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You get 15 geek points for Max. Max Headroom was a 

fictional computer-generated TV personality that escaped 

the control of his creator and was generally a pain in the 

ass, revealing all kinds of stuff that Network 23 would rather 

not have sent out to the world. The TV show was set 20 

minutes into the future, in a dystopian Earth ruled by an 

oligarchy of TV networks. The show is all about the politics 

of a world overwhelmingly dominated by media corporations. 

What will surprise you is that most of the people reading 

this textbook weren’t even born when it came out. Yeah, 

that’s right, all those “new” concerns about media and 

politics … they ain’t new at all. All that stuff about social 

construction of inequality, elite manipulations of media 

content, commercial corporate imperatives polluting news, 

the disruptive power of the loss of government control over 

information flows, it was all in Max Headroom.

In some ways, that shouldn’t be surprising because 

all the stuff in the show was essentially stuff that people 

argued about when satellites first started having an effect 

on TV news; or when TV started to take hold; or when 

radio began to spread, and the telegraph, and the printing 

press; and at countless other moments in history. Put it 

this way: basically anything you might say about Fox 

News you can find in century-old discussions of William 

Randolph Hurst. For some reason, media is one aspect of 

politics where we suffer from a state of constant amnesia 

and can’t seem to remember what we agonized over and 

argued about a decade or a century earlier. Max Headroom 

is a perfect reminder that most of the media stuff of today 

is not new.
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framework you initially chose and how you have filtered information through that frame-
work in deciding what to pay attention to. That framework provides organization to the 
overwhelming mass of information, and it shapes your reality.

NEWS MEDIA AND POLITICS

A vast proportion of the political information in your head comes to you through the news. 
In fact, modern politics is often discussed as mediated politics. I could even depict the very 
nature of politics as a process of strategic communication and social coordination that 
occurs through the content of the news media.

The news media provides an accessible, inexpensive, communal, and reliable source of 
information to form agreement reality about politics and government. As a result, the way 
the news media filters and selects the information they print or broadcast, the way they 
present the news as stories, can favor certain cognitive frameworks over others. The pro-
cesses and imperatives that operate in the news media can have a tremendous influence 
on how you understand the reality of politics.

Notice that I have carefully avoided saying or implying that the news media presents an 
accurate reflection of political reality. You might think that, ideally, news media would pro-
vide us with a perfect reflection of political reality. Ideally, the media would be full of reliable 
and accurate information upon which we could base judgments and decisions. As with so 
much else about politics, however, the real is far from the ideal. And in this case, those 




