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The Media and the People: Does Partisan Media Lead to the Polarization of 
Citizens? 

The Fairness Doctrine was a policy from the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC) introduced in 1949 that required news broadcasters to present news that was deemed 

honest, equitable, and balanced by the FCC. President Ronald Reagan eliminated the Fairness 

Doctrine in 1987 and the rise in partisan, or biased media, has grown since then. Partisan media 

like Fox News or The Guardian that blatantly show bias for one political viewpoint are causing 

a high divising polarization of the american audience. There was once a time when media 

outlets were regulated to avoid partisanship and bias but now those regulations have been lifted 

and the citizens face the repercussions of it. Partisan media leads to extreme close mindedness 

and does not allow for a person to expand their knowledge on a topic and instead reiterates the 

‘I’m right, you’re wrong’ philosophy. 

The partisan media has a history that begins with challenging the regulations against 

partisan media platforms. Policies against partisan media were not just an American standard 

with the Fairness Doctrine and in fact it is believed that partisan media began its strenuous reach 

that it has today through the media empire of Rupert Murdoch. His first 24-hour news network, 

Sky News, in the United Kingdom was criticized for being highly partisan “despite U.K 

broadcasting regulations that required content neutrality” (Junger). His American network Fox 

News  is criticized often by consumers for being too far right on the political spectrum. Our 

media has become extremely partisan with news stations like Fox News and MSNBC that show 

a strong bias to the corresponding right and left of the political spectrum. Another aspect of 



partisan media history that should be considered is that in the 1950s partisan media was not 

causing polarization. According to James Baughman, the major areas of conflict in opinion such 

as foreign affairs and the welfare state was in a state of consensus among the population. During 

this time the Cold War led to agreements on foreign affair policies between parties and the 

republican party “had accepted the outlines of the welfare state created in the 1930s” 

(Baughman). This means that the polarization of citizens has become substantially worse and 

worse as our partisan media outlets grow. 

James Baughman also suggests a theory of how partisan media became so prominent in 

our day in age. Baughman blames the missteps and failures of journalistic reporting that lead to 

the creation of safe harbors. Safe harbors are partisan media outlets that echo an opinion that a 

partisan citizen might already possess. An example of a media misstep that affected the growth 

of safe harbors  “New York Times ' mishandling of claims that Iraqi dictator, Saddam Hussein, 

had weapons of mass destruction in 2003” (Baughman) which led those who opposed the war in 

Iraq away from the New York Times  and towards a more agreeable outlet for news like MSNBC. 
Another missteps that led many Republicans towards Fox News in 2004 was “the flaws in CBS 

News' reports about President Bush's military service during the Vietnam War” (Baughman) 

Several political scientists have studied the phenomenon of partisan media and its effects 

on citizens. The researcher, Matthew Levendusky, found that while only a “small portion of the 

public watches partisan media but the effects of polarization extends to a broad audience” 

(Levendusky). This research experiment also asked the question as to who is most susceptible to 

polarization. In his research, Levendusky finds a correlation between a person’s political 

activity and how likely they are to be affected by partisan media. Levendusky claims that the 



more active a person is in politics the more likely they will become easily influenced by the 

biased partisan media. The conclusion of this research states that partisan media works at 

polarizing the public by taking an audience with extreme political views and heightening that 

extremity. In a campaigning perspective, partisan media has an interesting effect on how 

opposing candidates are portrayed. A research experiment by Public Opinion Quarterly claims 

that partisan media spends more time covering a candidate's opponent during the election 

season than they do they agreeable opponent. This is dangerous because it suggests a kind of 

mania over finding flaws in people and opinions that differ from your own. The job of the 

partisan media during election season is not to “educate you on your own party’s candidate but 

to make sure that you hate the opponent” (Public Opinion Quarterly) so much that you could 

never imagine agreeing with them on any subject matter. 

Because of media’s constant role in our society it is a easy way to enable and inspire 

future leaders. Where this becomes dangerous is when the media becomes as partisan as it is 

now. At what point does partisan media become propaganda? Two political scientists, Jeffrey 

A. Gottfried and Kathleen Hall Jamieson, asked this very question in a research experiment on 

how the future of news will affect future presidential elections. The theory is that opinion based 

partisan news shows are purposefully using misinformation and deception to do away with 

campaign knowledge and instead replace it with stern partisan opinions. One example of this 

during the 2008 presidential election “viewers in battleground states were assaulted by 

deceptive claims, among them that Arizona Senator and Republican Party nominee John 

McCain wanted to cut Social Security and stay in Iraq for one hundred years and that Illinois 

Senator and Democratic Party nominee Barack Obama did not take Iran seriously and had a 



close relationship with former Weather Underground leader William Ayers” (Gottfried 

Jamieson) 

Another way that partisan media further polarized citizens is its growth into social 

media. An article by NPR that asked how social media ‘ruined’ the election claimed that twitter 

and Facebook were the most political sites but that the politics of them were very different. On 

Twitter, people shame each other into believing a certain point of view while on facebook there 

are threats of unfriending due to political views. The author of this article, Sam Sanders, believe 

that the reason for polarized social media lies in partisan media mixed with the stubbornness of 

human nature of wanting to be right. Sanders claims that “We don't just create political strife for 

ourselves; we seem to revel in it” (Sanders) which would explain the high polarized a political 

postings in social media.  Both have been home to political banter. Another interesting point 

that I found while researching was a claim made by and Gov Tech article that “social media's 

influence in this presidential election is stronger than it has ever been” (Lang). Because of this 

improved importance in politics, social media is more political because of the fact that the 

majority of Americans get their daily news from social media sites such as Twitter and 

Facebook. 

Partisan media is influencing our population through biased and damaging information. 

Partisan media creates an environment of uninformed citizens because of the echo chamber that 

is created by it. The echo chamber simply means that people only search for agreeable 

information in the news such as their aligning partisan media. While we should strive to protect 

the freedom of press we must also be aware of the damages caused by an uncontrolled and 

unregulated media that is permitted to share deceptive opinions to viewers. The goal of news 



media should be to educate the voting citizens and make them aware of policies that could 

affect their everyday life. There is enough evidence that shows how partisan media such as Fox 

News and MSNBC deliver lies and propaganda to further polarize our nation. A polarized 

population of political citizens will continue to divide us if we do not address the base of the 

problem which is the influence of partisan media.  
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