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The Functions of the Mass Media in the
Political Conflict Process

Teruyoshi SHIBATA *

The importance of the influence of mass media to the political process has been
recognized for some time; however, there is limited number of studies related to this
problem. This thesis is the first step to approaching this problem. In this paper, the
analytical objective is limited to the political conflict. The analysis is solely based on
the influence of the mass media, explaining the emergence, development, conclusion to
a political conflict from the interrelationships of the participant, audience, and the mass

media.

In preparation for this thesis, two research areas were mainly surveyed-research on
mass media and on political processes. Many research on the positive mass media tend
to concentrate on the short-term, non-accumulative effects which the mass media’s
information exerts on the direct receiver, therefore many of the studies are out of the
context of this paper. However, there were some that partly share the concerns of this
paper which include: E. Noelle-Neumann’s hypothesis of the “spiral of silence;” G.
Gerbner’s hypothesis on cultivation effect; M. McCombs and D. Show’s research on
agenda-setting. With respect to research on political processes, the idea of non
decision-making by M. Bachrach and M. Baratz, as well as the idea of agenda building
by R. Cobb and C. Elder, who were inspired by the idea of “non decision-making,”
were surveyed. Lastly, the referent pluralism model by 1. Kabashima, which is central
to this paper, was surveyed. According to Kabashima, the mass media opens up the
possibility of pluralistic political process, by allowing political participation of the

various groups in society.

*Doctoral Student, Hokkaido University.
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In this paper, while referring to these existing researches, theoretical considerations
are made regarding the influence of the mass media in a political conflict. The political
process is composed of four actors which are as follows: a) the initiator; b) the
decision-maker; c) the public; d) the mass media. The mutual relationships among
these actors, and the influence of each actor’s agendas (private agenda; institutional
agenda; public agenda; and media agenda) within the political process are examined in
further detail. It can be concluded from these considerations that the mass media
creates a route through which agendas influence each other, and that the mass media
functions as the "gate keeper, " which regulates the use of that route.

From these conclusions, a political process model that focuses on the interrelations
and the changes of agendas is constructed. Furthermore, in the paper, it is pointed out
that it is an effective strategy for the decision-maker to preempt a certain issue into an
institutional agenda before the issue becomes a public agenda. By doing so, the
decision-maker can strengthen their control within the political process. This
preemption of issue becomes possible via the mass media. The following hypothesis is
found by the above theoretical consideration: by making issue preemption by the
decision-maker possible, and by forming the route through which the institutional
agenda influence public agenda, the mass media becomes a tool to strengthen the
decision-maker’s control power within the political process. Moreover, with respect to
issue preemption, because the initiator’s demand is once turned into an institutional
agenda, the decision-maker may seem highly responsive to social demands. It can be
said that the referent pluralism model by Kawashima does not give enough
consideration to the above functions of mass media.

In terms of case analysis, one needs to point out the importance of issue definition
and the symbols used by each actor when analyzing a political conflict process. Issue
definition is the recognition of what the central issue is in a certain conflict, and the
solution is suitable for that issue. Symbols are things, in many case certain words, by
which the agenda is expressed straightforwardly or emphasized.

In addition to the above, it is necessary to consider the biases of the mass media,
when confirming its influence on a concrete political conflict. Media biases consist of
three elements: media organizations; the individual journalist; the media traditions. In

the context of Japan, the neutrality of the mass media is thought to be high, the
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influence of the structural biases that are formed in mass media organizations are
bigger than the often-insisted partisan biases. The structural biases of the Japanese
mass media, based on the experience of World War II, emphasize the neutrality
principle. In addition, there are factors unique to Japan such as “kisha kurabu” (press
club) system and “ban kisha” (ban journalist) system. These factors tend to create
uneven distribution of news sources to highly institutional actors, and as a result,
structural biases of the Japanese mass media is expected to favorable to the

decision-makers.

The purposes of the case analysis are to illustrate the following: a) the validity of the
original model by applying it to an actual case; b) the fact that a policy maker can
strengthen control to the political conflict process by issue preemption. The case
analyzed is “Tokyo gomi sensou” (Conflict on waste disposal in Tokyo) in the 1970’s.
This case is suitable for the purpose of this paper due to the following reasons: a)
citizen organizations initiated strong opposition movements; b) this case was well
covered by the mass media; c) it drew wide public attention; d) the decision-maker
responded immediately to the objections of citizen organization. (Cf. “Gomi sensou
sengen” by MINOBE, Ryoukichi, the governor of Tokyo who responded to the Koutou
ward)

At the time, the Tokyo Metropolitan government was working on a waste disposal
policy conversion from reclamation to incineration and proceeded with the incinerator
construction. However, because of the counter movement, the development of
incinerators did not proceed as planned. As a result, the actual disposal depended
heavily on reclamation to “Yume no shima” (Dream Island) in Koutou ward. The
conflict of “Tokyo gomi sensou” consisted of two parts: a) the conflict between citizen
organization in Koutou ward (the initiator) which opposed the reclamation and the
Tokyo Metropolitan government (the decision-maker) which proceeded with it; b) the
conflict between the citizen organization in Takaido, Suginami ward (the initiator)
which opposed the incinerator construction and the Tokyo Metropolitan government

(the decision-maker) who proceeded with it.

The following became clear from the result of this case analysis: a) the high
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responsiveness of the Tokyo Metropolitan government is the result of the issue
preemption done by Tokyo, to use the opposition of Koutou ward for the conflict with
Takaido inhabitants; b) among the Tokyo Metropolitan government and the two citizen
groups, it was Tokyo that had the most effective influence to the public agenda; ¢)
there were structural biases favorable for the decision-maker in the reports made by the
mass media. From these results, it can be said that the mass media can fulfill certain
functions in the political conflict process. That is to say, the mass media makes the
decision-maker’s issue preemption strategy possible, which in turn forms the
impression that non-elite groups can participate in the political process. However, it
actually functions to strengthen the control power of the decision-makers in the
political conflict process. The result of the analysis in this paper does provide evidence
against Kabashima’s theory of referent pluralism model, which exaggerates the point
that the mass media makes the participation of the non-elite group in the political
process possible.

The result of this thesis does not mean that the referent pluralism model has little
significance; on the contrary, the model and the result of this paper could provide
means for modification to Kabashima’s model. The next step is to elucidate the
conditions that requires the modification to the referent pluralism model. This problem
requires analysis of various case studies, and will be looked into in prospective

research hereafter.
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