
Marshall McLuhan, an English professor who wrote

famously about the impact of media on human con

sciousness in the 160s, is reported to have once said:

“We don’t know who discovered water but we know it

wasn’t the fish’ His comment is interpreted to mean

that just as the fish has no awareness of an existence

outside wate the people of modern societies are so

thoroughly immersed in media that we don’t realize

how much it shapes us. For years, the quotation Aias

widely used as a pedagogical device to encourage

students to think critically about the advertising, tele

vision, films, newspapers and magazines that perme

ated their everyday lives. McLuhan’s remarks were
evoked to introduce the provocative possibility that
media influence our understandings of ourselves, and
the social world, in profound ways that are often
unrecognized. While the need to think critically about
media is surely as crucial in 2012 and beyond,
McLuhan’s parable now seems somewhat dated.

Since McLuhan’s time, traditional mass media
have converged with increasingly niche-oriented, spe
cia.lized and customized media platforms and tech
nologies. The commercial media environment of the
21st century is considerably more fragmented, mobile
and interactive than it was in the 1960s. At the same
lime this has occurred, scholarship on media has bur

and splintered along lines of specialization
nd critical perspective. Just as it is no longer possible
to.peak of the media, or even a particular medium
such as television, as a singular entity many scholars
would question the universality of the fish, historicize
it’wiid, and bring more specificity to issues of place,

difference, and reception. Contrary to the passive
aquatic creative conceived by McLuhan, they might
argue that today’s fish plays an increasingly active and
productive role in media culture, involving proficiency
in a range of digital and mobile technologies as well
as the constant labor of customizing a personal

schedule of “on demand” media consumption.

The point is not really to compare media culture

to a fish bowl, but rather to emphasize the extent to
which the interdisciplinary field of critical media stud

ies, like media, is dynamic and shaped through spe
cific historical, economic and geographical contexts.

While McLuhan is one of the most widely recognized

proponents of critically “understanding media” of his

time, critical media studies developed through a

much wider range of questions and theories, many

preoccupied with the issue of power. While the ori

gins of media studies can be traced to the rise of

mass communication scholarship of the 1920s, the

field (as distinct from positivist social scientific

approaches) did not emerge as a focal point of

research and teaching until the 1970s. Even then, this

scholarship was interdisciplinary and eclectic, incor

porating scholarly influences as diverse as literary

studies, social and political theory adult education,

cultural studies, linguistics and film studies. What

connected these influences—and continues to bring

coherency to critical media studies—is a concern

with the conditions and power relations of the societ

ies in which media operate. While scholars now study

a dizzying range of media objects (print, television,

film, music, advertising, brands, the Internet, digital

492

506

INTRODUCTION: MAPPING MEDIA STUDIES

523

541

550

563

573

586

598
601

Seth Mulliken

�



2 Mapping Media Studies

games, computers mobile phones) from multiple
methodological and theoretical vantage points, they
share a concern with understanding not just media
themselves but their changing role in social and
power relations.

To approach the study of media critically involves
siwating media within economic, political, cultural
and social contexts and addressing its relationship to

V capitalism, labor citizenship, gender, race and class
dynamics, inequalities, sexuality, globalization and
other issues that are both larger than media, and

V intertwined with the production, circulation and use
of media texts, images, sounds, spaces, artifacts, tech
nologies and discourses. Doing so is not a singular
process, but rather a pluralistic and historical inquiry.
This is the critical orientation of The Media Studies
Reader. Cutting across the many subjects, methods
and approaches presented here is a critical engage
ment with media’s relationship to the particularities
and futures of the societies we live in. While the
authors do not always agree about what this engage
ment entails, all approach the study of media as an
endeavor with stakes well beyond the pursuit of
knowledge for its own sake. To the extent that
McLuhan, in his own way, shared this view, his oft-
cited parable is perhaps not so dated after all.

What is Media? What are Media Studies?
The goal of The Media Studies Reader is to introduce
foundational contributions to the study of media, as
well as newer approaches to the media landscape of
the 21st century many of which continue to be
engaged with, or build on, early assumptions about
media. The collection is not inclusive, but it does pro
vide an entry point into the major theories and
debates that have shaped critical media studies from
the 1940s to the present. The Media Studies Reader
provides both a toolbox for making sense of media
culture and a genealogy of media as an object of
critical inquiry This is not a progress narrative, in
which each new-and-improved theory overcomes the
limits of earlier approaches, but rather an attempt to
situate the shifting concerns of media studies within
historical contexts. These contexts are the backdropfor distinct (but overlapping) “stages” of media,broadly characterized as mass, niche and interactive.

These stages of media did not evolve spontaneously, but rather closely intersect with parallel devel
opments in the capitalist economy and socialrelations. As both societies and media have changed,
new questions have been asked, new methods have
been tried out, and new critical frameworks have
gained currency in media studies. Rather than seeing
this evolution as the replacement of flawed
approaches with better ones, we might follow Lynn
Spigel’s understanding of waves of critical scholar
ship as “discursive formations” (2004). Following
Michel Foucault (1972) Spigel suggests that different
ways of criticizing media constitute the “truths” avail
able to scholars. While we can and should “trace their
genealogy across time,” discursive formations do not
“necessarily follow a neat historical outline or revolu
tion.” Nor are discursive formations exhaustive: out
of “all the possible statements one could make about
media,” Spigel writes, these are the “limited groups of
statements that are spoken at a specific historical
moment” and that circulate among media scholars
(Spigel, 2004, p. 1213). Of course, as Foucault pointed
out, discourse is never fixed for all time. If the discur
sive practices collected in this book exemplify exist
ing “knowledge and expectations” about media and
media studies, new discursive practices will emerge.

It is important to recognize how waves of media
studies intersect with the media landscapes of differ
ent eras. The earliest scholarship responded to the
rise of mass-produced communication and culture.
The expansion of industrial capitalism and the mod
ern changes it set into motion (urbanization, a demar
cation of work and leisure, mobile privatization, loss
of traditional community the spread of consumer
culture) set the stage for the emergence of national
magazines, movies, radio, and television addressed to
a broad audience. This development provoked a
range of concerns about the industrial origins, cen
tralized attributes and potential impact of the new
systems of communication. The critical discourse on
mass communication, mass culture and the culture
industry rarely specified the formal distinctiveness of
particular mediums. Rathe the critique—exemplified
within the social sciences by the Payne Foundation’s
research on child movie audiences in the 1920s and
within critical discourse by the Franidlirt School’s
assessment of the culture industry and its products in
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Mapping Media Studies 3

the 1940s (1944/2002)—addressed the implications
of manufacturing culture as an industrial commodity
and mass cultures capacity to reach and influence
millions of people. The monopolistic tendencies of
the industries involved in the production and distribu
tion of mass communication and mass culture also
became a pressing issue. Many formative writings
emerged from this stage of media studies, from the
political economic research of scholars like Herb

Schiller (1989) to characterizations of the “society of

the spectacle” influencedby Guy Debord (1967/2000).
In the post-war period, the generalized critique of

mass culture gave way to a gradual emphasis on the

specific attributes of specific mediums. For example,

Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media (1964) is

organized around such distinctions, as illustrated by his

famous description of mediums as either ‘hot” or

“cool.” The application of semiotics to film also occurs

around this time, with scholarship such as Christian

Metz’s Film Language (1974) emphasizing the formal,

language-like attributes of film and rendering it a dis

tinct and “worthy” object of study As it developed,

screen theory drew from linguistics as well as anthro
pology Marxism, feminism and psychoanalysis to
theorize the power dynamics of cinema (and later tele
vision) as a cultural “apparatus.” Such approaches
coalesced around a critical reading of visual conven
tions and texts, rarely placed within broader socio
historical contexts. Over time, however scholars began
to question the explanatory power of screen theory
The emergence of British cultural studies played an
important role in this critique. The work of Raymond
Williams, Stuart Hall, Angela McRobbie and other
scholars affiliated with the Birmingham Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies paved the way for a
snore historicized approach to the “social constmc
lion” of media technologies (see Hall, 1980/1991).

.Qfltural studies scholars also raised new questions
about the contradictory meanings, pleasures, desires
and uses of dominant and subcultural media culture.
innafions such as Australia and the United States,

- rientary approaches were developed by cul
tural -theorists (Grossberg, 1982), cultural historians
(Lipsitz, 1988), television scholars (Fiske and Hartley

‘4989) and feminist scholars (Radway, 1984).
-. By the 1980s, the audience and everyday life were
central to ca1media studies in ways they hadn’t

been before. In an attempt to understand media’s
relationship to powe resistance and social change in
light of these concerns, scholars turned to new theo
retical perspectives (some of which had only been
recently translated into English). Antonio Gramsci’s
theory of hegemony (1971), which emphasizes the
sometimes unpredictable contradictions and power
struggles of rule by consent rather than force, proved
enormously helpful, as did Michel de Certeau’s work
on the tactics of oppressed groups (1984) and Mikhail
Bakhtin’s writing on the inversions of power made
temporarily possible in the space of the carnival
(1984). This work pushed media studies beyond its
earlier emphasis on visual languages to a fuller con
sideration of other media forms (such as music) and
bodily sensibilities and affects that are not easily
mapped onto ideological processes and looking rela
tions. The rise of conservative political regimes (such
as the administrations of Margaret Thatcher and
Ronald Reagan) promoting free market policies in the
name of the “common person” during this period lent
a sense of urgency to these projects. A wave of audi
ence research grounded in theory as well as inter
‘iews, ethnography and participant observation
emerged, influenced by Stuart Hall’s influential essay
“Encoding/Decoding” (1980). While their findings
varied considerably the concept of the “active” audi
ence gained visibility as a general descriptor of this
work within media studies. This became the catalyst
for contestation and reflection, with some scholars
questioning the extent to which capitalist-produced
media could be empowering and advocating a
renewed focus on critical approaches that highlighted
the highly concentrated, market-based and increas
ingly global operations of media industries.

The turn to varied audience negotiations and
practices coincided, increasingly with a gradual de
centering of the mass media and the emergence of a
more fragmented, niche-oriented and customized
media landscape. Lizabeth Cohen (2003) situates the
impetus for narrowcasting within the rapid expansion
of postwar consumer capitalism. The quest for profit
maximization, she suggests, led to a search for new
markets that included other nations as well as
untapped populations and lifestyle clusters within the
United States. Just as consumer goods were custom
ized for increasingly differentiated markets, so too
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4 Mapping Media Studies

were films, magazines, radio and television. Within
this context, the mass market and its corollary, the
mass audience, were reconceived as an array of con
sumer niches that could be further refined through
specialized content and market research. Marginalized
groups such as African Americans were embraced as
market subsets, while emergent social identities (such
as the “independent woman”) made possible by the
social movements of the 1960s and 1970s were rap
idly sold back to consumers as specialized consumer
choices. As Michael Curtin (1996) points out, this
development emerged as the Fordist mode of pro
duction named after automobile manufacturer Henry
Ford was giving way to more dispersed, flexible and
customized modes of production and culture and
information were becoming increasingly central to,
not merely reflective of the post-fordist capitalist
economy As information, communication, culture
and brands became the leading “immaterial” com
modities produced by capitalism in the West, what
sociologists call individualization (Beck and Beck
Gernsheim, 2002) or the further decline of traditional
social networks and the rising imperative to “choose”
and express one’s own lifestyle and identity, intensi
fied. Not surprisingly, as Lynn Spigel points out (2001),
increasingly mobile technologies began to appear
around this time, including the first portable televi
sions, advertised with the promise that each family
member would now be granted the “freedom” to cus
tomize his or her own viewing rather than watching
the same programming together in the family circle.

As with the fragmentation of consumer culture in
general, the proliferation of commercial magazines,
music, radio stations, and television and cable chan
nels became a highly visible resource for defining
identity and lifestyle. At this stage, deregulation was
promoted and implemented by politicians and policy-
makers as a solution to the homogeneity ascribed to
mass culture, particularly in the United States. Within
this context, the identity politics of the 1960s, which
had partly informed Great Society social welfare pro
grams, became a basis for liberalizing media policy
through private cable, satellite and new technologies
that embraced difference as a commodity and life
style choice. In the wake of these intersecting devel
opments scholars have brought new questions and

and identity The analysis of “positive” and “negau
images had long been challenged by post-structuralist
paradigms emphasizing the social construction of
reality in more complex terms. However the rising
visibility of difference and the accompanying pre
sumption of an already achieved racial, sexual and
gender empowerment across contemporary media
culture led many scholars to engage more fully with
the intricacies of commodification and media’s role
in constituting “subjects of capacity” (McRobbie,
2008) and “posting” feminism and civil rights initia
tives (Banet-Weiser, 2007).

Also in the 1990s, the global circulation of “image-
centered and narrative strips of reality,” or what Arjun
Appadurai (1990) calls mediascapes, became a focal
point of media analysis. As free trade policies
expanded the markets of increasingly transnational
media industries, cost-cutting measures and risk-
minimizing strategies from co-production to the
circulation of formats (or templates) on a global scale
have become more prevalent. The emergence in the
1980s of private, advertising-based television net
works (such as Rupert Murdoch’s Sky TV channels)
competed with older national broadcasting compa
nies through the purchase of foreign (particularly
Hollywood-produced) fare. Co-productions and
Hollywood’s search for cheaper labor markets also
intensified (Miller et al, 2008), changing the dynamics
of global media culture. This new stage of globaliza
tion intersected with the new interplay between mass
culture and niche media, and between the intensifica
tion of cultural imperialism and attempts to theorize
the hybrid aspects of global media culture (Kraidy,
2005). The rise of global franchises that may orig
inate outside Hollywood, and trade in genetic for
mats, which are localized across national contexts,
has intensified these debates (Moran and Malbon,
2006).

Today scholarship in critical media studies often
tends to address the increasingly interactive nature of
contemporary media culture, a mode of engagement
facilitated in part through the “convergence” of old
and new media. Scholars attempt to understand the
economic and social shifts associated with conver
gence and interactivity as well as the possibilities and
limits of these developments as catalysts for social
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exemplified at one end by Henry Jenkins optimistic

view of “participatory culture” and its capacity to

thrive in a converged, transmedia environment

encompassing traditional mass media (such as films

and television programs) as well as new technologies

(such as computers and cell phones) that allow users

to remix content, follow content across platforms and

practice new forms of collective intelligence with

like-minded fans (2005).

For Jenkins, this new “prosumer” experience

broadens the terms of our access to media, and may

serve as a springboard for more explicitly political

activities. On the other end of the debate is Mark

Andrejevic’s (2009) more cautious account of the

interactive digital capitalist economy, its reliance on

dispersed forms of surveillance, and its “offloading”

of the labor of customizing and marketing onto con

sumers. For Andrejevic, filling out a survey online,

participating in an online fan forum, or remixing main

stream media content is less an indication of democ

ratization, than evidence of the refinement of media

to meet the needs of a current stage of capitalism.

The emergence of 500 channels, flexible viewing

platforms and recording devices, online blogs, social

networking sites and reality TV shows soliciting the

participation of ordinary people, are also part of the

interactive stage of media. The emphasis on indMd

ual choice, participation and agency is not driven by

industry or capitalism alone, but also intersects with

social transformations (such as the intensification of

mobility) and ways of thinking about democracy and

post-welfare citizenship. While the public sphere has

long been a key concept in critical media studies,
many scholars now find it less useful in light of femi
nist and critical race critiques of its historically white,
masculine biases and blurring boundaries between
public and private, factual and fictional, and political
culture and “entertainment only”

‘. The narrowcasting of niche media to diasooric
s and political subcultures, and the rise of new

fçwms like talk radio and fake news shows, among
‘r.evelopments, have triggered a turn to other

s of analysis, and the convergence of lifestyle
‘and normative citizenship in the current epoch

1_Haeeneouraged the application of theories of dis
. persed 1rnrnentality and self-fashioning as the
;basis ofj riship to media studies (Ouellette and

Hay, 2008). There is an uncanny parallel between the

active consumer and the active citizen heralded by

today’s neoliberal political culture, as many scholars

have pointed out. Such are the concerns of unfolding

contributions to the critical discourse on media and

power in the 21st century.

The Media Studies Reader: Key Concepts
and Debates

The Media Studies Reader is organized around seven

key concepts: culture, technology representation,

industry identity audience and citizenship. Each sec

ti on traces ways of theorizing these concepts in rela

tion to media, as well as major conceptual

developments and breaks in critical scholarship

around them. There are of course other key concepts

and ways of slicing what has become a quite volumi

nous body of literature. The modest hope of this col

lection is to consolidate foundational and emergent

critical work on related subjects and debates. Doing

so highlights the historical development of the field

and the critical discourse available to contemporary

arid future scholars. I have also tried to address two

shortcomings of existing readers of this nature.

First, rather than relegating the issue of difference

to just one section, I have included critical scholarship

that foregrounds the politics of gender ethnicity race,

class, gender and geopolitics in every section. This

means that difference is not theorized only in relation

to representation and identity, but is also a thread in

the theorization of industry, citizenship and other top

ics that have historically assumed a universal perspec

tive or a normative (white, male, educated middle

class) subject.

The second thing I have done is present a wide

range of critical perspectives. Of course, no collec

tion can include every important book or article; there

is enough worthwhile scholarship on media to fill

libraries, let alone single books. The economics of

book publishing also shape the selection process, par

ticularly in cases where important contributions are

simply too expensive to reproduce. Nevertheless, I

have sought to include a broad spectrum of critical

approaches influenced by investments in semiotics,

discourse analysis, post-stmcturalism, Marxism,

visual theory historical ana]ysis, feminism, critical
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list
of

ing

)re

and

dia

vith
rnole

bie,

tia

ge
jun

)cal

ies
nal

isk

the

:ale

the

els)

pa

irly

md

ilso

ncs

za

ass

Ca

‘ize

idy
‘ig
:br

cts,

on,

ten
of

ant
ld

the

Seth Mulliken
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race studies, the critique of empire, hegemony theory
political economy cultural studies, ethnography and
queer theory I have also included multiple perspec
tives (which sometimes conflict) on contemporary
issues such as media convergence, interactivity and
“ordinary people” in the media.

Section One, Media/Culture, introduces theories
of mass culture and mass media, beginning with the
foundational scholarship of the Frankfurt School and
tracing the influence of niche marketing, globaliza
tion and new technologies on the mass culture debate
in more recent years. Section Two, Media/Technology
introduces critical scholarship on media technologies
and debates over technological determinism. Section
Three, Media/Representation, introduces critical
approaches to representation and meaning, from
semiotics and looking relations to commodity fetish
ism and post-structuralism, through scholarship in
which scholars explain these terms and apply them to
media-related examples. Section fou Media/
Industry addresses the political economy of old and
new media, covering private ownership and commer
cialism, intellectual property niche marketing, global
cultural flows and late capitalism’s nourishing of
“free labor.”

Section five, Media/Identity introduces scholar
ship on media and identity tracing the analysis of sub
jectivity and self-fashioning from Marxist and
psychoanalytic theories of subjectivity to more recent
work on performativity and “presentational” media.
Section Six, Media/Audience, explores the audience as
an object of analysis, from the emergence of cultural
studies scholarship as a response to screen theory and
positivist social scientific approaches to newer debates
over interactivity finally Section Seven, Media/
Citizenship, examines the way scholars have conceived
media’s relationship to democracy and citizenship,
from debates over the public sphere to work on cultural
citizenship, media policy and governmentality

While the writings collected here provide a map
of critical studies, understanding media also involves
being open to what is unsettled and unfinished about
media and their analysis. My hope is that the reader
will use this collection as a springboard for exploring
other writings, and not let existing assumptions (and
politics) run too far ahead of discovering (to use
McLuhan’s expression) the media in which we swim.
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