Inside the Beltway as an Interpretive Community:
The Politics of Policy

When an issue is raised in society, the first (and often most momentous)
move is the one which defines it as “policy” or “politics,” for once done,
the rules of the game, including who can play, are set.

RoLF KJOLSETH

Introduction

Broadcasting Policy versus tbe Policy
of Commercial Broadcasting

This chapter is about a puzzle. Since the consolidation of the system in
the early 1930s, there has been a great deal of discussion surrounding
something called “broadcast policy” in the United States. That discus-
sion, however, is not about the American policy for broadcasting, about
the American broadcast system.

Broadcast policy is an accepted part of the institution of commercial
broadcasting. Station owners, network executives, and program pro-
ducers all devote considerable amounts of time to following broadcast
policy developments, supporting and advising the lobbying activities of
their trade organizations, and, when necessary, directly participating in
efforts to influence the FCC and Congress. To commercial broadcasters
such activities are as inevitable as maintaining an inventory or paying
taxes. Broadcast policy also thrives in a series of nonprofit organizations,
think tanks, foundations, and university programs and disciplinary spe-
cialties. Every year, research grants are given, studies commissioned,
conferences held, courses taught, and dissertations written under the
rubric of broadcast (or sometimes “telecommunications”) policy.l And

1. The history of the shifting variety of terms (e.g., broadcasting, communications,
electronic media, telecommunications) and their shifting referents (ranging from AM
radio to the telephone to military remote control systems) is complex enough to be wor-
thy of a monograph. Because the focus here is on the institution of broadcasting, I will use
“broadcast policy,” even though “communications” and “telecommunications” are just as
frequently used in practice, probably because the Communications Act and corporate
America both tend to treat broadcasting and common carriers as subcategories of a whole.
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at the center of these activities is the community of Washington-based
lobbyists, lawyers, and career bureaucrats whose professional raison
d’étre is the broadcast industry, whose theater of operations is the FCC,
and whose horizons are set by the terms and procedures of the 1934
Communications Act. Far from disappearing from the agenda, then,
broadcast policy has become the basis for a thriving set of activities.

Broadcast policy nonetheless leaves the underlying legal and institu-
tional framework of the system untouched. Granted, grand principles like
free speech, the public interest, and the marketplace are frequently men-
tioned and debated in textbooks, professional conferences, congres-
sional and administrative hearings, and government reports. And
historically there have been challenges to one or another element of the
system: attacks on the autonomy of station ownership during the 1940s,
for example, and attacks on the public-interest principle during the
1980s. Nonetheless, with one or two possible exceptions, the desirability
of the advertising-supported system of broadcasting has never been the
subject of policy debate.2 As we will see, the corporate liberal foundations
have been left untouched throughout: the for-profit character of broad-
casting, government licensing in the system’s behalf, advertising support,
and the other integral components of the system remain simply taken for
granted, unchanging givens of the broadcast policy universe.

So what is broadcast policy about, if it is not about the American
policy for broadcasting? This chapter offers an analysis of the broadcast
policy-making process in the United States, focusing on the patterns of
shared meanings (with associated political and social values) implicit in
and enacted by conventional policy procedures, organizational struc-
tures, and professional roles common to the policy arena. It suggests that
policy making may be usefully understood as taking place within a spe-
cific interpretive community, a community of individuals that interact
with one another in such a way as to generate a shared, relatively stable
set of interpretations in the face of potentially unresolvable ambiguities.
‘What makes a ruling appear practical, a legal decision seem sound, or a
procedure appear fair, is the contingent, shared vision of the interpre-
tive community itself, not simply rational policy analysis, legal reason,
formal rules of process and procedure, or interest group pressures.
Looking at the FCC and broadcast policy making this way, this chapter
argues, suggests explanations for both shifts and continuities in broad-

2. Two exceptions to the general rule of nondiscussion of corporate fundamentals in
broadcast policy might be the failed 1934 effort to grant one-quarter of the AM band to
nonprofits, and the discussion that led to the creation of PBS in the 1960s.
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cast policy, and allows for an analysis of policy within the context of
broad historical trends.

This chapter looks at broadcast policy, then, as a way of thought
embedded in a social and institutional context. And it argues that the
way of thought peculiar to broadcast policy, while certainly not eliminat-
ing all debate and political struggle, nonetheless aids in the creation of
broad corporate liberal boundaries outside of which debate cannot go.
As an institution, therefore, broadcast policy supports the principles of
corporate liberal broadcasting by legitimating those principles without
calling them into question.

Communities, Rules of Discourse, and the Power
of Interpretation

Meaning is contextual. It is created, kept alive, and changed by people
acting within institutional, social, and historical contexts. Some scholars
describe the basic unit of support for patterns of meaning in social life as
an “interpretive community,” a community of individuals that interact
with one another in such a way as to generate a shared, relatively stable
set of interpretations. The formation of interpretive communities is an
ordinary, perhaps fundamental, human process: over time, any group
tends to create informal, commonly shared interpretations of the mean-
ing of phrases, words, and activities important to the group, and builds
institutional structures in which to maintain those shared meanings.3
Those structures, in turn, embody discursive rules, rules about what can
be said and done and what can’t be said and done, and more important,
how to say and do them.

Within interpretive communities, imponderables that otherwise
might be open to an infinite variety of interpretation—moral values,
canons of aesthetic taste, religious matters—are given relatively stable,
agreed-upon meanings. The child may wonder how God created the
world in seven days, the undergraduate may question the value of Shake-
speare, but the designation of authorities (priests, professors) and the
creation of institutions for inculcating the doubtful with appropriate

3. The phrase “interpretive community” has been made famous by Stanley Fish in Is
There a Text in This Class? The Autbority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1980). The general idea that meanings are collectively created and
stabilized in symbol use by interacting communities, however, has a much wider currency
in anthropology and sociology, going back, on this side of the Atlantic, to the works of C. S.
Peirce, G. H. Mead, and the symbolic interactionist school and, on the other side, to Hus-
serl, Alfred Schutz, and the tradition of phenomenological sociology.
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interpretations helps assure that by the time the child is an adult, by the
time the undergraduate graduates, they will have come to share the
interpretations they once doubted.

The broadcast policy world is rife with imponderables, of which the
public-interest standard is only the best known.4 Like other human com-
munities, therefore, the maintenance of stable meanings is a matter of
building interpretive communities appropriate to the social and institu-
tional context. These meanings are sometimes articulated explicitly, but
more often implicitly represented or enacted in institutional structures,
organized activities, and patterns of interaction. In this way, the policy
process itself becomes meaningful; it takes on meanings that are in some
ways more important than the explicit issues that are discussed within
policy debate. Policy making, then, is not just a goal-directed activity. It is
a way of thought.

'This is not to say that broadcast policy making is free of dissent. Not
everyone in the policy arena thinks the same way. Broadcast policy is
characterized more by constant struggles and disagreement, not by
some monolithic ideology. Policy “issues,” as they are called, are always
being hotly contested; knowing what those issues are, who is involved,
and what is at stake is part of the job of the broadcast policy expert.
Broadcast policy is hardly a straightforward matter of engineering. It is
not a clean, neutral, predictable, mechanical, or routine process.

The approach here is based in an observation from interpretive soci-
ology: whether one is dealing with parking-lot brawls or parliamentary
debates, in human social contexts certain things can and cannot be said
and done, and they must be said and done in certain ways. Disagree-
ment, when it does occur, must occur within a broad framework of
underlying assumptions, of what might be called discursive rules. Those
rules are not so much rigid requirements as they are structures of
expectations — including expectations about conflict — that embody the
underlying operating assumptions of any social order.

The power of discursive rules lies in this: their influence on how
one’s statements and actions are interpreted by others. Discursive rules
thus do not restrain action; they determine whether one’s arguments
make sense to others, and what sense others make of them. The heretic’s
artful violation of a rule or two, for example, might attract attention pre-
cisely because his or her actions would be labeled as violations from

4. For a discussion of indeterminate concepts in communications policy, see Thomas
Streeter, “Beyond Freedom of Speech and the Public Interest: The Relevance of Critical
Legal Studies to Communications Policy,” Journal of Communication 40 (spring 1990):
43-63.



