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Any explanation of media and democracy is based on a worldview. The premise of this 

paper is that any worldview can be associated with one of the four broad paradigms: functionalist, 

interpretive, radical humanist, and radical structuralist. This paper takes the case of media and 

democracy and discusses it from the four different viewpoints. It emphasizes that the four views 

expressed are equally scientific and informative; they look at the phenomenon from their specific 

paradigmatic viewpoint; and together they provide a much broader, deeper, and balanced 

understanding of the phenomenon under consideration.  

These different perspectives should be regarded as polar ideal types. The work of certain 

authors helps to define the logically coherent form of a certain polar ideal type. But, the work of 

many authors who share more than one perspective is located between the poles of the spectrum 

defined by the polar ideal types. The purpose of this paper is not to put people into boxes. It is 

rather to recommend that a satisfactory perspective may draw upon several of the ideal types. 

Social theory can usefully be conceived in terms of four key paradigms: functionalist, 

interpretive, radical humanist, and radical structuralist. The four paradigms are founded upon 

different assumptions about the nature of social science and the nature of society. Each generates 

theories, concepts, and analytical tools which are different from those of other paradigms.  

In order to understand a new paradigm, theorists should be fully aware of assumptions 

upon which their own paradigm is based. Moreover, to understand a new paradigm one has to 

explore it from within, since the concepts in one paradigm cannot easily be interpreted in terms of 

those of another. No attempt should be made to criticize or evaluate a paradigm from the outside. 

This is self-defeating since it is based on a separate paradigm. All four paradigms can be easily 

criticized and ruined in this way.  

These four paradigms are of paramount importance to any scientist, because the process 

of learning about a favored paradigm is also the process of learning what that paradigm is not. 

The knowledge of paradigms makes scientists aware of the boundaries within which they 

approach their subject. Each of the four paradigms implies a different way of social theorizing. 

Each theory can be related to one of the four broad worldviews. These adhere to different 

sets of fundamental assumptions about; the nature of science (i.e., the subjective-objective 

dimension), and the nature of society (i.e., the dimension of regulation-radical change), as in 

Exhibit 1.  

Assumptions related to the nature of science are assumptions with respect to ontology, 

epistemology, human nature, and methodology.  

The assumptions about ontology are assumptions regarding the very essence of the 

phenomenon under investigation. That is, to what extent the phenomenon is objective and 

external to the individual or it is subjective and the product of individual’s mind.  

The assumptions about epistemology are assumptions about the nature of knowledge - 

about how one might go about understanding the world, and communicate such knowledge to 

others. That is, what constitutes knowledge and to what extent it is something which can be 

acquired or it is something which has to be personally experienced.  

The assumptions about human nature are concerned with human nature and, in particular, 

the relationship between individuals and their environment, which is the object and subject of 
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social sciences. That is, to what extent human beings and their experiences are the products of 

their environment or human beings are creators of their environment.  

The assumptions about methodology are related to the way in which one attempts to 

investigate and obtain knowledge about the social world. That is, to what extent the methodology 

treats the social world as being real hard and external to the individual or it is as being of a much 

softer, personal and more subjective quality. In the former, the focus is on the universal 

relationship among elements of the phenomenon, whereas in the latter, the focus is on the 

understanding of the way in which the individual creates, modifies, and interprets the situation 

which is experienced.  

The assumptions related to the nature of society are concerned with the extent of 

regulation of the society or radical change in the society.  

Sociology of regulation provides explanation of society based on the assumption of its 

unity and cohesiveness. It focuses on the need to understand and explain why society tends to 

hold together rather than fall apart.  

Sociology of radical change provides explanation of society based on the assumption of 

its deep-seated structural conflict, modes of domination, and structural contradiction. It focuses 

on the deprivation of human beings, both material and psychic, and it looks towards alternatives 

rather than the acceptance of status quo.  

The subjective-objective dimension and the regulation-radical change dimension together 

define four paradigms, each of which share common fundamental assumptions about the nature 

of social science and the nature of society. Each paradigm has a fundamentally unique 

perspective for the analysis of social phenomena.  

The aim of this paper is not so much to create a new piece of puzzle as it is to fit the 

existing pieces of puzzle together in order to make sense of it. Sections II to V, first, each lays 

down the foundation by discussing one of the four paradigms. Subsequently, each examines 

media and democracy from the point of view of the respective paradigm. Section VI concludes 

the paper.  
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