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Preface

James Curran wrote all the chapters in this book, with important input from Joanna Redden, save for chapters 8 and 9, for which Joanna is solely responsible, and chapter 5, which is co-authored. We thank Maria Bedford, a fine editor, for her very helpful suggestions which have greatly improved this book, and also Stuart Proffitt and Laura Stickney for valuable advice in its initial conception.




Introduction

In 1962, Raymond Williams wrote Communications, a Penguin Special. It was based on very little research because at that time the media were almost unstudied in Britain. Williams drew upon teaching materials he had used in an adult-education course and undertook a content analysis of the British media in 1961 (assisted by his wife’s ‘much detailed help’). He also advanced proposals for reforming the media, influenced by a debate then taking place among left-wing intellectuals. Even though the book is short on evidence, it is still worth reading more than sixty years later due to the author’s formidable intelligence.1

Since then the media have become extensively studied. Some form of media degree is taught in most British universities and there has been an enormous expansion of media, communication and cultural studies degrees in countries around the world. The problem now is to find a way of overviewing a large volume of media research produced by thousands of academics. The solution has proved to be a division of labour. Professor Nicholas Mirzoeff of New York University wrote the first Pelican book on the media, How to See the World, which introduced the media arts and cultural studies strand of academic work.2 It is now our turn to introduce the media and communications strand.

We decided not to opt for the standard textbook approach, which usually begins with a potted history of the media and a survey of media themes and issues. This covers such a broad area that, save in the surest hands, it is both dull and superficial. Instead we decided to devote the opening section of the book to answering a question: are we living through a media revolution that is changing the world? This strikes us as being an important and interesting question in its own right. It is also one about which people often have strong views. In our experience, most first-year media and communications undergraduates think that the media have been transformed in their lifetime and that this transformation is remaking society. Their assessment is supported by academic studies which continue to be read and revered.3 It is buttressed by the Silicon Valley mantra that new communications technology is building a better world. It is championed by leading figures in the media industry. ‘Power is moving away from the old elite in our industry’, according to the media mogul Rupert Murdoch, due to the rise of the web and social media.4 Yet, what was once an overwhelming consensus that the media have been transformed is now being questioned.5 It seemed useful to present the evidence on both sides of this important and topical debate. The added attraction of doing this is that it is more interesting to research and write about than reproducing a conventional media textbook introduction.

The second part of this book addresses another key question: to what extent do the media reflect society? Eloquent neoliberals proclaim that commercial media give people what they want, and as a consequence reflect popular views and concerns. Some highly regarded journalists maintain that the media provide an objective record of news, and merely hold up a mirror to society. An influential sociological tradition argues that the media reflect the shared culture of society, its ‘symbolic system’. Numerous commentators for over a century have portrayed the media as being a reflection of lived reality. As the narrator in Virginia Woolf’s 1922 novel Jacob’s Room elegantly puts it: ‘Newspapers are thin sheets of gelatine pressed nightly on the brain and heart of the world. They take the impression of the whole.’6

All these seemingly persuasive arguments are profoundly misleading. Journalism is shaped strongly by top-down influences from, among other factors, elite sources, private media owners and the dominant discourses of society promoted by powerful institutions and groups. However, there are also countervailing influences that give rise to progressive journalism.

This results in journalism that does not reflect society but refracts it through a distorting lens. Leading news media have supported perpetual war against militant Islam, stigmatized Muslims, migrants and the poor, backed law-and-order campaigns with racist overtones and endorsed in a one-sided way neoliberal management of the economy. But there is also a progressive journalism tradition which seeks to hold authority to account, sound the alarm about climate change, alert people to the traumas of poverty and war, and support socially liberal causes.

The production of mass entertainment is more market-oriented than journalism. However, the creative industries ‘give consumers what they want’ only in selective ways. They often adopt risk-averse strategies, such as investing in franchise blockbusters like the Marvel films and remaking for their domestic audience cheap TV programme formats that have succeeded abroad. The creative industries are also influenced by the social composition of their leadership, which is overwhelmingly white, male and affluent. These constraints have resulted in numerous imitative productions and the under-representation of women, ethnic minorities and the working class. But as in journalism, there are also countervailing influences. The drive to be creative and connect to social change has also resulted in screen dramas that provide depth of characterization, social insight and aesthetic innovation.

The third part addresses a broad question: how do the media influence society? In providing an answer, we switch to a more expository style of presentation. This entails navigating through five areas of research: social-science-based media-effects studies; media and cultural theory; comparative media studies; political communications; and social history.

We begin by surveying research on media effects – the dominant tradition in communications research in the United States and in countries like Germany, Japan and South Korea strongly influenced by American work. Virtually every university media degree in these countries has at least one media-effects course. The value of this work is that it documents the limits of media influence, confounding popular perceptions of the media as an all-powerful force. It also pinpoints the different ways in which media do matter.

However, this tradition has two blind spots: it relies on a methodology that seeks to isolate media influence by screening out non-media influences. This misses the way in which the media are connected to the exercise of power and influence in society. Its second blind spot is more obvious. It examines the media’s influence on audiences, not on the functioning of society.

So, next, we turn to a largely theoretical tradition which does concern itself with the part played by the media in society. One tradition sees the media as serving the public interest and providing an enriching source of pleasure. Another sees the media as serving the powerful and providing an often debased cultural experience. A third sees the media as a battleground between contending social forces.

Which view is correct? In part, the answer turns on how different analysts view society in general. But it also depends on time and place, a point made by comparative media studies. After looking at the standard way of interpreting differences between media in different countries, we outline an alternative approach. Differences in the balance of social forces in society, we argue, result in the media occupying different roles – something that is illustrated by comparing the role of the media in two Asian countries and one European country.

In the last chapter we look at three trends that have remade some parts of the world. The first is the rise of neoliberalism, an approach which advocates a reduced role for the state and an unfettered free market. This arose from the hegemony of neoliberal thought among political, administrative and knowledge elites, and it shaped the media’s reporting of politics and the economy in much of the world. The second is the advance of authoritarian populism, which changed the politics of numerous countries. It was supported by an alliance between right-wing politicians and journalists, and fed on social anger caused by increased migration, de-industrialization and loss of trust in public institutions. The third trend is the rise of social liberalism in response to the economic and educational advances of women, and the social and cultural changes which have led to the decline of homophobia and, in a more contested way, the weakening of racism. The creative industries have been in the forefront of responding to social liberalism due to their strong market orientation and the liberal leanings of many people making films and television programmes.

In order to prevent this book from becoming too large, we have concentrated on television, newspapers, the internet, social media and video games. This has meant that books, radio, magazines and the music industry have received limited attention. In addition, we have not attempted to cover the whole world but have focused on Europe, North America and Asia, with only sideways looks elsewhere.

The book is organized around three concerns: the impact of new communications technology, what influences the media and how the media shape society. Addressing these last two concerns has thrown up additional evidence which enables a fuller response to the question we posed at the beginning of the book: are we living through a media revolution? The end of the book provides the answer.




Part 1



DIGITAL ENIGMA




CHAPTER 1 Gurus in Sharp Suits

There is something about new communications technology which causes level-headed academics, sober investors, respected government ministers and sceptical journalists to lose their critical faculties. Time and again they have given credence to forecasts about an imminent media revolution only to find themselves eating humble pie. It is worth recalling their neophiliac folly in order to avoid repeating it in new ways.

In the 1970s enormous excitement was engendered by the development of citizen band (CB) radio. This was short-distance, two-way communication between individuals on selected radio channels. According to informed commentators, it would assist the elderly to obtain help, enable people to communicate with each other on topics of shared interest, and recreate a lost sense of community. Such was the hype that even James Martin, a revered technology guru and enormously successful businessman, concluded in 1978 that CB radio was taking the United States by storm just as television had done in the 1950s.1 In the event, CB radio was a flop. Its most significant impact was to enable American truckers help each other to avoid speed traps and locate local petrol stations.

In the 1980s another wish-fulfilment fantasy was woven around the camcorder, a portable video camera which incorporated a videocassette recorder. It was relatively cheap and easy to use, unlike the clunky, expensive TV cameras and separate recording equipment then employed in the television industry. Progressive academics were quoted as saying that it would democratize television, and enable ordinary people to make programmes true to their lived experience.2 In the event, some videos were shown to small audiences in community halls, and some humorous family videos were screened on commercial television. But the people’s television revolution never materialized.

In Britain extravagant hopes were also invested during the 1980s in the ‘print revolution’. Keying copy direct into a computer replaced the laborious process of physically slotting metal type into trays, the pasting up of proofs and pictures on boards, and the creation of cylindrical plates that fed mass printing presses. It was widely believed that this would make newspapers much cheaper to start and run, transforming the nature of the press. Ian Aitken, political editor of the Guardian, predicted in 1985 that the print revolution would lead to the emergence of ‘entirely new newspapers representing all points of view’.3 Similarly Robert Taylor, Labour editor of the Observer, forecast that it would undermine ‘the tyranny of the mass circulation press, with its mindless formula journalism appealing to the lowest common denominator’.4 Contrary to their predictions, there was no minority newspaper revolution. All the new national titles that were launched in the later 1980s folded, although a descendant of one, the i, still exists. The savings made from introducing computer-aided print technology proved to be much less than anticipated and were mostly spent on publishing newspapers with more pages.

During this period of techno-euphoria extravagant hopes were invested in interactive television. The installation of fibre-optic cable in Britain would produce, it was widely argued in 1982–3, an entertainment-led information revolution. Cable TV would recruit a mass audience by offering multiple popular TV channels and a film-on-request service. It would offer minority programmes and services for the deaf, the elderly and those seeking adult education. Above all, cable TV would introduce off-air commercial services such as shopping, banking, domestic security, meter-reading, and much else besides. It was this last prediction which especially excited politicians. The advent of cable, declared Technology Minister Kenneth Baker, ‘will have more far-reaching effects on society than the Industrial Revolution 200 years ago’.5 In the event, the hype of cable TV ended in ridicule. After seven years, cable TV was adopted by just 1 per cent of households,6 because it offered mainly repeat programmes from terrestrial television.

The interactive television dream was resurrected in a still more bullish form in the later 1990s, this time linked to interactive digital TV (often called at the time iTV). Leading British newspapers reported that people would shortly be able to instruct their TV sets to scan and select from hundreds of channels overnight reports on whatever news topics they were interested in;7 they would be able to specify whether a TV drama should have a sad or happy ending;8 and they would soon be able to vote through their TV sets on national issues.9 People would even be able to see on their TV screens how different clothes looked on them – one of the innovative features that would inaugurate a television shopping revolution.10 Once again it was predicted that interactive TV sets would provide new services such as banking and ‘home visits’ from the doctor. ‘Interactive TV,’ enthused the Sunday Times in 1998, ‘is poised to revolutionize the way information, education, media, commerce and entertainment are channelled into the 21st century.’11

In the wake of this hype two giants of British commercial television joined forces in 1998 to launch OnDigital, Britain’s first digital terrestrial television channels. These lacked most of the features that had been promised. The company crashed in 2002, with an estimated £1.2 billion loss. This was not the only disappointment. Commentators had often been vague in the mid-1990s about how the wonders of television interactivity would be delivered. This turned out to be principally the red button on a handset. Market research carried out in Britain, in 2005, revealed that the majority of viewers never used any of the modest red-button facilities (such as betting on a horse) that were available.12

The expectations aroused by iTV in Britain were as nothing compared to the gold fever that convulsed the financial sector in the United States during the second half of the 1990s. The word went out that the internet was creating the New Economy. This was sometimes presented in a technical language designed to impress and overawe, with slick phrases like click-and-mortar and acronyms such as ETL (extract, transform and load) and VAN (value-added network). However, the key ideas embedded in this jargon-ridden hype were in essence very simple. The internet, it was argued, provided a more efficient means of connecting suppliers, producers and consumers. In particular, start-ups which bypassed dominant retailers and service agencies could make large profits. This discourse led large numbers of Americans to invest in would-be tech disrupters whose asset value soared, eliciting a cheerleading media response. ‘The good news,’ wrote Kevin Kelly, editor of Wired, the much-admired information technology journal, ‘is you’ll be a millionaire soon. The bad news is, so will everybody else.’13 This good news crossed the Atlantic and impressed the British press (though not in the later stages the Economist). The Independent on Sunday reported that ‘the precocious and proliferating breed of “dot com” millionaires are fabulously rich and ludicrously young. Their fortunes reduce National Lottery jackpots to peanuts and make City bonuses seem like restaurant tips.’14 The Sunday Mirror’s response was characteristically more direct: ‘Your Wealth: Get on the Net to Get Ahead’.15

In the event a large number of start-ups burned through money without ever making a profit, only to go bankrupt. News of what was happening began to register on stock markets in 2000, with a sharp fall in tech shares, short-lived rallies and then a cumulative collapse in 2001. The NASDAQ stock market (specializing in technology shares) experienced the worst weekly slump in its history.16 Losses were so great that they were a major factor in the downturn of the US economy in 2002–3, a fate only narrowly averted in the UK.

Sources of Delusions

Why did so many experts get it wrong? One explanation is that many of them were not really experts. For example, Chris Anderson and Nicholas Negroponte – whose pronouncements we will encounter shortly – were respectively a journalist and an architect, while another acclaimed guru, George Gilder, co-founder of the Discovery Institute and technology consultant to numerous corporations, was a former speech-writer and publicist. These gurus in sharp suits were utopian savants with more enthusiasm than knowledge.

Some people accepted false media prophecies because they wanted them to be true. Thus, in the early 1980s, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher bought into the fantasy that advanced cable would generate numerous service-industry jobs because she was desperate to find free-market remedies for high unemployment. Similarly, numerous liberal journalists in the mid-1980s invested their hopes in a print revolution because they yearned for a transformation of the press but recoiled at the thought of government intervention. The lure of technological solutions for both the libertarian right and left was that they offered the prospect of press reform without involving the state.

False prospectuses also came from companies seeking to sell their products. Much of the hype around cable TV in 1980s Britain originated from electronic consumer, computer and television companies who were launching new cable TV companies, and was endorsed in an influential government report which they largely wrote.17 The main spinners of the revived dream about interactive television in the 1990s were a large telecommunication corporation, British Telecom and BSkyB, controlled by Rupert Murdoch, which invested heavily in a new shopping channel. Some of Murdoch’s newspapers actively promoted the dream, while press-friendly politicians joined in. Thus, Tony Blair spoke eloquently about the ‘almost limitless possibilities’ of digital television both as leader of the opposition and prime minister.18

Journalists were receptive to the hyping of new communications technology for a number of reasons. Most had no specialist knowledge, and therefore relied on credible sources. Major corporations, governments and experts told them on successive occasions that a media revolution was imminent. These assessments went largely unchallenged, and seemed therefore to be authoritative.19 Information about a media breakthrough was newsworthy because it was about novelty, and could find a ready home in the lifestyle sections of newspapers (one of their editorial growth areas). It also rang true because the belief that a better world has come about as a consequence of scientific invention – the meta-narrative of modernity – was widely accepted for good reason.

The dot.com bubble was a special case. It was the product of groupthink among financial analysts, hedge-fund managers and investors. The belief that the internet was forging a New Economy was seemingly confirmed initially by the enormous increase in the stock value of dot.com start-ups. Not to join in this bonanza was to miss out on opportunities, recognized by people ‘in the know’, to make a lot of money – until inflated stocks turned into fool’s gold.

Not Entirely Wrong

Some foretelling of the future proved to be a wish-fulfilment fantasy. Citizen band radio did not end social isolation and renew a sense of community. The camcorder did not initiate a people’s television revolution. Keying copy direct into a computer did not create a diverse and representative press.

However, some experts did discern the general shape of things to come even if they got some important things wrong. Thus they were mistaken in thinking that interactive television would change shopping habits and lead to extensive use of services like personal banking, since it was the computer and smartphone which did this. They thus got the prediction right but plumped for the wrong medium.

Most experts also got the timing wrong. People did become their own schedulers, selecting drama to watch when they wanted from large international archives. However, this occurred decades later than anticipated, principally through the introduction of smart TVs in 2007 and the popularization of streaming services in the 2010s.

The same mistake over timing was made in relation to the economic impact of the internet. The core insight which inspired the late 1990s dot.com bubble – that the internet would create profitable companies which bypassed established retail and distribution networks – proved to be correct. The rise of online shopping challenging the high street, the online growth of private rented accommodation competing against hotels, and the online organization of mostly part-time drivers taking on taxi companies, are all examples of this process at work. But what was not fully grasped in the 1990s was that the prizes would go to a very small number of winners (like Amazon, Airbnb and Uber), leaving most start-ups losers. It was also not appreciated how long change would take. Thus, even though the Covid pandemic greatly increased online shopping this still only accounted for 29 per cent of retail sales in the UK in 2021. The UK is one of the most e-commerce-oriented countries in Europe. In Italy, by contrast, online shopping in 2021 amounted to only 9 per cent of total retail sales.20

Although online shopping accounts for only a minority of purchases, most people in the West have shopped online at some point. A comparative study found that in 2020 some 70 per cent of adults in twelve Western countries had made an online purchase. But this dropped to 22 per cent in Mexico, 8 per cent in Thailand and just 3 per cent in India.21 The change in shopping habits is thus both limited and uneven. The so-called ‘retail revolution’ should be viewed as an evolutionary change.

There are two general lessons to be derived from this brief historical review. The first is the need to view with extreme caution any proclamation of media transformation. The second, and perhaps no less important, is to recognize that profound shifts have taken place in response to new communications technology, although often over a much longer period than anticipated. With this in mind, we will consider whether we are living through a media revolution.




CHAPTER 2Are We Living Through a Media Revolution?

Even to pose this question – are we living through a media revolution? – is seemingly to supply the answer. Newspapers are folding; bookshops are closing; and audio CDs and DVDs have become almost relics from a bygone age. Video games now generate much more revenue than films. Bloggers and vloggers can potentially reach large audiences. Social media enables self-expression, content sharing and networking in new ways. Search engines provide instant access to an unprecedented quantity of information. Playback systems, smartphones and smart TV sets are changing the way in which people view drama. Video-on-demand subscription services are seemingly harbingers of a new media order.

These changes are the consequence of two momentous technological breakthroughs. The first is the creation of the internet, a global system of interconnected computer networks, which enabled the creation of the web, search engines and social-networking sites. The second breakthrough is the shift from analogue to digital communication. The conversion of words, numbers, sounds and images into computer-readable electronic digits enabled previously separate media to converge. It gave rise to the smartphone and smart TV.

So, the structure and consumption of the media have been transformed. But does this mean that there has been a fundamental change in the character of the media? Have giant media corporations really been undermined? Has the logic of power and profit in the media industries been subverted? Have different sorts of people been put in charge? Are we truly empowered as media co-creators? Are mass audiences a thing of the past? Have the media become globalized? Are we living through a media renaissance? Above all, has a ‘media revolution’ had a revolutionary impact on society?

These questions should prompt a more guarded assessment. We will begin by examining what has most obviously changed.

Transformed Media Landscape

First, it is worth making a preliminary comment. Statistics about media consumption can change very fast, giving the impression that the accompanying analysis is also dated. But the data presented below either document the magnitude of change over time or indicate in general terms the importance of individual new media. They make general points not tied to a specific moment in time.

There has been a shift from television scarcity to abundance. In 1980 the UK had only three TV channels. By 2022, Freeview in the UK offered over seventy channels, while most cable and satellite TV packages provided more than 500 channels. In April 2021 subscription streaming services enabled British people to access potentially a total of 115,000 hours of content.1 A similar change has occurred in other affluent countries where people also now have an abundance of choice.

Between 2002 and 2020 the percentage of the world population with internet access soared from a mere 5 per cent to 62 per cent.2 Social media became ubiquitous save in the poorest parts of the world. Three-quarters or more of the people in Lebanon, Israel, South Korea and Sweden, for example, used social media in 2019.3 Smartphones have also become widespread in economically advanced countries: in 2018 those owning a smartphone accounted for 95 per cent of the adult population in South Korea, 81 per cent in the USA and 59 per cent in Russia.4 The smartphone has become a central part of many people’s lives. In 2016–17 some 61 per cent of Indian smartphone users checked their phones within five minutes of waking up,5 while 80 per cent of American smartphone users did the same thing within fifteen minutes of waking.6 In 2020 the amount of time spent per day by adult internet users on their computers, tablets and smartphones (excluding other media) accounted for over four hours in the United States, more than three hours in the UK and nearly two hours in India.7 This has contributed to an overall increase in the total time devoted to consuming and interacting with the media. An Ofcom time-budget study found that even before the pandemic British citizens spent on average 8 hours and 41 minutes per day on media and communication devices – more time than they spent sleeping.8

The speed of diffusion of new communications technology can be illustrated in more granular detail by the experience of the United Kingdom. Between 1999 and 2019 households with internet access rocketed from 13 per cent to 94 per cent. The percentage of adults owning a smartphone increased from 27 per cent to 79 per cent, and those owning a smart TV (connected to the internet) rose from 5 per cent to 50 per cent between 2011 and 2019–20. In 2019 half of all adults made online and video calls, more than three times the number ten years before – a shift fostered by the Covid pandemic.9

Turning back to international trends, Facebook had acquired 2.26 billion active users worldwide by 2018, while Instagram had gained 1 billion.10 TikTok emerged from China in 2017, enabling people to create and share lip-sync, comedy and talent videos. It became a teenage global phenomenon, being downloaded over two billion times in 2019–20.11 In the UK, no less than 54 per cent of 16–24 year-olds were TikTok users in 2020.12

Three viral trends on TikTok in 2019–20, originating in the United States, illustrate the platform’s international appeal. One captures the expression of teachers when a student addresses them by their first name. This breach of protocol provokes reactions ranging from outrage and astonishment to sometimes pleased surprise. A second strand records the moment when the bell rings, students stand to leave, and the teacher shouts ‘The bell doesn’t dismiss you. I do.’ It is accompanied by ironic comments and showdown music from action films. A third strand highlights the run-down nature of schools from ‘out of order’ signs on lifts to close-ups of dire canteen meals. This witty, satirical response to education entertained teenagers around the world.13

The great victor among social video sites is YouTube (about which more later), launched in 2005. In 2018 it had 1.9 billion active users worldwide.14 In 2020 adults in the UK spent an average of thirty-four minutes a day on the site – and over twice this amount in the case of 18–24 year-olds.15 In general, the most popular content on social video sites falls into three categories: music, humour and film/TV programmes.

Search engines provide access to a wealth of information. One of its most searched items is Wikipedia, a free encyclopaedia launched in 2001. By 2022, Wikipedia was published in 326 languages. Its largest language edition was in English, which ran to over 6.4 million articles. It is written and revised by members of the general public, and contains errors. But Wikipedia has a substantial team of active editors, a shared norm of adhering to factual accuracy, unobtrusive controls, and an academic tail of footnotes and hypertextual links which help to sustain its quality and usefulness.16

Search engines have also popularized porn sites, which now reach a mass audience in liberal countries far exceeding the relatively small numbers that previously read porn magazines and went to shabby erotic cinemas. In the UK, some 49 per cent of the adult population visited a porn site in September 2020.17 Although predominantly male, visitors included a third of the 18–24-year-old female population. The most popular site, Pornhub, had more visitors that month than watched BBC TV news.

Video gaming has also boomed as a consequence of the internet. An industry that grew in the late 1970s and relied on consoles took off with the help of home computers, smartphones, tablets and smart TV. Roughly a third of the world population were gamers in 2020.18 In the UK no less than 62 per cent of adults – and 92 per cent of 16–24-year-olds – played video games that year.19

Screen Renaissance/Newspaper Crisis

Shifts of this magnitude were bound to have profound repercussions. One positive outcome was a renaissance of screen drama enabled by a combination of technical, business and creative innovation.

The growth of American cable TV in the 1980s and 1990s enabled drama producers to cater for minority audiences, sustained by specialist advertising. It led to sitcoms featuring black protagonists aimed at black audiences, and three women’s cable networks offering more emancipated or diversified representations of gender.20

This was followed by the rise of advertising-free, subscription-based television in the US at the turn of the century. Its most successful exponent, HBO, a subsidiary of the Warner conglomerate, gave creative teams both large budgets and a high degree of autonomy. This resulted in outstanding drama series like the Sopranos (1999–2007) and The Wire (2002–8), which offered both depth of characterization and social insight. These were the television equivalents of great nineteenth-century novels, something that had rarely been seen before on the small screen. They were followed by a succession of remarkable TV dramas – including some like Deadwood (2004–6) and Treme (2010–13) which have not received the attention they deserve.

Streaming services took off in the 2010s based on the same business model – funding by individual subscription without advertising – only this time rolled out across the world. The lead company, Netflix, started as an online video library. It began original production in 2013, and from 2017 onwards commissioned drama from different parts of the world. It met with initial spectacular success: its subscribers increased from 18 million to 222 million between 2010 and 2021. This enabled Netflix to invest heavily in producing new content, estimated to amount to $17 billion in 2021.21 Its output includes The Crown (2016–), a good, iconoclastic drama series about Britain’s royal family (which Britain’s BBC or ITV, with its record of deference to the monarchy, would never have made), and an art-house movie, The Power of the Dog (2021), which won an Oscar in 2022. By the 2020s, the streaming subscription market had become deeply competitive with Amazon Prime and Disney, among others, also spending large sums on original production. This has supplemented advertising and public money (such as the television licence fee) as sources of funding, contributing to a boom of investment in screen drama.

Meanwhile journalism plunged into crisis. Newspaper advertising was diverted from print news media to internet companies like Facebook and Google. In effect, a commercial subsidy for journalism was increasingly withdrawn. Between 2007 and 2017 national and local papers’ share of total advertising expenditure in the UK plummeted from 40 per cent to 12 per cent.22 There were similar slumps in the printed press’s advertising share in other economically developed countries during the same period.23

A combination of falling circulation and advertising revenue led to an epidemic of newspaper closures. There was a net loss of 245 local daily and regional newspapers between 2005 and 2018 in the United Kingdom.24 In the much larger and more decentralized American press, 2,100 newspapers closed or merged between 2004 and 2019.25 By 2018, some 171 US counties no longer had local newspapers.26 In some parts of the UK news deserts developed where the life of the local community was no longer properly reported.27 In other areas well-staffed newspapers with local roots were replaced by zombie papers, filled mostly with syndicated content supplied by a distant regional news hub. The rise of the internet – which supplanted print classified advertising, the mainstay of the local press – created an especially acute crisis of local news reporting. When local newspapers converted to online publication only, they usually employed fewer staff, offered an inferior service and received less audience attention. They often did not last.

There was a general deterioration in the quality of journalism. While more people were employed creating drama, fewer professionals were employed in reporting and analysing the news. In the UK media-employed journalists decreased by 26 per cent between 2007 and 2018.28 In the US the number of journalists and related workers fell by 47 per cent between 2004 and 2018.29 Print journalists were laid off in large numbers elsewhere.30 A reduced workforce led to less effective monitoring of government and other power centres. It resulted in greater reliance on public relations, a trend denounced by one outraged journalist as the replacement of journalism by ‘churnalism’.31 Editorial budget cuts also led to the curtailment of high-cost, investigative journalism.

In short, the seismic shifts within the media system produced two contrasting outcomes: a golden age of drama and a decline of print journalism.

Generative AI

Awareness of the potential of generative artificial intelligence (AI) has increased greatly in the last few years. Generative AI refers to computer machine learning and algorithmic processes that generate new content such as texts, images, statistical analysis and computer code. Its potential prowess became headline news in Asia in 2017 when AlphaGo (a progenitor of generative AI) defeated Ke Jie, the reigning champion of go, a board game widely played in China, Korea and Japan. In 2023 the photographic art world was shocked when the German artist Boris Eldagsen won a prestigious Sony World Photography award using AI to generate an enigmatic image of a two-faced woman. However, the true Damascene moment occurred in November 2022 when OpenAI, backed by Microsoft, introduced the ChatGPT website. It was an overnight sensation making generative AI capacity freely available to all.

Microsoft has set aside a reported $10 billion to develop AI. Other leading corporations including Google, Meta and Amazon have scrambled to compete by developing or releasing rivals to ChatGPT. A technology war has broken out in which nation states have become involved. The Chinese and American governments are both subsidizing AI innovation in an attempt to secure a commanding national lead in this area, with the EU seeking to catch up.

What will result from this massive investment is unknowable. But it is clear that AI will have multiple applications for a wide range of activities such as medical diagnosis, managing financial risk, translation, business and political communications, facial recognition, recommendation systems, art and graphic design, video-game production, film making, journalism and taking exams. To take a specific example, ChatGPT was instructed to answer an exam question set in the previous year for a first-year media history module at Goldsmiths, University of London.32 The answer would not have got a high grade but it was nonetheless a pass. The implications of this for university teaching and assessment are enormous.

While AI-generated texts have the merit of being fluent and structured, they are often bland. If treated as first drafts, they can be useful. But AI does not have the ability, at present, to generate its own ideas or consider meaning in the way that human intelligence does. AI algorithms are derivative, learning matched patterns from large data sets. The system responds to questions by statistically predicting what words are most probable, not necessarily what is most accurate. It can produce ‘hallucinations’ – a computer-science euphemism for facts that are made up. AI content can also reproduce the race, gender and class biases in the data that it draws upon. Alarmed by the way in which AI is being over-hyped, the co-founder of OpenAI wrote in 2022 that ‘ChatGPT is incredibly limited, but good enough at some things to create a misleading impression of greatness. It’s a mistake to be relying on it for anything important right now.’33

At present, AI is going through the hype phase34 that characterized the dot.com bubble and interactive TV dreams of the late twentieth century.35 These led to the loss of vast sums of money and, in the short term, unrealized hopes. But the internet and smart TV did have a profound impact in the long term. Despite being oversold now, so will generative AI.

Hybrid Media System

Instead of living through a media revolution in which old media are being dispossessed by the new, we are witnessing both continuity and change. The rise of the internet, social media, video-on-demand streaming and video gaming is now causing the decline of live and recorded television. This decline is especially marked among young people, indicating that further change is in the wings. However, television is still the most popular medium in terms of the time that it absorbs. In 2020, British people watched an average of 3 hours and 12 minutes per day of broadcast television (live, recorded and catch up).36 Some other countries are even more TV-addicted.37

A standard finding is that most people now get their news from the internet. But this begs the question of where the news accessed through the internet originates from. Ofcom, the British media regulator, concluded in 2020 that TV is still the most popular news platform in the UK, when figures for viewing TV news directly are combined with viewing TV news through the internet.38

Radio has also proved to be the great survivor. No less than 89 per cent of British adults listened to the radio each week in 2019.39 Substantial majorities in other countries, such as Germany and Ireland, also listen to the radio regularly.

Thus, although the rise of new media has caused a decline in elderly media, the latter have not yet been consigned to a care home. TV, radio and also books still have a large following. Indeed, what we are witnessing is the development of a hybrid media system that combines new and old in interlinked ways. Some people watch a television drama on their smartphone; read a newspaper article through a social-networking site; watch a Hollywood film through a streaming service; and read a novel as an e-book.

There has also been both continuity and change in terms of mutual media influence. Hollywood cinema has a long history of adapting books, while newspaper journalism has long influenced TV news reporting. This chain of mutual influence has been extended rather than terminated. Thus, a recent study of American journalism found that there are now complex pathways of inter-media influence. It concluded that partisan websites influence legacy news media; prestige newspapers influence all news media; and emerging websites influence media reporting of specific issues.40 Or to take another example, a Polish book series gave rise to a Polish video game, which was re-edited for the US market, and this led in turn to the creation of the hit Netflix drama Witcher.

In short, television and radio still have a mass following. The media are interlinked and influence each other. Instead of a revolutionary media regime change, new and old co-exist in an evolving hybrid media system.

Big is Still Beautiful

Some things have changed much less than expected. In 1995, Nicholas Negroponte, director of the prestigious Media Lab at MIT, published a bestselling book, Being Digital, which predicted that digitization would bring about the triumph of boutique media businesses. ‘The monolithic empires of mass media,’ he proclaimed, ‘are dissolving into an array of cottage industries.’41 He was part of a new generation of thinkers who believed that the new digital-media economy would ensure that small is beautiful. Chris Anderson in another bestseller, The Long Tail, predicted that the internet and digitization would create niche markets which would sustain small-scale new-media businesses, and extend media diversity.42 Numerous analysts also forecast that citizen journalists would challenge the power of established news media. ‘Anyone with a computer and a modem,’ proclaimed the leading Time magazine journalist Philip Elmer-Dewitt, ‘can be his own reporter, editor and publisher – spreading news and views to millions of readers around the world.’43 Central to all these prophecies was the belief that new technology would lead to the equalization, or at least the profound adjustment, of power in the media marketplace.

But this is not how things turned out. In the US, the five dominant Hollywood studios accounted in 2021 for 90 per cent of North American box-office gross revenue – very similar to the market share enjoyed by the six dominant studios ten years before.44 In 2020 three record labels commanded 68 per cent of the US music market.45 In 2020 two companies owned 70 per cent of the UK’s local commercial analogue stations. In 2019–20 four companies in Australia accounted for 92 per cent of newspaper readership.46 In Colombia four TV companies control 80 per cent of the audience47 – even higher than in Brazil, where four companies control 70 per cent of TV viewing.48 In many countries there continues to be a high level of concentration in individual national media sectors.

International surveys also document the persistence of a high level of cross-media concentration. For example, Comcast controls the largest American cable TV infrastructure company as well as cable TV networks, the powerful NBC television network, Universal film studio and the largest satellite TV network in Europe, among other businesses. Below these supra-national conglomerates are national combines which have achieved a high degree of multi-media market dominance. For example, the media networks ABS-CBN and GMA have a 77 per cent share of the Philippine TV audience, 47 per cent of FM radio listenership, and also account for the most clicked-on news content in the country.49 Similarly, in Argentina the same four groups control 75 per cent of newspaper sales, 53 per cent of the radio audience and dominate the most visited news websites.50

Ironically, the supposed seedbed of the small company revolution – the internet – proved to be the incubator of tech giants. It is estimated that in 2020–21, Google accounted for 84 per cent of global searches conducted on desktop and laptop computers, tablets and mobile phones.51 In 2020, Google and Facebook had 80 per cent of the online advertising market in Canada.52 In the larger US market, Google, Facebook and Amazon captured 63 per cent of digital advertising revenue.53 In 2021, Apple and Microsoft neared $3 trillion in market value; Alphabet (Google) and Amazon approached $2 trillion; and Meta (Facebook) reached $1 trillion.54 These behemoths now dwarf those mega-corporations of the Gilded Age Standard Oil and Carnegie Steel, whose size and power alarmed an earlier generation.

So why did the big remain beautiful? Partly because large media corporations were like the undead: they feasted on fresh blood, giving them a new lease of life. Thus, Disney was revived through acquiring Pixar, Marvel and Lucasfilm, and strengthened by buying the 21st Century Fox film studio. Google obtained an additional fillip through acquiring YouTube, while Facebook benefited from purchasing rivals Instagram and WhatsApp in a subdividing social-media market. Not all deals worked out well, as the ill-fated merger between Time and Warner in 1990 demonstrates. But in general corporate giants gained a new spring in their step by buying successful companies. They used their economic strength to become stronger.

Large media corporations have also prospered because nothing succeeds like success. Rich companies have a head start because they can spend more. The more rights to popular films a well-resourced streaming service like Netflix acquires, and the more it spends on original content, the greater is its appeal. The more items that can be accessed through a mega-search engine like Google, the more indispensable it becomes. The more professionals that a social-networking site like LinkedIn signs up, the more useful it is.

Large media companies have had more money to spend partly because of the historic importance of economies of scale in the media industries. The cost of producing the first copy of a film, TV programme, video game, newspaper or book has traditionally been high, whereas the cost of reproduction is low. Unit costs decrease if high first-copy costs are spread over a large volume of production. Thus, each copy of a book costs less to produce if its print run is 10,000 copies rather than 1,000 copies. This gives an enormous advantage to book publishers (like this one) which print large quantities of books over small publishers with short print runs. This is one reason why a high degree of concentration has developed in book publishing.

Digitization has not neutralized the advantage of size even though it has rendered the cost of reproducing films and TV programmes close to zero. Large firms still enjoy the advantage of deeper pockets that make, in general, their products more appealing. Once the break-even point has been passed, profits pour in because replication costs are so small. Digitization has increased the fruits of success.55

Another reason why some large media corporations have flourished is that they benefit from horizontal integration: that is, ownership of enterprises in related media sectors. For example, Disney, an organization focusing on children and teenagers, owns two major film-production companies, a leading animation studio, a successful video-game company, numerous TV channels, a leading children’s publisher, family-oriented theme parks, related merchandising enterprises and a video-streaming service. Each branch of its empire strengthens the whole because it facilitates cross-promotion, lowers costs through the sharing of services, and, above all, is a way of hedging bets in an insecure business arena.56

In addition, some companies benefit from vertical integration: that is, economic involvement at different stages of production, distribution and sales. Thus, the five Hollywood majors double up as both film-production and distribution companies and have close ties with cinema chains in multiple countries. Television is also an outlet for their products, so some leading Hollywood studios like Warner have bought several TV channels. The advantage of these arrangements is that it gives large corporations privileged market access.

The economic advantages enjoyed by large media companies can be offset by a number of factors. The internet has disrupted, and will continue to disrupt, old media businesses. Yet what is striking is the extent to which many large media corporations have been able to surf the tide of technological change. This is because new communications technology has not eliminated the dynamics of unequal competition between small and big media companies. The sling and pebble of the boutique media business proved to be no match against the massive club of the corporate media Goliath in the digital age.

Just why this should be the case will be examined further by looking at the British press. This will enable a more detailed description of market censorship, and how new technology has failed to overcome it.

Market Censorship of the British Press

In the first half of the nineteenth century the cost of publishing was so low that it was possible for people with modest means to set up great national newspapers. For example, the left-wing Northern Star was launched in 1837 with a total capital of £690, mostly raised by public subscription in northern towns. Within two years it became the second-largest circulation weekly paper in the country. However, the rise in newspaper plant and operating costs in the second half of the nineteenth century resulted in national newspapers being owned principally by millionaires, because they could afford the large outlay needed to establish new national papers.57 Thus, Lord Beaverbrook spent over £2 million launching the Sunday Express in 1918.

The distortion caused by rising market-entry costs was consolidated by the entrenchment of oligopoly. Established newspaper groups became so strong that they were difficult to challenge. In Britain only one independent national daily newspaper, the i, has been successfully established since 1930 – that is, until it was acquired by the Daily Mail group in 2019. This distorted market has resulted in a highly unrepresentative press. In 2020 just three right-wing proprietors – Rupert Murdoch, the 4th Viscount Rothermere and Sir Frederick Barclay – controlled 72 per cent of national daily circulation.58

Some hoped initially that the hegemony of press magnates would be undermined by the internet. A new era was dawning, it was proclaimed, in which we would return to the early days of publishing when ordinary people with limited resources could establish great papers – only these would be online. In this liberated space, news organizations with democratic structures would flourish to challenge the traditional hierarchy of the commercial firm.59 Eloquent analysts also proclaimed that ordinary people would become co-creators rather than passive consumers of news. New ways of working would be developed which would both rejuvenate journalism, and cause power to shift from the newsroom to the community.60

This was not how things turned out. The underlying assumption of these optimistic forecasts was that the internet would transform publishing by dramatically lowering costs. However, legacy media prevented this from happening by adopting a kill-in-the-cradle market strategy. They set up their own news websites, and in most cases gave away free their online content. This put their digital-born rivals in a double bind. If they matched this free offer, they would incur heavy run-in losses before they built a user base big enough to break even from advertising. This greatly increased the capital that start-ups needed, limiting the opening provided by the internet. But if they charged a subscription fee, they would put off people who were used to getting their online news free. No alternative business model emerged to rescue start-ups from this double bind.

A common response to this economic dilemma was to occupy a market niche, keep costs low, seek donations and glean titbits of advertising. This meant opting for a low-intensity existence in a market ghetto, and giving up any attempt to challenge the media order. This option is exemplified by the left-wing website Canary. In its own way it was a success in that it gained in 2018 more monthly visits than any other digital-born partisan political website in the UK. Even so, in 2018 it reached less than 1 per cent of the combined online and offline audience of the Daily Mail (founded in 1896).61

Independent bloggers for the most part reached very small audiences. A pioneer investigation found that most political bloggers published in their spare time or were part-time. They generally lacked the resources to undertake sustained reporting of a kind undertaken by established news organizations.62 The number of freelance political bloggers able to make a living – people like Guido Fawkes – has remained very small in Britain.

This helps to explain why the digital challenge proved to be so weak. Legacy media accounted for eight of the eleven most visited news websites in the UK in 2020, with the three interlopers coming from the United States (see Figure 2.1).63 Crucially, legacy media also dominated the news accessed through social media, accounting for most of the top news items on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Snapchat.64

[image: Two graphs provide a visual representation of the popularity and user engagement with these news websites in the UK. For more than 3 days per week, BBC News online records the highest value, while HuffPost has the least. Another graph depicting weekly usage shows BBC News online with the highest frequency, whereas HuffPost, Independent Online, Sun Online and Yahoo! News share equally lower values.]
Figure 2.1
 Top 11 News Websites in UK
Source: Digital News Report 2020, Reuters Institute, available at http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/survey/2020/unitedkingdom-2020/


In a news landscape still dominated by legacy media, dreams about doing journalism in a fundamentally new way evaporated. Not just employers but also journalists in the British national press resisted the idea of working with citizen journalists as co-creators of content.65 Ordinary people were relegated to the subordinate roles of news source and contributor of comments below online articles. Some journalists admitted that they did not often read these comments very carefully.

International Disappointment

What happened in Britain was part of a wider trend in which legacy news media used market power to stifle threats to their ascendancy. Legacy news media account for nine out of ten in Australia, and in the US seven out of ten of the most visited news websites.66 Legacy news media also influence social-media content and interactions elsewhere. Thus, leading legacy news organizations strongly influenced political discussion on Twitter in the 2017 Federal German election and in the 2017 French presidential election.67 The same pattern was found in the 2019 Indian general election, though in this case legacy media influenced political discussion more on Facebook than Twitter.68 In effect, digitization has enabled legacy news media to extend their influence across platforms, even though many have been in economic trouble.

A small number of new websites, most notably BuzzFeed and HuffPost, became commercially viable. Some aggregators, such as Yahoo News and MSN, prospered by relying on derivative content. Other sites, such as Breitbart News, made an impact if they had right-wing millionaire backing, or, like the British website openDemocracy, if they received charitable foundation money. But these rare successes did not transform journalism.

Occasional flashes in the pan excited hope, especially in the early days. Thus, the South Korean website OhmyNews (OMN), launched in 2000, combined a core of experienced journalists at the centre with a network of non-professional contributors. As a pioneer, it had first-mover advantage. It initially built a large audience (and was profitable for a time, primarily from advertising), buoyed up by the surge of popular radicalism that led to the election of South Korea’s first ever left-wing president, Roh Moo-hyun, in 2002.69 But his administration disappointed; Roh committed suicide in 2009 following charges of corruption; and the radical movement fell for a time into disarray. During this crisis, OMN’s following greatly diminished. It is now a shadow of its former self.

Much hope was invested also in the Independent Media Center, a network of activist journalist collectives (usually known as Indymedia). Indymedia began life in 1999 as a media centre and website providing alternative coverage of the anti-globalization mass protest in Seattle. By 2006 it had grown into a network of around 150 publishing collectives in six continents buoyed up by the growth of the global justice movement. It became for a time one of the most researched phenomena in journalism studies because numerous journalism academics hoped that it was the harbinger of a new era of democratic journalism. But the global justice movement subsequently went into decline. Indymedia struggled in a hostile market environment where leading news organizations (save for some prestige newspapers, and many papers in Scandinavia) gave away their online content free. By 2014 only a small number of active collectives remained.70

Independent bloggers in most countries continue to reach much smaller audiences than leading news organizations. Although a new cohort of social-media influencers made an impact from the 2010s onwards, this was primarily in consumer and lifestyle fields, not political journalism. Their relative success owed much to the fact that they obtained the patronage of leading brands in the form of advertising or other financial arrangements. Even so, many influencers found it difficult to make a decent living. For example, an American study of beauty vloggers and fashion/designer bloggers found that only a very small number had lucrative careers.71

The internet did enable a few shoots to blossom. This includes an impressive website, ProPublica, supported by a generous banking family and charities, whose output will be considered later. But the internet failed to bring about the wholesale rejuvenation or democratization of journalism.

However, it is often claimed that there has been a different outcome in the field of cultural production. This claim warrants more sceptical scrutiny than it has generally received.

Cultural Democratization

In 2006 the cultural theorist Henry Jenkins argued in a celebrated book, Convergence Culture, that interactive websites are transforming cultural life. They are giving rise, he claimed, to a wave of grassroots creativity and a participatory culture that is raising the collective intelligence of society.72 Other analysts joined in this euphoria, proclaiming that the ability of users to generate, post, repurpose and share content online is democratizing culture.73

Early optimism was fed by the emergence of platforms which made it easier for people to upload and share content, such as MySpace, Flickr and YouTube, and by the creative uses that were made of these websites. MySpace was considered such a game-changer that Rupert Murdoch paid $580 million to buy it in 2005. For a short time it was the largest social-networking site in the world. It enabled people to personalize their pages with the care that many teenagers devoted to decorating their bedrooms. It allowed users to share intimate details about themselves and champion the music they loved. This included not just popular music, facilitated by the special deal MySpace struck with record majors, but also the music created by those without a commercial contract. This informal system of music sharing helped launch the careers of a wide range of stars, such as the Arctic Monkeys, Calvin Harris, Sean Kingston, Kate Nash and Lily Allen.

Allen opened an account in November 2005 and started sharing her music by posting mixtapes and demos. By May 2006 her songs had been downloaded more than a million times and she had more than 20,000 MySpace friends. That summer, the first of her rush-release singles hit number one in the UK chart. Allen had a record deal before she went on MySpace, so she was not really an outsider. Nevertheless, the website demonstrated that there was popular demand for her music and that she had a loyal fan base. Stories like hers fired hope that the market was becoming much more open, due to online fan power.74

This hope continues to be fuelled by breakthroughs. In 2020 a Scottish mail worker, Nathan Evans, recorded a nineteenth-century sea shanty called ‘Wellerman’. It became a sensation on TikTok and in January 2021 topped the UK Singles Chart. This secured Evans a three-album contract with Polydor Records. It also triggered an unexpected growth of interest in sea shanties.

But the playing field afforded by social-video platforms turned out to be tilted in favour of big players. Algorithms on streaming platforms like YouTube or Spotify play a pivotal role in directing the music people listen to through automated recommendation systems that suggest what should be played next or what music and videos a viewer would like. These algorithms are black boxed, meaning that users do not know how the algorithm works. But research shows that algorithmic changes on sites like YouTube throughout the 2000s privileged content producers with more resources. For example, in 2012, when YouTube chose to adjust its algorithm to promote content with good audio and visual quality, branded content gained precedence over very popular skateboard videos and other amateur content.75 A significant amount of the grassroots music now available on user-generated content sites remains unheard or rarely heard because most people are not aware that it even exists. In 2017 the ten most watched items on YouTube were all music clips provided by multinational corporations.76 An earlier study found that 66 per cent of the most viewed content on YouTube originated from mainstream media sources.77 The platforms that once seemed a promising space for independent and undiscovered artists to find an audience now operate in the same way that creative industries operated before the internet: a small number of artists are actively promoted while the rest must compete to be heard.

The early democratic promise of YouTube was based partly on the fact that it was not hyper-commercialized. In its early days YouTube founders took a hands-off approach, deciding instead to promote the site’s crowd-sourcing potential, amateur videos and ad-free environment. But YouTube was bought in 2006 by Google, which immediately began introducing tools to aid advertising and copyright holders (mostly media companies), and fully embraced revenue-sharing models.78 The same thing happened to other leading networking sites acquired between 2011 and 2014 by traditional multinational corporations like Disney, AT&T and Comcast. This led to the demotion of creative work outside the corporate canon.79

Both corporate power and wider social processes shape what is consumed, leading to the reproduction of dominant structures of power and taste. Sophie Bishop, a British cultural studies academic, found that YouTube algorithms privilege and reward beauty vloggers who reproduce conventional definitions of femininity. The most popular beauty vlogs are the ones which reinforce rather than challenge gender stereotypes.80

People with more money are able to buy better equipment, making it easier for them to produce high-quality videos.81 This puts those without these resources at a disadvantage, discouraging them from participating. More generally, the great majority of people attracted to user-generated content sites do not produce or upload videos, unlike those who flocked to them in the pioneer days. Websites like YouTube are now sites of mass consumption rather than of participation.82

This does not prevent them from being a major source of pleasure, sometimes transformed by the sensibilities that users bring to their consumption. It is not necessary to upload or share to be in a sense a participant in the creation of meaning. As a young black female respondent commented about YouTube: ‘I use it all the time … I don’t comment on it or anything like that but I consume, and I’m constantly watching black women from all around the world. I get strength from this …’ In this case, the desire
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