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Where the worlds of the media and politics permeate

Introduction

A
ll elements that form and build the modern world have an impact not
only on the living and functioning society, but also on each other. Nu-

merous relations among these elements could not be thoroughly under-
stood if it was not for a systemic approach, which in the broadest sense is
known as social system. This system is composed of numerous and mutu-
ally interacting subsystems, such as political, economic, and cultural
(Dobek-Ostrowska, 2011, p. 92), and the media subsystem, which nowa-
days is of great importance. The relations among them are complex and re-
sult from the different tasks that have been assigned to these subsystems.
Today, however, it is the relations between the political and the media sys-
tems that are the most turbulent and attention-grabbing. Mutual relations
that exist between the media and politics sometimes resemble the struggle
waged in order to prove the superiority and dominance of one of these
worlds over the other, which gives rise to the following question: Which of
these two is actually superior?

Observation of the world around us and the formation of relationships
and dependencies which exist between the mass media, which should be
deemed unbiased, independent and self-contained, and politics make one
pose the question as to whether we are now dealing with the politicisation
of the Polish media defined as “attempts of the realm of politics to domi-
nate the media and use it to pursue their own, often purely partisan objec-
tives” (Oniszczuk, 2011, p. 18) or with the mediatisation of Polish politics
treated as “the process of imposing rules and logic that is typical of mass
communication on the political system” (Oniszczuk, 2011, p. 14). In other
words, who can exert greater influence – politics or the media? Such ques-
tions are legitimate since treating, and referring to, the media as the fourth
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estate has become widespread and is currently occupying the public dis-
course, which in a way provides grounds for equating the position of the
media and politics.

The problem

The purpose of this article is to attempt to answer the above-mentioned
questions through outlining the origin and evolution of the relationships
between the mass media and politics, and then through providing a de-
tailed examination of these relations in the Polish context, which will be
further supported by concrete examples. This will be shown based on sep-
arate levels on which, in the author’s opinion, these worlds collide. These
levels were isolated in a twofold fashion. When analysing the relation-
ships from the perspective of politics and how it shapes the media, it was
recognised that the strongest influence on the media occurs through legis-
lation and media regulatory and supervisory bodies. In contrast, looking at
the relationship from the perspective of the media and how they shape
politics, it was assumed that the agenda-setting theory and personal de-
pendencies and preferences existing between politicians and esteemed
journalists are the biggest strengths of the media.

The mass media as the fourth estate

The mass media and politics are two spheres whose mutual relations
have undergone numerous transformations. Initially, these two spheres ex-
isted independently, without interfering in the other’s activities, which
could be explained by a strong and well-established position that politi-
cians once had and the fact that the mass media were just emerging at that
time and therefore had little significance. Then the activity of the media
“was inextricably linked with state governance [...], but in the twentieth
century, with the development of modern liberal democracies, the media
have become an integral part of politics, sometimes even fostering it”
(Zurawski, 2010, p. 18), thereby becoming the subject of much interest.
Referring to the media as the fourth estate shows that they hold a very
strong position and makes them stand on an equal footing with the other
three types of power. “The term ‘fourth estate’ is a neat, evocative slogan
which is widely known in Poland and which is often cited in the public dis-
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course” (Pisarek, 1995, p. 152). It has become a household name and has
been used both by journalists in all news reports and politicians of differ-
ent parties in their statements. However, despite being commonplace, it is
not always accepted by everybody. Is has been questioned by those point-
ing to the classic Montesquieu’s separation of powers into systemic, for-
mal and legal understanding of governance, because “in the formal and
legal sense the media have no power. In fact, they possess no political or
economic power; nor do they have any form of legalised coercion or are
able to enforce a specific behaviour. And they have no clearly dominant
position in relation to the audience” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2004a, p. 141).
The media thus fail to meet the criteria for being called ‘an estate’
(Antoszewski, Herbut, 2004, p. 488–490). So if it is not a coincidence that
the media are not a power per se, but are nevertheless referred to as such, it
is worthwhile to consider how this metaphor has come into being and how
it should be understood. Certainly it is appropriate to refer to the research
on the influence of the media which has been in progress since the 1920s
and which set out from the theory of the all-powerful media to continue by
emphasising their moderate, often marginal significance, to finally arrive
at the conclusion that the media actually have a strong impact on the society,
yet the impact is not uncritical or boundless. In the legal sense, the media are
not and never will be a power, but in a metaphorical sense they are seen as
one of the main driving forces in a democratic system. Although they pos-
sess no mechanisms such as the true powers do, their power is paradoxically
ensured by the same politicians who “adapt to the media, as these have be-
come necessary for them” (Street, 2006, p. 2), and the power of the media in
turn is manifested in that they “determine the fate of politicians and political
aims as well as influence governments and electorates. They should there-
fore be classified as political institutions, along with parliaments, executive
and administrative powers and political parties” (Street, 2006, p. 197). The
power of the media comes down to the fact that it is them who have a real
impact on the attitudes, behaviours and opinions of the society. This is what
their power is all about and this is what makes them the fourth estate.

The aim of introducing the separation of powers is to ensure the separa-
tion on both personal and functional levels, which is to guarantee equality,
independence, supervision and containment of entities exercising their as-
signed authority. Each authority has to fulfil certain tasks, both towards the
society and other authorities. Although, as has already been demonstrated
above, the mass media do not constitute formal authority and should not be
put on a par with the legislative, executive or judicial powers, which are the
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backbone of a democratic system, one must agree that they have become
a powerful force now and treating them as merely symbolic power will not
change the fact that they do have a real influence on the shaping of public
opinion. Therefore, the political system has the obligation towards the mass
media to fulfil particular functions. In a democratic system, the political sys-
tem must ensure the freedom of the mass media, their pluralism and inde-
pendence from any influence, be it economic or political, to which end the
relevant provisions of law and an independent state authority which super-
vises the media serve best. It is all derivative understanding of the term ‘de-
mocracy’, because it is “the idea of a free democracy that is inextricably
linked to the four principles: the division of power, change of government,
political equality and freedom of the press” (Schultz, 1995, p. 65). The mass
media are also obliged to carry out certain functions, such as: the informa-
tive function, namely “to provide citizens with current and important news
events, situations, problems and phenomena occurring in viewers’ local and
global environment” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2009, p. 74); the educational
function, namely: “the media should analyse events and issues, educate citi-
zens, explain the intricacies of the political processes and indicate the im-
portance of facts” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2009, 75); the function of a public
debate platform enabling the confrontation of various visions and views; the
watchdog function which “is to publicise the events and issues pertaining to,
and activities of, institutions and members of the ruling elite and to monitor
and observe politicians’ actions” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2009, p. 76), on the
basis of which we refer to the media as the fourth estate that supervises and
contains the actions of authorities. In addition, it should be stressed that the
media also serve the function of “advertising” politicians, political parties
and their views and finally, by “presenting political arguments and beliefs
of all political actors, civil society organisations, minorities and other
groups”, the media perform the role of their advocate. The emergence of the
above-mentioned functions determines and enforces the formation of the
levels on which the media and politics cooperate and confront each other in
order to carry out their tasks.

Politics and the media

There is no doubt that the greatest influence of politics on the mass me-
dia is manifestedin legislation and the creation of a state institution which is
responsible for monitoring and ensuring proper functioning of the media.
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Polish media legislation

Among the Polish legal regulations which in their entirety deal with
various aspects of social communication, the act to be described as the
first is the Act of 26 January 1984 – the Press Law and the Broadcasting
Act of 29 December 1992.

The Press Law was enacted already in the previous political system
and has since been repeatedly amended and adapted to reflect the chang-
ing reality. It regulates the activities of the press, explaining basic concepts
such as ‘newspaper’, ‘journal’ and ‘magazine’, and defines the responsi-
bilities of journalists. However, the most important piece of legislation is
the Broadcasting Act enacted on 29 December 1992. This act sets out the
responsibilities of the electronic mass media. It specifies the rules for cre-
ating programmes for broadcast, the rules for placing advertisements and
conditions to be met in order to obtain a broadcasting license by commer-
cial radio and television channels. It further created Polish public televi-
sion in the form of Telewizja Polska S.A (a joint-stock company – JSC),
and Polish public radio – Polskie Radio S.A. (JSC). The Act also estab-
lished the institution regulating and controlling the functioning of the me-
dia in the Polish media system – the National Broadcasting Council “as an
authority that is competent in matters of broadcasting” (Act of 29 Decem-
ber 1992).

These regulations deal directly with the media, but provisions relating
to and affecting the operation of the means of social communication have
also been included in the most important legal document – the Constitu-
tion of the Republic of Poland adopted on 2 April 1997. Various articles of
the Constitution include provisions directly or indirectly related to the me-
dia. For instance, Article 14 from Chapter 1 of the Constitution that out-
lines all the guiding principles of a democratic state states that “the
Republic of Poland shall ensure freedom of the press and other mass
media” (Constitution of the Republic of Poland of 2 April 1997),
emphasising the importance and significance of the existence of free me-
dia in democratic Poland. Additionally, Article 54 Paragraph 1 guarantees
the right to freedom of speech in terms of social communication – “Every-
one shall have the freedom to express their opinions and to receive and
impart information”. Similarly, Article 54 Paragraph 2 states that “Preven-
tive censorship of the means of social communication and the licensing of
the press are prohibited. The law may require the receipt of a license to op-
erate a radio or television channel” (Constitution of the Republic of Po-
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land of 2 April 1997). Yet another article of the Constitution, namely
Article 61 Paragraph 1, also stipulates that “citizens shall have the right to
obtain information about the activities of public authorities and persons
performing public functions. This right also includes obtaining informa-
tion about the activities of local economic and professional self-govern-
ments as well as other persons or organisational units to the extent that
they perform the duties of public authorities and manage communal assets
or property of the State Treasury” (Constitution of the Republic of Poland
of 2 April 1997). Thus, this article highlights the need for proper regulation
and functioning of the media sphere, which is obliged to inform citizens
about the activities of the representatives of society. By contrast, Articles
213–215 of Chapter 9 of the Constitution called the Authorities of the State
Control and the Protection of Rights legitimise the existence of the regulator
– the National Broadcasting Council, whose mission is to “protect the free-
dom of expression, right to information and the public interest in broadcast-
ing” (Constitution of the Republic of Poland of 2 April 1997). What follows
from this provision is that the body which regulates and controls the Polish
media is recognised as a constitutional body, which on the one hand is bene-
ficial because it emphasises the role that the Polish media are to perform, but
on the other hand it reinforces and strengthens the relationships that exist
between the National Broadcasting Council and politics and, more pre-
cisely, the particular political party being in power.

Individual articles of the Election Code of 5 January 2011 contained in
Chapter 13 – the Election Campaign in Radio and Television Programmes
(Articles 117–122) also describe the nature and significance of the media
in political communication. These articles require public radio and televi-
sion broadcasters to provide free broadcasting of election programmes
provided by all registered electoral committees and impose on the national
Polish television “the obligation to carry out debates between representa-
tives of the electoral committees which registered their lists of candidates
in all constituencies in parliamentary elections or in elections to the Euro-
pean Parliament in the Republic of Poland, and in the case of presidential
elections – between the candidates” (Act of 5 January 2011). It is ex-
tremely important at this point to draw attention to the fact that these re-
quirements apply solely to public media, thereby clearly revealing
a different approach that legislators have to public and commercial broad-
casters. It results from the diverse types of media ownership. The rules
governing public media have been regulated in detail in the above-cited
Broadcasting Act. This type of broadcaster is the property of the State
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Treasury and the whole society. Consequently, it was entrusted to carry
out the public mission that has been boiled down to creating and broad-
casting a variety of programmes both in the native language as well as in
a foreign language, cultivating and popularising knowledge of the Polish
language, technical and technological modernisation, and promoting Pol-
ish achievements in the field of sports, culture and science (Act of 29 De-
cember 1992). In contrast, since it is political parties that appoint the
members of the National Broadcasting Council as well as supervisory,
management and public media boards, these positions are filled by the
loyal and trusted. The matters are quite different in the case of commercial
broadcasters – private owners not responsible for the public mission. The
provisions of the broadcasting law only impose the need to obtain a broad-
casting license on the media of this type. That is all the influence that poli-
tics exerts on commercial media.

The controller and regulator of the Polish media
– National Broadcasting Council

The National Broadcasting Council, which has often been mentioned
here, was to be an institution free and independent from any influence, es-
pecially political. Due to the complete subordination of the media to the
government at the time of the Peoples’ Republic of Poland, it was repeat-
edly stressed, after the Republic of Poland had won independence that it
was necessary to rebuild democracy with the help of an independent au-
thority that would govern the Polish media system. Such at least were the
original plans, which ultimately had to be confronted with the reality. For
one thing, the need to ensure the independence and smooth functioning of
the Council was often reiterated, and for another, politicians wanted to
maintain some kind of influence on the functioning of the media regulator.
This dilemma arose already at the time of establishing the Council and is
present to this day. Although “the very Act clearly stresses the apolitical
characteristics of the National Broadcasting Council, which apparently
stemmed from the intention of the legislator” (Killias, 2000, p. 370), such
as the appointment of the members of the Council by separate state author-
ities – the Sejm, the Senate and the President, the appointment of the chair-
man of the Council by its members, the requirement on the appointing
bodies to issue three negative reviews of the report submitted by the regu-
lator of the media in order to shorten the tenure of the members, and the
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prohibition of holding the position of a member of the Council along that
of a deputy or senator, the politicians’ interpretation of the adopted solu-
tions does not allow a completely independent functioning of the National
Broadcasting Council. This follows from the fact that the persons serving
on the Council determine the composition of the public media’s boards.
This ability of the media regulator is understood by the politicians who are
interested in winning over both the Council and the broadcaster, because
they realise that the media influence the attitudes and behaviours of view-
ers and listeners who are also the voters.

Two phenomena corroborate the thesis that the interest of politicians in
the National Broadcasting Council has not waned.

The first one dates back to the initial period of the Council’s existence
and spans the period from its official formation in 1993 to the adoption of
the amendment to the Broadcasting Act in 1995. The newly formed body
was dependant on the then President – Lech Wa³êsa. The president made
no secret that both the media and the Council should be favourable to him
(Markiewicz, 1994, p. 51). The lack of subordination of chairmen of the
Council resulted in that, within two years, the President abused his rights
and appointed and dismissed chairmen of the Council four times. This
gave rise to the amendment to the Broadcasting Act on 29 June 1995 (the
Act of 29 June 1995) which limited the powers of the head of state by en-
trusting the Council with the appointment of the chairman.

The second example comes from 2005, when Prawo i Sprawiedliwoœæ
[Law and Justice] came to power. At that time the Broadcasting Act was
significantly amended. It had been the biggest change since 1992 as it re-
duced the number of members of the Council, abolished the principle of
members’ rotation which had previously been recognised as one of the most
important features guaranteeing the independence of the body, reauthorised
the President to appoint and dismiss the chairmen of the Council, and termi-
nated the term of office of the current members of the Council. All of these
changes were aimed to completely subordinate the Council and the public
media by appointing the “right” people to the Boards of these institutions.

The media and politics

When looking at the relationships between the media and politics from
the media’s perspective, one needs to address some critical issues. If poli-
ticians are so keen on subduing the media, then their actions must be based
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on the power they see in the media. The level on which the worlds of the
media and politics confront each other and where the media seem to have
a greater impact on politics than vice versa is in line with the agenda-setting
theory and universal access of mass media to a wide audience as well as
the relations between journalists, who are perceived as the representatives
of society, and politicians.

The theory of agenda setting

The three sources of the power of the media were defined by Jay
G. Blumler and Michael Gurevitch (1995, p. 12–13); these are: access to
unlimited audience, credibility and trust enjoyed by the media, and the
role of the media in ensuring the legitimacy of various competing political
camps. With these elements, the media have the power to create events, se-
lect information and decide what is important and worth showing and
what is not worthy of attention. Thus, they are able to set the agenda,
which means that “the media are able to determine the list of the most im-
portant events” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2004b, p. 61). This, in turn, means
that despite the fact that “the mass media rarely determine the opinions of
viewers and listeners, they have a huge impact on what audiences are
thinking about” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2004b, 61). It is their strength that is
interesting and attractive for politicians, because “the main goal of politi-
cal parties, leaders and candidates is gaining and maintaining power. In
this context the mass media are perceived by politicians as one of the best
and most effective marketing tools and means of communication that al-
low them to achieve their goal. For this reason, political actors so deeply
desire to subordinate the mass media” (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2011, p. 164).

The relationship between journalists and politicians

People employed in the media are also a factor in the power of the mass
media. Journalists and reporters are available to the public, they build rela-
tionships with the viewers and listeners, appear to care about the public in-
terest and take the side of ordinary folks. Numerous studies have shown
that the public perceive journalists and reporters as inquisitive, honest, re-
liable, impartial and objective (Strzeszewski, 2002; Omy³ka-Rudzka,
2012), which is reflected in the peoples’ trust. That is how they have ac-
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quired the power to influence the audience. This has been equally recog-
nised by the very same journalists as well as politicians. And although
both professions should be clearly separated from each other in order not
to create doubts and suspicions of bias and dependency, the line between
them has become blurry, and this is increasingly noticeable. An example
of such ever so close relations between journalists and politicians was an
article by the deputy director of the Polish national television channel 1,
TVP1, Stanis³aw Janecki, which was published in 2010 (W¹sicka, 2013,
p. 303) in a tabloid called “Fakt. Gazeta Codzienna” entitled “Kaczyñski
must win”, in which the director provided a detailed list of reasons why
Jaroslaw Kaczynski should be the new President of the Republic of Po-
land, indicating that the President of Law and Justice “is the most experi-
enced politician currently active on the Polish scene. He probably had the
greatest influence on the shape of free Poland also as Prime Minister. [...]
He has been an independent politician. This cannot be said not only about
Bronis³aw Komorowski, but also about Donald Tusk. [...] Jaros³aw Ka-
czyñski is a brave politician, [...] a statesman, [...] a political animal. Not
only does it mean that the he devoted his entire adult life to politics, but he
also knows and understands the underlying mechanisms governing the
world of politics. In Poland we have a lot of accidental politicians. [...] The
commonly elected president cannot be a product of marketing, a loser,
a puppet or always a runner-up, always in shadow. In this respect Ka-
czyñski beats Komorowski hands down” (Janecki, 2010). Other examples
include Aleksandra Jakubowska (A biographical entry on Alexandra
Jakubowska, no year indicated), a journalist of TVP1’s news programme
“Wiadomoœci”, or Wies³aw Walendziak (A biographical entry on Wie-
s³aw Walendziak, no year indicated) – Chairman of the Board of TVP,
who made political careers already in the 1990s, and confirm how easy it
is to take advantage of the trust and popularity gained in the media and
transform it into a political career. A newscaster and journalist Tomasz Lis
did not seize such an opportunity, although in 2004 he was ranked by the
Polish edition of “Newsweek” as a serious presidential candidate to take
part in the upcoming elections (Stasiuk-Krajewska, 2007, p. 91–105).

The above examples of journalists and their involvement in politics,
about which they should write and speak following the principles of jour-
nalistic ethics, confirm the existence of a very thin line between journal-
ism and politics. Therefore, there is no doubt that the relations between
journalism and politics influence society’s perception of particular poli-
ticians.
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Conclusion

Two issues need to be emphasised when recalling the objective that un-
derlies this article, i.e. the search for answers to these questions: Are we
currently dealing with the politicising of the Polish media or the
mediatisation of Polish politics? In other words, who has greater power
– politics or the media?

When taking a general look at the media and politics one may say that
both these spheres impact each other to a comparable extent because “the
political system needs the legitimacy of its actions, which the mass media
can provide by delivering and explaining policy decisions, and by inform-
ing the political system about their reception in the eyes of the public, and
about the needs and expectations of the public as well as social reality; by
the same token the mass media need information, i.e. content. The primary
providers of political messages are the government, the parliament, the in-
stitutions of political power as well as political parties and organisations”
(Dobek-Ostrowska, 2004a, p. 109–110). Therefore, one can talk about the
mediatisation of politics and about the politicisation of the media.

Polish political system ensures the existence of the mass media which
are free, pluralistic and independent from economic and political power
through the Constitution, the Election Code, the Press Law and the Broad-
casting Act, and in this way fulfils the requirements of a democratic sys-
tem. On the other hand, however, the legal provisions regarding the media
supervisory body, i.e. the National Broadcasting Council, whose members
are appointed and dismissed by the legislative power and the President of
Poland, and which therefore relies on politicians currently being in power,
which determines the leadership of the public media, and which shapes the
form and content of programmes broadcast by public media through its
regulations on the air time allocated to broadcast election advertisements
free of charge, procedures regulating the air time allocation, the scope and
methods of recording and airing election advertisements on public TV and
radio (Regulation of the National Broadcasting Council of 6 September
2011), and through detailed regulations on the debates conducted by
Telewizja Polska S.A(Regulation of the National Broadcasting Council of
6 July 2011) as well as on the presentation of the opinions of political par-
ties, trade unions and employer organisations in essential public matters
on public TV and radio (Regulation of the National Broadcasting Council
of 21 February 2012). Doing so, the Council adapts programmes to the
currently prevailing trend, that is, to those currently in power. It further-
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more binds and promotes closer relations between the public media and
politics and the subordination of the media to the party in power.

In contrast, due to selective treatment of information, and thus, to de-
ciding what is conveyed to an unlimited audience as well as thanks to
journalists, who should be responsible for their words, for impartial obser-
vation of the surrounding world and reliable provision of information, the
mass media increase their significance. Typically, the media take advan-
tage of these attributes, but it is more evident in the case of commercial
media. Public media, due to the structure of ownership, remain in continu-
ous sphere of political influence. This is a result of the staff of public me-
dia being appointed by members of the National Broadcasting Council,
who themselves are in turn dependent on the politicians who appoint
them. Indeed, a strong desire to subordinate the public broadcaster stems
from the belief that “the one who has television, has the power”, which
made public media a “political payoff” or “prize” meant for the political
party which wins elections. The situation is different in the case of com-
mercial media. Their only relation to the National Broadcasting Council is
the need to renew their broadcasting license every few years. It follows
that the answer to the question as to whether we are dealing with the
politicisation of the media or the mediatisation of politics depends on what
kind of media we are talking about – public or commercial.

As has been shown above, politicians have greater opportunities to in-
fluence the public media through the regulation and activity of the Na-
tional Broadcasting Council. In the case of commercial media, these
capabilities are very limited. The most important, however, is that the in-
terdependence between the media and politics is an undeniable fact.
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Polityzacja polskich mediów czy mediatyzacja polityki w Polsce?

Przenikanie œwiata polityki i mediów

Streszczenie

Obecnie œrodki spo³ecznego przekazu okreœla siê mianem tzw. „czwartej w³adzy”.
Do takiej rangi media masowe uros³y w stosunkowo krótkim czasie i nazywaj¹c je tym
terminem stawia siê je na równi z trzema pozosta³ymi rodzajami w³adzy. Tym samym
wskazuje siê na silne zale¿noœci wystêpuj¹ce miêdzy systemem medialnym a syste-
mem politycznym. Dlatego zasadne wydaje siê postawienie pytania – czy obecne sil-
niejszy jest wp³yw mediów na politykê, czy mo¿e polityki na media? Czy mamy do
czynienia z mediatyzacj¹ polskiej polityki, czy z polityzacj¹ polskich mediów? To tyl-
ko niektóre pytania nasuwaj¹ce siê w odniesieniu do relacji wystêpuj¹cych miêdzy
tymi dwiema sferami ¿ycia. Celem artyku³u jest wyró¿nienie i ukazanie p³aszczyzn, na
których dochodzi do zetkniêcia, konfrontacji oraz wspó³pracy miêdzy œwiatem pol-
skich mediów a œwiatem polityki. Dlatego niezbêdne jest przeanalizowanie: regulacji
prawnych dotycz¹cych mediów masowych, ingerencji polskich polityków w kszta³t
i funkcjonowanie instytucji kontroluj¹cej i reglamentuj¹cej polskie media – Krajowej
Rady Radiofonii i Telewizji, a tak¿e zwrócenie uwagi na tzw. teoriê porz¹dku dzienne-
go oraz rolê jak¹ odgrywaj¹ dziennikarze w stosunkach z politykami.
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