political institutions define legal and administrative environments: press law, defamation rules, broadcast licensing, national-
security classifications, access rules, public-record laws, surveillance powers, subsidies, taxation, spectrum allocation, and
the design of public-service media. In democracies these powers are constrained by constitutional rights, courts, opposition
parties, civil society, and elections; in authoritarian systems they may be used directly to censor, license, punish, or
monopolize information. Even without censorship, governments shape the news agenda through the production of official
events, data, hearings, investigations, and briefings.

3.2 Economic power and capital

Wealth creates asymmetries in the ability to own outlets, finance lawsuits, commission research, employ public-relations
teams, purchase advertising, sponsor events, and maintain relationships with journalists. Capital also affects survival: media
organizations with thin margins may reduce investigative reporting, foreign bureaus, local coverage, or specialist beats.
Financial dependence does not automatically dictate editorial content, but it changes the risk environment in which editorial
choices are made.

3.3 Media ownership structures

Ownership determines who appoints boards and executives, how much profit is expected, whether acquisitions are pursued,
how resources are allocated, and what long-term strategy is possible. The most important question is often not whether an
owner calls an editor about a specific story, but what institutional incentives ownership creates: staffing levels, mergers,
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brand positioning, tolerance for controversy, union policy, investment horizons, and the separation - or lack of separation -
between business and editorial departments.

3.4 Advertising markets and financial structures

Advertising rewards attention and audience characteristics valuable to sponsors; subscription systems reward retention and
perceived distinctiveness; philanthropy rewards donor confidence and mission alignment; public funding creates legal and
political accountability. Each revenue model creates a different vulnerability. Advertising can favor scale and brand safety;
subscriptions can encourage identity-based loyalty; donor-funded models can narrow agendas around grant priorities; state
support can protect public-interest journalism but can also create pressure if institutional safeguards are weak.

3.5 Editorial authority and newsroom organization

Editors, producers, assignment desks, standards teams, lawyers, audience editors, and senior managers decide budgets, beats,
staffing, story placement, headline language, and corrections. Hierarchy matters because news is produced under scarce time
and attention. Institutional routines often create path dependence: once a topic has a beat, a source network, and an audience
expectation, it is easier to cover repeatedly than an equally important topic with no established pipeline.

3.6 News values and professional norms

Journalism uses practical criteria such as timeliness, conflict, novelty, proximity, elite relevance, impact, human interest,
visuality, and verification. These norms make production possible, but they can systematically privilege official events,
dramatic conflict, measurable market reactions, and personalities over slow-moving structural processes. “Objectivity” can
discipline partisan advocacy, yet it may also encourage reliance on paired official voices or the reproduction of elite
disagreement as the boundary of legitimate controversy.

3.7 Source networks

Sources are not equally equipped. Governments, corporations, police departments, central banks, universities, think tanks,
NGOs, unions, and advocacy groups vary enormously in their capacity to generate quotable experts, statistics, documents,
press releases, and rapid responses. Regular source relationships build trust and speed but can also create dependence. Access
journalism becomes hegemonically important when access itself becomes a scarce resource and the cost of alienating
powerful sources rises.

3.8 Gatekeeping

Gatekeeping determines which facts, claims, events, and actors enter the public news stream. Traditional gatekeepers include
editors and producers; platform-era gatekeepers include search ranking, recommendation systems, moderation rules, app
stores, monetization policies, and AT summaries. Gatekeeping is not equivalent to censorship: most information is excluded
simply because attention is finite. The power lies in the criteria by which scarcity is allocated.

3.9 Agenda-setting

Agenda-setting concerns salience. Repeated attention tells audiences which topics deserve cognitive priority even when it
does not tell them exactly what to think. Political actors compete intensely to move issues onto or off the agenda because
salience affects elections, budgets, investigations, and reputations. A hegemonic agenda is one in which some structural
problems remain persistently visible while others become episodic, individualized, or nearly invisible.

3.10 Framing

Frames select aspects of reality and connect them to definitions, causes, moral evaluations, and remedies. Inflation can be
framed through monetary policy, fiscal policy, corporate pricing, supply chains, wages, energy, or geopolitics; crime can be
framed through policing, inequality, social disorder, guns, drugs, or institutional failure. No single frame must be false.
Hegemonic power appears when one family of frames becomes the default grammar of discussion and alternatives bear a
higher burden of proof.
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3.11 Repetition and amplification
Repetition increases familiarity, accessibility, and perceived normality. In the legacy era, repetition occurred across wire
services, broadcast schedules, and major newspapers. In the platform era, recommendation systems, reposting, clips, reaction

videos, newsletters, podcasts, and influencer commentary can intensify repetition. A claim can become socially real because
everyone is responding to it, even before its factual status is settled.

3.12 Expert and elite discourse

Experts convert specialized knowledge into public authority. Expertise is essential to modern societies, but expert selection is
itself a power question: which universities, think tanks, professions, banks, agencies, former officials, or industry analysts are
routinely treated as authoritative? Credentialing can improve accuracy while also creating epistemic closure. The key issue is
not whether experts should exist, but whether the expert pool is diverse, transparent about interests, and open to challenge.

3.13 Public perception

Audiences interpret media through prior beliefs, identities, networks, emotions, and selective exposure. Media hegemony
therefore does not imply hypodermic effects. It works probabilistically: repeated agendas and frames alter what is cognitively
available, what appears socially acceptable, what seems widely believed, and what people expect others to believe.

3.14 Common sense, consent, and institutional legitimacy

When certain narratives become habitual, they can be detached from their institutional origins. They become background
assumptions about how markets work, what national security requires, who counts as an expert, what a “serious” candidate
sounds like, or which policy alternatives are realistic. At this stage, the hegemonic achievement is not uniform agreement but
the stabilization of a field of reasonable possibilities.

3.15 The five central diagnostic questions

1. Who sets the agenda - and with what resources, access, and institutional authority?
2. Who determines which events become news and which disappear from public attention?
3. Who defines the language, metaphors, causal stories, and frames through which problems are understood?

4. Which persons and institutions are recognized as credible sources and experts, and which are treated as interested,
marginal, or unqualified?

5. Which opinions are classified as mainstream, legitimate controversy, or deviance - and how do those boundaries move
over time?
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4. Major Theoretical Perspectives: Contributions, Usefulness, and

No single theory adequately explains media hegemony. The strongest analysis combines political economy, institutional
sociology, discourse theory, audience research, and empirical communication-effects research. The following matrix treats
the theories as complementary lenses rather than mutually exclusive dogmas.

Thinker / model

Walter Lippmann - Public Opinion
(1922)

Core idea

Pseudo-environments; stereotypes;
citizens act on mediated pictures of a
world they cannot directly observe.

Usefulness for media hegemony

Excellent for explaining dependence on
mediated representations and elite
information systems.

Limitations

Can underestimate participatory
knowledge, networked publics, and
adversarial media.

Edward Bernays - Propaganda (1928)

Strategic engineering of consent through
symbols, psychology, and public
relations.

Clarifies how organized actors
manufacture visibility, third-party
validation, and emotionally resonant
narratives.

Highly intentional model; less suited to
decentralized institutional reproduction.

Harold Lasswell - propaganda and
communication research

‘Who says what, in which channel, to
whom, with what effect; systematic study
of wartime propaganda and symbols.

Provides a foundational communication
model and a vocabulary for influence
operations.

Linear models can understate feedback,
institutional structure, and audience
interpretation.

Lazarsfeld & Merton - mass
communication

Limited effects, status conferral,
reinforcement, narcotizing dysfunction,
role of social networks.

Corrects overly powerful-media theories
and highlights the importance of
interpersonal mediation.

Does not by itself explain ownership,
agenda formation, or structural power.

C. Wright Mills - The Power Elite (1956)

Interlocking political, corporate, and
military elites occupy commanding
institutions.

Useful for tracing elite networks,
revolving doors, common social
backgrounds, and agenda access.

May overstate elite cohesion and can
become too U.S.-specific if generalized.

Pierre Bourdieu - journalistic field

Journalism is a field with internal status
competition and external pressures from
markets and politics.

Explains conformity without conspiracy:
actors seek position within a structured
field and internalize its rules.

Field boundaries and forms of capital can
be difficult to operationalize empirically.

Jiirgen Habermas - public sphere

Democratic legitimacy depends on open
public reasoning; commercialization and
state power can distort communication.

Provides a normative benchmark for
pluralism, access, deliberation, and
public-service media.

The historical bourgeois public sphere
was exclusionary; consensus ideals can
underplay conflict and identity.

Herman & Chomsky - Propaganda
Model (1988)

Ownership, advertising, sourcing, flak,
and ideology/security filters
systematically structure media
performance.

Powerful political-economy framework
for explaining patterned conformity
without direct censorship.

Critics argue it can be overly structural,
insufficiently attentive to journalists,
audiences, elite conflict, and variation
across issues/outlets.

Stuart Hall - encoding/decoding and
cultural studies

Media encode preferred meanings;
audiences may accept, negotiate, or
oppose them. Representation organizes
identity and common sense.

Essential corrective to passive-audience
models and a bridge between hegemony
and cultural struggle.

Less precise for predicting when a frame
will dominate or measuring institutional
causation.

Michel Foucault - discourse, knowledge,
power

Power produces regimes of truth by
organizing categories, expertise,
institutions, and what can be said.

Deepens analysis of knowledge
hegemony and the authority of expert
discourse beyond simple ideology.

Can make agency, ownership, and causal
hierarchy difficult to specify.

McCombs & Shaw - agenda-setting
(1972)

Media salience influences public issue
salience.

One of the most empirically tractable
mechanisms linking news selection to
public priorities.

Salience is not equivalent to ideological
agreement; causality can run both ways.

Robert Entman - framing (1993)

Frames select and make salient aspects of
reality, defining problems, causes, moral
judgments, and remedies.

Precise tool for coding language and
comparing competing interpretations.

Frame coding can become subjective;
multiple frames may coexist or cross-cut
ideology.

Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann - Spiral of
Silence

People may withhold opinions they
perceive to be socially isolated,
reinforcing apparent majorities.

Useful for studying perceived legitimacy
boundaries and self-censorship.

Fear of isolation varies by culture, issue,
identity, and online anonymity; findings
are mixed.

Daniel Hallin - spheres of discourse

Journalism distinguishes consensus,
legitimate controversy, and deviance;
objectivity operates differently in each
sphere.

Directly operationalizes the boundaries
of legitimate debate and how they shift.

Fragmented digital publics may have
different spheres rather than one common
national boundary.

W. Lance Bennett - indexing
(complementary)

News tends to index the range of
viewpoints expressed by powerful
official actors, especially in foreign
policy.

Explains why elite disagreement can
widen media debate and elite consensus
can narrow it.

Less predictive where nonofficial actors,
leaked information, platforms, or strong
partisan media dominate.
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4.1 How the theories fit together

A synthetic model can be stated in one sentence: Mills and Herman-Chomsky identify structural power; Bourdieu explains
how that power is translated through institutional fields; Lippmann, McCombs-Shaw, Entman, and Hallin explain how
agendas and interpretive boundaries appear in news; Foucault explains how expertise and discourse define truth claims; Hall
explains why audiences can still negotiate or resist those meanings; Lazarsfeld and Merton caution against assuming uniform
direct effects; and Habermas supplies a democratic standard against which the openness of the public sphere can be
evaluated.

Interpretive judgment Theories of media hegemony are strongest when they specify mechanisms and variation. They are
weakest when “the media” is treated as a single actor with a single ideology, intention, or effect.

5. Seven Forms of Media Hegemony

SEVEN FORMS OF MEDIA HEGEMONY

° Capital / corporate

Ownership, advertising, finance,
Law, licensing, censorship, market concentration Professional norms, newsroom

public broadcasting, access hierarchy, routines, brands

o State / government o Media institution

7

° Elite networks ° Khow'ecge o Cultural / values

Experts, academia, think tanks,

Political, corporate, military, dentialed authorit
credentialed authority

legal and social interlocks

Normality, merit, nation, family,
consumerism, identity

-
o Platforms / algorithms

Ranking, recommendation,
moderation, data, Al

Figure 2. Seven analytically distinct forms of media hegemony. Multiple forms can coexist within the same media system.

5.1 State- and government-centered hegemony

Mechanisms include censorship, licensing, public ownership without editorial insulation, control over transmission
infrastructure, state advertising, criminal law, national-security law, restricted press access, surveillance, and state-directed
narratives. In democracies, some of the same instruments exist but are usually constrained by constitutional law, judicial
review, opposition politics, and independent media. In authoritarian settings, state-centered control can become the dominant
mechanism rather than one pressure among many.

5.2 Capital- and corporate-centered hegemony

Here the central mechanisms are ownership concentration, shareholder expectations, debt, mergers, advertising, business
conflicts, and unequal access to communications resources. The strong claim - that owners routinely dictate all content - is
usually unnecessary and often empirically weak. The more defensible claim is that ownership and revenue models shape
organizational priorities, personnel, investment, and risk in ways that create patterned advantages for some interests.
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5.3 Institutional hegemony of media organizations

Media organizations have their own power independent of owners or governments. They define professional prestige,
newsworthiness, standards, formats, beats, headline conventions, and reputational boundaries. Large outlets can become
agenda-setting institutions whose decisions influence smaller outlets, politicians, investors, and platforms. This is
institutional hegemony: the newsroom itself becomes an authority that certifies events and actors as newsworthy.

5.4 Hegemony of political and economic elite networks

Elite-network hegemony emerges when politicians, senior officials, executives, financiers, lawyers, think tanks, consultants,
university leaders, and leading journalists circulate within overlapping social and professional networks. Similar educational
backgrounds, conferences, urban centers, policy circles, and professional language can produce convergence without explicit

coordination. Elite conflict still matters: when elites divide, the range of legitimate news debate often expands.

5.5 Knowledge hegemony centered on experts, think tanks, and academia

Modern journalism depends on specialized knowledge. Knowledge hegemony occurs when a narrow set of credentialed
institutions becomes the default interpreter of complex problems. This can improve reliability, but it may also embed
disciplinary assumptions, funding interests, methodological conventions, or institutional blind spots. The key empirical test is
whether alternative qualified expertise can gain access and whether conflicts of interest are visible.

5.6 Cultural and value-based hegemony

Media can normalize values that are not reducible to ownership: nationalism, individualism, consumerism, meritocracy,
secularism, religiosity, family ideals, gender norms, racial categories, professional-managerial norms, or market-oriented
assumptions. Cultural hegemony is often diffuse and historically layered. It becomes visible when competing outlets disagree
fiercely on policy yet share deeper categories about status, success, citizenship, or normality.

5.7 Platform- and algorithm-centered digital hegemony

Platforms exercise infrastructural power over visibility. Search engines, social feeds, video recommendations, app stores,
moderation systems, advertising networks, and Al answer engines determine discoverability, order, monetization, and
sometimes synthesis. Unlike a newspaper front page, these decisions are personalized, continuously updated, and partially
opaque. The user sees an individualized information environment whose governing rules are set by private technical systems.

6. Structural and Institutional Factors That Shape Editorial Agendas

Factor

Ownership concentration

Mechanism

Fewer owners control more distribution
and investment decisions.

Hegemonic risk

Reduced diversity of institutional
priorities; common cost-cutting or
strategic assumptions.

Countervailing force

Antitrust, nonprofit entrants, independent
digital media, internal editorial firewalls.

Conglomerate / billionaire ownership

News sits inside a larger portfolio or
depends on a wealthy patron.

Cross-business conflicts, reputational
leverage, strategic influence, or self-
censorship.

Professional norms, public scrutiny,
independent boards, strong newsroom
culture.

Advertising dependence

Revenue depends on audience scale,
demographics, brand safety, and
advertiser demand.

Click incentives, avoidance of costly
audiences or topics, commercial
sensitivity.

Subscriptions, diversified revenue,
endowments, public-interest funding.

Investor / financial pressure

Debt service, quarterly performance,
return targets, and market valuation
affect budgets.

Staff cuts, reduced investigative capacity,
consolidation, short-termism.

Patient capital, nonprofit ownership,
trusts, mission-locked governance.

Government regulation / licensing

State sets legal conditions for operation
and distribution.

Regulatory pressure, selective
enforcement, dependence on permits or
spectrum.

Courts, constitutional protections,
transparent rules, independent regulators.

Government advertising / subsidies

Public funds can stabilize outlets or
become leverage.

Political favoritism or fear of losing
funds.

Formula-based grants, arm’s-length
institutions, statutory independence.

Access journalism

Exclusive access produces competitive
advantage.

Softened questioning, source
dependence, narrative capture.

Pooling, transparency, adversarial
sourcing, documentary reporting.
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Official-source dependence

Officials provide rapid, quotable, legally
safer information.

Indexing of debate to official agendas;
weak representation of outsiders.

Independent data, field reporting,
whistleblowers, OSINT, source
diversification.

Press corps / beat systems

Repeated proximity to the same
institutions creates expertise and
relationships.

Groupthink, shared assumptions,
identical story queues.

Rotation, specialist training, outsider
sources, investigative teams.

Anonymous senior officials

Allows sensitive information to reach the
public.

Narrative laundering, asymmetric
accountability, strategic leaking.

Clear anonymity rules, corroboration,
explanation of source motives.

Exclusives competition

Scoops confer prestige and subscriptions.

Source bargaining power, premature
publication, attention to elite inside
information.

Verification standards, collaborative
investigations, slower formats.

Ratings / clicks / virality

Attention metrics feed directly into
revenue and promotion.

Emotionality, conflict, sensationalism,
novelty bias, personalization.

Public-service missions, quality metrics,
subscriptions, editorial judgment.

Subscription models

Readers directly fund outlets.

Potential identity lock-in and audience
capture; incentives to confirm subscriber
worldview.

Premium explanatory journalism, niche
expertise, diversified subscriber base.

Platform dependency

Publishers depend on search, social, app
stores, video, and Al referrals.

Private ranking systems become
upstream gatekeepers and can alter traffic
suddenly.

Direct relationships, newsletters, apps,
memberships, regulatory interoperability.

6.1 Why hegemony does not require a conspiracy

A decentralized system can generate coordinated-looking outcomes without a coordinator. Consider a newsroom facing the
same deadlines as its competitors, relying on the same official schedule, monitoring the same wire services and social
platforms, hiring from the same professional labor market, and competing for the same audience segments. Each organization
makes locally rational decisions. The aggregate result can be striking similarity in topics, sources, language, and assumptions.

e  Organizational incentives reward speed, reliability, predictable production, and avoidance of catastrophic error.
e  Professional norms create shared definitions of objectivity, verification, balance, conflict, and newsworthiness.
e  Elite networks supply the most readily available authoritative sources and events.

®  Market structures reward some audience types and content formats more than others.

® Legal and reputational risk encourages reliance on institutions with documentary authority.

®  Social common sense influences journalists because journalists are members of the same society they cover.
e  Platforms amplify content based on ranking systems that many competing publishers simultaneously optimize for.

Reasonable inference Structural convergence is often a more plausible explanation than secret coordination. But the
opposite error is also possible: analysts should not use “structure” to dismiss documented collusion, censorship, owner
intervention, public-relations campaigns, or state influence when evidence exists.

7. Media Hegemony and Democracy: A Double Role

Democratic media institutions perform functions that hegemony theory must not erase. Investigative journalism can expose
corruption, abuse, corporate misconduct, war crimes, conflicts of interest, and administrative failure. Competitive media can
widen the agenda; adversarial interviews can force officials to answer questions; public-service broadcasting can supply
universal access to information; local journalism can make otherwise invisible institutions accountable. Media are therefore
not simply instruments of domination.

At the same time, democracy requires more than formal press freedom. If a nominally free system systematically privileges
wealthy voices, official sources, metropolitan concerns, dominant cultural assumptions, or platform-friendly content, the
public sphere may remain unequal. The democratic question is therefore two-sided: how much autonomy do journalists have
from state and market power, and how inclusive is the resulting field of visibility and legitimate debate?

Democratic function

Potential hegemonic failure

Watchdog over government and corporations

Watchdog attention may be selective, episodic, personality-driven, or

constrained by access and resources.
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Forum for public deliberation

amplification.

Some groups enter the forum with far greater resources, credentials, and

Provider of verified information

Verification routines can over-rely on official or institutional sources.

Agenda formation

complex problems.

Agenda-setting can exclude slow, local, class-based, or structurally

Pluralism of viewpoints

shared.

Pluralism can exist at the level of opinion while deeper assumptions remain

Legitimation of institutions

Legitimation is necessary for democratic stability but can become
deference when scrutiny is weak.

8. How Media Hegemony Operates Across Major Issue Areas

Issue area

War / national security

Typical structural mechanism

Security clearances and operational secrecy increase
official-source dependence; dissent may move in
and out of Hallin’s sphere of legitimate controversy
depending on elite conflict.

Key hegemonic test

Whose threat assessment is authoritative? What
costs, civilian effects, alternatives, and historical
causes are excluded?

Foreign policy

Diplomatic language, alliance commitments,
intelligence assessments, and national identity
structure frames.

Are rival states described through different
evidentiary or moral standards? Which policy
alternatives are treated as realistic?

Economic crises

Market indicators and official macroeconomic
measures are readily available; household
experience, distribution, labor bargaining, and
regional effects may receive different weight.

‘Which metric defines the crisis: GDP,
unemployment, inflation, asset prices, wages,
defaults, or inequality?

Financial markets

Banks, analysts, regulators, executives, and
institutional investors provide fast expert
commentary.

Do markets become the privileged interpreter of
policy? Are workers, consumers, small firms, and
debtors equally visible?

Labor and unions

Strikes are highly visible as disruptions; bargaining
conditions and workplace power are slower stories.

Is the story framed around inconvenience, wages,
productivity, worker rights, corporate governance,
or class power?

Crime / public safety

Police provide standardized incident data and rapid
narratives; victims, defendants, communities, and
researchers may enter later.

Which crimes become symbols? How are fear, race,
class, policing, guns, drugs, and social conditions
connected?

Immigration

Border events and official enforcement statistics are
dramatic; labor markets, asylum law, family
networks, and long-term integration are complex.

Are migrants framed primarily as labor, refugees,
neighbors, cultural change, security threats, or
political symbols?

Race / class / gender / religion

Cultural schemas and identity categories shape
representation, legitimacy, and moral language.

Which identities are treated as default, vulnerable,
privileged, deviant, or politically salient?

Social movements / protests

Visual disorder often produces attention;
organizational demands and policy context may
receive less space.

Is protest framed as democratic participation,
disruption, extremism, rights-claiming, or public
disorder?

Elections / presidential politics

Polling, campaign strategy, debates, fundraising,
scandals, and personality fit established news
routines.

Does “horse-race” coverage displace governing
capacity, policy effects, institutions, and long-term
coalition change?

Corporate scandals

Companies can be framed as isolated wrongdoers or
as evidence of sectoral governance failures.

Is responsibility individualized, organizational,
regulatory, or systemic? Who defines the remedy?
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9. United States Case Study: Competition Within Shared
Boundaries

The United States is a particularly revealing case because it combines strong constitutional protection for press freedom, a
large commercial media market, elite national news organizations, ideologically differentiated cable and digital ecosystems,
declining local news capacity, and deep dependence on technology platforms. It therefore demonstrates why media
hegemony should not be equated with a single state propaganda system.

Major organizations such as The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, CNN, Fox News,
MSNBC, the Associated Press, Reuters, ABC, CBS, NBC, and thousands of local and digital outlets compete intensely for
scoops, subscriptions, ratings, prestige, access, and ideological audiences. They frequently criticize one another and diverge
sharply in tone and framing. Yet competition can coexist with shared institutional assumptions: reliance on recognizable
official and expert sources; acceptance of constitutional electoral institutions as the default arena of legitimate politics;
professional distinctions between reporting and commentary; the centrality of national political institutions; and common
exposure to the same platform and advertising infrastructure.

Verified context. RSF’s 2026 World Press Freedom Index ranked the United States 64th of 180 and described the media
landscape as diverse, especially online, while also emphasizing concentration in traditional media and severe decline in local
news. The index is an advocacy organization’s comparative assessment rather than an objective natural measure; it is best
used as a diagnostic indicator, not as a complete description of U.S. media freedom.

Verified context. Medill’s 2025 local-news research reported that almost 40% of U.S. local newspapers had disappeared since
2005 and that roughly 50 million Americans had limited or no reliable local news access. This creates an important structural
asymmetry: national discourse can become more influential precisely where local reporting institutions have weakened.

9.1 “Liberal media hegemony”

Contested claim. Conservative critics use this phrase to describe the cultural and political influence of journalists,
universities, entertainment institutions, large urban newsrooms, and professional-managerial networks that they regard as
socially liberal. The concept has analytical value when it is operationalized through measurable variables such as journalist
ideology, source selection, issue framing, geographic concentration, hiring networks, or asymmetry in the treatment of
cultural norms. It becomes weak when it assumes that all large media share one partisan agenda, ignores commercial and
owner constraints, or treats audience disagreement as proof of manipulation.

9.2 The conservative media ecosystem

Established descriptive concept, but scope is contested. Conservative talk radio, Fox News, digital publishers, podcasts,
influencers, advocacy organizations, donor networks, and social-platform communities can form a dense alternative
information system with its own trusted elites, issue priorities, narrative templates, and mechanisms of reinforcement. This
ecosystem can function counter-hegemonically relative to liberal legacy institutions while simultaneously becoming
hegemonic inside its own audience network. The same logic applies to strongly progressive or movement-centered
ecosystems.

9.3 “Establishment,” “mainstream,” and “elite” media

These terms are relational, not precise ideologies. “Elite media” is most useful when it refers to organizations with unusually
high agenda-setting influence over other journalists, policymakers, investors, or intellectuals. “Mainstream” can refer to high-
reach, institutionally established outlets, but the rise of creators and platforms makes the category unstable. “Establishment
media” can describe proximity to dominant institutions, yet an outlet may be establishment in one domain and adversarial in
another. Analysts should therefore define the term by audience, institutional centrality, ownership, sourcing, and agenda
influence rather than by rhetorical label.

9.4 A practical U.S. hypothesis: shared assumptions beneath partisan conflict

Reasonable inference. A useful empirical design would compare a left-leaning cable outlet, a right-leaning cable outlet, a
financial newspaper, a national general-interest newspaper, a wire service, and a local newsroom. Instead of asking only
whether they favor Democrats or Republicans, code deeper variables: which institutions are treated as legitimate, how often
corporate and government sources appear, which policy options are described as realistic, which social groups are quoted as
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agents rather than subjects, and which issues receive sustained attention. Hegemony is supported if strong partisan
differences coexist with stable cross-outlet boundaries at these deeper levels.

10. Comparative Media Systems: Democracies and Authoritarian

Regimes

Comparative analysis must avoid a false equivalence. Market- and elite-based hegemony in democracies operates under
conditions of legal press freedom, electoral competition, opposition media, civil society, and the possibility of investigative
challenge. State-centered control in authoritarian systems can include direct censorship, legal punishment, blocking,
licensing, surveillance, compulsory propaganda, and state ownership. Both involve power over information, but the
mechanisms, coercive intensity, and possibilities for exit and contestation differ radically.

Dominant pattern

Key hegemonic mechanisms

Analytical caution

United States

Market-centered pluralism with polarized
partisan ecosystems

Commercial ownership; high-reach
national brands; strong constitutional
protection; local-news decline; platform
dependence; elite-source routines.

Counter-hegemony is extensive, but
resource inequality and nationalization of
news create uneven visibility.

infrastructural control

blocking, surveillance, legal penalties,
and sovereign-internet measures strongly
constrain independent information.

United Kingdom Hybrid public-service + commercial BBC and other public-service Public-service institutions provide a
press broadcasters coexist with a highly counterweight to commercial
competitive and concentrated national concentration, while YouTube and global
press; broadcast impartiality rules differ platforms increasingly control
from partisan newspapers. discoverability.
South Korea Highly digital democratic system with Large newspapers, broadcasters, portals, Robust competition and investigative
strong political parallelism and mobile platforms operate in a journalism coexist with partisan
polarized political environment; portal alignment, ownership/advertising
mediation and comment networks are pressure, and platform concentration.
unusually important.

Japan Commercial/public-service hybrid with Large national newspapers, broadcasters, | Press clubs can increase access and

strong institutional sourcing NHK, and the kisha-club press-access expertise but have been criticized for
tradition create stable source routines and | exclusivity, source dependence, and
historically high newspaper uniformity.
institutionalization.

China Party-state centered Party leadership, censorship, platform Private digital platforms and creators
governance, licensing, content removal, exist, but within a system in which
and propaganda/publicity institutions authorities retain extensive legal and
structure the information environment. technical control over visibility and

permissible speech.

Russia State-centered with coercive legal and State television, regulatory pressure, Remaining independent and exiled

media, VPNs, messaging apps, and
foreign platforms create limited counter-
publics under high risk.

Nordic democracies (counterexample)

Public-service / high-professionalization
pluralism

Strong public-service media, subsidies,
high newspaper readership traditions, and
relatively strong professional insulation.

Shows that public support does not
automatically equal state propaganda
when governance and editorial
independence are institutionally
protected.

Verified context. Reuters Institute 2026 reports that news websites and apps still lead social/video sources in a relatively
small set of markets, including South Korea and Japan, even as platform use grows globally. This illustrates uneven

platformization rather than a single universal transition path.

Verified context. Freedom House’s 2025 country reports describe extensive censorship and online content manipulation in
China and increasingly restrictive sovereign-internet controls, blocking, and surveillance in Russia. These mechanisms are
qualitatively different from ordinary editorial bias or commercial concentration in democratic systems.
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11. The Platform Era: New Gatekeepers and New Concentrations of
Power

PLATFORM-ERA GATEKEEPING: A SECOND LAYER OF EDITORIAL POWER

-

Content producers Audiences

earch ranking, feeds,
recommendations, moderation,

monetization, Al summaries (Clliees, ety H, SR,

Newsrooms, officials, experts,
creators, influencers, citizens subscriptions, comments,

searches, avoidance

Eligibility

Prominence

feedback signals train future visibility

Legacy gatekeeping decides what gets produced; platform gatekeeping increasingly decides what gets seen, in what order, and with what fe

Figure 3. Platform-era gatekeeping adds ranking, recommendation, monetization, and Al synthesis between producers and audiences.

The newspaper and broadcast era concentrated gatekeeping in editors, publishers, network executives, and regulators. Digital
media initially appeared to dissolve that structure: anyone could publish, search, link, comment, podcast, or build a
newsletter. That decentralization is real. It lowered entry barriers, enabled independent journalists and creators, accelerated
whistleblowing, and allowed niche publics to bypass traditional newsrooms.

But distribution did not become power-free. The center of gravity moved toward infrastructure companies that organize
discovery. Google determines search ranking and increasingly provides Al-mediated summaries and agentic answers;
YouTube ranks videos through recommendation systems; Facebook and Instagram use Al systems to rank feeds; TikTok’s
For You feed ranks videos using user interactions and contextual signals; X and Reddit organize visibility through a mix of
recommendation, follow networks, voting, moderation, and community structure. Podcasts and Substack reduce dependence
on a front page but remain dependent on app stores, search, payment processors, email deliverability, and social discovery.

Verified fact. YouTube’s current public documentation states that recommendations seek to help users find videos they want
and maximize long-term satisfaction, using personalization and content-performance signals. TikTok states that its For You
system ranks content using factors including user interactions, followed or suggested accounts, regional recency, and regional
popularity. Meta’s transparency materials describe Facebook and Instagram feeds as content selected, ranked, and delivered
by Al systems. Google’s 2026 Search announcements further expand Al-mediated search through AT Mode, agents, and an
Al-powered search interface. These descriptions are platform self-reports, but they demonstrate that visibility is governed by
continuous automated selection rather than a neutral chronological pipe.

11.1 How algorithms become hegemonic gatekeepers

¢ Ranking power: determining which of millions of items appears first, second, or not at all.

e Eligibility power: deciding which content can be recommended, monetized, indexed, or surfaced in special features.
®  Personalization power: constructing different information environments for different users.

®  Metric power: defining the engagement signals that publishers and creators optimize for.

®  Monetization power: making some content economically sustainable and other content costly to produce.
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¢ Authority power: boosting sources assessed as authoritative or trustworthy in sensitive domains.
*  Synthesis power: Al systems increasingly summarize multiple sources into a single answer, potentially reducing direct

®  Feedback power: user behavior trains future visibility, producing recursive loops between audience preference and

platform ranking.

11.2 Does the platform era weaken or strengthen hegemony?

Both. It weakens legacy hegemony by multiplying publishers, lowering entry costs, and allowing outsiders to create counter-
publics. It strengthens new forms of concentrated power because a small number of technology systems mediate discovery at
extraordinary scale. The key difference is that legacy editorial decisions were relatively legible - a front page, broadcast
schedule, or editorial hierarchy - while algorithmic decisions are personalized, probabilistic, dynamic, and difficult for

outsiders to audit.

The platform era also fragments common sense. Rather than one national hegemonic center, societies may develop multiple
partially closed hegemonies: partisan communities, fandoms, ideological creator networks, professional subcultures, and
identity-based publics. Each can have its own authoritative sources, deviant outsiders, narratives, and taboos. Media
hegemony therefore shifts from a single-center model toward a network model of competing attention regimes.

11.3 The 2026 “platformisation” milestone

Verified fact. Reuters Institute 2026 reports that, averaged across 48 markets, social media and video networks became the
most widely used route to news, ahead of news organizations’ own websites and apps. It also reports rising news use of Al
chatbots and a particularly strong shift among younger audiences. These data support a structural conclusion: publishers
increasingly do not control the final interface through which audiences encounter their journalism. That interface is becoming

a primary locus of hegemonic power.

12. Counter-Hegemony: How Dominant Media Orders Are

Challenged

Counter-hegemony is the organized production of alternative meanings, institutions, sources, and publics capable of
challenging a dominant common sense. In Gramscian terms, counter-hegemony is not merely criticism. It requires durable
institutions, intellectual work, networks, and narratives that can make alternative interpretations socially credible and

practically usable.

Counter-hegemonic form

How it challenges hegemony

Risk / limitation

Independent / alternative media

Adds issues and sources excluded from major
outlets; develops alternative frames.

Can become financially fragile, ideologically closed,
or dependent on charismatic founders.

Investigative journalism

Uses documents, leaks, data, and field reporting to
challenge official narratives.

Expensive, slow, legally risky, often dependent on
philanthropy or institutional backing.

Citizen journalism

Provides eyewitness evidence and local knowledge
outside professional gatekeeping.

Verification, context, safety, and manipulation
problems.

Social media / creators

Bypasses legacy editorial hierarchies and can
rapidly mobilize attention.

Virality can reward outrage, falsehood, performative
certainty, or hidden sponsorship.

Podcasts / newsletters / Substack

Builds direct relationships, long-form argument, and
niche expertise.

Audience capture, paywall segmentation, parasocial
authority, weak correction systems.

Nonprofit / public-interest journalism

Reduces dependence on commercial advertising and
can sustain neglected beats.

Donor concentration, grant incentives, sustainability
challenges.

Local journalism

Restores place-based accountability and weakens
nationalized narrative dependence.

Small markets and shrinking revenues make scale
difficult.

Whistleblowing / leaks

Releases information institutions would prefer to
keep hidden.

Source safety, authenticity, selective leaking, legal
exposure.

Open-source intelligence

Allows distributed verification from satellite images,
video, databases, and geolocation.

Technical barriers, confirmation bias, adversarial
deception.
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Fact-checking / verification

Challenges demonstrably false or misleading claims.

May fail when disagreement concerns values,
framing, or trust; can be perceived as partisan.

Academic / expert dissent

public debate.

Introduces alternative evidence or theories into

Credential battles can reproduce a different
knowledge hierarchy.

Counter-hegemonic media can themselves become hegemonic. An alternative ecosystem may develop strong in-group

authorities, ritual narratives, moral taboos, algorithmic reinforcement, and a sphere of deviance for outsiders. The correct
analytical question is therefore symmetrical: what are the ownership, incentives, source networks, frames, and legitimacy
boundaries of the alternative system itself?

13. Practical Media Hegemony Analysis Framework

The following framework converts the concept into an empirical research design. It can be applied to a media organization,
country, platform, election, war, scandal, social movement, or policy debate. The goal is to identify mechanisms rather than
infer intent from political disagreement.

Question

1. Who owns the media organization?

What to measure

Trace direct and ultimate beneficial
ownership, parent companies, voting
control, board composition, cross-media
holdings, debt, and major investors.

Evidence

Corporate filings, annual reports, ownership
registries, FCC/Ofcom or national regulator
records, nonprofit Form 990s, merger
documents.

Interpretive test

Does ownership create conflicts, common
strategic interests, or concentration?

2. What are the principal sources of revenue
and economic dependencies?

Estimate shares from advertising,
subscriptions, syndication, philanthropy,
government support, events, data services,
licensing, and platforms.

Financial statements, media kits, donor
disclosures, tax filings, app-store or platform
arrangements.

‘Which audiences, advertisers, donors, or
institutions can impose economic costs?

3. Who actually exercises editorial
authority?

Map editors, producers, standards desks,
executive leadership, legal review, audience
teams, and owner intervention rules.

Mastheads, organizational charts,
employment documents, interviews,
editorial standards, leaked memos.

‘Where are agenda, headline, placement, and
correction decisions made?

4. Who constitutes the major source and
expert networks?

Code sources by institution, status, sector,
ideology, geography, gender, race/ethnicity
where appropriate, and frequency.

Article corpus, transcripts, quote databases,
named-entity recognition, manual source
coding.

Are official and elite sources structurally
overrepresented?

5. Which issues are repeatedly selected,
emphasized, ignored, or excluded?

Measure topic frequency, placement,
duration, recurrence, and story volume
relative to comparable events.

Content analysis, front-page archives,
broadcast rundowns, platform trend data,
topic modeling.

Does attention systematically privilege
particular institutions, conflicts, or problem
definitions?

6. Which words, frames, metaphors, and
narratives are repeatedly used?

Code problem definitions, causal
attributions, moral evaluations, proposed
remedies, metaphors, labels, and emotional
tone.

Frame dictionaries, qualitative coding, NLP-
assisted concordance, headline analysis.

‘Which interpretation becomes the default
language of the issue?

7. Which groups and viewpoints are treated
as normal, legitimate, and reasonable?

Identify who receives neutral descriptive
treatment, expert status, op-ed space, debate
invitations, and presumption of good faith.

Source analysis, guest lists, editorial pages,
debate formats, correction patterns.

Who sits inside Hallin’s sphere of legitimate
controversy?

8. Which viewpoints are marginalized or
classified as deviant?

Code ridicule, delegitimation, omission,
extremism labels, fact-check intensity, or
exclusion from debate.

Language analysis, guest access, editorial
standards, moderation data, comparative
treatment.

Is marginalization based on evidence and
democratic norms, or on institutional
convenience and inherited assumptions?

9. Which basic assumptions are shared even
among competing media organizations?

Compare ideologically opposed outlets for
common sources, institutional premises,
causal models, and policy boundaries.

Cross-outlet corpus comparison, network
analysis, matched-event studies.

Does partisan competition occur inside a
deeper consensus?

10. How does coverage affect the public
agenda, perceptions, and interpretations of
reality?

Test relationships between coverage
salience/frames and polling, search, social
discussion, knowledge, or behavior.

Time-series analysis, surveys, experiments,
panel data, search trends, social listening.

Are media effects independent, reciprocal,
or conditional on prior identity?

11. Which political, economic, and social
power structures are ultimately preserved,
legitimized, weakened, or transformed?

Connect media patterns to institutional
outcomes: policy, budgets, elections,
prosecutions, markets, organizational
legitimacy, protest success, or reform.

Process tracing, event studies, policy
analysis, elite interviews, longitudinal
comparison.

Who gains or loses durable capacity as the
information environment changes?

13.1 Recommended empirical workflow

1. Define the unit of analysis precisely: outlet, platform, event, issue, country, or time period.
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2. Establish a comparison set. Hegemony claims require counterfactuals: rival outlets, earlier periods, other countries, or
similar events.
3. Build an ownership and revenue map before analyzing content. This prevents ideological impressions from substituting for
institutional analysis.
4. Collect a representative content corpus with transparent sampling rules.

5. Code agenda salience, source networks, frames, legitimacy boundaries, and omissions using both quantitative and
qualitative methods.

[=2]

. Analyze platform distribution separately from newsroom production. Production and visibility are now distinct stages.

N

. Test audience effects rather than assuming them. Use surveys, experiments, time series, or behavioral data where feasible.

8. Trace outcomes to institutions and power. The final question is not only what people believed, but what capacities, rules,
and organizations were strengthened or weakened.

9. Report alternative explanations, contradictory cases, and evidence that would falsify the hegemony hypothesis.

13.2 Optional scoring rubric

For comparative projects, each of the 11 dimensions can be scored from 0 to 4: 0 = highly plural and weakly concentrated; 1
= mild asymmetry; 2 = significant but contested asymmetry; 3 = strong and durable concentration of agenda or legitimacy
power; 4 = dominant control with limited effective counter-power. The score should never be based on intuition alone. Every
score should cite observable indicators, uncertainty, and a competing interpretation. Aggregate scores are less important than
the profile: a system may have low state control but high platform concentration, or strong ownership pluralism but narrow
expert networks.

14. Controlling the Media vs. Controlling Media Hegemony

Controlling the media Controlling media hegemony

Direct power over outlets, publication, broadcast, licenses, or specific
content.

Power over the environment in which issues become visible, credible,
legitimate, and meaningful.

Often observable through ownership orders, censorship, legal
directives, or explicit editorial intervention.

Often distributed across institutions, markets, professional norms,
expert networks, cultural assumptions, and platforms.

Can be episodic and politically costly.

Can be durable precisely because it appears normal, professional,
neutral, or technologically automatic.

Focuses on who can make a story appear or disappear.

Focuses on who can shape what society treats as a story in the first
place, how it is interpreted, and which alternatives seem realistic.

Vulnerable to rival outlets and leaks.

Can survive intense outlet competition if deeper source structures and
legitimacy boundaries remain shared.

The distinction matters because modern power increasingly operates through architecture rather than commands. A
government can fail to censor a newspaper yet dominate the information agenda by controlling access, data, security
classifications, and the timing of official events. A corporation can avoid calling editors yet shape the field through

ownership, advertising, public relations, expert networks, and litigation risk. A platform can produce no journalism of its own
yet determine which journalism is discovered. A professional culture can reject political instruction yet reproduce a narrow
range of assumptions through routine definitions of credibility and newsworthiness.

The proposition that the most powerful form of media power is the power to shape reality, importance, and common sense is
analytically persuasive - but only if it is treated as a testable claim rather than a totalizing doctrine. Society contains multiple
institutions, counter-publics, ideological networks, and competing sources of authority. Hegemony is always incomplete and
historically contingent. The decisive empirical question is where a society’s boundaries of legitimate attention and
interpretation come from, how durable they are, and who has the capacity to change them.

Final assessment “Controlling the media” is a narrow form of power over publication. “Controlling media hegemony” is a
deeper form of power over the conditions of recognition: what counts as reality, what becomes important, who is believed, and
which interpretations can become common sense. Modern democratic analysis should scrutinize both without confusing
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structural influence with conspiracy or dissent with truth.

Appendix A. 2026 Indicators Relevant to Media Hegemony

Indicator Latest evidence used in this report Why it matters

Platformization of news Reuters Institute 2026: social/video networks used for Shows that distribution power is shifting from
news by 54% across 48 markets, ahead of publishers’ publisher-controlled interfaces to third-party
own websites/apps at 51%. intermediaries.

AT news intermediation Reuters Institute 2026: 10% weekly use of Al chatbots Al systems increasingly summarize, rank, and
for news; higher among younger audiences. synthesize rather than merely link.

Youth news pathway Reuters Institute 2026: 52% of 18-24s say Suggests generational movement toward algorithmically
social/video/Al are their main way of getting news. intermediated news environments.

Local news decline, United States Medill 2025: 213 news-desert counties; 1,524 counties Weak local institutions can increase dependence on
with only one source; roughly 50 million Americans national and platform-driven agendas.

with limited/no local news.

U.S. press-freedom diagnostic RSF 2026 ranked the U.S. 64/180 and highlighted Useful as an external comparative indicator, but should
concentration, political pressure, and local-news not be treated as a complete or uncontested measure.
weakness.

China internet control Freedom House 2025 describes extensive censorship, Tllustrates state-centered hegemony with direct coercive
content removals, and state power to manipulate online and technical control.
content.

Russia internet control Freedom House 2025 describes blocking, surveillance, Illustrates authoritarian infrastructural control and
sovereign-internet testing, throttling, and legal shrinking counter-public space.
punishment.

YouTube recommendations YouTube’s current documentation describes real-time Shows algorithmic ranking as an active gatekeeping

personalization and content-performance signals aimed process.
at long-term satisfaction.

TikTok For You TikTok states that ranking uses user interactions, Demonstrates personalized discovery rather than neutral
accounts, recency, and popularity in a region, among chronological distribution.
other factors.

Google Al Search Google’s May 2026 Search announcements expand Al Search is becoming a synthesis and action layer, not
Mode and agentic features. only a directory of links.

Appendix B. Compact Glossary

Term Working definition

Hegemony Durable leadership or predominance stabilized through consent,
institutions, and common sense as well as coercion.

Common sense The background of socially sedimented assumptions that makes some
interpretations appear natural or obvious.

Gatekeeping Selection of which information enters or is amplified within a
communication system.

Agenda-setting Influence over which issues receive public attention and salience.

Framing Selection and emphasis of aspects of reality that define problems, causes,
moral evaluations, and remedies.

Indexing Tendency of news debate to track the range of viewpoints among powerful
official actors.

Political parallelism Degree to which media organizations align with political parties,
ideological camps, or social blocs.
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Public sphere Arena of public communication in which citizens and institutions debate
matters of common concern.

Journalistic field Bourdieu’s concept of journalism as a structured arena with internal
competition and external pressures.

Regime of truth Foucauldian term for social rules and institutions that authorize some forms
of knowledge as true or credible.

Counter-hegemony Alternative institutions, discourses, and alliances that challenge a dominant
common sense.

Platformization Shift of media production, distribution, discovery, and monetization toward
digital platform infrastructures.

Algorithmic gatekeeping Automated ranking, recommendation, moderation, or synthesis that affects
visibility and discoverability.

Attention regime The institutional and technical system that allocates scarce public attention
among competing topics and actors.
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Methodological note

This report synthesizes established academic theories with publicly available contemporary evidence as of 14 August 2026. Current statistics and
platform descriptions are time-sensitive and should be re-verified when the framework is applied later. Country comparisons are analytical
typologies, not claims that all outlets or journalists within a country behave alike. Normative indices such as RSF and Freedom House are treated as
external assessments with their own methodologies and should be triangulated with legal texts, ownership data, content analysis, and field research.

Appendix C. Generated Visual Summary

The following Al-generated visual is included as a conceptual aid rather than as evidence. Because generated infographics may contain simplified
or imperfect labels, the report text and cited sources are authoritative.
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