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Making the 
Most of 

MediaMag
From Back Bench to Front Page

Using articles from the MediaMag archive and recent 

news coverage to help you, discuss the following: 

• How much influence do you believe 

newspapers have over the way people vote?

• How far do proprietors shape the political 

agendas of their newspapers?

• What is the role of a journalist in reporting 

popular ideas on the fringes of political parties 

which subsequently enter the mainstream?

• Has Corbyn's decision to allow his MPs to 

publicly voice their disagreements, and his 

determination to avoid 'spin' changed the 

relationship between journalists and politicians?

What Has the Internet 
Ever Done for Me?

In this article, Bill 

Thompson suggests that 

online connectivity is now so 

pervasive it's almost invisible. 

Try addressing this question by conducting an 

audit of your own Internet use. Sounds impossible/

boring/pointless? Make it personal and/or creative 

by logging your own internet use in detail 

over the course of 24-48 hours, and presenting 

your findings in one of the following ways:

• as a diary

• as an infographic, map or chart, e.g. 

annotated pie-chart, spreadsheet or graph

• in the form of a prezi or other interactive format

• as a visual representation of you and your Internet 

use, using artwork, drawing, images, colour, etc.

Share your own individual version with others in 

the class, and compare the different formats you 

have used. Talk about the range of sites you visit 

most frequently around the class, the different 

search engines you have used and the paths 

(useful or otherwise) they have taken you down, 

the different purposes of your online use, the 

proportion of time spent on social media, etc. 

A Taste of the BBC

Spend half an 

hour investigating 

one of the Tasters 

at bbc.co.uk/taster, 

making sure that 

you've covered 

the whole range 

within the class. Report back on your 

findings, covering the following issues:

• How well does it keep you 

watching, and for how long?

• How creatively does it use 

‘short form’ video?

• What techological innovation/s 

does it rely on?

• How different is the experience 

from just watching output?

• At what sort of audience is it targeted?

Try devising your own shortform 

experimental Taster, either around an 

existing BBC drama or documentary, 

a BBC programme from the past 

which you think could do well as 

a revival, or a concept of your own 

choice. Create a pitch presentation 

for your idea which includes:

• a summary of what your Taster 

will do – its form and genre, 

its pleasures for the user

• the interactive technology which will 

make it experimental – e.g. 360 degrees, 

3D, data collection via social media, etc.

• how the BBC will benefit if your 

pitch is selected for development

• what makes it different from 

anything else out there

• what you would ideally 

present on video or YouTube 

to demonstrate your idea.

And finally, remember the BBC's 

three most important considerations: 

Is it mobile? Is it social? Can it scale?
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A creative competition and an invitation!
The 2016 MediaMag 

Production Competition
Each year, MediaMag hosts a competition to share 

and enjoy the amazing creativity and skill of our 

readers – and this year that means you. It’s the highlight 

of the MediaMag calendar, and your chance to showcase 

your talents! If your work is shortlisted, you’ll be invited 

to a screening, awards ceremony and networking 

reception at the prestigious NFT1 at BFI Southbank. 

To give you a taste of the competition, visit the 

webpage for the 2015 awards here: https://www.

englishandmedia.co.uk/competitions/the-2015-

mediamag-production-award-winners/ 

You’ll be able to see the winners in each category with 

a single click, and if your school subscribes to our website, 

you can also view the entire shortlist of 28 brilliant videos 

covering all manner of genres, formats and styles. 

Full details of the categories, formats and rules will 

be available from the MediaMag home page in January. 

Download and complete the entry form (with your contact 

details in capitals please).

Deadline for entries: 18th March 2016
Shortlist announced: 22nd April 2016
Awards event: Wednesday 6th July 2016 at NFT1, BFI 

Southbank

An Invitation to Write 
for MediaMag

MediaMag wants to get you writing! We want to hear 

more of your voices in the magazine, and give you the 

chance to share your own passions, interests, and favourite 

media experiences. 

We want short pieces of writing from you – no longer than 

750 words – on the topic:

Why I love... (insert your own choice of text, app, game, 

box-set, band, movie, reality TV show, social media platform, 

celebrity, magazine... you name it, as long as it involves the 

media, you can write about it).

And that’s it! No rules, except word length; no particular 

format or style – just your own voice, your own choice of text, 

and a really compelling and persuasive piece of writing which 

explains just how and why your chosen passion appeals to 

you, and why it might appeal to others. 

We’ll publish the strongest pieces, and pay you a small 

fee, and there will be a prize for the most outstanding 

article we receive. 

You can send us your writing at any time, but the deadline 

for articles will be 18th March 2016. Just email it as an 

attachment, using the subject line Why I Love, to 

jenny@englishandmedia.co.uk

We’re looking forward to reading you!

I Can't Even: Speaking Fannish

Autoethnography is a form of self-reflection 

and writing that explores your personal 

experience and connects this autobiographical 

story to wider cultural, political, and social 

meanings and understandings (Wikipedia). 

Are you, or have you ever been, a true fan – e.g. 

a Belieber, a Swiftie, A Whovian, a One Direction 

fan, a Panemian...? Try this research task adapted 

from the cultural theorist Henry Jenkins:

Write a short autoethnography describing your 

own history as a fan of some aspect of popular 

entertainment. You should explore whether or not 

you think of yourself as a fan, what kinds 

of fan practices you engage with, how you 

define a fan, how you became invested in 

the media franchises that have been part 

of your life, and how your feelings about 

being a fan might have adjusted over time. 

Search ‘fandom participatory culture’ 

at http://henryjenkins.org – then 

think about submitting it to MediaMagazine 

for publication! You never know...

Music in Ads

Variations on a (rugby) 

theme: 

Compare both the visuals 

and the use of music in this 

ad, about the struggles of a 

legendary rugby player, with 

the representation of the 

struggle of a whole team in 

the O2 Wear the Rose – Make 

Them Giants ad, which is also accompanied by a 

video showing how the ad was animated. Search for 

‘YouTube O2 Wear the Rose – Make Them Giants’.

Budding musicians/ Music Tech students:

Research more of the work of composer Einaudi, 

much of which is available on YouTube. He has 

scored or provided music for a wide range of 

TV shows and ads including Top Gear, the 2012 

Olympics, and many other sporting contexts, as well 

as film and TV drama, including This is England.
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In the following 
two articles, Steph 

Hendry explores 
the role of the 

press in the seismic 
impact of Jeremy 
Corbyn’s Labour 
leadership, while 

Harry Cunningham 
takes a closer look 
at the context of 

the headlines.

People are so hopelessly dependent on the 

system that they will fight to protect it.

Morpheus: The Matrix

fter the 2015 General Election, 

the British press may have 

been expecting a quiet 

summer. Politicians were going 

on holiday and the 

establishment was preparing 

to settle into the familiarity of the political status 

quo. However, there was a political earthquake on 

the way that would clearly demonstrate how the 

news media, despite different political stances and 

reporting styles, all support current dominant 

political values. 

After losing the election, Ed Miliband resigned 

as leader of the Labour party and so a new 

leader needed to be elected. Some Labour 

politicians were aware that the politicians putting 

themselves forward for leadership appeared 

very similar in terms of their policies and values. 

In order to stimulate debate, Jeremy Corbyn, a 

little known MP, was nominated. Corbyn had 

been a member of the parliamentary Labour 

party since 1983 but had remained on the back 

benches throughout his career as he disagreed 

with much of the New Labour project headed 

by Tony Blair. This meant that Corbyn offered the 

leadership campaign a different interpretation of 

Labour’s values that challenged the Blairite path 

his party had taken since 1994. His nomination 

led to an opinion editorial in The Telegraph, 

where right-wing commentator Toby Young 

urged supporters of the Conservatives to pay 

the £3 required to become a Labour supporter 

in order to subvert the leadership election by 

voting for Corbyn. Young felt that a Corbyn victory 

would secure a Conservative government for the 

foreseeable future, making Labour ‘unelectable’:

Let’s make Corbyn the captain of the ship 

and prove once and for all that the earth 

is round… So sign up today. Make Corbyn 

The news media, 
despite different 
political stances 

and reporting 
styles, all shared 

the position 
of supporting 

current 
dominant 

political values.
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and the tone of the reporting expressed 

disbelief that he was being taken even slightly 

seriously. However, things started to get 

nasty when Corbyn was accused of being a 

supporter of terrorists and an anti-Semite. 

A headline in The Telegraph stated that: 

Labour grandees round on 

‘anti-Semite’ Corbyn.

The Telegraph 15/08/15

However, it has since been changed after 

the newspaper was reprimanded by IPSO (the 

Independent Press Standards Organisation) for 

making misleading and unsupported claims. 

Throughout the campaign, Corbyn’s political 

stance was persistently depicted as being ‘far-left’ 

and dangerously revolutionary. The Sun called him 

‘Comrade Corbyn’ (16/08/15) and his opposition 

to further cuts and austerity was presented 

as naive or ignorant, 

despite being supported 

by many economists. 

The fact that the right-

wing press attempted 

to discredit Corbyn and 

his ideas was politically 

predictable; but The 

Guardian also chose to 

criticise Corbyn – despite 

the fact that it often 

promotes left-leaning 

social and economic 

values. With one or two 

exceptions, Guardian 

journalists spoke 

out against Corbyn, 

focusing on criticisms 

of his candidacy and 

his approach; this gave a voice to many of 

his opponents inside the party, including 

Tony Blair who described Corbyn’s politics as 

‘a fantasy’ (29/08/15). The independent news 

website counterpunch.org claimed that The 

Guardian’s attacks on Corbyn highlighted:

the sham of Britain’s liberal-left media as 

a real alternative to the press barons.

21/09/15

The paper’s approach certainly alienated many 

of its readers who supported Corbyn or, at the 

very least were people open to an alternative 

to the mainstream politics on offer. In response 

to The Guardian’s defence of its coverage of 

Corbyn, Gav67 made a comment that:

getting the arts critic to shoehorn 

an anti-Corbyn narrative into an 

article is something the Sun would 

do, if they had an arts critic. 

leader, secure Boris’s victory in 2020.

The Telegraph 17/06/15

Young was responding to the fact that Corbyn’s 

politics challenged the dominant political 

narrative. Corbyn offered an alternative to the 

austerity policies put forward by the Conservative 

party and supported by Labour. Dominant 

ideologies take hold when it is assumed that 

there are no alternatives to the ideas being put 

forward. Ideologies become invisible when their 

‘rightness’ is simply accepted and they are seen as 

‘common sense’, or ‘just the way things are’. When 

ideas are thought of in this way, any alternatives 

come across as strange or as ‘wrong thinking’. 

Young’s response to Corbyn’s candidacy was at 

the start of a process where the right-wing and 

liberal press and broadcast news sources all 

reported on Corbyn’s ideas in the same way. They 

all decided his campaign 

was a foolish empty gesture, 

and reports on the man and 

his ideas were patronising 

and mocking. Corbyn 

offered an alternative to the 

dominant Blairite values that 

support the existing political 

system and the corporate 

context in which the news 

institutions operate. The 

mainstream press treated 

this, at least at first, as a joke.

The narrative of the 

Corbyn story, however, took 

an unexpected turn. Large 

numbers of people began 

to join the Labour party in 

order to vote for Corbyn. 

Despite the mainstream 

press’s dismissal of him, it became clear that 

Corbyn was generating a lot of support on 

social media, and his meetings and speeches 

were attended in larger numbers than those 

held by the other candidates. As his popularity 

grew, with venues full to overflowing, the news 

media began to change their tone and the 

reporting became more overtly negative. 

Corbyn was now being seen as a threat 

rather than a joke, and so the attacks became 

more serious in tone. From being the ‘oddball’ 

outsider (The Guardian: 2/9/15), he was now 

offering a genuine alternative to mainstream 

views, and these ideas were received positively 

by a lot of people. The press began to attack 

both Corbyn and his supporters; those who 

responded positively to his message were 

deemed to be ‘stupid’, naive’ or ‘out of touch’:

Jeremy Corbyn’s young fans are fools.

The Telegraph 22/08/15
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Many of the online commentators 

saw The Guardian’s reporting as being 

unnecessarily negative; and ‘Aqueuetangle’ 

described the paper as being: 

wildly out of touch with the 

views of its readership.

In the meantime, the support for Corbyn 

continued to grow despite the press 

describing it as ‘madness’, and broadcast 

media joined the anti-Corbyn bandwagon. 

Unlike print and online news outlets, broadcast 

news needs balance in its reporting. It has to 

give equal air-time to all sides of an argument, 

but the fact that Corbyn’s perspective offered a 

point of view that ran counter to the received 

ideas of both Conservatives and Labour meant 

that the traditional definition of ‘the other side’ 

no longer worked. Balance is usually achieved by 

providing Conservative and Labour perspectives; 

but as the dominant response from Labour was 

similar to that from the Conservatives, the BBC’s 

reporting on Corbyn was arguably skewed. The 

BBC followed the mocking tone used by the 

press; in Panorama (7/9/15) it reported on the 

political earthquake caused by Corbyn, with 

apparent incredulity that anyone could be taking 

him seriously. The documentary questioned 

Corbyn’s supporters (calling them ‘believers’), 

asking them to admit that voting for Corbyn was 

a ‘waste of time’ – following the establishment 

consensus that Corbyn was ‘unelectable’. Further 

leading questions were used in an interview 

with Corbyn who was asked to defend being 

a ‘friend of terrorists’. Despite (or perhaps 

because of?) the negative representations, the 

final few days of the campaign saw Corbyn’s 

popularity continuing to increase until he won 

the leadership contest with a massive majority.

Since the leadership election, the press has 

continued to criticise, demonise, and mock in 

an attempt to control the political narrative. 

Corbyn’s political values, personal life and clothing 

choices are constantly criticised. The Mail Online 

(18/09/15) reports that his ‘dress sense is as 

Dominant ideologies take hold when 
it is assumed that there are no 

alternatives to the ideas being put 
forward. Ideologies become invisible 

when their ‘rightness’ is simply 
accepted and they are seen as ‘common 

sense’ or ‘just the way things are’.

outdated as his politics’ in a story about 

an affair he is alleged to have had. 

Even his habit of cycling in London 

has been used as a way to reinforce 

a negative perception of Corbyn as 

he has been accused of having a 

‘Chairman Mao-style bicycle’ (The 

Times 14/09/15). The Telegraph even 

ran a story on Corbyn’s A Level results, 

declaring him ‘too thick to be Prime 

Minister’ (27/10/15) and since winning 

the election Corbyn has ‘snubbed the 

Queen’ (The Telegraph 7/10/15) and 

‘insulted veterans’ (The Sun 16/09/15). 

He has been repeatedly misquoted, 

and Cameron used such misquotes 

to describe Corbyn as ‘security-

threatening, terrorist-sympathising 

[and] Britain-hating’ during his conference speech.

Corbyn’s campaign put the British press 

on the back-foot; he not only challenged the 

establishment but generated huge support for 

his ideas. There may be considerable uncertainty 

about how things will develop in the Labour 

party, but one thing is for sure: Corbyn will 

continue to generate bad press. The reporting 

of the leadership campaign and since makes it 

very clear that the press is far from independent 

and actually an arm of the establishment. Corbyn 

challenged the idea that there is no alternative 

to austerity, and he questions politics that puts 

the interests of business over the interests of 

people. The news media are, of course, businesses. 

The press is, to borrow the words of Morpheus, 

‘hopelessly dependent on the system’, and it 

has shown that ‘it will fight to protect it’.

Steph Hendry is a Media lecturer at Runshaw College 

and a freelance writer. Follow her on Twitter @

albionmill
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Was bin Laden’s Death a 
Tragedy? 

Front page stories extensively 

quoted Jeremy Corbyn’s 2011 

interview with Iranian news channel 

Press TV, in the wake of the raid on 

bin Laden’s compound in Pakistan. 

It was alleged he claimed that: ‘the 

death of Osama bin Laden was a 

tragedy’. But here’s the quote in full: 

I think that everyone should be 

put on trial, I also profoundly 

disagree with the death penalty 

under any circumstances for 

anybody, that’s my own view 

ince Jeremy Corbyn hurtled 

to a landslide victory in the 

Labour leadership contest, his 

32-year record as a rebellious 

backbench MP has inevitably come 

under intense scrutiny from right-wing 

newspapers, as has his equally left-wing 

Shadow Chancellor and campaign 

manager John McDonnell. If you’d been 

reading the papers in the run up to his 

victory, you might have thought the 

world was about to an end. So what’s 

really going on? Let’s start by 

comparing two eye-catching headlines 

with the full quotes from the 

men themselves… 

Harry Cunningham 
investigates headlines 

behind Jeremy 
Corbyn’s election 
as Labour Leader. 

the press demonisation 
of Jeremy Corbyn
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and going back in time and 

not having a chat with him 

about his terrible behaviour.

Right-wing Conspiracy, 
Simplifying the Agenda or 
Just Reporting the Facts?

It’s obviously the job of journalists 

to scrutinise politicians, and this is 

particularly important when somebody 

on the fringes of politics both in 

terms of position and ideas is plunged 

suddenly into the mainstream. So 

it’s unsurprising that the press has 

systematically reviewed everything 

Corbyn and his new shadow cabinet 

have said and written. But why are 

journalists quoting so selectively 

and indulging in such widespread 

and hysterical hyperbole? 

Left-wing commentators such as The 

Guardian’s Owen Jones, (interviewed in 

MM50 December 2014), would argue it 

is because most newspapers are owned 

by large corporations and wealthy 

business men – The Sun and The Times 

by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation, 

The Mail by Lord Rothermere and The 

Telegraph by the Barclay Brothers. 

They argue these men want to ensure 

that Corbyn’s policies are never 

enacted because they would directly 

challenge their business interests. 

Indeed Corbyn and his predecessor 

Ed Miliband have both spoken about 

raising corporation tax, clamping down 

on legal tax avoidance schemes and 

increasing media plurality by reducing 

the overall percentage of the media 

that any one company can own.

Right-wingers would, of course, reply 

that the press has relished publishing 

embarrassing pig-related tales about 

David Cameron recently, and that 

when Nigel Farrage experienced a 

similar shot at political fame before 

the 2014 European elections, the 

newspapers went to great lengths 

to expose the racist, homophobic 

and misogynistic comments of many 

UKIP members. Indeed UKIP’s top 

economic spokesperson Godfrey 

Bloom was famously caught hitting 

Channel 4 journalist Michael Crick 

over the head with a brochure, and 

berating the government’s policy 

of sending foreign aid to what he 

Talking in terms republicans 

would understand, I told the 

harsh truth that the negotiations 

on the future of Northern 

Ireland would not be taking 

place if it had not been for the 

military action of the IRA. Let 

me be clear, I abhor the killing 

of innocent human beings. My 

argument was that republicans 

had the right to honour those 

who had brought about this 

process of negotiation […]’

Corbyn the Time Traveller? 

There are obvious reasons why 

comments such as these would 

be reported and re-reported; yet 

many would argue that trying to 

paint McDonnell and Corbyn as 

supporters of bin Laden and the 

IRA is misleading. Indeed these two 

examples offer only a sample of 

some of the wild claims made about 

Corbyn and his new shadow cabinet. 

In his first speech to the Labour 

Party Conference, Corbyn himself 

jokingly alluded to articles alleging 

that: he would welcome an asteroid 

‘wiping out humanity’ (Mail Online, 

12th August 2015); he believed that 

9/11 was a conspiracy; and furthermore 

that he believed in the existence of 

a new world order (Mail Online, 26th 

September 2015). He also responded to 

claims that he was a hypocrite because 

his great-great grandfather was the 

foreman of a Victorian workhouse 

(Daily Express, 20th September 2015): 

I would like to take this 

opportunity to apologise for 

not doing the decent thing 

[…] There was no attempt to 

put [bin Laden] on trial or to go 

through that process. This was 

an assassination attempt and 

is yet another tragedy upon a 

tragedy. The World Trade Centre 

was a tragedy; the attack on 

Afghanistan was a tragedy. 

The war in Iraq was a tragedy. 

Tens of thousands of people 

have died, torture has come 

back onto the world stage, has 

been canonised virtually into 

law […], can’t we learn some 

lessons from this? The solution 

has got to be law not war.

Shadow Chancellor 
McDonnell, IRA 
Sympathiser? 

Jeremy Corbyn and Shadow 

Chancellor John McDonnell have both 

spoken about their deep opposition 

to violence, and commented on the 

terrorist atrocities carried out by the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA) in the 1970s 

and 80s. They have implied that they 

would not be opposed to Northern 

Ireland leaving the UK and becoming 

part of a United Ireland if it would 

provide a permanent peace process. 

The Daily Mail headline said ‘Corbyn 

gives top job to IRA sympathiser’. 

Here is what McDonnell actually 

said at a 2003 memorial for the 

IRA hunger striker Bobby Sands: 

It’s about time we started 

honouring those people involved 

in the armed struggle. It was 

the bombs and bullets and 

sacrifice made by the likes of 

Bobby Sands that brought 

Britain to the negotiating table. 

The peace we have now is due 

to the action of the IRA.

He later went on to clarify these 

remarks, telling The Sun that 

The deaths of innocent civilians 

in IRA attacks is a real tragedy, 

but it was as a result of British 

occupation in Ireland. Because 

of the bravery of the IRA and 

people like Bobby Sands we 

now have a peace process.

In The Guardian he expanded further:
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as are complex economic arguments 

about why QE could work people as 

well as for the banking industry. 

With another five years until the 

next General Election, whatever your 

views about Corbyn, his turbulent 

relationship with the UK press, and his 

vow to ‘do politics differently’ will no 

doubt provide many a fascinating case 

study for Media students to come. 

Harry Cunningham has written freelance 

for The Guardian, The Independent, 

The Huffington Post and Writers’ Forum 

Magazine. He has a degree in English from 

Loughborough University.

journalists, Corbyn appears to speak 

freely, and encourages his cabinet to 

speak out about their disagreements 

with his policies. While this has the 

advantage of sounding authentic, 

it means the party message can 

sometimes come across as inconsistent, 

and complex ideas are distilled to 

very simple terms. One example is 

the flagship policy he has described 

as People’s Quantitative Easing, or 

QE. The newspapers have reported 

how this is simply ‘printing more 

money to pay for things’, which 

may lead to hyperinflation. This 

is no doubt a legitimate concern 

which requires greater scrutiny; 

but it is only one part of his plan. 

Key details of his policy to create a 

national investment bank to pay for 

infrastructure projects and increase 

tax revenue are too often overlooked, 

termed ‘Bongo-Bongo land’. 

Furthermore, The Guardian – one 

of the few papers even remotely 

sympathetic to Corbyn – did not shy 

away from open criticism of his shadow 

cabinet appointments, citing the lack 

of women in the top shadow cabinet 

posts of Shadow Chancellor, Shadow 

Foreign Secretary and Shadow Home 

Secretary. Its coverage largely omitted 

the fact that Corbyn’s shadow cabinet 

was the first to include a majority of 

women, but that many senior female 

Labour MPs – Liz Kendall, Yvette 

Cooper, Mary Creagh, Rachel Reeves 

and Harriet Harman – have refused 

to serve under Corbyn because of 

disagreements with his views. 

Shock Stories Sell Papers

Although it is essential to remember 

that proprietorial interference and 

vested interests shape the general 

political agenda of many newspapers, 

there is also a less ‘conspiratorial’ 

reason as to why coverage of Corbyn 

has been so intensely negative. It 

is simply easier to sell newspapers 

by shocking readers, rather than 

explaining the nuances of Corbyn’s 

views and policies; and Corbyn is prone 

to saying things which, taken out of 

context, make light work for journalists 

under pressure to produce stories. 

Whilst the Conservatives and 

Tony Blair’s Labour Party employed 

communications directors, or spin 

doctors, who ensured that all MPs stuck 

to the same message, and attempted 

to broker good relationships with 
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data in the form of binary messages – 1 and 

0. Some of the data consists of messages 

to the network, telling it where to send 

things, where it came from and (perhaps) 

how important it is; but most of it consists 

of files or messages created by applications 

running on the connected computers.

The network doesn’t care what the data 

means or how it is used, and that is its main 

strength and main weakness. It means the 

Net is open to innovation like email, the web, 

Spotify or Snapchat – but is also makes it 

next to impossible to stop spam, abuse or the 

trading of images of child abuse. These two 

sides of the network are always with us.

Today, the network is becoming invisible, as 

connectivity becomes seamless, pervasive and 

fast enough to just work most of the time. We 

stop seeing it – we only see the connectivity. 

We also lose sight of the way the internet 

supports broader connectivity, to the extent 

that a tenth of young people using Facebook 

from their mobile phones in Indonesia were 

not aware that they were using the internet at 

all, and just saw Facebook on their phone:

11% of Indonesians who said they 

used Facebook also said they did not 

Bill Thompson, journalist, technology 
guru, and BBC Click contributor, 

summarises his thought-provoking 
keynote presentation to the 2015 

MediaMagazine Student Conference. 

he internet began on January 1st 1983 

when a number of separate computer 

networks, most built in US universities, 

were linked together into a single 

global system – an INTERconnected NETwork.

I started using it that autumn when I began 

a master’s degree in Computer Science and 

discovered we could email and exchange files 

with people at other universities. I didn’t actually 

know I was using the internet at the time and 

it wasn’t really until 1987 when I was working 

at Acorn Computers – the Cambridge company 

that made the BBC Micro and Archimedes 

computers, and the ARM chip that’s in most of 

your mobile phones – that I realised that we had 

access to a way to talk to hundreds of thousands 

of other computer users around the world.

That’s possible because the internet lets 

any two connected computers exchange 
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to join their cause, and fraud, scams, ripoffs 

and malicious software are everywhere. Then 

there’s the dark web, made up of websites 

and online services accessed via specialised 

browsers and tools that make it very hard 

to identify who is using them, which is used 

to sell drugs and for other illegal activity.

So those are some of the things the network has 

done for me. It probably does some of the same 

things for you, if not yet, then soon. It will do new 

things too, things that haven’t been thought of 

yet, or haven’t yet been rolled out to millions of 

people – because the open internet is an amazing 

space for creative thinking and expression.

But no technology exists in a vacuum, 

and the growing use of powerful digital 

computers connected by an ever-faster 

and ever more pervasive networks requires 

us to ask hard questions about the ways 

they will be used to shape society.

Open Technology

The idea of ‘openness’ lies at the centre 

of this debate: I believe that if we want an 

open society based around principles of 

equality of opportunity, social justice and free 

expression, we need to build it on technologies 

which are themselves ‘open’, and that this is 

the only way to encourage a diverse online 

culture that allows all voices to be heard.

But even if you agree with me, deciding what 

we mean by ‘open’ is far from straightforward:

• Does it mean an internet built around the 

‘end-to-end’ principle, where any connected 

computer can exchange data with any other 

computer, while the network itself is unaware 

of the ‘meaning’ of the bits exchanged?

• Does it mean computers that will run 

any program written for them, rather 

than requiring them to be vetted and 

approved by gateway companies?

• Does it mean free software that can be 

used, changed and redistributed by anyone 

without payment or permission?

Those things count as ‘open’ to me, but 

you might have a very different view. You 

might not even think that it is a good 

thing: openness brings its own risks.

Digital information is very hard to control in 

an open world, because it arrives in a form that 

allows it to be manipulated by its recipient.

When you listen to the radio or record a TV 

programme, all you can easily do with the result 

is listen or watch again. You may be able to select 

which bits you watch, but transforming the 

stored form is complex and often impossible.

If you listen to a recording of one of my own 

radio programmes, however, then you can 

use the internet. In Nigeria, 9% of 

Facebook users said they do not use 

the internet. These are largely young 

people; the median age of respondents 

with this combination of answers is 

25 in Indonesia and 22 in Nigeria. 

On one hand this is a good thing. After all, we 

don’t generally have to think about the power 

grid, or how roads work, or whether there’ll be 

water in our toilets. But it’s also a problem, as 

the ways the network works, and the ways it 

is regulated and controlled, can have a major 

impact on our lives. Knowing how much water 

your house uses every day is interesting – 

knowing what messages you’re sending over 

your internet connection is a bit more intrusive.

That means 

we need to be 

able to ignore 

the network in 

our day-to-day 

interactions with 

it, but at the same 

time to be acutely 

aware of what it is, 

how it works, and 

how to ensure it 

is a tool for active 

citizenship, free 

expression and social justice, rather than one for 

oppression, surveillance, control and repression. 

Cory Doctorow, author of some 

great books including Little Brother and 

Homeland, says of the internet:

The internet is only that wire that delivers 

freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, 

and freedom of the press in a single 

connection. It’s only vital to the livelihood, 

social lives, health, civic engagement, 

education and leisure of hundreds of 

millions of people (and growing every day).

And that’s not a bad place to start.

Some of the good things are pretty obvious. 

The network connects us to other people, 

it provides a great source of information, it 

can be used for campaigning and political 

action, to draw attention to abuses and fight 

for human rights. It’s a great place for gaming 

and education, which can also be used to make 

a lot of money (for a few people) as well as 

a place where you can meet your friends.

But the bad sides are also hard to ignore. A 

lot of bullying and abuse takes place there. 

There’s pornography that you don’t want to 

see, and illegal images of child abuse that you 

might come across. Extremists and radicals 

can use the network to try to influence people 
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the outcome is far from determined.

It could be a regulated, managed 

and limited network, of the sort being 

constructed in China and Libya.

Access to dissenting or distinct voices 

could be limited and managed.

We could choose the apparent safety of 

a closed network and a closed society.

So here’s the challenge I want to leave you 

with – what could the internet do for you 

and your friends, and what could you make 

it do? We journalists describe the world, but 

you have the opportunity to shape it; and a 

connected world that runs on the internet 

is a great tool if you know how to use it.

We know you care about privacy –

and why wouldn’t you, I certainly do. So 

how can the network deliver that?

We know you care about other people 

around the world, and want a fairer, more just 

world – so how can the network help there?

We know you want to understand the 

world and engage with it, so how do 

we deliver news media that can operate 

effectively online and still make money?

We’ve come a long way in the last 30 years, 

but we have a long way to go. It will be your 

choices that shape tomorrow’s network.

Bill Thompson is a technology journalist and 

advisor to arts and cultural organisations on digital 

technologies. He appears weekly on Click (BBC World 

Service) and writes monthly for Focus magazine. He 

is also Head of Partnership Development for the BBC 

Archive, and a Visiting Professor at the Royal College 

of Art.

access a digital file on your computer and load 

it into an editing programme like the freely-

available Audacity, and then you can sloooow me 

down… cut my words up [up cut words my] or 

even add another person’s voice – seamlessly.

Those whose businesses rely on limiting 

people’s ability to copy and modify songs 

or images or video – the ‘content industries’ 

– find it hard to cope with the openness 

I’ve described. But so do those who need to 

manage the free flow of information for reasons 

that are not simply commercial, such as the 

doctors who keep my medical records, or the 

companies storing my personal emails.

Challenges for the Future

In some respects, today’s internet is a vast, 

unregulated, worldwide experiment in openness. 

It is already having significant impact because of 

the largely unanticipated consequences of the 

global adoption of a set of technologies that were 

built around an assumption of openness without 

any real concern for the broader implications.

We cannot simply pull down the walls to the 

unimpeded flow of information and expect 

no consequences, so while I continue to think 

that the real benefits of the network will only 

be seen if we make it as open as possible, 

I know that openness carries a price.

And of course we could decide 

to do things differently.

Over a decade ago lawyer Lawrence 

Lessig pointed out, in Code and other 

Laws of Cyberspace, that CODE IS LAW.

That means we can change the rules of the 

internet as easily as we change the code.

The fact that we currently have a mostly 

open network is no reason to believe that 

there is a pre-ordained path towards constant 

improvement as we deploy advanced digital 

technologies throughout the world. Different 

choices could be made at every stage, and 

Bill Thompson at 

the MediaMagazine 

Conference
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The Marvel Cinematic Universe 
is a global media phenomenon 

that has seen the creation of the 
biggest network of interconnected 

characters and stories in the modern 
world (see MM54). It has grown to 

dominate multiplex blockbusters and 
now, increasingly, television. Sean 
Richardson explores the USP and 

appeals of Daredevil, its latest baby.
Image labelled for reuse, Google

Daredevil: the 
birth of the Marvel 

Televisual Universe?
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into vigilantism by the murder of a parent. 

Both have an almost religious devotion to ‘The 

City’, and make constant reference to it. Finally, 

both try to avoid murder, but are willing to do 

whatever is necessary to bring about justice. 

Brutal Violence

This is a television text that is not afraid 

to be challenging. The guilty pleasure of 

Daredevil is that it offers a brutally violent 

comic book universe strictly for adults. With 

conflicted characters and bone-crunching 

violence, it sometimes feels more like a 

police procedural than a Marvel text.

The programme creates a noirish universe in 

which Matt Murdock develops into an avenging 

angel, often in direct confrontation with his 

nemesis, Kingpin. Indeed, part of the pleasure 

in viewing comes from the similar personalities 

of the protagonist and antagonist, with their 

strikingly similar backgrounds. Both have 

strong, physically imposing, violent fathers and 

both suffer major trauma in their Hell’s Kitchen 

formative years. Murdock’s violent back-story 

is key to his character’s development over 13 

episodes, linking directly to his superhero 

transformation. At the age of nine, Murdock 

is blinded by chemical waste; subsequently 

gangsters brutally murder his father for refusing 

to take a dive in a boxing match. Left broken 

and alone, his almost Christ-like resurrection, 

The guilty pleasure of 
Daredevil is that this is a 

brutally violent comic book 
universe strictly for adults, 
with conflicted characters 

and bone-crunching violence 
that seems more like a police 
procedural than a Marvel text. 

Daredevil is a Marvel creation exclusive to 

Netflix that has proven a massive hit with 

audiences. An original series, its 13 episodes 

offer viewers a highly crafted and complex 

televisual experience, richly-rounded 

characterisation, and an obsession with good 

versus evil. Netflix launched the show in a 

single 13-episode drop, an innovative approach 

made possible by their subscription streaming 

model. And with considerable success too: an 

estimated 10.7% of its 62 million subscribers 

had watched at least one episode of Daredevil 

within 11 days of its launch in 2015, making 

it the service’s most-watched programme. 

The USP of Daredevil

Matt Murdock (aka Daredevil) is by day a 

blind lawyer, by night a vigilante who wants 

to reclaim his city for its citizens. Although 

set in Hell’s Kitchen, New York, the script 

seems to take an interest in Plato’s concept 

of the ‘idealised city’, which means that 

viewers might transpose events to their 

own context, transferring the action to cities 

with which they are familiar elsewhere in 

the world. This representation of ‘The City’ is 

a recurrent motif in this genre of texts and 

would be a rich area for students to analyse.

The character of Daredevil is similar to DC’s 

Batman. Both are regular human beings with 

self-created bodies and skills; both are spurred 
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been a rich source of audience pleasure.

Audience pleasure does not just come from 

tone, though. It is helped by the possibilities 

opened up by long-form television – ‘the new 

storytelling’ as some film and media theorists 

are calling it. So while the series is extremely 

violent, the first on-screen murder does not 

occur until Episode 4. It is carried out by 

Kingpin, played with brilliant raw power by 

Vincent D’Onofrio. What makes his actions so 

engaging and shocking is the fact that over 

the four episodes Kingpin – and his every day 

self, Wilson Fisk – has in some respects been 

constructed as a sympathetic character. 

Fighting For ‘The City’

The brutal battle for ‘The City’ is the central 

thrust of the narrative conflict between 

Daredevil and Kingpin. The repeated, hoarse, 

serious intonation of ‘…this city’ and ‘…my city’, 

by both characters is a recurrent motif. Set 

mainly in the Hell’s Kitchen district of New York, 

Murdock returns to where he was brought up to 

become the area’s resident ‘saviour’. But, in his 

own way, Kingpin cares as much about the city 

as Murdock, protecting and promotes it within 

his own vision, with a simmering violent rage. A 

product of Hell’s Kitchen, this rage is unleashed 

on anyone who gets in the way of returning 

it to what he sees as its ideal state. The brutal 

Kingpin has his own moral code, in much the 

as he transforms himself 

into a superhero-fighting-

machine, is a central 

audience pleasure. This 

is rendered on screen 

with an intimate ‘cinema 

verite’ independent film 

feel and aesthetic that 

is vastly different from 

the traditional Marvel 

universe. His fights are 

bloody and visceral, and 

his victories are rarely 

clear-cut, as the show 

eschews simplistic notions 

of good versus evil in favour of a more 

nuanced and very ‘adult’ universe. 

Audience Pleasures

Marvel’s master plan for this adult aesthetic 

is set to span across television and film over 

the next few years. Daredevil Season 2 will 

be accompanied by the similarly hard-hitting 

A.K.A. Jessica Jones, then Luke Cage, and Iron 

Fist. Marvel’s plan is for these four shows to 

lead up to a crossover series, The Defenders, 

redefining what television superhero texts 

look and feel like. Daredevil comics were 

much more gritty, raw, and brutal than 

other comics: transferring such a tone into 

moving image representations seems to have 

The blind philosopher 
king, ruling the city 

with justice and 
absolute fairness 
is an ideal that is 

realised and explored 
within this comic 
book television 
genre drama.
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characterisation and narrative engine. The blind 

philosopher king, ruling the city with justice 

and absolute fairness is an ideal that is realised 

and explored within this comic book television 

genre drama. Marvel have created an intelligent, 

challenging, adult universe where audiences 

can enjoy – and indeed ‘marvel’ – at what has 

been achieved. What next? The Silver Surfer has 

real potential and Luke Cage and Supergirl are 

already slated for release. The bar has been set 

high for future comic book hero television – as 

a fan and aficionado I personally cannot wait! 

Sean Richardson is Subject Learning Leader for 

Media Studies at Penistone ALC Sheffield and 

moderates A Level examinations for a leading 

awarding body.

same way as Daredevil, who advocates ruling 

Hell’s Kitchen according to Plato’s Republic, 

based on laws of justice and human virtue. 

‘Slow Burn’ Character Development

In the brutal climax to Episode 4, the villain is 

seen to be one of the most ruthless and violent 

in the Marvel universe. Kingpin pulls Russian 

gangster Anatoly out of a vehicle, and beats 

him to death with his bare hands, decapitating 

him with a car door. The camera lingers on 

the bloodied pulp of his skull on the steaming 

tarmac below. Vincent D’Onofrio’s performance 

as Kingpin is shocking and powerful in its ability 

to move from fragile and fractured protector 

of the city to pure unleashed rage. Kingpin’s 

character arc is allowed time to develop, with 

flashbacks to his childhood trauma to moments 

of calm introspection throughout episodes 

1-4. This long-form television technique is 

reminiscent of Breaking Bad; it is amazing 

to see a Marvel television production allow 

such character development screen-time. The 

complexity of character is unusual and this is 

what makes Daredevil such a rich text for Media 

students. Vincent D’Onofrio has said, ‘Our Fisk, 

he’s a child and he’s a monster… but he… comes 

from his foundation of morality inside himself.’

This depth and richness of the 

characterisation in Daredevil offers a new 

benchmark for television drama. It marks 

the convergence of great writing, strong 

performances and long-form television 

storytelling – all within a genre generally seen 

as shallow and two-dimensional. The city is 

as much a character in the text as Daredevil 

or Kingpin, and this informs and drives the 

Long-form television, 
‘the new storytelling’ 

(as some film and 
media theorists are 
calling it), allows a 

complex character arc.

FROM THE ARCHIVE 
The Marvel cinematic 
Universe, Pete Turner, MM54
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s a child of the 80s and a fan-girl from 

a young age (I wanted to marry 

Michael Knight, the leather-jacketed, 

wise-cracking hero from Knightrider) I 

remember that if you really liked a TV show and 

wanted to tell producers how you felt, you had to 

write a letter. On paper. And put it in the post. I 

sent many letters to producers, writers, directors 

and actors to tell them how I admired their work, 

and what it meant to me. However, these 

expressions of admiration were very rarely 

acknowledged. In fact, I can only think of one 

example of a reply, following a letter to Sophie 

Aldred, who played the seventh Doctor Who’s 

companion, Ace. About eight weeks after posting 

my missive, I got a BBC compliments slip and a 

signed postcard of Sophie in costume, but no 

personal message or thanks.

Since the birth of television, the model of fan/

producer relationship has been at best pretty 

one-sided. Ratings were the biggest indicator 

of the popularity of a show for the producing 

bodies. TV viewers had frustratingly few effective 

channels to communicate specifically how 

Kirsty Worrow 
investigates 
the language 

and strategies 
of online fan 

communities, and 
how social media 
enabled television 

broadcasters 
to engage with 

their fans by 
becoming like them. 

they felt about any TV, save writing letters to 

the producers, or publications like The Radio 

Times or broadcasts like Points of View. 

The advent of the internet and social media 

networks have revolutionised this relationship. 

Online platforms have helped to form more 

unified and coordinated fan communities which 

can effect change; for example, following Fox 

TV’s cancellation of Joss Whedon’s Firefly in 

2002, fan online activism resulted in Firefly being 

reinvented for the big screen in 2005’s Serenity. 

Now all social media networks are home 

to active fan communities, with Tumblr, 

LiveJournal, Reddit and Twitter currently the 

primary platforms for fan activity. Fan-produced 

content is often exciting, inventive, dynamic 

and constantly evolving, with individuals 

connecting through a variety of activities such 

as tagging, live blogging, shipping, writing 

meta and producing transformative works 

such as gifs, fan art, fan fiction and memes. 

However, the response of producers to this 

content has often not been particularly dynamic. 

Television broadcasters were reasonably quick 
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to catch on to the importance of viral marketing, 

and have provided lots of media-rich, informative, 

sharable content to promote their programmes, 

but the interaction with fans has typically been 

pretty limited, reinforcing that traditional power 

dynamic between established media institutions 

and their audience. The micro site for BBC’s 

Sherlock is a good example. There hasn’t yet been 

a consistent discussion between the passionate 

TV fans and the producers responsible. 

Hannibal – Horror or Humour?

In spring 2013, NBC launched Hannibal, 

marketed as a police procedural/horror/

psychological thriller prequel to Thomas Harris’ 

iconic Hannibal Lecter novels. Like other 

major American television networks, NBC felt 

under pressure to compete with the successful 

premium cable channels such as HBO, Showtime 

and LionsGate, who produced popular award-

winning adult quality dramas such as Game 

of Thrones, Dexter, Mad Men and The Wire. 

Hannibal was an orchestrated effort to go after 

a similar audience and win comparable success: 

it features a serialised narrative instead of the 

more mainstream episodic format of shows like 

Castle and Bones. The overtly artistic visuals and 

the use of gore was unconventional for free-to-

air television. But the show didn’t find the type 

of audience it targeted and almost immediately 

became a bubble show. However, a small but 

highly dedicated and creative 

fan community formed 

online, principally on Tumblr. 

These self-proclaimed 

‘Fannibals’ engaged in 

all of the activities which 

typify fan practice. They 

took this very dark, very 

serious show and produced 

transformative works 

which demonstrated their 

affection for Hannibal. Most 

notably, they subverted the intended reading 

for comedic effect, for example editing stills 

from the show and developing memes. 

This type of content was not just created and 

shared by ‘Fannibals’. Also contributing to the 
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Instead of the dominant reading, in which 

Hannibal Lecter is a despicable, evil cannibal who 

covertly manipulates the vulnerable but righteous 

protagonist, many readers were ‘shipping’ 

Hannibal and Will in a ‘slash’ pairing which 

became known as ‘Hannigram’ online. Rather 

than ignoring, rejecting or mocking this reading, 

as those behind Sherlock and Supernatural have 

done in similar situations, Hannibal’s social media 

team endorsed this reading by sharing fan art 

and fan vids, as well as creating other content 

which promoted this ‘ship’. This included the 

cast and crew’s adoption of various fan-created 

memes, Fannibal lexicon used in the show itself, 

and shared live-blogging and re-watch events. 

Although such activity helped sustain 

Hannibal for a while, it couldn’t rescue it from 

the commercial pressures of advertisers on 

American network TV. Following poor ratings 

for the first few episodes of Hannibal’s third 

season, NBC announced the show would not 

be renewed. That same day #Hannibal trended 

globally on Twitter for seven hours; the show’s 

international audience were distraught. The use 

of #SaveHannibal became a way for fans to make 

their point loudly on Twitter. Big Name Fans, such 

as Tumblr-users ‘idontfindyouthatinteresting’ 

and ‘the-winnowing-wind’ began coordinating 

the efforts of the Fannibal community to live-

tweet during the episodes, make an impact on 

the Neilson TV Twitter ratings, and to also lobby 

potential new homes for the show, like Netflix 

tongue-in-cheek reactions to the show 

was NBC’s Hannibal Tumblr blog. Instead of 

being merely a source of official content, 

NBC’s contribution to the fan community 

included promoting and sharing fan art, as well 

as running competitions for fan videos. More 

unusually, though, they adopted 

the specific mode of address used 

by fans on Tumblr, (e.g. ‘I can’t even’ 

and ‘alksjdf;lksfd’ to communicate an 

overwhelmed response to a text – see 

Glossary on page 23 and the fannish 

practices of its audience to encourage 

the Fannibals to continue engaging 

with and promoting the show.

Following season 1, demographic 

research showed that a significant 

proportion of the audience was 

female, young, and well-educated. 

Given that mainstream representations 

of female fans are often fairly negative, 

and that some much-loved television 

shows such as Sherlock, Doctor Who 

and Supernatural have often included 

negative representations of fan-girls, female fans 

often feel somewhat undervalued. The reaction 

of those behind Hannibal to their passionate and 

creative fandom via social media appears unique 

because of its acceptance and celebration of who 

the fans are and what they do with the text. 

Oppositional Readings

What some Fannibals were doing with Hannibal 

is an excellent example of what the great theorist 

Stuart Hall described as ‘an oppositional reading’. 
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and Amazon. Whilst this is not unprecedented, 

it is interesting that producers the De Laurentiis 

Company actively worked with the fandom to 

provide specific episode hashtags. The aim was 

to get the hashtag trending in the US to raise 

the profile of the show, and to demonstrate to 

interested parties that there was an audience 

which would follow it to a new home. Although 

as yet there is no sign of season 4, these 

efforts were successful; the show charted in 

the Nielsen Twitter TV ratings Top Ten charts 

regularly and its final episode took the top slot. 

What Has This Taught Us?

Hannibal’s social media team’s strategy has been 

widely recognised as skilful, innovative and a 

model for the social media teams of other shows. 

Indeed, there has been a noticeable effect on the 

way that social media is being used to promote 

other shows, particularly with the BBC’s use of 

its BBC One Tumblr for the promotion of popular 

programming like Doctor Who. Its content has 

become more fan-like, emphasising humorous gifs 

and memes. In promoting its repeats of the iconic 

Sherlock, BBC Three’s twitter has increasingly 

taken on a fannish mode of address, and like 

Hannibal has promoted ‘slash’ readings of the text. 

This co-option of fannish communication and 

practice doesn’t always wash with more sceptical 

viewers. Fans can seemingly detect a distinction 

between ‘official’ social media accounts which 

simply mimic fan interaction as a viral marketing 

strategy, and genuine engagement borne out of 

an affection and respect for the fans themselves. 

Nevertheless there is clearly a shift in this 

once very one-sided relationship between 

television audiences and producers. In 

their final Tumblr post in August 2015, NBC 

Hannibal addressed the fans directly:

Just know that you’re not alone. We’re 

standing right beside you, and we owe 

you awe, too [...] Together, all of this has 

been our design. There will always be 

room for you in our memory palaces. 

We thank you for making room for us 

in yours, too. It was an honor to dine 

with you each and every week. 

Kirsty Worrow is Head of Media, Film and 

Photography at Shrewsbury Sixth Form College.

FROM THE ARCHIVE 
Continuum, Sci-Fi and the 
Power of the Tweet, MM50

Re-imagining Fargo 
and Hannibal, MM51
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Above and top left 

page 22: Hannibal; 

Right and bottom 

page 22: Firefl y, 

showing on the SyFy 

Channel. 

Glossary

alksjdf;lksfd: a feeling of great enthusiasm or 

excitement over a certain subject (as though the user 

were pressing the keyboard indiscriminately).

Case Study: Community

NBC’s cult, postmodern sitcom Community (see ‘Just Like On 

TV’: MediaMag 40) was taken off air mid-run and threatened 

with cancellation during its third season in 2011. Fans angrily 

took to social media to campaign for the show’s return; 

hashtags like #SaveCommunity and #SixSeasonsandaMovie 

ensured their voices were unified. Community’s creator and 

its stars also added their voices to the Twitter campaign. NBC 

eventually conceded and screened the remaining episodes, 

but Community remained a ‘bubble show’ for three more years 

before finally closing after its fifth season. Despite dismal 

ratings, its survival was partly due to the coordinated interaction 

between those on either side of the television screen. 
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‘Big deal!’ you might think. However, 

these guys are symptomatic of 

what is probably the key theoretical 

development in Film Studies in 

recent years: transnational cinema 

– films, cinemas and directors 

which span national boundaries.

The film theorist Deborah Shaw 

(2015), who specialises in transnational 

film theory, calls these directors the 

‘three amigos’ and shows how they are 

exemplary transnational filmmakers. 

As a way into this complex concept, 

let’s focus on three of the 15 categories 

of transnational cinema suggested 

by Shaw: ‘cinema of globalisation’, 

‘transnational production’ and 

‘transnational modes of narration’.

Many Western audiences take little 

interest in who produces the films 

they watch, as long as they come 

Definition: 

Transnational cinema: 

films, cinemas and 

directors which span 

national boundaries.

Question: What do these three 

films have in common? Oscar-

winners Birdman (US, 2014) and 

Gravity (US-UK, 2013), and the global 

box office hit Pacific Rim (US, 2013)?

Answer: They were all directed 

by Mexicans: Alejandro González 

Iñárritu, Alfonso Cuarón and 

Guillermo del Toro respectively. 

Nick Lacey explores one 
of the fastest-growing 
developments in world 

film: the growth of 
transnational cinema. 

The newest trend in Film Studies

from Hollywood or are badged with a 

familiar studio logo. As a consequence, 

most people have failed to notice 

that profound changes have occurred 

in 21st-century filmmaking.

At the end of the 20th century, 

deregulation of the financial markets 

allowed money to flow more or less 

freely throughout the capitalist world. 

Arjun Appadurai is a specialist in the 

study of globalisation and cultural 

exchange. He has described five inter-

related types of ‘global cultural flow’, of 

which finance is one, and ‘mediascapes’, 

in which film figures prominently, is 

another. Due mostly to the internet, 

these flows have accelerated in 

recent years, and have driven the 

development of transnational cinema. 

Although national cinemas (that is, 

films aimed at the nation in which 
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by EuropaCorp, and directed by Luc 

Besson. The same partnership was also 

responsible for the Scarlett Johansson 

2014 hit Lucy (France) – another film 

many thought to be from Hollywood. 

Gravity was produced by UK’s Heyday 

films, which made the Harry Potter films, 

and was funded by the major studio 

Warner Bros. The third production 

company involved is Cuarón’s own 

Esperanto Filmoj; interestingly, the 

name means ‘Esperanto Films’ in 

Esperanto, (a universal language), and 

was coined by Guillermo del Toro. While 

co-productions between the major US 

studios and other countries are not 

new, their numbers have increased 

vastly in the era of globalisation.

Despite the fact the financing and 

most of the key creative personnel 

of Gravity were not British, it won the 

BAFTA for Best British Film – a clear 

example of how transnational cinema 

muddies national characteristics. 

In addition to director Cuarón, who 

co-wrote the script with his son 

Jonás, cinematographer Emmanuel 

Lubezki is Mexican. The leads, Sandra 

Bullock and George Clooney, are 

American. The film was, however, 

primarily shot at Shepperton Studios 

and Pinewood Studios, in Britain, and 

London-base company Framestore 

created the amazing special effects. 

Transnational Modes of 
Narration

Finally, del Toro’s global blockbuster 

Pacific Rim, was an entirely American 

production, but featured very little 

American culture as its ‘mode of 

narration’ was transnational. This might 

explain why it took three times more 

money internationally at the box 

office than it did in North America. 

Its narrative is a straightforward fight 

between humanity and alien invaders, 

and is transnational primarily in the 

way it mixes cultures – for example:

• Japanese mecha (giant robot 

machines that mimic the movements 

of the controllers inside them), 

called Jaeger (German for ‘hunter’), 

fight against alien-controlled kaiju 

(Japanese for ‘giant beast’). 

• There are extended sequences of 

(eastern) martial arts training. 

• The protagonists are American (but 

at her home in America, a Mexican 

nanny takes Susan’s two young children 

across the border to Mexico for her 

son’s wedding. When they try to return 

to America they find themselves in the 

terrifying position of illegal migrants.

In Japan, the original owner of the 

gun used to shoot Susan the tourist 

battles to relate to his alienated, deaf 

mute daughter, who struggles to fit 

into society. The ‘sophisticated’ city 

life of Tokyo is contrasted with the 

‘primitive’ conditions of the small 

Moroccan village where Susan is 

taken. Here the communal spirit of the 

people contrasts sharply with the self-

interest of the Western tourists. These 

bare bones of the plot cannot fully 

describe the film’s emotional power. 

It argues that it doesn’t matter where 

we come from, as we are all connected 

by our humanity; and the ‘war on 

terror’ is, actually, a war on ourselves.

Transnational Production

The second of Shaw’s categories we 

are considering refers to the ways films 

are increasingly made in partnership 

with companies from different 

nations. These films often have such 

high production values along with 

an action-based narrative that they 

appear to originate from Hollywood. 

For example, The Guardian (29.10.15) 

reported that Rhianna was making ‘her 

first significant move into Hollywood’ in 

$180m budgeted Valérian and the City 

of a Thousand Planets (France, 2017). Yet 

this is actually a French film produced 

they are made) still exist, movies 

are increasingly looking globally for 

their content, finance and audience: 

they are becoming transnational. 

The Cinema of Globalisation

In 2006, Birdman’s director, Iñárritu, 

made Babel (France-US-Mexico, 2006), 

a classic, and much written-about, 

example of the ‘cinema of globalisation’. 

It features four locations, Morocco, 

Japan, America, and Mexico, and has a 

multinational star cast: Cate Blanchett 

(Australia), Yakusho Kôji (Japan), Gael 

García Bernal (Mexico) and Brad Pitt 

(US). Each location has a narrative 

which is interlinked with the others, 

and shows how, in a globalised world, 

what happens in one place can have 

a devastating impact elsewhere. 

Babel examines the so-called ‘war 

on terror’; ‘so-called’ because it’s 

unclear how much the war is actually 

creating the terrorism it’s supposed to 

be combatting. The film begins with 

Susan, an American tourist (Blanchett), 

being accidentally shot whilst 

holidaying in Morocco; it is assumed 

that terrorists are to blame. Meanwhile, 
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Nick Lacey teaches Film and Media 

Studies, is the author of several Film and 

Media textbooks and is a freelance writer 

and regular MediaMag contributor.

played by British actors), Japanese 

(Kikuchi Rinko, who also appeared 

in Babel) and Australian (played by 

an American and British actor). 

However, despite the film’s 

transnational make-up, the Chinese and 

Russian Jaeger do not last long, and it’s 

up to the Americans to save the day.

Transnational films are important 

because they are moving us away from 

the hegemonic American culture that 

held sway in the West during the 20th 

century. Ideally we should all benefit 

from being able to understand cultures 

other than our own. This is particularly 

obvious in films such as Babel, which 

overtly try to educate us about the 

state of the world after globalisation. 

Mainstream films too can foster 

transnational global culture; but at 

the moment Hollywood seems to be 

content to release different versions of 

its blockbuster movies. For example, 

Iron Man 3 (US-China, 2013) included 

extra footage featuring Chinese 

characters shown only in the Eastern 

market; Western audiences didn’t get 

to see this, and were only offered a 

narrative of American dominance 

rather than a transnational perspective.

Transnational cinema suggests 

that film is gradually adapting to our 

globalised times, and continuing to 

have something to say about the world 

we live in. And films made by the ‘three 

amigos’ are definitely ones to watch.

FROM THE ARCHIVE 
World Film, MM21

World Cinema: Hollywood 
and Non-Western Film 
Industries: MM26

FOLLOW IT UP
Other transnational films 
by the ‘three amigos’:

Children of Men (US-UK 2006) – see MM27

Blindness (Canada-Brazil-Japan, 
2008) – see also ‘Blindness: That’s 
Entertainment’ (MM31)

The Book of Life (US 2014)

Shaw, D. 2015. The Three Amigos. 
Manchester University Press.
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or more than 50 years the film industry 

has recognised 15-24 year-olds as the 

most frequent attendees at cinema 

screenings. Yet film festivals still 

struggle to attract this important group of 

cinemagoers. Perhaps the whole idea of a film 

festival is just too alien for someone who enjoys 

mainstream multiplex films, or who lives on 

Netflix immersive viewing experiences? But if you 

are reading this you probably have a more 

focused interest in film. If you haven’t tried one of 

the UK’s 150 or more annual film festivals, here are 

10 good reasons to at least consider 

taking the plunge.

They may be an alien life-form for many of you – but there’s a 
whole new world of cinema out there in the shape of the Film 
Festival. Roy Stafford explains why you should investigate.

Ten Things to 
Love About
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  See a film with knowledgeable 
people who might be willing to 
talk about the film
Festival audiences are usually keen 

film fans. Depending on the festival, there 

might be critics/reviewers and programmers 

or friends and family of the actors and crews 

in the audience. They are there because 

they are interested in the film. Is that always 

true of the multiplex audience? You might 

well find people who want to discuss the 

film – and festivals try to create spaces 

where you can do that in a café or a bar.

  See and perhaps meet the film’s 
director/writer/star
For some festival-goers the 

highlight is the Q&A after the 

film or the on-stage interview. In some of 

the smaller festivals you may be a few feet 

away from a filmmaker and able to ask a 

question or grab a selfie when the session 

ends. It’s in these sessions that you might 

get a real insight into how films get made. 

  Follow a festival on social media 
and see what others thought of the 
film you’ve just seen

Film festivals are like honey 

pots for social media activists. Festival 

organisers deliberately encourage bloggers 

and Twitter feeds. It’s exciting to come out 

of a screening and read what someone 

who has been sitting a few seats away 

thought of the film. The world does become 

a smaller place during a film festival.

  See a film that might play just once in 
the UK
Festivals can get films direct from sales 

agents or production companies. You 

might get to see a film that will never show 

again in the UK. It might be a great film, but if it 

doesn’t fit what distributors want, it won’t get a 

UK release. You’ll be one up on everyone else.

  See a film ‘cold’ without any hype and 
be the first to see it
It’s quite a different experience to 

see a film that you know nothing 

about – no hype, no reviews, no appearances 

by stars on TV. You get a chance to form an 

opinion completely independently. If it is a film 

that is eagerly anticipated, you may enjoy the 

kudos of being the first in the UK to see it.

  Get to see several films by a favourite 
director or in a favourite genre over a 
couple of days
You’ve just discovered a great film and 

you’d like to see more by the same director. Some 

festivals offer you that chance with ‘Retrospective’ 

strands. Others specialise in particular genres. There 

are various Horror and Fantasy festivals. Animation, 

Human Rights, Wildlife are all popular. So are Shorts, 

Documentary and LGBQT films. Did you know 

there are two Mountain Film Festivals in the UK? 

  See a film without the usual multiplex 
ads and trailers
Watching films at festivals is not 

like going to a multiplex. There 

are no boring ads, no trailers, no annoying 

sponsor’s films etc. – though you might 

get a two-minute festival promo reel. 

With thanks to the following fi lm festivals for permission to use posters, stills and grabs: UK Film Festivals; London Short Film festival; 
Encounters (Bristol); Bradford International; BFI; Foyle Film Festival; Animex info@animex.net; Sheffi  eld Doc/Fest; CinemaMagic
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Is there a Festival for you?

Any one of these ten points should offer a 

good reason for attending a festival. ‘But it’ll cost 

a lot’, I hear you say, or ‘I’d feel uncomfortable.’ 

Well, there are lots of festivals. It’s true that 

you do have more choice if you live in London, 

Manchester, Glasgow or other large cities but 

there are festivals everywhere including the 

Borderlines Festival that uses venues throughout 

Herefordshire and Worcestershire. Some festivals 

are big international affairs with 200 films over 

10 days. Others are one day and show only short 

films like Screen Stockport or RATMA (River Aire 

Ten Minute Amateur Film Festival). There is very 

little expense involved in visiting the smaller 

festivals and even the bigger ones usually 

offer attractive ticket deals of various kinds.

Festivals are fun and the fact that nobody 

quite knows what might happen only adds to 

it. If the festival isn’t during the holidays it may 

be good to target the weekends but if you can, 

go for a full day. Seeing four or five features in a 

day is a surreal experience and would certainly 

help to determine whether or not being a film 

critic, programmer or journalist would suit you.
  Become a film blogger/tweeter 
recognised by the festival
Social media becomes even more 

vital if you get yourself recognised 

by the festival – learn to use the correct festival 

address and hashtag. When the festival retweets 

you or your post appears on a Facebook page, 

you are immediately part of a larger community. 

Don’t be surprised if you praise a film and 

find the filmmaker responds directly to you. 

Particularly true for cool young filmmakers 

– check out the Twitterfeeds of @Corinhardy 

or @Destinyfilms for some examples.

  Festivals need volunteers and they 
offer an insight into the film 
business
Working for nothing! OK, it’s a hot 

topic and it’s not be supported in the case of 

media companies exploiting cheap labour, but 

smaller local film festivals are often community 

events. Volunteers are needed for a range 

of jobs, some more creative than others. 

But being part of a festival, even if it means 

checking tickets or handing out voting slips for 

‘Audience Awards’, will get you into some films 

and help you see what festivals can do. And 

you’ll be supporting your own community.

Join in yourself!
Some schools and colleges 

hold their own mini-festivals 

and there are festivals that have 

been set up to be programmed by young people 

(e.g. in Glasgow, Leeds, Sheffield etc.) but there 

are also specific national/international festivals 

that might well accept your short film. Then you 

can experience the festival as a filmmaker.

Roy Stafford is co-author of The Media Students’ Book 

and author of The Case for Global Film at http://

itpworld.wordpress.com
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In MediaMag 54 we 
explored the different factors 
influencing the process behind 

the major Film Awards. But 
did you know it usually takes 
a huge amount of money to 
help a film get nominated in 
the first place? Pete Turner 

investigates the money 
behind winning Oscars.

The Business Behind 
Winning Awards
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Hollywood Reporter and on industry websites. 

3. Direct marketing – a more morally dubious 

strategy, where Academy members are sent 

materials directly. In 1990, Harvey Weinstein 

(more on him later) sent out thousands of 

chocolate feet to Academy members, to 

promote his production of My Left Foot. 

4. PR and lobbying, long associated with the 

idea of an awards campaign. Stars, directors 

and other key talent are wheeled around 

town to attend a host of awards ceremonies, 

dinners, Q&As and meet-and-greets, allowing 

any Academy member to take a selfie with a 

nominee before the big ceremony. The more a 

star can work a room, the more popular they 

will be with voters. Some stars have infamously 

refused to campaign in the past; it’s believed that 

DiCaprio (for example) missed out on an Oscar for 

The Departed thanks to his refusal to campaign 

against co-stars Matt Damon and Jack Nicholson. 

According to The Huffington Post, Joaquin Phoenix 

may have also missed out on winning for his 

role in The Master after he called the awards 

season ‘total, utter bullshit’. Anthony Hopkins was 

equally scathing, saying that ‘people grovelling 

around and kissing the backsides of famous 

producers... makes me want to throw up’. Result? 

Not even a nomination for his performance as 

Hitchcock, though whether that is due to his 

performance or his comments is debatable. 

5. The release date is the final key issue. 

Awards-bait films attract more buzz if they are 

released during awards season than sometime 

back in the middle of the year. Besides, a 

film like Carol will pick up a lot of buzz doing 

the film festival circuit, and therefore by its 

release date, it should already be riding a 

wave of critical adoration. Moving the release 

date to ensure that the film is fresh in voters’ 

memories can be vital, particularly as it’s 

common knowledge that the Academy voter’s 

average age is pretty old, and Hollywood isn’t 

known for its long-term memory anyway. 

Recurrent criticisms of the Academy awards 

focus on the lack of diversity in voters – and also 

hat does it take to win an 

Oscar? Well unless Leonardo 

DiCaprio finally picks one up 

for The Revenant this year, 

there’s no use asking him. As 

we know, it’s not just great 

movies, great performances, great writing or great 

directors that snag awards. Money and public 

relations also play a large part in deciding who 

wins Oscars. After all, there is nothing that talks 

louder than box office dollars in Hollywood. And 

while the awards season seems like the time 

where profits are placed below prestige, it’s 

definitely not that simple. A Best Picture-winning 

film will see an average box office bump of $14 

million, according to Time Money, and a Best Actor 

award can increase a star’s earnings by $3.9 

million. Clearly the Oscars are not just an excuse 

to get dressed up to watch Hollywood give 

themselves a hearty pat on the back. There’s 

profits to boost.

The Hollywood studios spend over $100 

million a year on campaigning for Oscars 

during the awards season. But what do these 

campaigns actually consist of, and how can a 

campaign actually influence voters? Stephen 

Follows says there are five key tactics that the 

studios use to persuade voters that their film is 

the one most deserving of a golden baldie. 

1. Showing the film in screenings, on preview 

DVDs and through private VOD systems. You won’t 

get votes if the Academy voters haven’t seen your 

film, and there are a lot of films to get through. 

So ensuring ease of access to your film is critical. 

2. Advertising is also a major, and majorly 

costly, consideration. The studios pay for 

billboards, and for ‘For Your Consideration’ adverts 

to go in trade publications like Variety and The 

The more a star can work 
a room, the more popular 

they will be with voters.
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The Hollywood 
studios spend over 
$100 million a year 
on campaigning for 
Oscars during the 

awards season.

the fact that voters rarely manage to see all of the 

films. A few years ago, it was revealed by the Los 

Angeles Times that ‘the Academy is 94% white and 

77% male. The vast majority of members are over 

the age of 50.’ Studios must ensure that their films 

are readily available to older voters, and make it 

as easy for them to watch them as possible. If it’s 

not going to be a doddle to watch the film, you 

might find that one of these all-important ‘old 

white guys’ just doesn’t get round to catching 

your little flick. Perhaps this is the reason that 

Birdman, a film about an older white actor with a 

Hollywood history won Best Picture over the likes 

of Selma, a film about African-American civil rights 

leader Martin Luther King, at last year’s Oscars.

So-called ‘Oscar-whisperers’ such 

as Lisa Taback claim that 

there are no tricks. It’s all about the 

movies. But if you’re not committed and 

competitive and thinking in a clever 

way, you’re not going to succeed.

So, it’s clearly all about more than just the 

movies then. Speaking to The Wrap, Taback 

talks both of building a program called 

‘Conversations’ where actors sit through Q&A 

sessions, and also of hiring staffers to help 

members who have problems with their 

screeners or cannot get to screenings. 

But this is nothing compared to the infamous 

tactics of Harvey Weinstein, the King of Awards 

campaigning. According to Vulture, Miramax 

films, and now The Weinstein Company’s head 

honcho have ‘secured more than 300 Academy 
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Pete Turner is undertaking a PhD at Oxford 

Brookes University and writes a film blog 

at http://ilovethatfilm.blogspot.com/ His 

book on The Blair Witch Project is out now.

Award nominations’ for his movies. He holds 

meet-and-greet events, sends voters merchandise, 

personally carries out one-on-one lobbying and 

even got Best Actor nominee Daniel Day-Lewis 

to testify in the Senate for the Disability Act 

in the hope that My Left Foot would gain extra 

publicity and attract more votes. It’s estimated his 

spend on campaigning for Shakespeare in Love 

was $5 million, helping it to beat Saving Private 

Ryan to Best Picture in 1999. He hired President 

Obama’s campaign manager to aid his campaign 

for the Silver Linings Playbook, and has even been 

accused of running smear campaigns against 

the likes of A Beautiful Mind and The Pianist. His 

tactics allegedly include fanning the flames of 

controversy around A Beautiful Mind by omitting 

any mention of its subject’s homosexuality, and 

having a Miramax publicist remind the world 

of The Pianist director Roman Polanski’s past by 

referring to him as a ‘rapist’ and ‘child molester’. 

Now this year’s Oscars are approaching, you 

may already have heard Leonardo DiCaprio 

harping on to all and sundry about the freezing 

cold shoot for The Revenant, and his dedication 

to the film, which involved eating raw bison liver 

and sleeping in animal carcasses. It had got a 

prime January release date, a star who’s been 

talking up the challenges of the shoot ever since 

the trailer was released last year, and, critically, a 

majority of voters who have actually seen it. That 

positions The Revenant with a good chance of 

winning a sackful of golden statuettes – as long 

as the quality of the film can match the quality 

of the campaign... Find out on February 28th!

FOLLOW IT UP
Stephen Follows https://
stephenfollows.com/how-
much-does-a-hollywood-
oscar-campaign-cost/

Time Money http://time.
com/money/3712601/what-
oscars-cost-hollywood/

The Wrap http://www.
thewrap.com/secret-
tricks-awards-season-
influencer-65776/

The Academy is 94 
percent white and 77 

percent male. The vast 
majority of members 

are over the age of 50.
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A 
healthy news media is often claimed 

to be the life-blood of democracy. 

Why? Because news provides (or should 

provide, amongst other things) the vital 

resources for processes of information gathering, 

deliberation and analysis that enable citizens to 

participate in political life, and for democracy to 

function better. For this to happen we need the 

news to represent a wide range of issues from a 

variety of perspectives and a diversity of voices.

In an ideal world, this would mean that the 

news media would survey the socio-political 

environment, hold the powerful to account, provide 

a platform for intelligible and illuminating debate, 

and encourage dialogue across a range of views. 

This is an ideal relationship, however, hinged 

on a conception of independent journalism 

in the public interest – journalism as fourth 

estate, linked to notions of public knowledge, 

political participation and democratic renewal. 

The reality, as we know, is often quite different.

Research points to three areas that have a 

structural influence on the relationship between 

media and democracy: political, economic and 

journalistic, all of which overlap to a certain extent. 

• The political field intervenes when the state 

powerfully limits or enables the diversity of voices 

and views in the press, through its power to 

regulate, deregulate or subsidise the media. 

• The economic field refers to commercial 

influences that encompass elements such as 

concentration of ownership; profit pressures 

relating to types of ownership; type of funding 

(such as advertising or paying audiences); and 

level and intensity of market competition. 

Natalie Fenton, Professor 
at Goldsmiths University 

of London, considers what 
the internet has done for 

the news media, freedom of 
information, and democracy. 

This article is based on 
her presentation at the 
2015 MediaMag Student 

Conference last November.

Just three 
companies 
control 71% 

of UK national 
newspaper 

circulation while 
only five groups 

control more 
than 80% of 

combined online 
and offline news.
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structures and content through advertising, 

sponsorship and board-level pressures to produce 

ever more profit. Corporate media are profit-led. 

They are not obliged to fund unprofitable news 

production or cater to all groups and interests in 

society – hence investigative journalism has taken 

a battering, and local news struggles to survive. 

Where they do survive they are prone to draw 

ratings and offer infotainment forms of news. 

If corporate dominance was less prevalent, this 

wouldn’t necessarily be a problem. Diversity of 

content comes through a mixed ecology of news 

providers. But in the UK, there are an ever-smaller 

number of global media institutions dominating 

the media landscape. Just three companies control 

71% of UK national newspaper circulation while only 

five groups control more than 80% of combined 

online and offline news. Unchecked media 

concentration over several decades has allowed 

some media groups to accumulate vast amounts of 

revenue, along with social and political influence, 

which has adverse consequences for independent 

journalism and democracy. Such market dominance 

of news media results in an excess of power and 

unruly political influence that breeds fear.

A Climate of Fear

Politicians are fearful of career-wrecking and life-

ruining negative publicity, along with damage to 

their parties’ chances of re-election. Four successive 

Prime Ministers admitted to The Leveson Enquiry 

that they were ‘too close’ to the big media players 

because the political stakes were so very high. In 

this climate, political parties, the police and other 

institutions are reluctant to investigate wrong-

doing in the news media, hinder the expansion 

of large media conglomerates, or introduce new 

regulation of news organisations and journalistic 

practice. They also avoid certain areas of public 

policy, for fear either of hostile reporting or media 

owner conflict, creating an environment where 

politicians are more likely to discuss populist 

policies. Journalists are often too intimidated 

to stand up to a bullying culture where market-

oriented managers place commercial priorities 

• The journalistic field refers to assumptions 

that have emerged over time about what 

constitutes ‘news’, and about the purpose of 

journalism; practices of news gathering and 

sourcing; norms of objectivity and impartiality 

– the ethics and practice of journalism 

that contribute to the news ecology in any 

one place at any one moment in time. 

More News, Fewer Journalists

Recent history bears vivid witness to many 

of these challenges. In economic terms there 

has been a huge growth in the number of news 

outlets, the rapid increase in free papers, the 

emergence of 24-hour TV news, online and mobile 

platforms. Consequently, more news must now 

be produced and distributed faster than ever 

before. Yet the business model for newspapers 

has struggled to adapt. In a corporate news world 

it is now difficult to maintain profit margins and 

shareholder returns – unless you employ fewer 

journalists. This means not only insecure, short-

term contracts, but also fewer journalists with 

more space to fill in less time. And this often leads 

to a greater use of unattributed rewrites of press 

agency or public relations material, and the cut-

and-paste practice now known as churnalism.

Once you combine the faster and shallower 

corporate journalism of the digital age with the 

need to pull in readers for commercial rather 

than journalistic reasons, it is not difficult to 

see how the traditional rigour of professional 

journalism is quickly cast aside. And if they 

are dominated by the same huge corporate 

players, the explosion of news platforms online 

does nothing to counter this. However high 

the consumption, if the nature of news content 

serves the interests of the news industry over 

and above the public’s information needs, more 

news does not necessarily help democracy. 

Corporate Dominance vs Diverse 
Voices

Corporate conglomerates exert pressure on 

news organisations that impact upon their 
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- Connectivity and participation – the internet 

is described as a mediated activity that seeks to 

raise people’s awareness, gives a voice to those 

who do not have one, offers social empowerment 

through participation, allows disparate people 

and causes to organise themselves and 

form alliances on a transnational level, and 

ultimately becomes a tool for social change.

- Diversity and horizontality – where the internet 

is also claimed to be an organising model 

for a new form of political protest that is not 

only international but also decentralised, with 

diverse interests but common targets, although 

the targets may be perpetually contested. 

These three dual themes are a heady mix 

of ingredients that arguably links the global, 

interactive technology of the internet with 

the development of a more inter-nationalist, 

de-centred and participatory form of politics (as 

seen in the likes of the Occupy Movement, for 

example). It is said to lead to a new means of, and 

a new meaning of, being political, most recently 

exemplified in the Black Lives Matter movement. 

Black Lives Matter

#BlackLivesMatter was created in 2012, after 

17-year-old Trayvon Martin was murdered by 

George Zimmerman, who was acquitted of his 

crime, while Trayvon was posthumously placed 

on trial for his own murder. Here, Twitter provided 

a democratic means of sharing news about racist 

police abuse, bypassing traditional media to 

discuss the trauma of racism. But social media 

itself has become another arena where black 

people are abused. Harassment, threats, and 

abuse are basic hazards of online activism today. 

The internet may have ushered in a new form of 

political activism, but its consequences may not be 

the ones that were intended, or that can necessarily 

deliver the democratic gains that were hoped 

for. Social media is also profoundly susceptible 

to surveillance. Malware (malicious software 

that can effect control of an unsuspecting user’s 

computer for the purposes of crime, surveillance or 

sabotage) is now estimated to exceed legitimate 

software. Both authoritarian and democratic 

governments now engage wilfully in a range of 

activities that include: restricting and intimidating 

certain forms of online content; putting pressure 

on Internet Service Providers to monitor and 

remove certain types of content and organisations 

deemed troublesome; employing ‘just-in-time’ 

blocking through distributed denial-of-service 

(DDoS) attacks aimed at freezing oppositional 

organisations at vital political moments, as well 

as targeted and blanket surveillance of activists. 

above journalistic responsibility and integrity. 

But it is not only journalists whose freedom is 

limited by corporate compliance. Our ability to 

exercise our own democratic freedom as ordinary 

members of the public is premised on the basic 

fact that governments are not distorted by 

private interest of multi-media conglomerates. 

When news proprietors accumulate excessive 

power and influence, democracy is distorted. In 

fact the media becomes de-democratising.

A couple of years ago, when Rupert Murdoch’s 

News Corps attempted to buy our BSkyB, we 

came so very close to allowing the largest and 

most dominant news company the UK has ever 

seen to double in size. We all thought it was 

going to happen – because there is nothing 

in current legislation to stop it. That battle 

looms ominously on the horizon once more.

When governments, the public and journalists 

are beholden to corporate power then freedom is 

hard to come by for all but the most powerful. 

More Freedom?

Most recently the notion of media freedom has 

been applied to information pluralism on the 

internet, and claimed as a democratic gain. In this 

debate, access to the internet (both for producers 

and users) is seen as the means to democracy 

and freedom of communication. The internet, 

we are told, not only delivers communicative 

abundance, but also brings power to the individual, 

giving the internet the potential to change 

the practice of democracy radically because 

of three, dual and interconnected themes: 

- Speed and space – it’s claimed the internet 

supports international communication 

among political activists, non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs), grassroots organisations 

and other political groups, allowing protesters 

to respond rapidly on an international 

level to local events while requiring 

minimal resources and bureaucracy. 

Protestors carrying 

placards at a 

Black Lives Matter 

demonstration 
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Conclusion

The media are, of course, neither omniscient nor 

redundant; neither all-conquering nor vanquished. 

Media power is partial, contingent and always 

contestable (from both sides). But different 

types of power have differential influences. If 

we want to address imbalances in power, then 

as media researchers we must start with where 

power resides and in what forms it exists, whether 

visibly or invisibly. We need to understand who 

holds power and how it is wielded to understand 

how those who have it influence the decisions 

that structure and organise the distribution 

of knowledge resources throughout societies. 

Only then can we set about changing it.

Natalie Fenton is Professor of Media and 

Communication, Goldsmiths, University of London, 

and Co-director of both the Goldsmiths Leverhulme 

Media Research Centre and its Centre for the Study 

of Global Media and Democracy. She has published 

widely on issues relating to news, journalism, civil 

society, radical politics and new media. Her most 

recent books are, (2010) New Media, Old News: 

Journalism and Democracy in the Digital Age (ed.) 

Sage; and (2012) Misunderstanding the internet (with 

James Curran and Des Freedman) Routledge. She is 

a Director of the campaign group Hacked Off and a 

founding member of the Media Reform Coalition.

Glossary 

Information pluralism 

Pluralism is the recognition and 

affirmation of diversity within a 

political body, which permits the 

peaceful coexistence of different 

interests, convictions and lifestyles. 

It is the theory that political 

power in society does not lie with 

the electorate but is distributed 

between a wide number of groups.

The internet 
may have 

ushered in a new 
form of political 
activism, but its 
consequences 

may not be the 
ones that were 

intended, or that 
can necessarily 

deliver the 
democratic 

gains that were 
hoped for. 

When news proprietors accumulate 
excessive power and influence, 

democracy is distorted. In fact the 
media becomes de-democratising.

The aftermath of the 

death of Trayvon 

Martin brought Black 

Twitter to wider 

public attention

Above: Natalie 

Fenton speaking at 

the MediaMagazine 

Conference in 2015 
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To have your song on an ad can represent the peak 

of success for many musicians – but it can also be 

hard work to get it placed. Marcus Valance, singer/

songwriter of the evocative single ‘Until I’m Blue in the 

Face’ and the five-song Dust EP, says it’s a hard climb: 

You have to get your songs onto the books of 

agencies who pitch them to advertisers – there 

are several: I’m with Music X-Ray – and often you 

have to pay for the privilege. And then there’s 

only a remote chance of getting taken up.

Kim St Martin of independent record 

label, Real Nois, is unimpressed with the 

exploitative approach of many agencies: 

I’d always advise musicians to seek a more reputable 

agency. But it’s very difficult for young bands and 

artists, because of course having your music on 

an ad can mean all the difference between success 

and struggle. What we prefer to do as a record 

label is to craft songs that will be particularly apt 

for campaigns that we’re aware are imminent. For 

instance, we all know that the Olympics are being 

held in Brazil next year, so we have been composing 

music that will give a Latin feel to campaigns for 

large advertisers such as Coca Cola or McDonald’s... 

If chosen, there’s the possibility of an ‘unknown’ 

earning £100k for a worldwide ad – but well-known 

artists can net £2 million for a similar campaign.

Here’s a piece for 
anyone interested 

in sound, that often 
neglected aspect of 

the ways media texts 
make meaning. Mike 
Hobbs interviewed 

musicians and 
marketers to 

investigate how 
advertisers hit the 
magic combination 

of music and imagery 
that will generate the 

emotions that melt 
consumers’ hearts. 

Note

This article does not 

use images from the 

Guinness advert discussed. 

Advertising Standards 

place strict controls on the 

promotion of alcohol to 

young people. The ad can 

be viewed on YouTube!

How does it work?
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Case study: Guinness, Gareth 
Thomas, and ‘Never Alone’

So let’s look at a very large, prestigious 

campaign to see how it works in practice. The 

Guinness advertisement ‘Never Alone’ featuring 

Gareth Thomas 

during the Rugby 

World Cup set 

out ambitiously 

to do two distinct 

things: give 

viewers the feel 

of what it’s like 

to come out onto 

the pitch before 

a big match, 

and to explain 

how Gareth felt 

about how he 

‘came out’ and explained his homosexuality 

to his teammates. The ad uses the music of 

modern ‘classical’ composer Ludovico Einaudi, 

a very successful weaver of dreamscapes.

Stephen O’Kelly, Marketing Director of 

Guinness, had worked successfully with the 

agency Abbott Mead Vickers (AMV) before; so 

did they both have a strong idea of the type of 

music needed to underscore and support the ad? 

The track was selected to dramatise the 

narrative of Gareth’s story so, as the 

production developed, the AMV creative 

team (Rob Messeter and Mike Crowe) 

began to look at tracks which would 

follow and complement the highs and 

lows of the visual story we were telling. 

Having spoken at length with Gareth 

we had an insight into the emotional 

journey he went on over this time, and 

were looking for a track to reflect this.

James Radford of Radford Music (specialists 

in music for ads) takes up the story: 

Having worked with AMV (and in particular 

the producer, Nick Godden) many times, 

it certainly helps the creative process. 

You build up a rapport, an understanding 

of how each other works, leading to 

clear communication and an element 

of trust. This is crucial in advertising as 

the stakes are so high – the pressure to 

deliver a successful campaign is immense. 

So working with a familiar agency that 

trusts your ability to deliver the music 

component helps to relieve that pressure.

Setting the Right Brief

Radford explains that the agency and client 

may have a rough idea of the style of music 

they want, but no specific piece of music in 

mind. The skill with music supervision, and also 

composing original music, is translating a brief 

from a creative team (who are often not musical) 

into a clear musical idea or motif. For example, a 

Having your music on an ad can mean all the 
difference between success and struggle
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Getting the Right Composer

Whose decision was it to use Einaudi? AMV were 

provided with a range of options, says Messeter: 

The normal process is that the production 

team, led by the creative team and 

sometimes working with the director, 

will listen to a large number of different 

tracks. We decide which tracks work with 

the visuals of the film and the emotional 

narrative we’re aiming to follow. We then 

present this to the Guinness marketing 

team. In this case Einaudi was the 

standout track which everybody liked.

It worked harmoniously with the Guinness 

Rugby ‘Never Alone’ commercial,’ Radford 

claims. The agency gave him a brief along 

with the storyboards before they started 

filming so everyone had a clear initial idea of 

what they were trying to achieve musically. 

The challenge with the Gareth Thomas story 

was to find a piece of music that conveyed 

the darkness at the start of the commercial, 

creative director might hear a piece of music and 

say they feel it sounds too sad, sometimes simply 

because it’s in a minor rather than a major key.

Other times it’s more complex – although 

they might not have the correct musical 

terminology, creative teams, producers and 

directors have a firm idea of what they want 

to hear and the emotion they are trying to 

convey. They often can’t tell you why a piece 

of music isn’t working with the visuals. But 

when you do supply the right piece they 

instantly know it’s what they wanted!

Rob Messeter of AMV summarises how they set 

about finding the right music from their angle:

We briefed Radford Music (who worked 

on the award-winning Guinness ‘Made Of 

Black’) to give us suggestions which would 

work with the ad, and then viewed a range 

of different tracks set to the visuals.

Radford confirms that the best results 

are achieved when there is a strong 

idea of the music required from a very 

early stage in the creative process: 

This happened particularly well when 

I was asked to work on the Guinness 

‘Made Of Black’ campaign. We knew we 

wanted to use the Kanye West ‘Black 

Skinhead’ track even before the first 

shot of the commercial was filmed. This 

meant I could begin work on editing the 

track and working with the music stems 

very early in the process. Ultimately this 

meant that the striking visuals ended up 

working perfectly with the soundtrack.

The skill 
with music 

supervision, and 
also composing 
original music, 
is translating 
a brief from a 
creative team 

(who are often 
not musical) into 

a clear musical 
idea or motif. G
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but also the hope and uplifting emotion that 

is revealed towards the end of his journey.

I knew as soon as I read the brief for ‘Never 

Alone’ that Einaudi would work well. I 

wanted to try and find a piece of his that 

was perhaps not as well known as his most 

popular works. The Earth Prelude was 

ideal. It has the darkness, reflectiveness 

and sadness at the start but also has the 

building swell of emotion towards the end. 

This was one of the first pieces I submitted 

to the agency for consideration... the 

agency and client kept coming back to 

this piece and knew it was the right one. 

Radford says that whenever he’s presented 

with a written music brief or a visual edit of a 

film his mind immediately begins to think of 

pieces of music he instinctively thinks will work: 

Every time I hear a piece of music 

on the radio or in a film I think my 

brain subconsciously logs it and the 

emotion attached. Then when I see the 

ad visuals or read a brief I recall the 

music I know will match (it’s a sort of 

virtual music library in my head). 

There are music companies now that use 

software, meta data and tags to search for 

keywords to find pieces of music, the most 

common being ‘uplifting’ and ‘feel good’. For 

Radford, though, music is not a science you 

can tag; music is just too diverse to be pigeon- 

holed. For example, one issue lies with the 

fact that the tag ‘reflective’ can be used on 

both Shostakovich’s ‘Piano Concerto No. 2’ and 

Passenger’s ‘Let Her Go’ – yet whilst they are indeed 

both ‘reflective’ pieces, they are at completely 

different ends of the musical spectrum. 

Radford suggests a more organic approach, 

born from an inherent love of music and 

years of watching films; he tries to see a film 

a night. He is fascinated by the way music 

works with visuals to enhance the viewers’ 

experience and emotion, and likens it to: 

eating beautiful food: the sense of smell 

is as crucial as the taste. I think being a 

composer as well as a music supervisor also 

helps with the creative process. It gives me 

an understanding of the structure of a piece 

of music and how it builds and evolves.

Does music ever lead the creative idea in ads (for 

example, as Sergio Leone used Morricone’s music 

to pace some of his great spaghetti Westerns)? 

Kelly and Messeter agree it’s possible, and that: 

the inspiration for an ad can come 

from anywhere – a piece of music, 

visiting an exhibition or, as with the 

Jonny Wilkinson ad, an interview in 

the Monday morning sports section of 

the papers. We’re always looking for 

Made of More stories for Guinness.

Radford concludes that the best 

scores complement the visuals but 

do not overpower them: 

Sometimes I am asked to find a piece 

of existing pop music to work on a 

commercial. At others I am asked to 

compose an original piece of music if 

the visuals require sudden changes or if 

the music needs to be scored to various 

specific ‘hit points’ in the film. Either way 

I enjoy the different challenges that both 

methods provide to supply music that 

dovetails perfectly with the pictures.

You can view the Guinness ‘Never Alone’ ad, 

together with Gareth Thomas on video telling 

the moving story behind the ad on YouTube. 

Search ‘YouTube Guinness Never Alone’.

Mike Hobbs is freelance journalist and a regular 

contributor to MediaMagazine.

If chosen, there’s 
the possibility 

of an ‘unknown’ 
earning £100k for 

a worldwide ad 
– but well-known 

artists can net 
£2 million for a 

similar campaign.
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ho would have thought that a 

critically-underwhelming American 

slacker comedy could lead to an 

international incident? The Interview 

(Rogan and Goldberg, USA, 2014) managed 

exactly that. The film led to an attack (allegedly 

originating in North Korea) by unknown hijackers 

on Sony Pictures’ computer system, threats of 

terrorist attacks, the leakage of highly sensitive 

material, death threats to Sony employees, and 

the eventual banning of the film. It ignited a crisis 

that crippled Sony Studios, had cinemas refusing 

to show it, and provoked the intervention of 

the US President. 

Rogan, best known for comedies such as 

The Pineapple Express (Green, USA, 2008) and 

Knocked Up (Apatow, USA, 2007), hatched an 

idea with his writing partner, Evan Goldberg. 

The two saw an opportunity to make a project 

that was both relevant and satirical: a spoof 

of the North Korean dictatorship of Kim Jong-

un. With financing from their backers Sony 

Columbia, The Interview rolled into production. 

What happens when a major 
Hollywood studio dares to 

tangle with one of the world’s 
most powerful dictators? 
Jonathan Nunns reports.

Seth Rogan, The 
Interview and 

the Sony Hack
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the older Kim’s death in 2011. Repression at 

home has been matched by an aggressive 

stance towards the wider world. North Korea 

remains in a state of near war with its southern 

neighbour, and issues regular threats towards 

assumed enemies, especially the USA. Excesses 

have only been moderated by the influence of 

the Chinese, on whom the impoverished North 

Korea is largely dependent for food and finance. 

Rumours routinely circulate of mass starvation in 

the country whilst the leadership buys weapons.

North Korea has been dominated by the 

Kim family for decades, and is sustained by a 

personality cult around the Supreme Leader. 

It is the preservation of this cult that has led 

to the fanatical exclusion of foreign media 

and a paranoid determination to suppress any 

doubts about the infallibility of the Kims.

Film Representations of North 
Korea

Considering the opportunities for satire 

offered by such strangeness, North Korea has 

been portrayed only infrequently on film. Before 

So why North Korea?

Kim’s regime remains one of the most brutal 

on the planet. The country, formed by the 

splitting of Korea following a bloody 1950s civil 

war, has become one of the oddest in the world. 

To the South lies capitalist South Korea, home 

to brands such as Samsung and Hyundai – a 

wealthy and influential state fully engaged with 

the world economy. To the North lies China, a 

communist state and industrial powerhouse, 

the world’s second biggest economy. Between 

them is North Korea, aggressively bristling with 

nuclear and conventional weapons, one of the 

most secretive and paranoid places in the world. 

Outside knowledge of North Korea is largely 

based on supposition and conjecture. Determined 

to maintain control of its people via propaganda 

and oppression, North Korea prevents access 

to the ‘ideological pollution’ of outside media. 

Slights to Kim, the Supreme Leader, are met with 

brutality. Enemies have allegedly been pulverised 

with anti-aircraft guns, and incinerated by 

flamethrowers. The state has become dynastic, 

with Kim replacing his father Kim Jong-il on 
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was it a good idea to rattle 

this nasty hornet’s nest 

with a satirical stick? 

The executives of Sony 

Japan became alarmed in 

spring 2014. Perhaps unlike 

those commanding their 

subsidiary, the Japanese 

were very aware of the 

instability of their neighbour. 

They also knew of the long history of hostility 

between the two states. They could see the 

risks in antagonising a nation this paranoid. 

Despite the gathering storm, Sony-California 

pushed on, preparing The Interview for a 

Christmas 2014 release. Pre-release materials 

were launched, including key plot points for 

the world to see. The film featured a semi-

fictionalised Kim Jong-un, concluding with 

a visual gag where, in the act of launching 

a nuclear strike, his head explodes and his 

helicopter is destroyed by Rogan/Franco. It was 

a tasteless depiction of a real leader’s fictional 

death, liable to cause offence at the best of times 

and perhaps not something to present to the 

sabre-rattling North Korea. Responding to Sony-

Japan’s concerns, Sony Studios forced Rogan 

and Goldberg to tone down the ending so the 

bloodiness was suggested rather than shown. 

The Interview, probably the most high-profile 

example was the Bond film Die Another Day 

(Tamahori, US/UK, 2002).The film’s antagonist 

was a deranged North Korean officer bent on 

using a space laser to destroy the minefields 

separating North and South Korea. With the 

barrier breached, the forces of North Korea 

could invade/conquer the capitalist South.

Whilst North Korea came out of the film 

badly, the filmmakers stressed that only some 

of their leaders were psychopaths. Crucially, 

there was no mention of the Kims themselves. 

However, direct reference was made by 

the South Park creators, Trey Parker and Matt 

Stone, in Team America-World Police (Parker/

Stone, USA, 2004). The duo pushed the 

envelope of taste with their puppet Kim Jong-

il singing (with dubious racial politics) ‘I Am So 

Ronerey’ before being revealed as an evil alien 

cockroach from space. (See MediaMag 13) 

Alarm Bells Ring

Fast forward to 2014. Rogan and Goldberg’s 

project is complete and ready for release. It 

features Kim Jong-un, and the plot hinges on 

Rogan and his co-star James Franco being sent 

to kill Kim by the CIA. It might have seemed an 

interesting idea at the time; but in retrospect, 
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Interview. Driven by a tsunami of bad news, 

and with many cinemas refusing to screen 

the film, Sony abandoned the release. 

The response to Sony’s capitulation would 

prove as difficult as the attempted release of the 

film. A major American company was acceding 

to terrorist demands. Obama weighed in 

publicly, commenting that he should have been 

consulted. Stars such as George Clooney were 

aghast that the studio had been intimidated.

Facing an impossible situation, Sony 

changed their minds again. The Interview 

finally achieved limited theatrical release 

on Christmas Day, also going directly to 

download, with many Americans watching the 

film as an act of defiance against the hackers, 

irrespective of the quality of the movie itself.

The saga resulted in Amy Pascal leaving her 

position at Sony. It acted as a profound warning 

to companies and nations that none were beyond 

the reach of the most inventive and sophisticated 

hackers. North Korea was never incontrovertibly 

implicated as the source of the hack; but 

their pronouncements directly supported The 

Guardians of Peace, and it seems most likely that 

they were responsible. North Korea may not have 

had the reach to physically attack the filmmakers 

directly, but in actuality they didn’t need to. 

The Sony hack set an alarming precedent; this 

year it has been followed by massive corporate 

hacks into Chrysler, the ‘affairs’ website Ashley 

Madison, and TalkTalk. If it demonstrates 

anything, it is less to do with individual politics, 

and more about the increasing 

vulnerability of huge corporations 

whose apparent wealth and status 

can no longer protect them from 

intimidation and exposure. 

Jonathan Nunns is Head of Media Studies 

at Collyer’s College and moderates for a 

major awarding body. 

 

Toilet Humour?

There was, however, another element liable 

to incite fury. The Kims depend on their cult of 

infallibility, core of which is the assertion that 

Kim is in some ways super-human. One strange 

manifestation of this is a state-sponsored 

rumour that Kim never defecates. His ‘heroic’ 

work ethic is so tireless that, unlike regular 

mortals, he simply burns off his excrement. 

Rogan and Goldberg took the opportunity 

to spoof this absurdity. Hence a key scene 

features Kim in tears, soiling his pants on North 

Korea television, utterly de-bunking his cult 

of infallibility. Having anchored Kim’s status 

on such an absurdities, it was clear why North 

Korea would never want the film to reach the 

light of day, let alone their own population. 

Things in Hollywood remained quiet until 

November 22nd 2014. On that day Sony’s 

Californian staff arrived at work to discover 

something nasty on their screens: a bright 

red death’s head, announcing they had 

been hacked by a mysterious group calling 

themselves The Guardians of Peace. 

Hopes that the hack could be contained 

were soon dashed; Sony was crippled, with 

internal communication reduced to phone 

calls and post-its. Worse followed. Masses of 

sensitive information had been siphoned off, 

including thousands of emails, and whole 

feature films. An early script for Spectre was also 

lost, endangering a film then on the cusp of 

production. The cause of the hack was clearly 

The Interview. The hacker’s demands were 

clear: cancel the release and destroy the film 

or Sony’s secrets would be revealed. Executives 

could only watch as unreleased films worth 

millions were dumped onto the web, along 

with damaging emails. For example, producer 

Scott Rudin, in electronic conversation with 

fellow executive Amy Pascal, embarrassingly 

joked about the ‘black’ themed films that might 

interest President Barrack Obama, and referred 

to Angelina Jolie as ‘A minimally talented brat’.

As Christmas approached, the hackers’ threats 

expanded to include cinemas screening The 

FOLLOW IT UP
Hoffman. J. The Interview: A 
Guide To The Film Hackers 
Don’t Want You To See. 
The Guardian 19/12/14

Seal. M. An Exclusive Look 
At Sony’s Hacking Saga 
Vanity Fair, March 2015

Brody. R. How The Interview 
Handled The Assassination 
of Kim Jong-un. The 
New Yorker 18/12/14
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the nature of competition has changed, quoting 

technology writer and blogger Om Malik: ‘In a 

world of plenty, the only currency is attention 

and attention is what defines the media’.

With Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, 

Vimeo and many other sites offering us video 

clips, news items and stories, audience 

attention is pulled in multiple different 

directions, and our media consumption 

happens in an increasingly fragmented 

way. According to Saunders, on 

average a YouTube user takes just six 

seconds to decide whether to stay 

with the video they are watching or 

move on; he argues that ‘we are all 

fighting for the currency of attention’. 

It’s hard to compete when production 

and distribution costs are shrinking 

for prosumers; but it is this that 

makes Malik excited for the future ‘new chapter 

in the media industry’; and it’s also what has 

made the BBC explore how viewers can use 

technology to take more control of what they 

watch and become empowered as creators.

With a background in comedy, Saunders was 

able to see the potential of the web. Comedy 

and drama work well in the VOD (video on 

demand) space, which is exactly why Netflix is 

How will the Beeb stay afloat in 
the face of Charter renewal and 

the various threats and challenges 
of the digital age? Caroline Birks 

outlines the strategies of BBC 
Taster – the interactive testing 

ground which aims to personalise 
your own viewing experiences. 

arlier this year, you may have seen the 

news online where various celebrities 

were keen to back the continued 

funding of the BBC as it heads for 

Charter Review. Daniel Craig, JK Rowling and 

Richard Curtis are just a few of those supporting 

the BBC, saying ‘a diminished BBC would mean a 

diminished Britain’. But funding is not the only 

challenge that the BBC continues to face. Over 

50% of TV watched by those under 30 is viewed 

on other devices. One of the big challenges for 

the BBC is to continue to stay innovative in the 

changing media landscape.

In July 2015, Will Saunders, Creative Director 

of Digital at BBC TV, described how Auntie is 

approaching some of the digital challenges facing 

the corporation. He began by explaining how 

‘In just nine days 
more videos 
are uploaded 

digitally to 
YouTube than 

the BBC’s entire 
TV history’.
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BBC Taster

Perhaps the most exciting development 

in response to changes online is BBC Taster, 

which launched on 26th January 2015. 

In its first 72 hours it had over ½ million 

page views, and it gained over 5,000 

followers on Twitter in its first week. 

Taster is a collaboration between TV 

and digital teams, with Will Saunders 

running Taster with Adrian Woolard, head 

of the BBC R&D team in the north.

Describing itself as ‘the BBC’s home of new 

ideas, a mixture of new technology, new formats 

and also new talent’, it offers the audience the 

chance to trial and review new BBC content. The 

term ‘experimental’ is used heavily to describe the 

programmes and animation hosted on the site. 

Not of all of the content on Taster will be 

developed further, but Saunders believes that it 

allows ‘failure at a low price point’. For example, 

the projects on Taster can cost between £20-

40,000 in comparison to the £200,000 it costs 

per episode of a television comedy. Response 

from the audience can also be gathered 

instantly – with each thing you taste, you 

are encouraged to rate it and share it – both 

of which are vital for a successful new show. 

Rating is easy: just a few questions with one 

click answers and a final screen offering you 

the chance to post a comment on Twitter. 

Fully interactive video is a key feature of 

BBC Taster, with launch videos such as When 

Len Met Jen which allows you to choose which 

interview questions you watch (now no longer 

successfully developing these for its subscription 

service. Originally working on the BBC Comedy 

site and the launch of the BBC YouTube channel, 

Saunders saw the internet as a playground for 

new ideas and a way to nurture new talent. 

The next step was to understand the potential 

of shortform video, which is best described by 

Brett Domino in his video Get Shorty which you 

can watch on Vimeo https://vimeo.com/84854876

Brett Domino (aka Rob J Madin) puts the case 

for shortform video persuasively. He tells us 

that six billion hours of video are watched every 

month on YouTube, singing ‘In just nine days 

more videos are uploaded digitally to YouTube 

than the BBC’s entire TV history’. With these 

statistics, it is no wonder that the BBC has been 

keen to embrace this form; both Sherlock and 

Doctor Who offer short forms and the 

comedy show Citizen Khan started 

life as a series of short videos online. 

Radio One has been using shortform 

video to reach its audiences for some 

time – think Greg James doing Miley 

Cyrus – which shows clear recognition 

that their audience is online and 

enamoured of short, fun videos. 

Over 50% of 
TV watched by 
those under 30 

is viewed on 
other devices.
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puppet, finally has a voice and is desperate for 

a new talk show called Ready, Steady, Goph. 

But don’t worry, he’s not jealous of that ‘snake 

in the grass’ Philip Schofield. Brought to life 

by the voice of Warwick T Davies, the idea was 

developed by Ryan McDermott, who 

found a Gordon toy in his attic, and 

wondered what had happened to 

the character over the years (don’t 

ask!). The result is a 5-minute pilot 

which has been widely shared and 

highly rated. The press showed 

interest, and six more episodes are 

planned, with promise of a showdown 

between Gordon and Philip...

So what does this mean for the 

traditional BBC viewer? For a public 

service broadcaster, known for 

its quality TV drama, the move to 

shortform video seems a radical 

idea; but it reflects a recognition 

that the audience is changing and 

that traditional TV formats will not 

necessarily attract the audience of 

the future. It also allows the corporation to 

experiment with new ideas in a cost-effective 

way, and get instant feedback through the 

Taster website. Of course, this won’t mean 

available, so presumably not commissioned) or 

Scrubbables, which allows you to manipulate the 

playback of video extracts, or Run the Jewels, an 

interactive music video that allows the viewer 

to decide which member of the band they will 

follow, from which perspective to watch the 

live footage, which song to hear, or whether 

to give the performers cat heads. Certainly 

the interactive features keep you watching 

for longer than 6 seconds, and the element 

of choice means you can click to something 

new within the same content if you get bored. 

The life-span of each experiment is limited, as 

Saunders and his team are keen to further explore 

interactive video and have so far developed 

around 30 projects. Currently featuring are a 

number of virtual reality clips (with instructions 

on how to make your own cardboard headset), 

a pov Casualty episode with multiple choices 

to determine life and death, interactive guides 

to success on social media, and 3D Strictly. The 

key is the constant reminders for viewers to rate 

each experience – a canny collaborative way of 

conducting research with a demographically 

appropriate audience using the ‘seen it’ app.

So far audiences have responded positively 

to the interactive features of Taster and the 

freedom it offers as a user – the feeling of being 

in control. Its variety and fun are praised, as well 

as a feature called Your Story, which makes full use 

of the BBC archive to create a timeline of stories 

personalised to suit the user. It uses information 

from Facebook to select archived stories that 

individuals may find particularly interesting.

Your Story has been shared extensively; 

although the trial version is no longer available 

to rate, the idea reflects a move away from 

mass audiences and a recognition that different 

people want different things from their media.

Another Taster idea, featured on Twitter 

earlier this year, is the comeback of Gordon 

the Gopher. Gordon (1985-87), the pesky CBBC 

Projects on 
Taster can 

cost between 
£20-40,000 in 
comparison to 
the £200,000 

it costs per 
episode of 
a television 

comedy.

Graphics 

and grabs 

from BBC 

Taster
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From a blog by Eleni Sharp, Senior Product 

Manager BBC Connected Studio & BBC 

Taster

BBC Taster is the home of the BBC’s new ideas 

– bringing almost 100 early and experimental 

concepts to audiences in just 10 months.

·   We’ve experimented with new forms of 

content for younger audiences, including 

interactive stories like My Hijab and Me, 

a gig from Run the Jewels and A-lister 

interviews like When Jen Met Len.

·   And emerging technologies like interactive 

video, new motion capture methods, 

new ways of exploring storylines online 

new social media tools and new ways 

for audiences to get participate.

·   From right across the BBC, with projects 

from BBC Comedy, News, R&D, Natural 

History Unit... [DT2] almost 100 new ideas 

from 30 different teams in the BBC.

We wanted to open up the BBC like never 

before, and audiences have embraced it by 

trying, rating and sharing our latest ideas.

an end to period dramas and quality news 

coverage just yet; but imagine how these 

could be further developed with the addition 

of interactive features which allow you to 

follow the stories from different perspectives 

– a truly personalised media experience.

And finally, what does this all mean if you 

want to work for the BBC? Saunders is keen 

to emphasise that the BBC is a shrinking 

organisation and so competition for jobs is 

fierce. Future employees in his department 

will be expected to show him what they 

can do. He doesn’t want to read scripts, he 

wants to see videos of work you’ve already 

developed on your YouTube channel. And if 

you do have an idea for new content it’s worth 

bearing mind that three things are considered: 

Is it mobile? Is it social? Can it scale?

Caroline Birks is Head of Media and Film at Hills Road 

Sixth Form College.

FOLLOW IT UP
Om Malik http://
om.co/2014/03/10/
media-attention-etc/

Audience Response to Taster 
https://vimeo.com/128238254

‘A diminished 
BBC would mean 

a diminished 
Britain.’

‘In a world of plenty, the 
only currency is attention 

and attention is what 
defines the media’.
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Jonathan Topf is 
Technical Artist at 

Digital Product studio 
Ustwo, and designer 
of the forthcoming 
mobile-game, Trick 

Shot. He spoke 
to Owen Davey 

about the future of videogaming, 
the working routine of a games 
designer, and his career advice 

for wannabe games-makers.

An Interview with Jonathan Topf, Technical Artist

Ustwo are responsible for the award-
winning game Monument Valley – why do 
you think it’s been so successful?

People like to call it a game about impossible 

geometry, mind-bending physics and all sorts of 

stuff but, although that’s a really important part of 

getting people excited about the game, it doesn’t 

really affect the gameplay all that much. It lures 

people in but then the peaks and troughs of the 

experience are what keep people going. I think!

I have to be careful because I don’t think anyone 

really knows why it’s been so successful, but we 

do have an inkling... Monument Valley is a kind 

of Trojan horse as it’s not really that game-y in 

the traditional sense. It’s not particularly hard 

and tries to make sure that you can actually 

finish it. There’s an emphasis on making the 

player feel like they have achieved something 

valuable out of the experience without asking 

too much of them. I think this means that 

people who don’t play games usually can 

play it. It’s very inclusive in that way, which for 

games on mobile devices is really important.

For those who haven’t 

yet discovered it, 

Monument Valley is an 

award-winning puzzle 

game for mobile phones, 

rather like an interactive 

MC Escher drawing, in which the player navigates 

their avatar – Princess Ida – through landscapes and 

mazes of optical illusion and impossible objects.

Trick Shot is a simple but satisfying target shooting 

game in which the drag-and-release, touch-screen 

physics of Angry Birds is updated for a setting 

of bouncy balls and improbable angles. 

So you work for Ustwo... what do they do 
exactly?

Good question! Ustwo as a whole is a digital 

product studio, kind of like product design but 

for apps, websites and interactive experiences. 

It’s a bit confusing because usually a studio 

builds a product but, although Ustwo does get 

their hands dirty with actually building things, 

the emphasis is on designing the experience.

There is also a games team in the corner 

at Ustwo which is where I work!

And what do you do at Ustwo?
So my title is probably ‘Technical Artist’ but 

in true East London fashion I wear a few hats. 

It ranges from concept work to modelling 

and animation, game design to coding. 

How did Ustwo come to be?
As far as I know it was just a pair of guys 

who started working together and it 

grew from there. I think it took about 12 

years to go from two people to 200.
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How have production companies changed 
since you joined the industry?

Interesting question... I’d say that the main thing 

is that they are a hell of a lot less important 

than they used to be. There are so many small 

collective-type places everywhere doing 

amazing work that you don’t really need a 

‘studio’ any more. I also see more producers 

freelancing, which is quite interesting.

How does working for a company compare 
to working freelance?

I never took a full time job before because I didn’t 

want to get stuck – I only took this one because 

it felt like an opportunity to do something 

exciting in a studio that was young and going 

somewhere. Because of that I’m really invested 

in my work, something I never had in the same 

way with freelance work. I always cared, but 

knew that when the job was done it was done. 

So, for me, working for a company means that 

I’m a whole lot more emotionally invested in 

every aspect of the company and how it’s run.

Briefly describe your average day at the 
office.

Wake up late. Get on the tube and use the 

commute to spend 30 minutes programming 

on my own projects. Then arrive at work and 

get on with whatever task we had decided on 

the day/week before. At lunch time everyone 

on the team gets together and tells each other 

what they did the day before and what they will 

do today and if there is anything blocking their 

work, then the rest of the day is getting on with 

things, usually some actual work, a meeting or 

some planning. I leave work between 6-7.30 

and continue personal projects on the tube. 

Get home, have some food, hang out with Vida 

(animation director Vida Vega, Jon’s partner) and 

maybe do some more personal work before bed. 

Are mobiles really the future of 
videogaming and, if so, why?

That’s a bit of a trick question. It’s just the 

newest part of video gaming, and although it is 

cannibalising some of the older games market 

it’s still causing it to grow in general. What 

gaming used to be is still there – it’s not the 

future but it is the newest form of gaming, so it’s 

probably the most fertile ground for innovation.

What would be your advice to any 
sixth-form students who want to work for a 
company like yours?

Make sure that you actually want to do it! 

Making games isn’t at all like playing them. 

Believe me, you can be a total games aficionado 

and still be rubbish at making them. Making 

games is super-rewarding but it takes a tonne 

of work, self-reflection, honesty, time and 

life to do it. You need to enjoy that process 

of making games, not just playing them.

Also, don’t worry about failure; it happens. Keep 

trying new things and when something doesn’t 

work try something new. I’ve started so many 

things that didn’t work and that had gotten 

me down in the past but I’m getting better at 

understanding that it’s just part of the process.

How many ideas does it take to find a good 
one?

Hah, I’ve probably only ever had three or 

four good ideas whilst at Ustwo, seriously. 

Maybe more, but only that many were actually 

achievable. That’s not a bad number though – if 

you have more than that it’s hard to get anything 

done – too many ideas I find paralysing.

How did your own education in animation 
prepare you for the creative workplace?

Honestly, the education not so much, but 

the people I met at uni were probably the 

biggest thing. I was lucky enough to meet a 

couple of people whose opinion I trust and 

who are ballsy enough to tell me what they 

think. Those people are so important, like gold 

dust, so hang onto them if you find them.
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Are the most interesting projects always 
the least lucrative?

Not at all, but they can be sometimes. There are 

so many reasons a project can be interesting 

and it’s totally different per project. I find that 

not knowing why a project is interesting can 

make life hard. Some projects are fun, some are 

lucrative, some are great for career development, 

some let you work with interesting people, some 

talk to you emotionally, etc. Expecting that any 

project will be all things is dangerous but if 

you know which one is your reason for doing a 

project, it makes it much easier to get on with. 

Ustwo’s a funny name, but not as funny 
as Sugarape*... how often do you have to 
expel thoughts of Nathan Barley from your 
mind?

The day I walked in, I thought Ustwo was Nathan 

Barley incarnate, the way its decorated etc just 

gave off a vibe. I’ve worked a tonne of places 

that are all looks and no substance, so I think I 

was burned by that, which is a shame. It took a 

month to realise that people here really do care 

though and that it’s a pretty amazing place. 

*the name of the archetypal trendy Shoreditch company in Charlie 

Brooker’s notorious satire on hipster culture, Nathan Barley.

Owen Davey is a former A Level Film student, a 

graduate in Digital Arts, a filmmaker and curator of 

www.video-strolls.com
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Undergraduate Tionee Joseph has 
rediscovered an enigmatic cult TV drama 
series which galvanised audiences in the 
90s – and is about to be revived. Read on 

– it will be coming our way very soon... 

Survival of the Revival
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the police station was constantly 

supplied with doughnuts and coffee. 

Twin Peaks never quite faded into 

the background after it ended; the 

show’s creators and its viewers have 

endeavoured to keep its memory 

alive. Tie-in books explored some of 

the characters further, and re-released 

editions of DVDs and Blu-Rays include 

‘Missing Pieces’ deleted scenes, 

implying that there was always more 

of the story to tell. It earned cult 

television show status and served as 

inspiration for other media, literature, 

art and music, either through allusions 

or through direct intertextual 

links in homage to Twin Peaks. 

More recently, the announcement 

of the show’s comeback was 

communicated via the Twitter accounts 

of David Lynch and Mark 

Frost with the simultaneous 

cryptic message: ‘that gum 

you like is coming back into 

style,’ a quotation from the 

programme that fans will 

be familiar with. Fan culture 

is particularly strong now, 

fuelled by the internet, 

which was only emerging 

during the Nineties; bonus 

content running alongside 

the programme in real 

time and/or viral marketing 

could work this time 

around to gain maximum 

interest and speculation: 

‘I can’t hear it yet, but I can feel it.’ 

Unlike a conventional police 

procedural, when Agent Cooper 

explains his methodology in finding 

Laura’s killer, he relies on far more than 

logic or the study of body language 

cues. Luck, instinct and Tibetan method 

were a few of the many techniques 

involved – much like the programme’s 

creation, which involved far more 

than just logic and planning. The 

identity of the killer was known from 

the show’s beginning, but getting to 

it would not be straightforward...

Haunting Bob (played by Frank 

Silva), was originally one of the set 

design crew. His accidental image in 

shot proved striking to Lynch, and was 

saved for later; the character became 

a major part of the show. Furthermore, 

Sheryl Lee’s acting abilities shone 

recently watched for the first time 

the entire two seasons of David 

Lynch and Mark Frosts’ Twin Peaks, 

as well as its spin-off film, Lynch’s 

Fire Walk With Me. I became a fan 

instantly. I would have definitely 

watched it during its first airing (had I 

been old enough!) and now the story of 

strange events in the obscure town is 

about to continue into the present day. 

But I’m wondering: has its appeal really 

endured 25 years? What made it 

revolutionary television for its time? 

Will it prove popular 

for new audiences?

That TV You Like Is Coming 
Back Into Style

Modern television drama features 

all aspects of the bizarre from the 

witches in American Horror Story to 

the zombies of The Walking Dead. 

It’s easy to assume that, as modern 

audiences, we are ready to believe in 

anything. But before this became the 

norm, TV viewers of the Nineties first 

had to open their minds and believe 

in the strange world(s) of Twin Peaks. 

Premiering in 1990, Twin Peaks 

begins with the discovery of murdered 

schoolgirl Laura Palmer in the quiet 

and quaint small town named Twin 

Peaks. Special Agent Dale Cooper is 

sent from the F.B.I in Washington to 

investigate the case, along with the 

town’s Sheriff Department. The town 

is shrouded in mystery, and filled with 

the townspeople’s sordid secrets. To 

tell you more would involve spoilers... 

Twin Peaks could be considered as 

one of the pioneers of postmodern 

television for its experimental style. 

There are moments when it takes a 

break from reality and delves into the 

world of the spiritual and symbolic. 

Its hauntingly beautiful soundtrack, 

rustically charming set design and 

scenic outdoor shots give it an 

added distinctiveness. The addictive 

‘whodunit’ mystery is made even more 

enjoyable with its quirky characters 

and parodies of stereotypes, such 

as the rebellious jock and the dim-

witted police officer. Each episode 

could invoke a range of emotions, 

from unsettled to sentimental, from 

one scene to the next. Its humour 

was off-beat and tongue-in-cheek; 
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through her initial minor appearance 

as the corpse of Laura; this led to her 

playing a recurring role as the live 

Laura in flashbacks, Laura as a spirit, 

and Laura’s cousin, Maddie Ferguson. 

Even in the final episode, Laura tells 

Cooper that she will see him again in 

25 years, which would approximately 

be our present day. But is this just 

a coincidence, or a premonition?

‘The Owls Are Not What 
They Seem’ 

So what could be the possible 

meaning behind the surreal narrative? 

A psychological perspective would 

suggest that what we cannot express 

consciously resides in our unconscious 

under an abstract disguise. What 

doesn’t make sense on first encounter 

has a meaning to be decoded. Twin 

Peaks presents this idea by using 

dream sequences in which sounds are 

distorted, fantastical characters speak in 

riddles, and the events that take place 

can be visually confusing and seem 

nonsensical. These sequences contain 

key clues to Cooper’s investigation, but 

also clues about his own existence. 

Furthermore, the programme 

explores the duality of human nature. 

Bob does not appear to be a real 

person, but Cooper’s supervisor 

suggests that he represents ‘the evil of 

mankind’. This could imply that whilst 

Laura’s father wouldn’t have killed 

her fully consciously, it is the evil part 

of him that was manipulated. This 

poses the question as to whether we, 

as humans, also have some degree 

of evil nature in ourselves. We never 

meet Laura alive in the series, but as 

the investigation collates the pieces 

of her character, we discover that she 

was a complex person made up of 

known truths as well as secrets. The 

high school Homecoming Queen 

and town sweetheart who tutored a 

mentally disabled young man, taught 

English to a foreign woman, delivered 

meals to elderly people and recluses, 

and worked in a department store, 

was also a cocaine-addicted prostitute 

in complicated relationships with 

many different men. She too was used 

by evil, and the vices were her only 

escape. Her vulnerability was clear; at 

her funeral, Laura’s boyfriend declares 
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the evil spirit. Many of the actors who 

played past characters have confirmed 

or expressed an interest in a return – 

even the ones that have been killed off! 

So far, Amanda Seyfried and Balthasar 

Getty have been confirmed as joining 

Kyle McLachlan and many of the 

original cast over an 18-episode run 

for Series 3. It has also been confirmed 

that it will be a continuation, not a 

remake or a flashback. The rest is an 

enigma. But from what we have seen so 

far, evidently the imagination of David 

Lynch is far from predictable. What 

ever does happen, on first appearance, 

may not be what it seems...

Tionee Joseph is a former Media Studies 

A Level student, and now a second year 

English Literature undergraduate at De 

Montfort University who writes critically 

and creatively for pleasure and for 

publication. 

that, ‘we all killed her,’ suggesting that 

no one really knew her well enough to 

know what she was going through and 

that she needed help. Using dreams, 

visions, and other worlds as metaphors 

is a unique way of presenting the 

narrative and the difficult subject 

matter of Laura’s sexual abuse. 

Peaking Popularity 

Like a supernova, the Twin Peaks 

phenomenon burned bright, then 

gradually burnt out for numerous 

reasons, of which erratic scheduling 

was only one. It also suffered from 

a loss of direction after the reveal 

of the killer’s identity; and Cooper’s 

new nemesis, Windom Earle, was less 

menacing but more of a maniac. Many 

of the subplots that had previously 

teetered on the verge of absurdity lost 

their balance and stumbled over that 

line towards the end. Laura Palmer 

became a distant memory to many. 

The feature film Fire Walk With Me, 

followed shortly after Twin Peaks’ 

cancellation; it gained very little 

success with audiences and critics. Fire 

Walk With Me put Laura back in the 

centre of its narrative, whilst the town 

of Twin Peaks served as a backdrop; 

however, through Laura’s gaze it was 

very dark. It was categorised as a 

horror film with no holds barred on 

drug use, sex and nudity. Unlike the 

original series, there was no comic 

interlude from Laura’s tragedy, and 

unless they were involved with her 

directly, secondary characters’ scenes 

were excluded from the final film. 

David Lynch has previously said that 

he wouldn’t return to the world of 

Twin Peaks; maybe his recent change 

of heart is due to time away on other 

projects – and learning from his 

mistakes. Fire Walk With Me perhaps 

highlighted what didn’t work before, 

and what might prove more successful 

with audiences in a new season. 

Log Predictions 

So what could we be seeing during 

the course of Season 3? The second 

season finale was left on a cliffhanger, 

with three main characters last seen 

at the scene of an explosion, and our 

hero Cooper possibly possessed by 
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death, really warrant 

detailed consideration?

Perhaps not at first 

glance. But would a tweet 

qualify in Media Studies 

terms? Professor David 

Buckingham, Emeritus 

Professor of Media Education 

at Loughborough University, 

and an internationally 

recognised expert on media 

education, does believe 

digital media should be a central plank 

of media education; he feels that it is 

not enough for young people simply to 

be able to use new digital media, but 

that they must also be able to analyse 

them critically. Interestingly, he feels 

that this analysis can best come from 

‘writing’ digital media rather than just 

‘reading’ it. The Web 2.0 approach of 

experiencing the digital media is also 

backed up by commentators such as 

David Gauntlett and Henry Jenkins.

David Buckingham refers back to a 

familiar conceptual media framework 

that has four aspects and has 

underpinned Media Studies at both 

GCSE and A Level – media language, 

representation, production/ownership 

and audience. So how would a tweet 

measure up under the framework? 

n the old days, back in the dawn of 

A Level Media, it was simple – 

Media students knew they had to 

analyse films, TV programmes 

(news, documentaries, crime dramas 

and game shows), newspapers, 

magazines and – if they wanted to get 

really daring and cutting edge – 

advertising. But that was it.

This was ironically known as 

‘broadcasting’ – ironic in the sense 

that the options these days don’t 

really seem that ‘broad’. Now the 

media texts that are predominantly 

analysed in Media Studies are more 

than likely to be centred around 

‘narrowcasting’ – that is, texts that are 

aimed at specific or niche audiences 

rather than those with a vaguer aim 

of general consumption. Again, the 

irony kicks in – the ‘narrowcasting’ 

range of media forms seems huge.

One of the most controversial 

media forms today is Twitter. Should 

something that can be no more than 

140 characters including spaces 

really be considered a media text? 

Is something that seems so self-

obsessed really worthy of academic 

consideration? Do the opinions 

of Gary Lineker about almost 

anything, even Cilla Black’s untimely 

Well, in terms of analysing 

media language, there’s 

not much to go on. You 

can perhaps do a little 

with capitalisation and 

a colloquial voice, but 

nothing that seems really 

significant – perhaps the 

tweeting of pictures/images 

can have some claim to 

complexity of construction, 

but to me it does 

seem that a lot of Twitter’s images 

are capturing a moment and the 

moment is the message, rather than 

really utilising a media language.

But after that it does get interesting. 

Twitter nowadays plays a central 

role in production/ownership, 

providing a real-time commentary 

and communicating to an audience an 

image (representation) of an institution, 

company or individual. Can you think 

of a company that doesn’t have a 

Twitter account? Why is it so important? 

Currently, individuals who do not use 

Twitter are almost more noteworthy 

than those that do; and tweets are read 

and used in so many different ways.

The trolling of social media users 

also raises important legal issues of 

privacy and regulation – big issues for 
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the term ‘text’ indicate the passive 

reception of an almost holy piece of 

work from great film, television and 

newspaper authors, handed down 

to us to analyse? And does the word 

‘product’ imply that what we are 

analysing has an institutional, almost 

industrial system behind it, possibly 

involving us in a kind of groovy Web 

2.0 way? Or does it just mean we are 

still circling around the question of 

what a media text actually is? It is this 

uncertainty which continues to make 

the subject Media Studies so dynamic. 

If you are interested in this kind 

of debate, there is a series of blogs 

about Media at OCR at http://www.

ocr.org.uk/blog/view/a-new-media-

and-film-studies/– as well as the 

Twitter feed at @OCR_Media_Film. 

Tony Fahy was formerly Head of Faculty 

at the Islington Sixth Form Centre, and 

is now OCR A level Subject Specialist for 

Media Studies. 

involvement – does it really equate to 

more impact? In the case of the Arab 

Spring, for example, did the fact that 

there were more young people on 

marches, signing petitions, participating 

in the Tahir Square demonstration, 

and taking part in boycotts 

actually influence an election that 

ultimately returned the conservative-

leaning Muslim Brotherhood?

So what is not clear is how important 

social media was in all these examples. 

It might have been central, but it also 

might be no more important than other, 

coincidental correlations, such as the 

amount of Nike clothing being worn, 

or the percentage of iPhone users.

In the coming months new Media 

Studies specifications for GCSE and A 

Level are going to be written. Would 

the inclusion of Twitter ‘future-proof’ 

this content – or will it become as 

relevant as a MySpace page is today, 

or knowing the names of the first big 

internet search engines in a pre-Google 

era (do you remember AltaVista?). In 

2015 what is a media text? And perhaps 

more pertinently – in 2020 what will 

be a cutting-edge media text?

Perhaps the answer is that there 

are no longer texts; the specifications 

will refer to them as ‘products.’ Does 

Media Studies. Caroline Craido-Perez’s 

apparently innocuous campaign to 

get women’s faces on bank notes, 

and the furious online reaction to 

it, asked fundamental questions 

about the role and representation 

of women in our society. And the 

debate was played out on Twitter.

And of course social media has played 

a role in global politics as well. The 

impact of Facebook on the Arab Spring 

and in the role of the opposition to a 

theocracy in Iran is well documented. 

Twitter has also played a larger role in 

Western politics since the Democrats 

utilised social media as part of their 

2008 campaign to elect Barack Obama 

for his first term. There seems to be 

clear evidence that conversations on 

Facebook can influence voting patterns. 

Two 2012 studies back this up – one 

from Nature magazine, ‘A 61-Million-

Person Experiment in Social Influence 

and Political Mobilization,’ and one 

from Pew internet & American Life 

Project, ‘Social Media and Political 

Engagement’. Younger people especially 

seemed to be attracted to the partisan 

view of news that Twitter can offer, as 

opposed to more neutral news sites. 

Interestingly, no one has really worked 

out how to measure this increased 

Tony Fahy, Media Subject Specialist for OCR, 
raises one of the subject’s thorniest questions: 

what exactly is a media text, and what sorts 
of texts will we be studying in the future?
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on multiple occasions, highlighting 

both the significance of feminism in 

today’s society, and the divisions it 

has created. However, moving into a 

new era of feminism without solving 

the problems that we have faced in 

other waves clearly creates issues. 

Why is it a Problem?

Since the 60s feminism has fought 

to recognise the social struggle of 

women on a number of different 

levels. Feminists in 2015 still deal 

every day with misconceptions and 

prejudice: the idea that rape or coercive 

sex may be justified if a woman 

is wearing provocative clothing, 

the huge gender pay gap despite 

equality legislation, the ubiquitous 

representations of women as weak and 

disempowered, to name but a few.

Arguably in the eyes 

of the law (most) women 

are equal citizens. It is (at 

least nominally) illegal to 

discriminate against people 

due to their gender. To 

many people in 2015, this 

means that women have 

won what they fought for – although 

many high-profile women in the arts 

and media would strongly disagree. 

The difference in today’s society is that 

in the fast-paced world of technological 

development, feminism can be left 

behind. New technology is invented 

every day, digital outlets change and 

update regularly, and social media 

platforms make messaging instant. In 

the media, ‘feminists’ are still frequently 

associated with campaigners such as 

the Suffragettes, who fought for the 

vote, threw themselves under horses 

and chained themselves to railings. The 

tools that are allowing women 

to build a strong, popular, 

reactive movement online.’

What is Networked 
Feminism?

Feminism is often divided into ‘waves’ 

to explain the cultural context in which 

they began. The ‘first wave of feminism’ 

began in the late 19th to early 20th 

centuries, with a main focus on suffrage. 

The ‘second wave’ began in the 1960s, 

campaigning for the growth of equal 

rights and leading to the Equal Pay 

Act of 1970, amongst other equality 

laws. Since the late 1990s, we are 

believed to have entered the ‘third wave’ 

(often identified as post-feminism). 

The new fourth wave of feminism is 

also known as ‘networked feminism’. it 

aims to tackle social 

equality issues found 

both on, and using, 

modern technology. 

Thousands of 

campaigns, blogs 

and hashtags have 

been used to spur 

on the feminist upheaval. Ideologies and 

communities that were thought to have 

been extinct have been watered back to 

life through the roots of the internet. 

User-generated content websites 

have seemed to flourish with the words 

of the feminists: blogs, submission 

sites and YouTube are all being 

utilised to set up, grow and oppose 

campaigns. Twitter is a big player in 

representing modern feminism; people 

are now able to instantly engage 

with the ideologies, and hashtags 

such as #WomenAgainstFeminism 

and #YesAllWomen have trended 

Chloe Gray explores 
networked feminism, 
and the role of digital 

and social media in 
transforming debates 

about the meaning 
of gender equality.

Feminism 
in the 

digital age

Feminism is not 
about promoting 

matriarchy, 
but solidarity

‘Feminist: the person who 

believes in the social, political, and 

economic equality of the sexes’.

So sang Beyoncé. This radical idea is 

hard to avoid these days. Whether it’s 

from the campaigners or the opposition, 

people seem to be obsessed with 

gender equality at the moment. Turning 

on the morning news, reading film 

reviews and even scrolling through 

Twitter can sometimes seem like you’re 

slomping through the 1907 Mud 

March. And since last year, 2014, hailed 

as ‘the year of the feminist’, red alert 

warnings have been issued that we have 

entered the so-called ‘4th wave’ whilst 

we were all too busy burning our bras 

to notice. According to Wikipedia, 

Feminists who currently advocate 

for a fourth-wave of feminism 

believe the circulation of feminist 

issues rely on social media 

technology for communicating 

and organising their activism 

efforts. ‘It’s defined by technology: 
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term itself therefore due for a re-think. 

One complication is that the essence of 

feminism is still only partially understood. 

The internet has so many denominations, 

societies and communities of people 

who claim to be feminists, and equally 

as many for those who claim to be 

against it, and so definitions and 

ideologies can become blurred. There 

are anarcha-feminists who believe that 

the patriarchy must be defeated with 

anarchism, postmodern feminists who 

strive for not only the liberation of 

women but complete and total equal 

of both the sexes, and liberal feminists 

who are trying to achieve public equality 

in a society which holds false beliefs 

about gender, to name but a few. 

All feminists have their own individual 

opinions on women’s roles and how to 

achieve equality. The definition of pure 

equality between sexes stands miles 

away from the reception it often receives. 

In the popular press and on social media, 

The basis of 
feminist theory 

is that we 
have to fight 

society’s original 
structures in 

order to create 
new, equal ones.
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Social Media and Feminism: 
Everyday Sexism and He for 
She 

Many thousands of digital campaigns, 

Twitter hashtags and celebrity 

identification could be cited to show the 

current representation, ideologies and 

transformation of modern feminism. 

A perfect starting point is the Everyday 

Sexism campaign. The project was 

started by Laura Bates back in 2012 as 

a website which posted examples of 

sexism that users faced every day. Laura 

set it up after finding feminism hard 

to talk about, saying: ‘Again and again, 

people told me sexism is no longer a 

problem – that women are equal now’. 

The response she received proved 

differently, with 50,000 entries of sexist 

experiences made by December 2013. 

Three years later, Everyday Sexism is 

one of the most high-visibility feminist 

digital campaigns, arguably due to its 

user-generated content and its well-

used #EverydaySexism Twitter feed. 

The role of social media has made the 

campaign much more personal and 

much more instant. Furthermore, the 

term doesn’t represent feminism as 

only for females: ‘This is not solely a 

‘make the men wrong’ approach,’ says 

Lee Chalmers at Feminist Times. 

This inclusive idea of feminism is 

nowhere better summarised than by 

the He For She campaign led by Emma 

Watson. In a speech to the UN as a 

Goodwill Ambassador, Watson said: 

Fighting for women’s rights has 

too often become synonymous 

with man-hating... it is not the 

word that is important but the idea 

and the ambition behind it... Men, 

gender equality is your issue too.

Watson’s campaign focuses on male 

support for gender equality, highlighting 

the fact that feminism is not about 

promoting matriarchy, but solidarity. Her 

digital commitment means that you can 

pledge to help the women’s issue online, 

and has generated a huge response. 

Watson utilised Twitter for a Q&A session 

during the campaign’s promotion at 

Davos, and represented both feminism 

and He For She as dynamic and 

integrated. When asked for ‘any tips for 

teenage girls with parents who think they 

feminists are still frequently characterised 

as ‘man-haters’ – indeed, the Greek term 

to describe hatred of men, misandry, is 

often used to describe the movement 

in traditional and conservative media. 

However, at the other end of the 

spectrum, when Time Magazine proposed 

a ban of the word ‘feminist’, in an 

allegedly light-hearted attempt to open 

up the debate, it was forced to apologise 

after huge media furore. As Emma Gray 

commented in the Huffington Post:

The only upside of such an ill-

advised poll is that it gives us 

a chance to remember how 

powerful and impactful the label 

of ‘feminist’ really is... Even if it was 

feasible to ‘ban’ the word ‘feminist’ 

– which, in the world of ladyblogs 

and Twitter feminism, it’s certainly 

not -- doing so, in essence, 

would erase the existence of a 

decades-long social movement.

It’s not unusual to read the online views 

of mothers who cannot and will not 

support feminism because they would 

rather raise their sons to be chivalrous 

and ‘to open doors and carry heavy loads, 

to ask a girl out on a date and pay the 

bill without expecting anything in return’. 

Nowhere in any definition of feminism 

is it argued that men should not open 

doors for women. But the 

basis of feminist theory is 

that we have to fight society’s 

original structures in order 

to create new, equal ones. 

Historically, during the reign 

of the Suffragists/Suffragettes, 

this meant a resistance to 

the values of patriarchal 

societies, which in turn have 

led to the misconceptions 

of feminists as man-haters 

which still persist today. 

American Idol megastar 

Kelly Clarkson summarised 

the modern impression 

of the terminology 

perfectly, by saying: 

I wouldn’t say I’m a 

feminist — that’s too strong. 

I think when people hear 

feminist, it’s like, ‘Get out of my 

way, I don’t need anyone’. 
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in this engaging way is new to the 

21st-century feminist movement. 

Other campaigns in existence are the 

This Girl Can campaign, which has been 

described as the first fitness campaign 

for women which doesn’t shame or 

exclude them, by sharing photos, videos 

and quotes of women without the usual 

sexual exploitation of a women’s fitness 

advert and without body shaming. You 

can view it here: http://www.thisgirlcan.

co.uk/ – but its worth bearing in mind 

that this campaign too has been 

heavily criticised – by feminist activists 

themselves – on social media fora.

The online petition ‘Stop Taxing 

Periods. Period’ calls for tampons to stop 

being taxed as luxury items when they 

are more essential than crocodile steak, 

which is not penalised by the same tariff. 

You can view and sign the petition here: 

https://www.change.org/p/george-

osborne-stop-taxing-periods-period

Summary

Although Network feminism has 

clearly taken off, it has arguably been 

unsuccessful in fighting off the kneejerk 

responses and opposition to those 

who embrace the term feminism. 

Online campaigns still face criticism, 

potentially exacerbated as a result of 

the huge increase in online users, and 

the sheer accessibility of movements. 

However, negativity notwithstanding, 

the concept of feminism seems to have 

been refreshed due to the potential of 

the internet to challenge old ideologies 

and offer new representations of women, 

feminist platforms, and opportunities 

to promote equality. Digital technology 

has allowed a term that had apparently 

had its day, and was perceived by some 

as obsolete in modern society, to come 

back fighting. With the ongoing growth 

of online technologies, the debates 

around the role of feminism online will 

hopefully follow suit. A greater audience 

reach helped by digital outlets can 

potentially democratise feminism – and 

expand our understanding of gender 

inequalities which can lead to change. 

Chloe Gray is a former Media Studies A Level 

student and now studies Journalism at the 

University of Sheffield. 

should aspire to marry and have kids, 

rather than have a successful career?’ 

she answered ‘Why not have both?’ 

This explicitly non-man-hating version 

of feminism, in which a woman can 

(shockingly!) be successful in more 

than one aspect of their life, seems to 

remove the element of misandry that has 

blighted traditional feminism for so long. 

However, many people have criticised 

the He For She campaign, saying that 

it makes feminism too reliant on males, 

undermining the ‘strong woman’ element 

and relying on the old stereotype that 

women need men to get things done.

Representation or 
Exploitation?

One of the most popular digital 

campaigns is the FCKH8 campaign, 

and more specifically the ‘Potty Mouth 

Princess’ YouTube video that went 

viral. You can see it here: https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=XqHYzYn3WZw 

The movement focuses on the 

modern representation of girls and 

the huge social inequalities they 

face, whilst featuring young girls 

‘F-Bombing’ to highlight society’s 

imbalance when it comes to offences. 

The girls confidently shout: 

I’m not some pretty fucking 

helpless princess in distress… 

What is more offensive? A little 

girl saying fuck or the fucking 

unequal and sexist way society 

treats girls and women?

The video is a complete paradigm 

shift in the representation of young 

girls, and clearly a representation 

that audiences enjoyed: after just 

three months on YouTube the video 

had gained 1.6 million views. 

However, FCKH8 is actually a for-

profit company, and the video is in fact 

trying to sell its t-shirts. This exploitation 

of feminism as an advertising tool 

created a huge backlash. In addition, 

the equation of swearing with ‘good’ 

feminism didn’t play well with a majority 

in the movement; and the digital aspect 

left the campaign open to numerous 

parodies and anti-feminist diatribes. 

Nevertheless, the existence of young, 

strong fighting women confronting 

issues such as pay inequality, rape 

culture and the sexualisation of women 

There are anarcha-
feminists who believe 

that the patriarchy 
must be defeated 

with anarchism, post-
modern feminists 
who strive for not 

only the liberation of 
women but complete 

and total equal of 
both the sexes, and 
liberal feminists who 
are trying to achieve 

public equality in 
a society which 

holds false believes 
about the gender, 
to name but a few. 
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