Chapter 1
This is media studies

This introductory chapter aims to provide some context for the study of the media:
to consider how it has developed as an academic subject (and why it is seen as
controversial) and to map out the key theoretical frameworks that will be the
foundation of your studies. The following is an overview; each area will be
developed in greater depth in the following chapters.

e Why do we study the media?

¢ What are the origins of media studies as an academic subject?

Introduction to the theoretical framework:
¢ Media language

* Media representations

¢ Media producers

* Media audiences

Contexts of the media:

Historical

Economic

Political

Cultural and social
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influential in the development of media studies as a subject, argued that

mediation is central to a definition of the media:

Mediation refers to what media do, and to what we do with the
media. It is a term that defines the media, both the media of mass
communication (radio, television, the world wide web, but also the
press) . . . as actively creating a symbolic and cultural space in which
meanings are created and communicated beyond the constraints of
the face to face. . . . Readers, viewers and audiences are part of this
process of mediation, because they continue the work of the media
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ebsites) and other forms such as novels
y at the time a reader chose. Part of the
he media explored in theories such as
edia institutions that controlled

morning paper before news w
that were consumed individuall
concerns about the power of t

media effects was the fact that it was the m
the time and pace of consumption rather than the audience. This

relationship between broadcast and consumption as a definition of the
media has clearly undergone a major shift with streaming sites allowing
viewers to ‘binge watch’ television series at a time of their choosing,
news websites that are constantly checked and updated, social networks
that often rely on a very few posters and consumers operating at a

particular time.
To be aware of the changing nature of the media, to understand the
is an important part of

media as a continually changing landscape,
defining what is meant by the media; however, it is also useful to have a
framework of forms that we can agree on as constituting the media in

order to embark on a study ofit.

Media forms

In media studies, the different types of media can b
forms and include the following;:

e referred to as medin

Television

Film

Radio

Newspapers

Magazines

Advertising and marketing

Online, social and participatory media
Video games

Music video

Traditional media

Traditional media refers to the media forms and platforms that existed
before the use of the Internet and digital technologies became widespread
(approximately the late 1990s). Traditional media is made up of television

and radio broadcasting, print media, music and film.

Media platforms

A media platform is where a media form is presented — broadcast, print,
online etc. This is sometimes a fairly simple definition, such as the media
form of television is presented on a broadcast platform such as the BBC,
but new technology makes this distinction more complicated. For
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subject. Recent examples would include sociology, which is now much

more accepted as a legitimate discipline, but it might come as a surprise

to find out that the study of English literature was also initially a
controversial one. The concern with all these areas seems to be based on
an idea that something we might do for pleasure — reading or playing
video games — is not difficult enough to study, that it is something we do
naturally. It could also be argued that any new arca for study is likely to
be resisted by some, but the criticism of media studies is important
because it suggests that the media itselfisn’t a valid focus of analysis and
criticism.

New subjects tend not to have the perceived certainties of definitions

of traditional academic areas such as maths and physics, often made up of
approaches from across other disciplines that can make people suspicious
of their status. In the case of media studies, it is certainly true that itis a
subject that borrows from a range of subjects — sociology, psychology,
communications, English literature and art history — it might be classed
as both a social science and a humanities subject, depending on the
institution offering it. It is the case, though, that since its beginnings,
media studies has amassed a body of critical work and academics
associated with it that does distinguish it from other subjects.

Media studies as a subject:
a historical context

The Frankfurt School

Media studies, as a subject taught first in universities and then in colleges
and schools, really only emerged (or became institutionalised) in the late
twentieth century. However, the mass media and other forms of popular
culture had been analysed by academics from the 1930s. The Frankfurt
School — a school of thought rather than a physical building — was the
name given to a group of scholars, including Max Horkheimer, Theodor
W. Adorno, Erich Fromm and Herbert Marcuse, who were influenced by
Marxism and who applied this approach in order to analyse contemporary
culture. Working in the 1930s at the same time as radio, film and music
was starting to be distributed to reach a mass audience (but before the
introduction of television), the Frankfurt School saw the effect of popular
culture as damaging to society, rendering its consumers inert and passive.
They argued that the power of the media came from its form of mass
production, which created repetition and sameness across all forms of
popular culture. This aspect of everyday life for millions of people had,
they argued, been overlooked in examining the reasons for the failure of
revolutionary movements outside of the USSR. The effect of the media
meant that the people had become too indoctrinated by the pleasures of
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Chapter 1 This is media studies

The theoretical framework

As an academic subject, media studies has developed its own approach or
framework to organising the study of the media, which is referred to as
the theoretical framework. This framework is organised into four areas:
media language, media representation, media industries and media
audiences, each of which covers a range of theories and arguments. While
clements of cach are distinct, it is usually productive to think of the
different arcas as overlapping, with one approach closely related to
another. For example, a study of the industrial context of a product is
likely to be far more productive when linked to the way the industry
targets particular audiences. The following section provides a brief
introduction to each of the areas of the framework, which are examined

in detail across the chapters of the book.

Media language

of language is usually associated with written or spoken

The concept
a. In media

language, clearly central to the study of literature and dram
studies, it refers to a different way of understanding how meaning is

created in all forms of communication, not just written and spoken

language (although, of course, media studies includes this too). The

most obvious way to think about this is to consider the way that images
create meaning: symbols, photographs, signs are all forms of mediating
the world; they are a form of language. This idea that all forms of media
use language beyond words to communicate is explored through the use
of a semiotic approach to media products, which allows an analysis of the
underlying meanings of any kind of sign (see Chapter 2 for further

discussion of semiotics).

Activity

Thg photogr.aph in Figure 1.1, taken at a demonstration against the
pphce shooting of an African American man in Baton Rouge, became a
viral sensation.

* What meaning does it have?

* How have you interpreted the language of the image (the
composition, framing, setting, costume, colour etc.) in order to reach

that conclusion?
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Figure 1.1 Lone activist leshia Evans stan.ds her.groun'd while offering
her hands for arrest as she is charged by riot police _durlng a protest~
against police brutality outside the Baton Rouge Police Department in
Louisiana, United States, 9 July 2016.

Source: Reuters/Jonathan Bachman

The application of media language is likely to include the following

areas of study:

* How the media languages associated with different media forms (broadcast,

print, websites, film) communicate multiple meanings
Codes and conventions associated with specific genres
these might change over time

How audiences respond to and interpret
differently)

The way media language incorporates viewpoints
How developing technologies affect media language

There are also particular theorists whose work
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Baudrillard’s theories associ

Media representation

and how and why
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theory — of representation is central to an understanding of how media
rexts are constructed by producers and how they are received by a range
of different audiences. In media studies, representation is understood to
be important because of the belief that the image of the world found in
media products shapes the way audiences think about specific people and
places. In turn, this might have repercussions for how particular groups
and places are treated.

The study of representation involves all three st
distributing and exhibiting a media text; therefore,
relevant across all arcas of the course. In the preceding definition,
representation as a term doesn’t only refer to the finished text but to the
processes involved in constructing and receiving the representations. At
cach stage of the process, key factors of identity — age, gender, race, class
and the like — are likely to have an influence. As with the other areas of
the framework, processes of representation are also affected by
developments in new technology, which create opportunities for self-
representation and perhaps alter the relationship between producer and

ages of creating,
representation is

audience.

Activity

e What issues of representation are apparent in the BBC Three sitcom
series Some Girls? You could consider issues around gender, race,

ethnicity, place as well as institution.

Figure 1.2 Still from Some Girls, the BBC Three television show.

Source: BBC, 2012
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e The way in which representations make clan‘ms about realism

e The way representations may change over time and the reasons for thig

There are also particular theorists whose work can be helpful in the study
of representation. Their work will be cxplorcq throughout the chaptery
of the book and include Stuart Hall’s theories of representation ang
power relations, David Gauntlett’s analysis of how identity IS constructeg
through representation and Judith Butler’s concept of gender
performance. Representation is also crucial in theories of ‘otherness’ of
understanding the reasons why particular groups have been representeq
in specific ways. Relevant theories here would include feminist approaches
by bell hooks and Lisbet Van Zoonen, as well as issues of ethnicity and
postcolonialism in work by theorists such as Paul Gilroy.

Media industries

The study of the media through an analysis of media industries assumes
a link between the media products produced and the industries -
including individual companies and producers — that produce them. The
study of this relationship has its roots in a Marxist approach that sees the
context of production, specifically its form of ownership and need for
profit, as having a direct effect on the form and content of the media it
produces (see Chapter 9 for a detailed discussion of media in an economic
context and the influence of Marxist approaches). Media studies i
mtc%'cstcd in the characteristics of and comparisons between public
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How processes of production, distribution and circulation shape media
product

The relationship of recent technological change and media production,
distribution and circulation

How media organisations maintain varictics of audiences nationally and

globally

e The impact O
The role of regulation in g

The effect of individual pro
mics have analysed different aspec

industry. Some of the most influential include Curran an
on power and the media, Livingstone and Lunt’s study o
control and Hesmondhalgh’s examination of the culture industries.

f ‘new’ digital technologies on media regulation
and circulation

. lobal production, distribution
ducers on media industries

L]
ts of the media

d Seaton’s work

Many media acade
f regulation and

Activity

Many of the issues that are centr

al to a study of media industries are
evident in the case study of 21st Century Fox’s attempt to bu

y Sky.

a lot of coverage of this in the

Research the planned takeover of Sky (
as of

media and business pages of the UK press is available online;
September 22, 2018 Comcast won the Sky auction).

Why is the bid controversial? What concerns do UK regulators have

about the proposed bid?
Do you think the power of 21st Century Fox is a concern? Might it

affect democratic processes?

Media audiences

The effect of media on audiences is one of the most fiercely debated and
controversial aspects of media studies and can be broadly characterised as
the study of what the media do to audiences but also what audiences can
do \.zvith the media, quite often formulated as ideas of the active and
passive audience. The role of the media in peoples’ lives and behaviour is
som;thing that has caused anxiety and resulted in moral panics about the
media’s effects, particularly on the young and vulnerable, but is also a
fcaFurc of the media’s power to transform lives in more positive ways.
This powcrful potential means that the study of the relationship between
il:mﬂcs?ti&?:sddtgxcsgl: who consume it is‘of great importance, and
pproaches from sociology and psychology in
order to try to understand this complex relationship. The focus of this
study has tended to concentrate on the media’s potential to shape
people’s behaviour ranging from political persuasion to ways of seeing

1"
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There is a wealth of writing and research on the relationship between the
media and the audience. Some key theorists and ideas would include
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Chapter 1 This is media studies

What are some of the pleasures you get from your media
consumption?

Can you think of any positive and/or negative effects
consumption?

of your media

Media in context

Media studies is an interdisciplinary subject; it blurs the boundaries
between different academic subjects, particularly in the way in which it
studies the media in wider contexts. This approach suggests that the
media — that is, its products and processes — is directly linked to the
society that produced them, that the media reflect the values, interests
and make-up of the socicty that produced them. Analysing the media in
context is to consider what else was happening in the time and place in
which the product was made, to consider how those contexts may shape
the product and the way audiences interpret it. In this way, the study of
the media is in part also the study of a culture, both contemporary and
historical. It is also relevant to consider whether the media itself is able to
affect the society that produced it. The following provides a brief
introduction to the use of contextual study in media studies; Chapters 4,

7,9 and 11 look at the different contexts in detail.

The key contexts

onsist of five areas — which may overlap: social, cultural,
The contexts will also be related to the

for example, economic contexts
f media industries and cultural

The key contexts ¢
political, historical and economic.
areas of the theoretical framework with,
being particularly relevant to the study o
and social contexts informing feminist approaches.

The following suggests some of the initial approaches to analysing the

media in context:

What characterises the society that produced the media? Gender equality?
Class divisions? Repression? Religious or secular?
o Are there any major historical or political events — war, recession, protest

movements etc. — that might be relevant?
If the product was made in the past, it’s useful to know some of the key

features of that time, such as major historical events.
e s the product typical of other media products of the time? Does it use typical
styles and genres of the period, or docs it do something new or experimental?
¢ What industry produced it? Is it a successful industry or faced with economic
problems? Perhaps it is an industry in decline or a new one emerging in

response to new technologies and audience habits.

13
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Placing a media product in
context

To demonstrate how the s
it in a variety of contexts,
Lr]l\];:/L|1;1-ll$Ll‘1\}; TV programme .You’rc stud_ying, 1ertainlapprc)acl1cs ang
questions will apply. These will help to fo‘c'tls the analysis but alsg ¢
: ing products in context. One approy.
evaluate the approach of placing p A PProach
would be to consider the way in which telcwsnop caﬁ f)pcrau;] S}Imbollca]ly
and metaphorically to discuss contcmpor;ry ISS;CS-, in ot (,i;v()rds’ "
might seem to be a generic thrlllc.r, bL}t perhaps the L‘i‘m;c is uIsc to firaw
parallels with the state of the society 1n le11ch it took place. In making ,
link between a media product and its soc_lal' anfi poh.nca! contmfts, YOU're
likely to be reading it ideologically, th'at it is disseminating messages ang
values about society. This might include cc)r}tcnt specific to cach
programme but also the reliance on th.c reassuring ftfucFurc of.cnmc.
solving as a way of representing an — ultimately — fux?gtlopmg society.

It is also worth questioning how strong the link is between the
programme and the society that produced it; perhaps thc programme has
little to say about the real world. Perhaps of greater importance in the
construction of the media are the demands of genre and the need for
escapism: to forget about day-to-day life. It’s also worth considering that
the need to reach a global audience can make references to a specific
society debatable. As you will see in the study of audience (Chapter 5), it
is also very difficult to reach an agreement about the meaning of media
products: multiple audience positions and interpretations complicate the
relationship between media products and society.
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Know What You Did). While Spiral, the female-led French police
procedural, had been a cult hit for BBC 4 when it was first broadcast in
2006, it was only with The Killing that the exhibition of forcign serics
became widespread.

The influence of these successful imports was evident in other

institutional contexts. Channel 4 launched the digital platform Walter
Presents, which curates television series from Europe, the Middle East
and Latin America that are likely to appeal to a UK audience. These are
sometimes broadcast on Channel 4, but their main exhibition platform is
as digital box sets on the Walter Presents website. In the United States,
the success of the Scandi noir genre led to a series of successful remakes
of The Killing and The Bridge with a U.S. setting, cast and crew — an
industry pattern familiar in the film industry where successful world
cinema films would be remade by Hollywood.

The popularity of these non-English language serics in the UK was

unexpected, partly due to the belief that English-speaking audiences would
be put off by the use of subtitles. That this wasn’t the case led to a shift in
the way in which domestic audiences were perceived, that there was a
market for foreign media beyond the U.S. imports, which had always been
popular. This openness to other cultures’ media seemed to be reinforced
by the increased interest in a variety of aspects of Scandinavian culture
sparked by the success of The Killing. This included food, fashion (The
Killing’s central character Sarah Lund, became a style icon due to her
jumpers) and design and developed into an interest in cultural values that
seemed different from our own, symbolised by the concept of hyge, an
appreciation of the simple — rather than materialistic — aspects of life.

In studying the media in context, this phenomenon raises some
interesting issues. While the success of these non-English-language series
suggested an increased interest in foreign cultures and a willingness to
engage with alternative media, it is important to remember that the
audiences for these series were relatively small. As Table 1.1 shows, even
the most successful series, Germany’s Deutschland 83, had a ratings high
of nearly 2.5 million. In comparison to other dramas such as the BBC’s
Doctor Foster (Series 2, Episode 1), which had ratings of 6.3 million in its

initial broadcast, this is low.

The small audience figures suggest that this phenomenon really only
affected a niche part of UK society and that in placing The Killing in
context, it might be an overstatement to read it as indicative of the UK’s
attitude to foreign cultures in a more general sense. It is notable that the
industry strategy of exhibiting a greater number of subtitled imports has
coincided with the referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU and
the vote to leave, which might suggest a greater anxiety about non-UK
culture. While the audience for these serics is small, it is also quite an
influential one. The middle-class, middle-aged, professional demographic
that dominates this particular audience contains many media influencers —
journalists, commentators, broadcasters — which might account for the
media coverage that seems out of proportion to the number of people

who actually consume the series.
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Table 1.1 Top 10 highest-rated foreign-language dramas 2010-201
(highest occurring episode).

Number Programme title Channel Date VOIumé
1 Deutschland 83 Channel 4 03/01/2016 3 45,
2 The Returned Channel 4  09/06/2013 2,217
3 The Bridge BBC4 21/11/2015 1813
4 Salamander BBC4 08/02/2014 1,349
5 The Killing Ill BBC4  17/11/2012 1,3,
6 The Killing Il BBC4 19/11/2011 149
7 Borgen BBC4 05/01/2013 1,1gg
8 Generation War: Our BBC 2 26/04/2014 1,177

Mothers, Our Fathers
9 Inspector Montalbano BBC4 09/11/2013 1,083
10 The Young Montalbano BBC4 02/01/2016 1,033

Source: www.channeld.com/info/press/news/deutschla nd-83-becomes-uks-
highest-rated-foreign-language-drama

The Killing in social and cultural context

The process of reading a media product through a social and cultural
context suggests that the media have a direct link to the society tha
produced it. However, this relationship is not always a straightforward
one. As will be evident in your study of representation, it is impossible for
the media to ever directly reflect the world around it, and the media may

act as a form of aspiration or even as an attempt to shape the values of the

culture it .cxists in. It is evident that 7pe Killing, particularly in its
representation of the female detective, can
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