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MediaMag interviews The Times 
columnist David Aaronovitch – a 
lone voice amongst journalists in 
recognising the importance of Media 
Studies. He tells us why he thinks 
the subject should be part of the 
core curriculum, what all young 
people should know about the 
media, why Media Studies is often 
received with such hostility in the 
press, and how far social media are 
a force for democracy.

Who is David Aaronovitch?
David	Aaronovitch	is	a	broadcaster	and	

journalist	with	a	very	long	pedigree.	He’s	
worked	in	television	documentary,	as	a	
panellist	on	shows	like	Have I Got News 
For You	and	What the Papers Say,	and	as	
leader	writer,	television	critic,	parliamentary	
sketch	writer	and	columnist	for	a	range	of	
newspapers,	including The Independent,	
The Guardian	and	The Observer,	The 
New Statesman,	The Jewish Chronicle,	
and,	since	2005,	The Times.	He	is	the	
author	of	Voodoo Histories: the role of 
the conspiracy theory in shaping modern 
history	(Jonathan	Cape,	2009).

Unusually	for	a	journalist	of	this	
status,	David	was	educated	in	London	
comprehensive	schools.	As	a	History	
student	at	Manchester	University,	he	was	
a	member	of	an	infamous	1975	University 
Challenge	team	which	lost	its	first	round	
after	answering	every	question	with	the	
name	of	a	Marxist	(‘Trotsky‘,	‘Lenin‘,	‘Karl	
Marx‘	or	‘Che	Guevara‘),	as	a	protest	against	
the	fact	that	the	individual	Oxford	and	
Cambridge	colleges	competed	as	separate	
teams,	although	not	universities	in	their	
own	right.	It’s	an	iconoclastic	approach	
which	has	typified	his	writing.	He	was	
president	of	the	National	Union	of	Students,	
following	in	the	footsteps	of	Labour	
politicians	Charles	Clarke	and	Trevor	Phillips.	

David’s	left-wing	views	are	often	
contentious	–	he	was	a	strong	supporter	of	
the	Iraq	War	in	2003	–	and	he	shares	them	
vociferously	via	blogging,	his	columns,	and	
on	YouTube	and	Twitter.	So	as	a	political	
journalist	who	crosses	a	range	of	media	
and	political	orthodoxies,	he	makes	an	
interesting	interviewee	in	his	own	right.	
But	what	caught	MediaMag’s eye	was	the	
following	phrase	from	an	article	he	wrote	
for	the Times Educational Supplement	in	
2011:

Why should a Media Studies A Level be seen 
as any less valid, less weighty than one in 
Economics, Politics or Philosophy? 

An interview with 
David Aaronovitch

It is simply not true to say that 
everybody’s opinion about everything 
is as valid as everyone else’s opinion 

about everything. 
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We are in the position of having to 
understand both how to use and 
understand the media, and what is being 
said to us – where it comes from, who’s 
saying it, what they mean by it, what 
they’re trying to get us to do. So we’re 
in this continual two-way process, and 
understanding it is essential if we’re to 
operate in modern society. If that’s true, 
what flows from that? So you can’t really 
live a proper, productive life without 
discussing, and particularly, being able 
to evaluate media communication as it 
changes. If you say that school and the 
curriculum doesn’t have a really major 
role to play in helping people to do that, 
then I think you’re crazy. But are we at the 
stage where people recognise that? Not 
sufficiently. 

What should all young 
people know about the 
media?

David	is	a	historian,	and	for	him	the	
issues	of	reliability,	accuracy	and	critical	
judgement	about	the	media	are	crucial.	
Take	Wikipedia,	for	example:

the question is: how do you know which 
of these amazing sources of information 
– this cornucopia of stuff – is reliable, 
and which isn’t? Let’s take the example of 
something completely unexpected, which 
grew up all by itself, which is something 
I use all the time. What is Wikipedia? 
It was originally going to be like the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, except online. 
They were going to pay experts to write

this	man;	we	would	have	to	interview	him.
The	full	interview	will	be	online	in	our	

MediaMagClips	gallery	next	year.	In	it,	
David	talks	about	his	fascination	with	
technological	change	and	social	media,	the	
role	of	online	comment,	ethical	questions	
of	regulation,	and	his	work	as	a	journalist	–	
plenty	to	fuel	your	AS	and	A2	studies.	

But	since	this	issue	of	MediaMag	is	all	
about	Ideas,	it	felt	like	an	ideal	opportunity	
to	take	a	closer	look	at	David’s	ideas	about	
what	you’re	studying,	why	your	subject	is	
so	often	unjustly	criticised,	and	some	recent	
news	stories	which	illustrate	exactly	how	
and	why	it	should	be	a	part	of	every	child’s	
education.	And	should	you	ever	need	to	
justify	the	importance	of	your	Media	course,	
read	on	for	some	wicked	soundbites	which	
will	help	you	make	your	case.

On the importance of Media 
Studies

David	comes	from	a	pre-digital	
generation	and	has	lived	through	
the	incredible	social	changes	from	a	
‘knowledge-scarce’	society	–	no	mobile	
phones,	internet,	Wikipedia	–	to	a	world	of	
ceaselessly	evolving	communication	and	
mutating	technologies.	

Why	indeed?	That	kindled	our	interest.	
It’s	not	often	a	‘real’	journalist	or	media	
producer	comes	out	in	support	of	Media	
Studies	A	Level,	particularly	in	the	face	of	
the	‘Mickey	Mouse’/	‘soft	subject’	battering	
it	so	often	gets	from	the	popular	press,	
Higher	Education	and	(sadly)	many	school	
staffrooms.	And	the	following	paragraphs	
really	gave	us	food	for	thought:

Can a young person understand the world 
without some significant capacity to 
evaluate critically what we call media 
and its operation? If the answer is ‘no’, 
then before we ever get as far as devising 
academic and semi-vocational post-16 
courses, we should ask why Media Studies 
is not a core subject, and demand that it 
should be.
Demand, because of course it should 
be. It should be there in the English 
Baccalaureate alongside History and 
Modern Languages, given the status 
its importance suggests, and with the 
necessary time and attention devoted to 
it. Its status should be as high as that of 
the canonical subjects, with revered and 
famous professors in Media Studies, Media 
Studies prizes and regular news of Media 
Studies breakthroughs.

When	we	heard	that	recently	he	actually	
challenged	Michael	Gove	on	this	topic,	it	
became	a	no-brainer.	Media	Studies	needs	

You can’t really live a proper, 
productive life without discussing, and 

particularly, being able to evaluate 
media communication as it changes. 

Wikipedia is a perfect example of the importance 
of being able to evaluate critically where that 

knowledge has come from, and whether or not it’s 
accurate. Any school which is not teaching young 
people about the use of Wikipedia and how to 
evaluate it is not preparing them for the world 

they live in, let alone the one they’re going to find 
when they leave school.
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Why does Media Studies 
get such a bad press?

David	is	caustic	about	the	reasons	
Media	Studies	is	often	receives	such	
hostile	response	from	people	in	the	media	
themselves:

Why are sections of the media hostile to 
a branch of studies which explores the 
ways they do what they do? Who can guess 
that? Everybody loves their secrets being 
rumbled, don’t they?

He	identifies	three	problems:	firstly	an 
anti-vocational snobbery,	often	held	by	
those	who’ve	had	a	traditionally	‘academic’	
education,	against	subjects	which	are	job-
related,	and	direct	you	towards	a	possible	
outcome	for	your	studies	(although	funnily	
enough,	this	doesn’t	apply	to	medicine,	or	
to	law	or	to	engineering)	Secondly,

media people don’t really enjoy the 
discussions of what they do and how they 
do it from an academic perspective. Even 
someone as distinguished as the former 
editor of The Guardian, Peter Preston, has 
been known to write ‘News is what news 
is’ – in other words, there’s a ‘magic’ which 
all news people can understand, which 
tells them what is and what’s not a news 
story, which is impossible to describe or 
categorise, which exists out there in the 
ether, and which you ‘catch’ like a will o’ 
the wisp... It’s an attempt by the people 
who work in the news and on newspapers 
to do what we’ve always done, which is to 
resist accountability, to resist being looked 
at and having to explain what it is that 
we do. 

Thirdly,	there	are	some	tensions	within	
the	subject	itself:	should	Media	Studies	

Example 2: TV news

You’re watching TV news with a child, who 
says: ‘These are the most important stories 
around the world’. And, yes, that may 
be true to a certain extent, as judged by 
the very good journalists at the BBC; but 
they’re also the stories they’ve got pictures 
for. Because TV News operates on pictures. 
And people are going to prioritise stories 
where they have nice pictures, over stories 
without any pictures where nobody can go 
to. This is an essential part of the selection 
process. Compare the Top Ten stories on a 
TV news bulletin, with the Top Ten stories 
on a radio news bulletin, and see the 
extent to which they overlap or not, and 
then consider the reasons why they don’t. 

Example 3: The intention behind the 
text, and the impact it makes

I want to show things which get people 
looking at the intention behind a piece of 
communication. 
For some time now TV, and C4 in particular, 
has got big audiences for ‘freak show’ 
programmes – transsexuals, and people 
having sex-change operations, the 
morbidly obese, bad parenting – and 
I felt that the intention behind these 
programmes was to get you to gawp. 
But this week I read a book by Andrew 
Solomon called Far from the Tree, about 
the relationships between parents and 
exceptional children with disabilities – 
deaf kids, dwarves, schizophrenics, autistic 
children etc. At the end of his book, he 
realises that these programmes have 
had the extraordinary effect of making 
things that were once hidden visible. And 
actually, it’s possible that my reaction, 
seeing it as essentially voyeuristic, was 
actually my own discomfort at seeing 
these things represented, as I come from 
a generation where these things were 
hidden. I feel uncomfortable with it 
because it seems perilously close to poking 
fun, but actually the overall impact of it is 
not that at all – it’s to get us used to the 
idea of the extraordinary diversity of the 
human condition. 
You could teach a significant part of 
a Media Studies course just about the 
ways that the media have altered our 
perceptions of those particular issues 
through those sorts of programmes. That 
really would be fascinating. And also, 
where else, other than Media Studies, 
would you be able to track a major social 
change like that? 

about a myriad of subjects; what Jimmy 
Wales discovered was that this process 
took far far too long. So they did the most 
opposite thing that you could conceivably 
think of. They said: ‘Anybody can do this. 
Anybody can put up a Wiki entry and 
then it can be moderated by a team of 
moderators, but also the general public 
can amend it’. So there grew up possibly 
the biggest general knowledge resource 
there ever has been in the history of the 
world. That’s not an exaggeration. It’s 
true. But here’s the problem. Because 
it was available to anybody, and open 
to change, people put wrong things – 
mischievous, biased things – in there. So 
part of the problem of Wikipedia is trying 
to work out who put what where, and how 
much reliance you can place upon it, and 
where you need to go to check its truth 
or otherwise, before you yourself can 
use it. Wikipedia is a perfect example of 
the importance of being able to critically 
evaluate where that knowledge has come 
from, and whether or not it’s accurate. Any 
school which is not teaching young people 
about the use of Wikipedia and how to 
evaluate it is not preparing them for the 
world they live in, let alone the one they’re 
going to find when they leave school.

David	offers	three	recent	examples	of	the	
sorts	of	Media	Studies	issues	children	need	
to	understand	from	very	early	on.	

What do children need to 
know?

Example 1: the recent discovery of 
Richard III’s skeleton in a Leicester car 
park:

What we have to remember if we’re 
teaching him in a primary school is that 
Richard III was overthrown by someone 
who had no right to the throne, Henry 
Tudor, who became Henry VII and was also 
the father of Henry VIII, grandfather to 
Elizabeth I, and the founder of the Tudor 
dynasty, which was in power when some 
of our most important playwrights and 
dramatists were writing. So when you 
say ‘I think Richard III was a bad guy’, it’s 
important to know that the Richard we 
see depicted, and who is described in the 
period after his death, is largely a product 
of a propaganda factory effectively run by 
people who had obligations to the King, 
who was a very big powerful person at this 
stage. If you don’t know this, how are you 
going to judge your sources of information?

I want Media Studies taught to 
everybody because it is applicable to 

everybody. 

MM44_final.indd   8 25/03/2013   12:22



english and media centre | April 2013 | MediaMagazine 9 

MM

avenues into the business of self-
expression. And that’s quite democratising. 
I think it’s better on the whole when 
people do it under their own voices, where 
they say who they are, where they’ve 
thought about what they’re going to do, 
and if that could feed into online comment 
that would be good too. But simply to say 
that the very act of saying ‘Piss off’ is a 
fabulously democratic act is going it a bit. 

And the rest...?
From	September,	you’ll	be	able	to	see	

David	discuss	a	number	of	other	issues	on	
the	MediaMagClips	page	of	the	subscription	
website:	his	experiences	of	working	with	
nine	different	editors	across	the	full	range	of	
broadsheet	newspapers	and	why	working	
for	Murdoch-owned	newspapers	has	defied	
assumptions	about	editorial	intervention;	
why	the	Leveson	Report	is	‘like	locking	the	
stable	door	after	the	horse	has	died’;	why	
there	is	no	such	thing	as	privacy	any	more;	
and	why	the	regulation	of	the	internet	is	
still	a	long	way	off.

But	let’s	finish	with	the	inevitable	words	
of	advice	for	wannabe	journalists:

My advice to anyone who wants to go 
into the business of communication is: 
Communicate. Write. Make films. Make 
radio programmes. Make advertisements. 
Make documentaries. Look for the places, 
which will be there in society in some form 
or another, for people who are good at 
doing that. Even though I can’t tell you 
where those places will be, the one thing 
we can be sure of is that there will be 
loads of them, because we’re not going to 
communicate less. 

David Aaronovitch was interviewed by Jenny Grahame.

MediaMagClips 
From	September,	web	subscribers	can	

watch	David	in	person	in	MediaMagClips	
on	the	MediaMagazine	website.

be	training	journalists	of	the	future,	or	is	
it	about	building	critical	communication	
skills?	For	David,	both	aspects	are	equally	
valid,	but	his	radical	views	go	beyond	
the	championing	of	Media	Studies	as	a	
specialist	option	subject;	he	argues	that	it	
should	be	an	entitlement	for	all	learners:	

Honing your critical faculties, being 
able to use the media and understand 
them – that’s for everybody. I want Media 
Studies taught to everybody because it is 
applicable to everybody. The British, or 
English-speakers, are the ‘communicators’ 
beyond anyone else, for various historical 
and accidental reasons, reasons of 
language development, our proximity to 
America, the way in which America created 
Hollywood, the incredible vitality of our 
popular culture – which is after all what we 
were celebrating at the Olympics, in a very 
big way. We are in an amazing position to 
develop the best Media Studies anywhere 
in the world. 

Social media – revolution or 
reinforcement?

Despite	his	extensive	Twitter	use	(he	has	
around	43,000	followers)	and	fascination	
for	new	digital	technologies,	David	is	highly	
sceptical	about	some	of	the	claims	made	for	
them.	

One of the things that people argue is that 
‘New Media’ means that anybody can be 
anything. I think this is absolute nonsense. 
It is simply not true to say that everybody’s 
opinion about everything is as valid as 
everyone else’s opinion about everything. 
That’s a recipe for a lack of discrimination 
which is truly mind-boggling.

He	warns	against	seeing	citizen	
journalism	as	equivalent	to	proper	
journalistic	judgement,	and	is	highly	
critical	of	online	comment,	which	he	
sees	as	‘letting off steam really. It’s boo 
and hooray essentially’.	He	also	thinks	
the	argument	that	social	media	are	a	
democratising	force	needs	unpicking.	
While	he	agrees	that	‘The thing that’s 
democratising is that everyone now 
has the capacity to make some form of 
communication’,	he	argues	that	Twitter	
and	other	networks	are	not	in	themselves	
democratic:

Twitter is absolutely what you make of it. 
In other words, the only things you will 
see tweeted are people you’ve already 
decided to follow, who will then retweet 
things you might not have decided about. 
On the other hand, some bloggers are 
really good. That must be an addition. And 
because they’re not constrained by having 
to be employed by a newspaper chief to be 
employed by a newspaper chief or a BBC 
section head, it provides other different 

We are in an amazing 
position to develop 

the best Media Studies 
anywhere in the world. 

Where else, other than Media 
Studies, would you be able to 
track a major social change 

like that? 

on	the	MediaMagazine	website.
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Steph Hendry explores the long 
relationship between music and 
politics, the tension between the 
industry and street culture, and the 
role of changing technologies in 
promoting activism and alternative 
voices.

Music and Music and Music and 
politicspoliticspolitics
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There has long been a tension in popular 
music between its status as a commercial 
product and as a vehicle for artistic expression. 
Pop music is often seen as a disposable product 
which has a limited lifespan, with no more 
cultural meaning than that created by the 
audience member. In today’s digital media 
age, pop music’s commodification has been 
at the centre of debates around copyright, 
ownership and distribution. Music industry 
profits from recorded music had been falling 
before audiences moved from CDs to MP3s; 
but the issue of illegal downloads and file 
sharing highlights the fact that music is seen as 
a product to be sold. It is argued that this act 
of commodification results in the devaluing of 
the product itself as its cost creates the product’s 
perceived value. In today’s context of cheap (and 
often free) downloading, the monetary value of 
pop as product is very small. 

Success in the music industry is about 
selling products that have mass appeal. 
Record companies define success purely in 
financial terms. Traditionally most of the income 
generated by an artist would have come from 
single and/or album sales. Today the sale of the 
music itself is not necessarily the best way to 
generate income: live shows, licensing music 
for public performance, cross media tie-ins and 
corporate sponsorship are all successful revenue 
streams for record companies and musicians. 

The X Factor can be seen to epitomise the 
more commercial side of the music industry. 
Contestants are selected and judged on their 
ability to replicate the sounds of already 
successful artists – those that have already 
proved popular with the buying audience. 
Contestants perform cover versions of songs that 
are familiar to the audiences and the purpose 
of the show is to provide fame for the winners 
and profit for the institutions who invest in the 
programme. The X Factor makes no attempt to 
hide its commercial focus; but it was brought to 
the fore in December 2009 when a Facebook 
campaign was organised to stop The X Factor 
topping the charts at Christmas – something 
that had become the traditional conclusion to 
the series. The campaign had limited impact in 

terms of halting the enormous profits that are 
generated by the programme, as the track chosen 
to galvanise protest and unite the anti-X Factor 
lobby was Killing in the Name of... by Rage 
Against the Machine – a band signed to Sony 
records. Sony is the parent company of SyCo, 
Simon Cowell’s record label, so the protest did 
not impact on Sony’s profits. 

At the heart of the protest though was the 
idea that, whilst pop music is often cynically 
manufactured to create a popular product with 
mass appeal, it has also been a voice for the 
non-mainstream audience and being a source 
of cultural resistance. The choice of song, with 
its refrain of ‘Fuck you I won’t do what you tell 
me’ identified the generalised grievance that The 
X Factor was constructing a set of musical and 
cultural norms which were edging out alternative 
voices and any forms of music which challenged 
the chart-friendly ballads and R&B that The X 
Factor has become known for.

Adorno, the culture 
industries, and Cowell

The cultural theorist Adorno was pessimistic 
about the social impact of popular culture and 
claimed that the ‘cultural industries eliminate 
critical tendencies’. He saw popular music 
as being produced, packaged and sold and, 
through its marketing, doing nothing other than 
manipulating the public’s taste to maximise 
financial gain. The different genres of music 
can be seen to be nothing more than ‘variations 
on a theme’ which offer the ‘pretence of 
individualism’. 

In many ways The X Factor and other heavily 
constructed pop music models can be seen to 
create a ‘total system’ which Adorno saw as 
a ‘hegemony of markets’ offering audiences 
nothing more than the same thing to buy over 
and over again, breeding a ‘passivity’ that is 
‘produced and circulated by the culture 
industries’. The Rage Against the Machine 
campaign, however, rejected this passivity by 
offering an alternative voice to the buying public 
– even if it was connected to a major record 

MM36 29.03.11.indd   17 30/03/2011   08:56



18 MediaMagazine | April 2011 | english and media centre

MM

label. The culture industries, which include the 
tabloid newspapers, reacted strongly against the 
campaign, even going so far as to claim that the 
success of the campaign would ‘ruin Christmas’ 
(The Sun). The conflict between the manufactured 
music of The X Factor and the perceived 
authenticity of a politicised band like Rage 
Against the Machine is an example of the division 
that has been drawn between the creative 
side of popular music which is seen to have an 
authenticity in terms of artistic expression and 
the plastic, manufactured pop performances 
which are created for mainstream appeal. This 
has been an important differentiation in musical 
culture in the past. 

Repackaging resistance?
Peterson and Berger saw musical culture 

as being cyclical, with pop music beginning on 
the street as a genuine artistic creation acting 
in resistance to dominant culture and the 
alienation or oppression felt by those outside the 
mainstream. They observed that, as new music 
gains an audience, it is taken by the recording 
companies, repackaged and sanitised to create 
music with mass appeal. The origins of the 
music are often lost in this ‘repackaging’. 
n	Blues and Jazz were musical forms that were 

developed by a black culture which was 

actively excluded from white mainstream 
culture. Elvis Presley was a white man 
who took black music to a white audience 
in the 1950s. Elvis depoliticised the music 
that influenced his performances although, 
compared to the other mainstream white 
artists of the time, his version of Rock and Roll 
seems radically sexualised.

n	Punk started as a musical form that was 
actively rebelling against the complexities 
and over-blown nature of the studio/stadium 
rock of the 1970s which needed music 
industry investment to meet the heavy costs 
of production. Punk sold a form of musical 
expression where artists needed little money 
or musical skill. It created a ‘do it yourself’ 

culture but this was replicated by record 
companies who produced and marketed 
bands to tap into the growing market for a 
simpler, more direct form of music. 

n	Rap began as a social commentary created 
by young urban artists who spoke of the 
hardships of life in a still largely racist 
environment. The work of NWA for example 
was confrontational dealing with issues such 
as racial profiling and police brutality, 
unlike the rap designed to have broad appeal, 
epitomised by the chart-topping success of 
Vanilla Ice in the late 1980s.

Music and Music and Music and 
politicspoliticspolitics
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Popular music, politics and 
power

The history of popular music has many 
examples of music being used as a source of 
cultural resistance. Folk music originated as 
a form of communication between working-
class cultures and there are many examples 
of songs being used to act to unify oppressed 
groups. Popular music’s history is not one just 
of commercialisation and packaging but also of 
politics. Music on the street level is often created 
as a direct response to social inequalities and 
offers a voice to people who traditionally have 
limited social and/or political power. 
n	The 1960s saw US culture in political and 

social turmoil. Counter-culture movements 
actively protested against dominant cultural 
values and the anti-war movement and the 
civil rights marches epitomised the conflicted 
times. Pop music, influenced by beat culture 
and the folk music of artists like Woody 

Guthrie, provided a musical backdrop to this 
era and protest songs were an important 
addition to the counter-cultural movements. 
Artists like Bob Dylan and Joan Baez used 
traditional folk music as an inspiration for 
politicised songs which were successful in the 
mainstream. John Lennon used his musical 
position for political purposes including 
creating anthems for the anti-war movement 
in ‘Give Peace a Chance’ and ‘Happy Christmas 
(War is Over)’.

n	After several waves of migration into Britain, 
the late 70s was often divided in terms of 
attitudes towards the growing multicultural 
nature of society. The Rock Against Racism 
movement attracted many fans and punk/new 

wave music was often used to voice resistance 
to conservative values and the rise in white-
supremacy groups. Bands such as The Clash, 
The Ruts and Aswad took part in concerts, 
rallies and recorded songs which promoted 
racial tolerance. 

n	Pop and politics remained linked in the early 
80s with bands as diverse as The Jam and 
Crass recording songs of social commentary 
and protest. The Conservative government 
of the time introduced a range of social and 
economic changes which were resisted 
by a large number of people including 
musicians. They challenged public sector cuts, 
privatisation of nationalised industries and 
the social changes (and mass unemployment) 

created by the closure of manufacturing 
and production industries. There was a 
spate of urban riots in UK cities in 1981 
with ‘Ghost Town’ by The Specials voicing 
the hopelessness of life in deprived urban 
environments. The riots had a racial element 
and The Specials were one of many groups 
who continued to speak out against far-right 
political activism and attempted to present 
the values of cultural diversity within their 
music. Many musicians supported the miners’ 
strike (1984-5) and songs were written to 
raise money for the miners and in support 
of the Union’s attempts to save jobs. Billy 
Bragg was actively involved in this as well as 
being a member of Red Wedge – a collective 
of musicians who collaborated to support 
the Labour party and motivate people to 
become more involved in politics – specifically 
supporting The Labour Party in the 1987 
general election. 

n	The Live Aid concert of 1984 is probably the 
best-known of the collaborations between pop 
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and politics. However, it could be argued that 
its focus on charitable donations depoliticised 
the famines by foregrounding aid rather than 
political change. Furthermore raising money 
by providing a concert and a single could 
also be seen as diluting the ‘selfless’ nature of 
charitable giving by providing an incentive for 
donations. 

n	In the early 1990s The Criminal Justice 
and Public Order Bill (now ‘Act’, as the law 
was passed in 1994) was another focal point 
which galvanised a range of pop artists. The 
act effectively outlawed Raves and the 
associated ‘free party’ culture as well as 
an alternative lifestyle culture where young 
people had dropped out of the mainstream 
and lived in travelling communities. (The 
behaviours of both these sub-cultures were 
made illegal via the criminalisation of activities 
such as travelling in convoy and the public 
playing of music containing ‘repetitive beats’.) 
The flash point for this political clampdown 
was the Castlemorton Common Festival in 
May 1992. Tens of thousands of people who 
were blocked from attending the Avon Free 
Festival in Bristol gathered on the common 
and a spontaneous week-long, unlicensed 
festival followed. Several bands that had a 
following within these cultures became a 

focus for cultural resistance to the (then) 
proposed law; and even the usually apolitical 
NME used its pages to encourage dissent and 
protest (another behaviour subject to further 
criminalisation within the act). Several bands 
that emerged in that period foregrounded 
political commentary including Orbital, The 
Prodigy, New Model Army, The Levellers and 
Chumbawamba. 

Where are we now?
And today...? With Simon Cowell’s grip on the 

pop charts at the end of each year and pop’s 
hedonistic, fun side seemingly dominant, is there 
any place for politics and music? Artists such 
as Bono, Chris Martin and Sting have used 
their celebrity status over the years to speak 
on a range of political issues but they are often 
criticised for preaching rather than being 
activists. Some bands and artists enjoy success 
and remain unapologetically political with Serj 
Tankian regularly criticising US governmental 
policies through his recordings; Dizzee Rascal’s 
‘Dirty Cash’ was a cover version used to make 
specific criticisms of the attitudes and practices 
that led to the recent economic crisis, and 
The Manic Street Preachers continue with a 
politicised stance 19 years after releasing their 
first album. 

Facebook and YouTube offer technologies 

that allow voices from outside the mainstream 
access to audiences bypassing the traditional 
music industry gatekeepers. However, 
these social networks are often diverse and 
fragmented, and go largely unnoticed by the 
majority. Recording companies maintain their 
focus on artists with mass mainstream appeal, 
so, ironically, the current e-media age may make 
accessing resistant pop music easier in many 
ways; but the volume of distribution sources can 
dilute its impact. 

It’s difficult to know whether a track such as 
Captain Ska’s ‘Liar Liar’ critiquing the Coalition 
government and marketed only through word 
of mouth with its 200,000+ hits on YouTube 
constitutes a major success when the video 
for Justin Bieber’s ‘Baby’ has attracted 
426,000,000 viewings. However, the political 
scene seems ripe for more political and social 
commentary with the economic situation being 
responded to with cuts and students taking to 
the street to protest. A generation previously 
accused of being depoliticised and apathetic 
is taking to the streets, and it may be that this 
leads to a resurgence of pop music as a social 
commentary and motivator.

Steph Hendry is an AQA examiner, a regular contributor to 

MediaMag, and teaches Media at Runshaw College.
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In the first of a series of regular 
discussion features, David Buckingham 
from Loughborough University looks 
at the role of the media in this 
summer’s riots. To help focus on his 
detailed analysis, we’ve included 
some bullet-point questions to think 
about and discuss during reading.

In August of this year, a wave of civil 
disturbances spread across Britain’s inner cities. 
Following a peaceful demonstration against the 
death of a black man, Mark Duggan, at the hands 
of the police in Tottenham in North London, 
police officers beat a teenage protester on the 
street. The disorder that ensued subsequently 
spread to other areas of the capital and thence 
to several of England’s major cities. Newspapers, 
TV screens and the internet were flooded with 
reports and images of crowds rampaging through 
the streets, setting buildings and vehicles alight, 
fighting with police and smashing and looting 
from shops. 

How might media students make sense of 
this enormous outpouring of media coverage 
and commentary? What might an analysis of this 
material tell us about media representations, 
about media effects, and about the role of the 
media in public debate? 

Representing young people: 
language, race, class and 
selection

A good starting point is to look at the 
language that was used to describe what took 
place. To talk about ‘riots’ rather than, for 
example, ‘civil disturbances’ or ‘unrest’ – or 
even ‘uprisings’ or ‘protests’ – immediately 

THERE’S A

 RIOTGOING ON

THERE’S A

 RIOTGOING ON

MM38_S&GFINAL_CS5.indd   5 24/11/2011   12:21



6 MediaMagazine | December 2011 | english and media centre

MMMMM

defines the meaning of the events in particular 
ways. The word riot suggests something wild and 
unrestrained, something fundamentally irrational 
that cannot be explained. The riots, we were told, 
were simply an ‘orgy of brutality’, in which people 
appeared to lose all rational control.

In particular, it’s interesting to look at how 
the participants were described. In most of 
the tabloid media coverage, the rioters were 
consistently and repeatedly identified as young 
people. These were the ‘feral youth’, the ‘hoodies’ 
and ‘yobs’ who apparently rampage uncontrolled 
in our cities, bent simply on destruction for its 
own sake. 

This was reinforced by the selection of 
images – and perhaps especially by the iconic 
image of one black, hooded young man which 

appeared on at least five front pages following 
the first day of the disturbances, and in many 
reports since then (see www.frontpagestoday.
co.uk/2011/08/09/archive.cfm). The newspapers 
consistently featured large, dramatic images of 
what the Daily Mirror called ‘young thugs with fire 
in their eyes and nothing but destruction on their 
mind’, or the Daily Express called simply ‘flaming 
morons’. 

The spectre of the mob, of marauding gangs, 
of the violent underclass, has a long history; 
although in the Conservatives’ account of the 
social collapse of ‘Broken Britain’, these fears have 
taken on a new urgency. These young people, we 
were told, had not been sufficiently socialised: 
they were led simply by a kind of ‘childish 
destructiveness’. 

In fact, many of the people ultimately 
convicted for crimes during the rioting were 
by no means young. Youth offending, youth 
detention and reoffending have declined in 
recent years. Meanwhile, just a few weeks later, 
young people achieved record passes in their 
GCSE and A Level exams. Those involved in the 
disturbances were obviously a small minority. 
Yet in much of the media coverage, they came to 
stand for Young People – or particular categories 
of young people – in general.

There is obviously a class dimension to these 
representations. The ‘feral youth’ imagined by the 
politicians and the tabloid headline writers are 
implicitly working-class. In his recent book Chavs, 
Owen Jones points to the emergence of a new 
form of class contempt in modern Britain. The 
working class, he argues, has become an object 
of fear and ridicule, not just in this kind of media 
coverage but also in popular figures such as Little 

defines the meaning of the events in particular 
ways. The word riot suggests something wild and 
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Britain’s Vicky Pollard and Catherine Tate’s ‘Am I 
bovvered?’ character.

Again, this is despite the fact that many of 
those ultimately convicted after the rioting were 
in respectable middle-class jobs, or from wealthy 
backgrounds. There were incredulous press 
reports of an estate agent, an Oxford graduate, a 
teachers’ assistant, a ballerina and an army recruit 
– not to mention a doctor’s daughter, an Olympic 
ambassador and a church minister’s son – who all 
appeared in court. ‘A star pupil from £1m home. 
How did she end up in the dock?’ wondered the 
Daily Mail. 

To some extent, race was also an issue – and it 
was certainly implicit in the media’s selection of 
images. Clearly, there was a racial dimension to 
the events that initially sparked the disturbances; 
but while many of those involved were black, a 
great many were not. The question of whether 
these were ‘race riots’ was hotly debated in 
the black press, although the issue of race was 
ignored or disavowed in much of the mainstream 
coverage, as if it were somehow too awkward to 
discuss. 

A tradition of fear
These kinds of images of young people are 

unfortunately typical of much news media 
coverage. A 2005 IPSOS/MORI survey found 
that 40% of newspaper articles featuring 
young people focused on violence, crime or 
anti-social behaviour; and that 71% could be 
described as having a negative tone. Research 
from Brunel University during 2006 found that 
television news reports of young people focused 
overwhelmingly either on celebrities such as 
footballers or (most frequently) on violent crime; 

while young people accounted for only 1% of the 
sources for interviews and opinions across the 
whole sample. 

More recently, a study by the organisation 
Women in Journalism analysed 7,000+ stories 
involving teenage boys, published in online, 
national and regional newspapers during 2008. 
72% were negative – more than twenty times 
the number of positive stories (3.4%). Over 75% 
were about crime, drugs, or police: the great 
majority of these were negative (81.5%) while 
only a handful were positive (0.3%). Even for 
the minority of stories on other topics such as 
education, sport and entertainment, there were 
many more negative than positive stories (42% 
versus 13%). Many of the stories about teenage 
boys described them using disparaging words 
such as yobs, thugs, sick, feral, hoodies, louts, 
heartless, evil, frightening and scum. A few 
stories described individual teenage boys in 
glowing terms – model student, angel, or ‘every 
mother’s perfect son’ – but, without exception, 
these were all about boys who had met an 
untimely death.

A long history
There is a history to these representations too. 

In his classic study Folk Devils and Moral Panics, 
first published in 1972, Stan Cohen analysed 
media coverage of an earlier generation of ‘riots’ 
– the pitched battles between gangs of mods 
and rockers (and the police) on beaches in the 
South of England in the mid-1960s. Cohen argues 
that the media talked up the disturbances into a 
bigger ‘moral panic’. In a moral panic, he writes:

A condition, episode, person or group of 
persons emerges to become defined as 

a threat to societal values and interests; 
its nature is presented in a stylized and 
stereotypical fashion by the mass media; 
the moral barricades are manned by editors, 
bishops, politicians and other right-thinking 
people; socially accredited experts pronounce 
their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping 
are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the 
condition then disappears, submerges or 
deteriorates and becomes more visible.
Cohen also argues that the media play a role 

in ‘deviance amplification’: in reporting the 
phenomenon, and in expressing the fear and 
outrage of ‘respectable society’, they make it more 
attractive to those who might not otherwise have 
thought about becoming involved. 

None of this, of course, is to excuse the 
behaviour that took place this summer. Nor is it 
to suggest that it was harmless. The media did 
not simply misrepresent what happened, and 
‘moral panics’ are not just irrational responses. 
Media stereotypes are never simply inaccurate: 
they always contain a ‘grain of truth’. Yet in this 
case, the media coverage can be seen to reflect a 
much more general fear of young people (and 
especially of working-class young people) that 
is very common among many adults: the media 
speak to anxieties that many people already have. 

This fear is not confined to adults, though. The 
Women in Journalism study also interviewed 
1000 teenage boys, and found that 29% of 
them often or always felt wary when they saw 
other teenage boys they did not know. Media 
stories about teenagers were identified as the 
single biggest reason for this wariness (51%) 
although both personal experience (40%) and the 
experience of people the respondent knew (also 
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40%) were almost as important. 79% also felt 
that adults were slightly or much more wary of 
teenage boys than they had been a year earlier.

Discussion and research:
n	 Did the language of the reporting 

of events change over the period of 
the disturbances? At what point did 
‘disturbance’ become described as ‘rioting’?

n	 What differences, if any, were there in the 
language of the ‘quality’ press from that of 
the tabloids?

n	 Why were certain images and video clips 
recycled so frequently in the press and on 
TV news?

n	 Could it be argued that this article is 
‘talking up’ the disturbances into a moral 
panic, along the lines of Stan Cohen’s 
theory of deviance amplification?

The media in the riots
As I’ve implied, the role of the media here isn’t 

straightforward. However, when we look at how 
media commentators themselves talked about 
this, we find a much simpler story. In the tabloid 
press, much of the initial blame for the violence 
was put on popular culture: it was rap music, 
violent computer games or reality TV that was 
somehow provoking young people to go out and 
start rioting.

The Daily Mirror, for example, blamed 
the pernicious culture of hatred around rap 
music, which glorifies violence and loathing 
of authority (especially the police but 
including parents), exalts trashy materialism 
and raves about drugs.
Others suggested that the looting of 

sportswear shops had been inflamed by 

advertising – it was like Supermarket Sweep, said 
the Daily Mail; while images of looters posing 
for the cameras and displaying their pickings 
were seen as evidence of the narcissism and 
consumerism of the ‘Big Brother and X Factor 
generation’.

Blaming the media is a common aspect of 
moral panics. In fact, there’s a very long history 
of the media being blamed for young people’s 
misbehaviour, which can be tracked back from 
current concerns about videogames or the 
internet to earlier fears about the influence 
of television and the cinema, to debates 
about music hall and popular literature in the 
nineteenth century. Perhaps the earliest example 
is the ancient Greek philosopher Plato, who 
proposed to exclude the dramatic poets from his 
ideal Republic on the grounds that they had a 
harmful influence on the young.

The role of technology: social 
networking

In this case, however, there was a new 
dimension in the form of social networking. 
Despite being depicted by tabloids as mindless 
thugs and morons, the rioters were also seen 
as somehow skilful enough to co-ordinate 
their actions by using Facebook, Blackberry 
and Twitter. The Sun, for example, reported 
that ‘THUGS used social network Twitter to 
orchestrate the Tottenham violence and incite 
others to join in as they sent messages urging: 
‘Roll up and loot’. 

According to The Telegraph:
technology fuelled Britain’s first 21st century 
riot. The Tottenham riots were orchestrated 
by teenage gang members, who used the 

latest mobile phone technology to incite and 
film the looting and violence. Gang members 
used Blackberry smartphones designed 
as a communications tool for high-flying 
executives to organise the mayhem.
A very similar argument was used in media 

debates about the ‘Arab spring’ earlier this year: 
there was much discussion about the use of 
social networking in the revolutions that took 
place in countries such as Tunisia, Egypt and Syria 
– although in those instances, this was generally 
interpreted by the Western media as a positive 
thing.

These observations in turn caused some – 
such as Tottenham MP David Lammy – to call 
for companies like Blackberry to suspend their 
services. Some even argued – quite absurdly – 
that the police might be empowered to ‘turn off 
the internet’ at the first sign of trouble. 

Here again, the media were identified as a 
primary cause of what took place – as though 
riots and revolutions were simply created by the 
use of technology. But of course there have been 
riots and revolutions long before the electronic 
media came along. 

Furthermore, as Evgeny Morozov argues 
in his recent book The Net Delusion, media 
and technology can be used by authorities as 
means of surveillance and control. As in the 
demonstrations against education cuts earlier 
this year, the police used social networking 
sites to monitor the plans and movements of 
protestors. It’s also worth noting here the use 
of CCTV (Britain has the highest penetration 
of CCTV cameras in the world), and indeed of 
‘rolling’ 24-hour news channels, as means of 
surveillance. As many of the rioters subsequently 
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found out to their cost, their actions were carried 
out under the watching eye of a whole range of 
media. 

The rise of the ‘commentariat’: 
framing the issues

Of course, there are many possible 
interpretations and explanations of these events; 
but there are some further questions to be asked 
about the media’s role in promoting debate and 
circulating opinion. 

Many media researchers have looked at how 
social issues are ‘framed’. By putting a frame 
around a particular issue, the media draw it to 
our attention; but while the frame includes some 
things, it always excludes others. In framing issues, 
the media define them in particular ways; and 
in the process, they may or may not help us to 
understand what is going on. 

Often, as Stan Cohen implies in his definition of 
a moral panic, there is a struggle for ‘ownership’ 
of the issue. Different people – politicians, 
community leaders, media commentators, 
‘experts’ – offer different accounts of what is 
happening; although they often receive most 
attention if they can come up with simple 
explanations, and propose simple solutions. 
Yet how they do this often reflects their own 
social or political interests: the issue becomes an 
opportunity for them to make broader points, 
and to promote their own views.

In the case of this summer’s disturbances, there 
was a veritable tsunami of such commentary in 
the press, on the television and online. Perhaps 
understandably, politicians of all persuasions 
were keen to use the opportunity to promote 
their own agendas; but they were joined in this 

by a large group of journalists and other pundits 
– what some now refer to as the ‘commentariat’. 
Prominent among them are newspaper 
columnists, who are also frequently interviewed 
on radio and television and run their own blogs 
or websites. 

Very few of these commentators have any 
direct experience of the events they are talking 
about, or of living in the kinds of areas concerned. 
Such ‘experts’ often have very little relevant 
expertise, or any valid evidence to back up 
their opinions. On the contrary, their main 
qualification appears to be their ability to spout 
strong opinions about anything and everything 
at a moment’s notice. Most commentators are 
more than ready to rush to publication well 
before the facts have been established. 

One such example came from the right-wing 
ex-teacher Katharine Birbalsingh, who is 
now making a successful career as a blogger, 
newspaper columnist, and pundit on mainstream 
TV news and current affairs programmes. In her 
Daily Telegraph column, Birbalsingh alleged that 
the Tottenham man Mark Duggan had fired at 
the police. The facts have subsequently proved 
otherwise, but there was no retraction.

In today’s media, this kind of instant 
commentary has proliferated, and ordinary 
people can become involved far more easily 
than was the case before. While channels for 
public debate have long been available through 
radio phone-ins and the letters columns of 
newspapers, new media have created many 
more opportunities for people to have their 
say. In this case, the web forums (not least of 
newspapers and broadcasters) were overflowing 
with opinions, while an army of bloggers 

and tweeters effectively created a running 
commentary on events as they unfolded.

Some media scholars like Henry Jenkins 
tend to celebrate these kinds of ‘participatory’ 
media; while some even see this as evidence 
of a wholesale democratisation of the 
communications system. They argue that the 
age of ‘Big Media’ – of powerful, centralised 
corporations controlling media – is now 
finished: hierarchical, top-down communications 
have been replaced by a more egalitarian 
approach.

Yet others would argue that these new media 
are simply providing more opportunities for 
ignorant people to mouth off about whatever 
happens to have annoyed them that day. 
Certainly, comments on some of the online 
forums that followed the disturbances suggest 
that we are now living in a world of instant 
opinion – and indeed instant abuse and bigotry. 
In new as well as old media, the strength of 
one’s opinions, and the speed of one’s response 
to events, seems to count for everything. It’s 
as though everyone from the Archbishop of 
Canterbury through to your local minicab driver 
is expected and required to wade in with an 
immediate response. 

Discussion and research
n	 Check out some of the digests of comment and 

response via The Guardian’s Reading The Riots 
coverage at http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/
series/reading-the-riots.

n	 What was your own personal experience of the 
role of social media during August this year? 

n	 Are there particular features of social media 
which encourage extreme or inflammatory 
comment?
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Instant explanations 
In this case, we can identify two contrasting 

explanations, broadly speaking on different 
ends of the political spectrum. For those on the 
political right, the riots represented some kind of 
judgment about our civilisation as a whole. This 
is the story of ‘Broken Britain’ – the claim that 
we are living in a fractured society that is rapidly 
spiralling down into anarchy. According to such 
commentators, the riots reflected a collapse of 
moral values, a failure of discipline, and a sense 
that society has ‘gone soft’. 

The right-wing response: 
amoral youth

Probably the most astonishing example of this 
argument came in an article by Max Hastings 
of the Daily Mail, headed ‘Years of liberal 
dogma have spawned a generation of amoral, 
uneducated, unparented, welfare dependent, 
brutalised youngsters’. As this suggests, Hastings’ 
main target is ‘liberal’ (that is, left-wing) values, 
and particularly the idea of the welfare state: 
too much permissiveness, he argues, has bred a 
generation of young people with no respect for 
their elders and betters, and no ‘moral compass’.

Such young people – by which Hastings 
primarily means working-class youth – apparently 
live lives of ‘absolute futility’: 

They are essentially wild beasts. I use 
that phrase advisedly, because it seems 
appropriate to young people bereft of the 
discipline that might make them employable; 
of the conscience that distinguishes 
between right and wrong. They respond 
only to instinctive animal impulses — to 
eat and drink, have sex, seize or destroy the 

accessible property of others… 
The depressing truth is that at the bottom 
of our society is a layer of young people with 
no skills, education, values or aspirations. 
They do not have what most of us would 
call ‘lives’: they simply exist. They are 
products of a culture which gives them so 
much unconditionally that they are let off 
learning how to become human beings… 
My dogs are better behaved and subscribe 
to a higher code of values than the young 
rioters of Tottenham, Hackney, Clapham and 
Birmingham. 

The loss of discipline – 
parents, schools and law and 
order

For some right-wing commentators, it is 
parents who are principally to blame for this 
situation; while others, such as Katharine 
Birbalsingh, blame schools for failing to instil 
discipline and respect for authority – especially, 
according to her, in black children. For some, this 
failure even extends to the police – as for one 
Daily Telegraph letter writer, who argued that the 
riots were ‘a result of the police caring more for 
community relations than for the rule of law’. 

Framing the issue in this way, as a failure 
of discipline, thus inevitably leads to a call for 
disciplinary responses. During the disturbances 
themselves, such commentators were calling for 
the use of water cannon and plastic bullets (or in 
some cases, real ones). Subsequently, there have 
been many calls for punitive sentences, some of 
which are still being fought through in the courts. 
These include the case of the person jailed for six 
months for stealing a bottle of water, or the two 

jailed for four years for inciting a riot via Facebook 
– a riot which never actually took place.

More generally, there have been proposals for 
curfew zones specifically for teenagers; and in 
some instances whole families are to be deprived 
of benefit or evicted from their council homes. 
And, predictably, there have been calls for the 
reintroduction of compulsory national service 
in the army, and for troops to be brought in as 
teachers in schools.

If this way of framing the issue is favoured by 
the political right, those on the left tend to prefer 
economic explanations. From this point of 
view, the riots were primarily about poverty and 
inequality.

Left-wing responses: 
inequality and poverty

Such commentators point out that the UK has 
one of highest levels of inequality in the Western 
world. They argue that it was unsurprising that 
most of the disturbances erupted in areas with 
high levels of poverty and deprivation – and, they 
point out, it was tragic that these communities 
also bore the brunt of the damage. 

More specifically, they point to the cuts in 
youth services (Haringey, the borough in which 
Tottenham is located, recently closed 8 of its 
13 youth clubs), rising youth unemployment 
(which is now over 20% in the 18-25 age group) 
and the removal of the Education Maintenance 
Allowance. While these are valid arguments, they 
also appear to look only to youth as the cause. 

The influence of capitalism
Much more generally, there are those who see 

capitalism itself as the problem. Peter Oborne 
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(writing, surprisingly enough, in the right-wing 
Daily Telegraph) was one of many to make the 
link between the rioters and the bankers and 
politicians. The rioting, he argued:

… cannot be dissociated from the moral 
disintegration in the highest ranks of modern 
British society… It has become acceptable 
for our politicians to lie and to cheat… the 
sad young men and women, without hope or 
aspiration, who have caused such mayhem 
and chaos over the past few days… have this 
defence: they are just following the example 
set by senior and respected figures in society.
Others, like Dan Hind on Al Jazeera, argued 

that the government’s decision to bail out the 
banks was indicative of ‘a social and political 
order that rewards vandalism and the looting of 
public property, so long as the perpetrators are 
sufficiently rich and powerful’. 

Political hypocrisy
In the same vein, some commentators 

have pointed to the vandalism carried out by 
politicians such as David Cameron and Boris 
Johnson as young members of the Bullingdon 
Club at Oxford University; while others have 
pointed to the fact that Nick Clegg was convicted 
of arson in his youth – bringing the accusation of 
hypocrisy rather closer to home. 

As you can probably tell, I am much more 
sympathetic to this kind of explanation – 
although I very much doubt whether most of the 
people who were happily looting Foot Locker saw 
themselves as being engaged in some kind of 
political struggle, or even as responding to police 
harassment. 

Discussion and research
n	 Visit some of the coverage offered by The 

Guardian Cribsheet links at the end of this 
article. 

n	 Where would you place yourself on the 
spectrum of responses and explanations 
from right wing to left wing?

n	 Read the post on Pete’s Media Blog for 2nd 
October 2011. How far do you agree with 
his analysis?

Whose voices? 
The central issue for you as media students, it 

seems to me, is to do with how far the media 
contribute to – or actually prevent – public 
understanding. Do the ways in which the media 
frame and represent such issues really help us to 
make sense of what happened?

On all sides of the media debate, there was a 
rush to instant judgment – or at least instant 
opinion. Advocates of participatory media 
would see this as indicative of healthy public 
dialogue. Personally, I feel there is a risk that more 
considered and thoughtful responses will be 
marginalised. 

However, thoughtful responses are not always 
to be found where we might expect them. 
For example, when the producers of BBC2’s 
Newsnight invited the eminent Tudor historian 
Professor David Starkey to discuss the riots, 
they might have been hoping for a considered 
historical perspective. What they got was an 
astonishing diatribe about how ‘the chavs, the 
whites are now black’, and about gangsta rap – a 
topic on which he clearly knew nothing at all. 
Starkey also invoked the racist Tory politician 

Enoch Powell’s prediction that immigration would 
result in ‘rivers of blood’ in Britain’s cities. (see 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-14513517)

Starkey’s remarks were challenged by the other 
guests, and subsequently by a large number of 
other academics (as well as some skilful mash-up 
artists on YouTube). Of course, there are questions 
about whether such people should have the 
right to express such views: we could see this as a 
matter of freedom of speech, or the incitement 
to racial hatred. 

But perhaps the more challenging question, 
and the one you should be asking as a media 
student, is why the media see it as appropriate 
to give space to people who – whatever other 
expertise they may have – clearly have none 
whatsoever in the area they are supposed 
to be discussing. The danger is that we end 
up simply shouting at each other, without ever 
stopping to listen. 

Discussion and research
n	 How far were the responses of the ‘rioters’ 

themselves given space in the media? 
n	 Given the general framing of young people 

as the key participants in the events, how 
much space was given to young people’s 
voices – and what sorts of young people 
were given space to respond in the media 
debates?

Making sense of ‘riots’
The death of Mark Duggan and the 

subsequent treatment of his family by the police 
clearly did spark the disturbances in Tottenham 
– especially coming on top of hundreds of 
earlier deaths in police custody (330 since 1998, 
disproportionately of black people). But it doesn’t 
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explain what happened over the ensuing days 
in places much further afield – or indeed why 
rioting did not happen in places where it 
might have been predicted. 

We need to explain why people suddenly seem 
to want to step beyond the boundaries of the law 
– why they choose to act in this way. Accusing 
them simply of ‘brutality’, or of being ‘animals’ or 
‘morons’, does not help with this. 

Social scientists who have looked at this area 
know that ‘riots’ – or civil disturbances – are 
unusual events, with complex causes. What 
some call a riot, others call an uprising – and 
often those who are involved have a wide range 
of different motivations. Riots are sometimes 
sparked by specific events, but in other cases they 
appear to be almost arbitrary and spontaneous.

Riots may well have deep-seated social 
causes; but there is often an emotional element 
– even a kind of adrenaline rush. There may be a 
copycat effect (which is similar to Cohen’s idea of 
‘deviance amplification’): people may respond to 
rumours or media coverage of riots in other areas 
by seeking to ‘make their mark’ in the media. 
There may also be an element of opportunism, 
as people take the chance to indulge in 
behaviour that would normally be taboo.

History can also tell us much about the origins 
of riots. Much of the media coverage this summer 
looked back to the inner-city disturbances that 
took place in many of the same areas in 1981 
– and which were clearly a response to police 
harassment. But there have also been riots more 
recently in the poor suburbs of French cities, 
in Los Angeles, in Denmark, and even on the 
beaches of Sydney, Australia. Each of these had 
their own complicated history and causes, but 

each of them was about much more than ‘feral 
youth’. 

So ‘riots’ are complex events that vary across 
history and across different cultures. Yet in this 
case, amid all the coverage and commentary, the 
media gave us very little opportunity to think in 
any more considered way about why they were 
happening. 

Above all, amid all the voices that were raised 
and all the instant opinions that were offered, 
we heard hardly anything from the people who 
were involved, or who were closest to what was 
happening – although of course there are some 
who would argue that these are precisely the 
people who have no right to speak in the first 
place. 

David Buckingham is Professor of Education at 
Loughborough University.

MoreMediaMag
Go to the subscription section of the 
MediaMag website to see highlights from 
David Buckingham’s keynote presentation 
on the riots at the MediaMagazine student 
Conference 2011. 

Follow up
For further research on newspaper coverage, 
The Guardian’s ‘Cribsheet’ is an excellent 
resource: www.guardian.co.uk/education/
series/crib-sheet.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2011/
aug/10/cribsheet-playing-the-blame-game

http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2011/
aug/12/blame-schools-parents-for-riots

Stan Cohen’s work on ‘moral panics’ can be 
found in Folk Devils and Moral Panics.

Owen Jones (2011): Chavs

Evgeny Morozov (2011): The Net Delusion

On the broader issue of representations of 
youth, see Bill Osgerby (2004): Youth Media 

The Guardian: Reading the Riots

Pete’s Media Blog 02.10.11

The issue of ‘participatory media’ will be the 
focus of the next issue of MediaMagazine.
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Participating in The 
Arab Spring

Massive claims have been made 
for the role of citizen journalism 
in spreading word of the uprisings 
now known as the Arab Spring. But 
how crucial was social networking 
as a catalyst – and have we really 
witnessed the first Facebook 
revolution? 

2011 was a year of massive changes and huge 
news stories, from The News of the World phone 
hacking scandal to the Japanese earthquake 
and tsunami. One of the biggest stories in a year 
of big stories has become known as the Arab 
Spring. This was a series of revolutions, which 
began in January 2011 and went on to rock the 
Arab world. They started in Tunisia in January 
and moved rapidly on to include Egypt, Libya 
and Syria. Major demonstrations and unrest also 
occurred in Jordan, Bahrain, The Yemen and 
Morocco. Not all of the uprisings turned out the 
same way; in Tunisia and Egypt, long-standing 
dictators were rapidly overthrown and in the 
case of Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak brought 
to trial. In Libya, a civil war broke out in February, 
and NATO and the UK became militarily involved 
to prevent a massacre of the Libyan people by 
the forces of the Libyan dictator Colonel Gaddafi. 
Subsequently, Gaddafi was himself overthrown 
and killed in October 2011. In Syria, the uprising 
has been repressed with extreme brutality by 
the government of Bashir Assad. Currently, the 
outcome of that struggle remains unclear. 

So what has all this to do with social 
networking, and what is citizen journalism? 

Social networking is a modern phenomenon 
whereby millions of people keep up with friends, 
arrange their lives and publicise their news 
online. Facebook and Twitter are clearly the 
two premium brands at the moment. However, 
let’s look at them later and turn first to citizen 
journalism. 

‘YouTube: Broadcast Yourself’
As a branding strap-line, this could hardly be 

more appropriate to this topic.
Citizen journalism has grown up with the 

arrival of cheap camera phones and YouTube. 
In the past, the news was reported exclusively 
by professional news crews on the scene of an 
unfolding news event. When journalists were 
absent, or were prevented from getting to where 
events were taking place, there could be no direct 

Social 
Networking 
and Citizen Journalism
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coverage. All that has now changed. Camera 
phones mean that coverage can be recorded by 
ordinary members of the public and uploaded 
to the internet in minutes. This is probably not 
particularly important when the news event is 
a movie premiere or celebrity meltdown as the 
news teams and paparazzi will be there anyway. 
But where it does matter, especially in the case 
of the Arab Spring uprisings, is in places that 
journalists can’t get to. 

Syria, for instance, banned foreign journalists 
from operating in the country. This meant there 
could be no direct coverage of events. In the 
past this meant that dictatorships could set 
about murdering their own people and crushing 
dissent, knowing that the world could not see; 
and with no evidence or independent witnesses, 
it was unlikely that dictators or their thugs would 
ever be held to account for their crimes. 

When protestors were shot dead by the 
Egyptian police in early 2011, evidence was 
immediately flashed onto YouTube. Such 
coverage has dramatically changed the way news 
is gathered. News organisations now routinely 
scour online clips sites for footage of events 
which happened too fast for them to have their 

teams in place, or where journalists have been 
denied access. This means that news reporting 
has become much more immediate. However, it 
does pose its own set of problems.

Journalistic integrity
Respected news organisations like the BBC and 

CNN have to uphold a reputation for truthfulness 
and honesty. The people uploading to the net 
are often anonymous members of the public 
who have no need to attempt to be balanced or 
impartial. You will have noticed that recent news 
reports often include health warnings saying 
‘this footage has not been verified’. This is the 
news organisation trying to cover itself in case 

the footage has been faked, or is not actually of 
the event it is claimed to be about. 

A recent instance concerned footage sent to 
a British broadcaster, which claimed to show 
massacres in the recent civil war in the Ivory 
Coast. It did show a massacre – but in a different 
African country at a different time. Fortunately 
for the broadcaster, they realised this and did not 
show it. Broadcasters have to be very careful not 
to be manipulated into misrepresenting events 
when they are not actually there to check the 
facts for themselves. The problem in verifying 
footage posted on YouTube is a major difficulty 
with citizen journalism. 

However the advantages are enormous; it 
means that ordinary people in war zones or 
natural disasters can get their story out to the 
wider world and help to bring pressure to stop 
brutal repression or to obtain disaster relief and 
food aid. It should be remembered that many 
poorer nations do not enjoy anything like the 
level of internet access enjoyed in Europe and 
the U.S., so YouTube and its like will not always 
be the answer. But as long as a cameraphone 
and internet link can be found somewhere in the 
area, then people can be empowered and their 
stories can be told. Much of the footage of recent 
natural disasters such as the Japanese tsunami 
was shot and uploaded by locals and tourists. 
The coverage was all the more immediate and 
impactful for this, hastening the demands for 
international assistance. 

One of the earliest instances of this kind of 
non-professional journalism was footage shot 
in the London tube tunnels by survivors of the 
7/7 bombing attacks, footage that could have 
been gained no other way.

Citizen journalism clearly won’t solve 
everything and has its own problems. However 
a technology which brings the reality of 
dictatorship or disaster to the world’s attention 
can be no bad thing, particularly since this can 
give a voice to ordinary people trapped in the 
middle of tragic events. It is not a replacement 
for professional journalism but an addition to it; 
and as many now acknowledge, it has changed 
the game forever.

MM39_final from Sam.indd   17 07/02/2012   16:56



MM

18 MediaMagazine | February 2012 | english and media centre

What does social networking 
have to do with revolution?

Many have looked at the impact of social 
media on the events of the Arab Spring. What the 
events all have in common is that the countries 
were all repressively run by long-standing 
dictators. One of the key tools for a dictator, 
other than the willingness to use extreme 
violence, is the need to keep information away 
from the population they want to control. It 
was not for nothing that the Nazis of Hitler’s 
Germany burned books. For similar reasons it is 
no coincidence that the Egyptian government 
tried to shut down internet access during the 
uprising. 

Clearly a revolution will not start just because 
people can communicate. You need to have a 
longstanding list of problems and grievances, 

so ingrained and so overwhelming that people 
will risk their lives to obtain change. This is what 
happened in the Arab Spring. The social networks 
became a tool for the publicising of ordinary 
peoples’ hatred of their government and desire 
for change. It should be remembered that the 
internet, along with the old media, has also 
been a major way in which people can be shown 
alternatives to their current unhappy state; and 
that, in itself, can fuel the desire for change. 
Information, as they say, is power. 

The social networks did more than simply 
give people an outlet for their discontent. They 
became platforms for potential rebels to make 
contact with each other and to organise protest. 
One of the strengths of this approach to the 
uprisings was that demonstrations could be 
organised with very short notice, giving the 
authorities very little time to respond before 
people were out on the streets. It also could 
easily provide a focal point for the dissatisfaction 
of ordinary people. The Facebook page We are 
all Khalid Said played a major role in the uprising 
in Egypt. 

We are all Khalid Said
In June 2010, Khalid Said, an Egyptian 

businessman and anti-corruption campaigner 
was pulled from an internet café by the Egyptian 
police and beaten to death. In the past his death 
might have gone unnoticed by all but his family 
and friends. The Egyptian police had a long 
history of such brutality. However this time it 
was different. Within days an anonymous activist 
had created a Facebook page where images of 
Said’s battered and bloody body in the morgue 
could be seen, contrasting with YouTube videos 
of him as a happy and smiling young man. The 
effect was electric. The site had nearly half a 

million users by the time the revolution started, 
spreading the word about government brutality 
and the need for change. ‘There were many 
catalysts for the uprising’ said Ahmed Zidan, an 
online political activist. ‘The first was the brutal 
murder of Khalid Said’.

Social networks are clearly capable of far more 
than simply keeping us in touch with friends 
and family, or organising a night out. However 
that is not say that they can solve everything. 
No revolution against oppression could be 
conducted entirely via the internet. At some 
stage, oppressed people would have to be willing 
to take the big risk of going onto the streets to 
take on a brutal government. And as can be seen 
from recent events, the outcomes cannot be 
predicted. 

In Tunisia and Egypt, repressive regimes were 
rapidly brought down; but in Libya, a bloody 
eight-month civil war only ended with the equally 
brutal death of Colonel Gaddafi. In Syria and 
Bharain, systematic repression seems to have 
contained dissent, at least for the moment. These 
movements also need charismatic leaders who 
can inspire people face to face, not just on the 
internet. The creator of Facebook himself, Mark 
Zuckerberg, has played down the impact his 
site has had in the events of the Arab Spring. For 
such seismic events to take place, the will has to 
be there, which means a level of desperation and 
determination has been reached, making people 
willing to take direct action. Social networks have  
acted as tools, enabling something for which 
there was already the desire. 

The Italian theorist Gramsci wrote in the 
1930s of the need for people to withdraw their 
consent to be dominated before a revolution 
can begin. He argued that the formation of that 
critical mass was essential to the creation of 
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a desire for change so powerful, that it could 
overturn an entrenched and longstanding 
dictatorship. 

The use of social networks for political 
purposes is nothing new. Barack Obama, in 
his bid for the U.S. Presidency in 2008, was one 
of the first major political leaders to use social 
networking to organise his supporters, raise 
money and galvanise his voters. 

The question of morality
Something else should be considered when 

thinking about the impact of social networks on 
intense political situations. Like all technologies, 
they have no built-in morality. They are just as 
effective in conveying negative ideologies that 
can lead to murder and violence as they are in 
conveying information that leads to beneficial 
change such as a move from dictatorship to 
democracy. 

It has often been suggested that terrorists, 
such as those behind the 7/7 bombings, have 
been radicalised in their views via the internet. 
Recently, Anders Breivik, the Norwegian far 
right, mass murderer, had an extensive online 
presence via Facebook. He posted a 1500-page 
manifesto of his views and claimed to have 
many hundreds of other far right and Neo Nazi 
activists as Facebook friends and supporters. 

So has this been a Facebook/
Twitter/YouTube revolution?

These technologies, which have enabled the 
spread of ideas and given a voice to ordinary 
people, have, for good or ill, clearly made 
a significant difference to recent events. 
Information is gathered and spread far faster 
than would otherwise have been possible and 
totalitarian regimes have found it harder to hide 
their crimes. However, they are technologies that 
can as easily be used negatively as positively. 
Like anything else, they provide an expression 
of human wants and desires. They are tools. 
Perhaps Mark Zuckerberg was correct not to 
overplay their importance. 

Jonathan Nunns is Head of Media Studies at Collyer’s 

College, and moderates for the WJEC.
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Why audiences 
REALLY play video 
games

In the first of a series of articles 
about game play, Steve Kennedy 
ranges across a variety of game 
genres and theoretical approaches to 
considers what’s in it for the player.

With the proliferation of games consoles, 
laptops, iPads and various smartphones it is fair 
to say that these days most people under the age 
of 65 will have had some experience of playing 
video games of one sort or another. However, a 
growing number of people worldwide of all ages 
are spending increasing amounts of time playing 
games. Though difficult to fully establish because 
of its sheer size and variety, a range of studies put 
the global gaming audience at between 450-700 
million people with an average 11 hours of 
gaming per week.

So gaming is massively popular. Why? What is 
it that video games offer their audiences? Surely 
it has to be more than just aimless play!

Conventional media theory such as Blumler & 
Katz’s uses and gratifications theory provide 
rather broad ideas about how fictional texts offer 
escapism for their audiences, transporting them 
to a different emotional place and diverting them 
from the mundanity of their real lives. This article 
offers a whistlestop tour around some the video 
game industry’s most popular genres to explore a 
question often posed during the A Level study of 
contexts surrounding the Media… what exactly 
are all these people escaping from?

It is at this point that we can start to use less 
conventional theory tools to unlock the true 
nature of the ways that audiences use computer 
games to satisfy un-met needs in their own lives.
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Dyer’s Utopian Solutions
The first theory worth bringing to bear in 

unlocking what video games offer is Richard 
Dyer’s utopian solution theory. This has a 
relatively simple premise: entertainment texts 
offer audiences a utopian or perfect ideal that 
they can access through media consumption. This 
‘utopia’ is in contrast to the imperfections and 
difficulties audiences face in their own social lives.

In short, escapist texts offer quick wins and 
rewards that fix the gaps in our social and 
emotional needs. In real life, clear rewards are 
rare and much harder fought for.

Applying the Theory: Puzzle 
Games

Puzzle games are consistently ranked as the 
most popular genre of games with both males 
and females of all backgrounds, most of whom 
would not consider themselves gamers. 

Tetris is a perfect example. The ordering of 
random blocks that drop from the top of the 
screen at increasing rate into rows that disappear 
once a full row is achieved. Good decision-
making is rewarded with points. If poor decisions 
are made and full rows are not achieved they do 
not disappear, the screen becomes clogged up 
with unspent blocks and the game ends when 
the random falling blocks can no longer enter 
play.

The key utopian solution that is offered in 
this game is the audiences’ ability to maintain 
Order over Chaos. By contrast, individuals find 
themselves managing different priorities and 
responsibilities in their lives, their families, friends 
or their workload – with no easy answers. Puzzle 
games such as Tetris allow audiences to manage 
a chaotic situation, creating ordered rows with 
measurable reward – the awarding of points 
for completed lines and the ability to play on, 
creating further order out of increasing chaos.

Maslow’s Hierarchy
A second theory that offers insight into 

the needs of video game audiences is the 
consideration of the human needs of the 
audience as outlined by Abraham Maslow’s 
hierarchy of human needs. 

In Western society most of our ‘lower order’ 
needs are met: we have food, shelter, we are 
healthy and we have the support of our families. 
However, the upper two categories of self-
actualisation (becoming the best we can be) 
and the resulting self-esteem and praise by 
others can only be met by individual action and 
achievement of socially recognised goals. As we 
explore each genre of games in turn, we will see 
how computer games offer audiences ways to 
access these needs easily through play.

Now we have some tools to use, we can apply 
these to the experiences offered by some of 
the most successful gaming genres that have 
dominated the market over the last few years.

The First-Person Shooters 
(FPS)

First Person Shooters (FPS) such as the record 
breaking Call of Duty or Halo series position 
the player in the body of a militarily capable 
protagonist, from their point of view using a 

range of firearms to eliminate opposition. The 
player takes the role of a single soldier who is 
central to the progression of a largely linear 
narrative that normally involves saving the 
world or defeating an organisation through their 
individual acts of tactical heroism. 

According to Dyer, the predominantly male 
audience is offered an energetic escape from 
the sedentary lifestyles that most males are 
involved in their place of education or work. 
Likewise this allows male audiences a means of 
asserting dominance upon a virtual battlefield 
with their tactical movement and skill in handling 
virtual weaponry. The rewarding of this 
dominant and physically capable behaviour is 
a means of the audience becoming the most 
masculine male they can be. This is a form of 
masculine self-actualisation. 

When the experience is taken online, players 
can take their virtual selves online and achieve 
real-world dominance over their friends in a 
virtual environment. One of the reason why 
computer games are popular with the 
parents of gamers is the safety of masculine 
expression it offers their children, compared 
to the dangers of old fashioned group 
play from days gone by – boys used to play 
20-a-side football in the street back in the 1950s 
– it’s nothing new. In this way, online play is 
offering communal activity in an increasingly 
fragmented society.

It is worth considering that the single-player 
experiences of best-selling action titles such as 
Batman: Arkham Asylum and Assassin’s Creed 
offer a very similar experience to a first-person 
game but from a third person perspective, where 
the camera is set behind the protagonist.

The Sports Simulation
Simulation games such as the FIFA Football 

series, EA Sports Golf or Formula 1 2011 
offer their audiences a way of participating 
in sporting events that they are consistently 
positioned to aspire to within their real lives. 
Players are positioned to take control of a team or 
individual sports person to participate in a virtual 
form of the sport at the highest level.

These games offer their audiences highly 
realistic verisimilitude of the decision-making 
processes involved, such as whether to keep the 
ball on the deck if the pitch is wet, or which golf 
club to use. The physical mastery of a golf swing 
or taking a free kick is replaced by the relatively 
simple sequencing of pressing a combination of 
buttons for specific lengths of time. 

This is in great contrast to the actuality of true 
sporting success. It is said that it takes 10,000 
hours of focused practice to achieve mastery 
of an art, sport or other physical discipline. As 
a child, David Beckham practised free kicks for 
hours at a time, shooting and replacing the ball 
until called in for his tea. 

These games offer an intensity of sporting 
experience that is in opposition to the monotony 
of unfocused practice that real life normally 
offers. As these sports are normally male-
dominated in the real world, success within these 
games offer their predominantly male audiences 
an affirmation of their gender identity as they 
have self-actualised their potential, experiencing 
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both visual spectacle (scoring a 30-yard volley 
against Barcelona), and also the self-esteem 
boost for success in creating it.

The Role-playing Game 
(RPGs) & Massive Multiplayer 
Online Role-playing Game 
(MMORPGs)

Role-playing games such as the recent Elder 
Scroll V: Skyrim and the Dragon Age series allow 
the audience to recreate an alternate persona 
or avatar of themselves within some form of 
science-fiction or fantasy setting. Notably, the 
character that is created will follow a particular 
vocation or character class. 

This is the type of game where ‘Dave from 
Accounts’ has spent 40 game hours becoming 
a level 20 half-elven wizard armed with a hand 
crafted spear of ice. As the player progresses 
through the game’s large and non-linear 
narrative they are rewarded with experience 
and treasure that will raise the level 
and capabilities of his ideal self. Within a 
conventional role-playing game, their characters’ 
decisions and moral choices determine the path 
through this non-linear narrative. 

Gamers play these games because unlike other 
games, the character that they create has real 
consequences for the narrative journey. The 
gamer is fully actualising in a world abundant in 
magic or technology, this is in contrast to their 
own lives where they can effect little change.

In Massive Multiplayer Online Role-playing 
Games such as World of Warcraft the grand 
narrative arc of the single-player experience 
is dispensed with as players take their avatar 
into a shared online realm where they can fully 
actualise as a citizen of a virtual world without a 
demand to complete a narrative quest unless 
they choose to. Groups of World of Warcraft 
players were even found to have been playing 
Bingo.

Sandbox Games
So called because of the ability of players to 

freely create situations from a blank canvas 
environment, the most popular of these games 
are the Grand Theft Auto and Saints Row series. 

These games offer players the ability to take 
control of a relatively normal human being in an 
massive urban environment, with the options 
of undertaking criminal missions or behaving in 
a violent and anti-social manner whilst evading 
the virtual city’s law enforcement in a more 
experimental way. 

A typical mission might involve stealing a 
particular type of car with a reward of in-game 
cash to spend on items within the game such as 
weapons or clothing. However, if the character is 
killed during his misdeeds, then the player starts 
again in hospital with less money. This offers the 
safety of knowing that they won’t really die or be 
imprisoned, in contrast to the real world.

These games offer their players an abundance 
of wealth as they progress and participation 
within the American underworld that can only 
otherwise be experienced remotely through 
Hollywood crime fiction. Masculine dominance 
and emotional detachment in committing 
crimes for the sake of personal gain is 
rewarded with notoriety within the story world.

The money that the player earns can then 
be used to buy a range of items (clothes and 
guns etc) that allow the gamer to self-actualise 
and own these items in the virtual world. This is 
in stark contrast to the gamers’ everyday lives, 
where actual disparities in living standards in 
capitalist countries are widening – the rich are 
getting richer and the poor are getting poorer. 

Motion Controlled Games
With the advent of effective motion-based 

controllers such as the Xbox Kinect, games 
such as Just Dance, Zumba Fitness and Wii 
Sports allow players to participate in sports, 
games or dance contests onscreen by mimicking 
the physical action required using an infra-red 
controller or sensor. 

As a physical, energetic experience, these 
games are used in a number of unique 
ways. Zumba Fitness can be used as a 
private motivational tool to participate in a 
physical activity – but without the public 
embarrassment of going to the gym. This is 
especially important for mainstream female 
audiences where being slim and toned 

reinforcing dominant ideas of feminine beauty 
and desirable behaviour.

On the other hand, Just Dance and Wii Sports 
titles are often used as competitive, communal 
party games that invite observation. In Wii 
Sports it might be an archery contest or in 
Just Dance a ‘dance-off’ to popular hits against 
a friend. Whether competing with friends or 
alone, the experience of trying to match physical 
performance with an onscreen goal offers the 
gamer the ability to test themselves and rate their 
performance. This is a source of self-esteem if 
they achieve a suitable standard. The recognition 
and acceptance of their peers through a group 
gaming activity also taps into their needs for 
love and belonging. 

The Overview
To sum up, the theories we have applied in this 

whistle-stop tour of the most popular gaming 
genres offers an interesting insight as to how the 
theories of Dyer and Maslow could be applied to 
gaming texts. This is by no means exhaustive, as 
even the games mentioned offer subtle elements 
from other gaming genres and the pleasures that 
come with them. Each game is an incredibly rich 
text that is deserving of further study… if you can 
get away with calling it that.

Steve Kennedy teaches Media Studies at 
Alexandra Park School.
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