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Media Criticism

We live in an extraordinarily rich media environment. We use dozens of media, including radio, television,
telephones, cellular phones, newspapers, magazines, mail, e-mail, the web, instant messaging, and others, on
a daily basis. Any one of these media is capable of filling every waking hour of our day with new messages
and information.

What is Media Criticism?

Media criticism, at its most fundamental is the systematic examination of the workings and effects of
communication media. It is possible to examine media from a variety of perspectives using a variety of
methods, but the methods of media criticism are most generally regarded as a set of "qualitative"
methodologies, that allow us t examine media, the messages that are hosted by those media, the ways in
which messages are produced for that medium, the ways in which messages are consumed from that
medium, and the effects, especially social effects, that can be reasonably associated with use of the medium.

Indeed, there is no single best way to use the methods of media criticism. Different people will find different
methods useful for different purposes; are likely to use the same methods in very different ways.

Media criticism is an academic field that examines mass media outlets such as television, radio, newspapers,
magazines, and online platforms. It involves analyzing and evaluating the various aspects of these media
outlets, including their content, production processes, ownership structures, and impact on society. The goal
of media criticism is to provide critical analysis and commentary on the media industry in order to promote
greater transparency, accountability, and democratic participation in media policy and decision-making.

Media criticism encompasses a wide range of approaches and methods, including cultural studies, political
economy, audience research, and participatory action research. Cultural studies scholars examine how media
texts reflect or challenge dominant cultural norms and values, while political economy scholars analyze the
economic and regulatory policies that shape the media industry. Audience researchers study how audiences
interpret and engage with media content, while participatory action researchers seek to involve audiences in
the creation and evaluation of media content.

One of the key challenges facing media critics today is the rapid pace of technological change and
globalization, which has transformed the media landscape and made it increasingly difficult to regulate and
monitor. However, despite these challenges, media criticism remains an important tool for promoting media
literacy, civic engagement, and social justice. By critically examining the media industry, we can better
understand its impact on our lives and work towards creating more diverse, inclusive, and democratic media
systems.

Types of media criticism

Media criticism is an important aspect of evaluating and analyzing various forms of media such as television
shows, movies, music albums, newspapers, magazines, and more. There are several types of media criticism
that exist, including:
1. Film criticism — This type of criticism focuses on analyzing and evaluating motion pictures, their
production, and distribution. It includes discussions of cinematography, sound design, editing, acting, and
other aspects of filmmaking.
2. Television criticism — Similar to film criticism, this type of criticism examines TV programs in terms of
their storylines, characters, production values, and cultural impact. It also covers issues related to
representation, diversity, and social commentary.
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3. Music criticism — This type of criticism analyzes and evaluates musical works across different genres and
styles. It encompasses topics such as songwriting, performance, production, genre history, and cultural
significance.

4. Book criticism — This type of criticism examines literary works, including novels, short stories, poetry,
and non-fiction books. It covers topics such as style, structure, themes, characterization, and historical
context.

5. Video game criticism — This type of criticism focuses on critiquing video games based on their
mechanics, narrative, visuals, audio, and overall experience. It also explores the cultural implications of
gaming and its impact on society.

Criticism of Specific Mediums or Genres

In recent years, media criticism has become an increasingly popular field of study in academia and beyond.
It involves analyzing various forms of media, including film, television, music, literature, and advertising, to
identify patterns, trends, and themes that may be worthy of critique. While some critics focus on individual
works or artists within a particular genre, others take a broader approach by examining the larger cultural
context in which these works are produced and consumed. One area of media criticism that has gained
significant attention is the representation of marginalized groups in mainstream media. Critics have argued
that many traditional narratives perpetuate stereotypes and erase diverse perspectives, leading to harmful
effects on audiences. For example, studies have shown that children who watch more TV shows featuring
predominantly white casts are less likely to identify with characters from different races than those who
watch shows with more diverse casts. Similarly, research has found that women in media are often portrayed
as passive and subservient to men, reinforcing gender norms that limit female agency.

Another area of media criticism that has gained traction is the impact of technology on media consumption
habits. With the rise of streaming services like Netflix and Hulu, viewers now have access to a vast array of
content at their fingertips. However, this also means that audiences are exposed to a wider range of
mediocrity, leading some critics to argue that quality control is suffering as a result. Additionally, social
media platforms have transformed how media is shared and discussed, creating new opportunities for
engagement but also leading to concerns about online harassment and disinformation.

Historical context for media criticism

Media criticism has its roots in ancient Greece where philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle critiqued the
portrayal of public figures in art and literature. In the modern era, media criticism emerged during the
Industrial Revolution when mass production of newspapers allowed for greater access to news and
information. The first newspaper critic was William Cobbett who wrote in his pamphlet “The Register” that
journalists should be held accountable for their reporting. During the early 20th century, magazines like
“Collier’s Weekly” and “The New Yorker” began publishing critical reviews of movies and television
shows. In the mid-20th century, television became a dominant medium and critics such as Milton Berle and
Dorothy Kilgallen analyzed the impact of TV on American culture. Today, media criticism continues to play
an important role in shaping public discourse and debates around issues such as censorship, privacy, and
political propaganda.

Theoretical approaches to media criticism

Media criticism is an academic field that seeks to analyze and evaluate various forms of media, including
television shows, movies, newspapers, magazines, and social media platforms. Theoretical approaches to
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media criticism are diverse and range from structuralist and post-structuralist theories to cultural studies and
feminist theory.

Structuralist and post-structuralist theories focus on analyzing the structures and systems within media texts,
such as narrative patterns or ideological themes. These theories often use formalistic methods to examine the
language, imagery, and other elements used in media productions. Cultural studies, on the other hand,
focuses on the relationship between media and culture (exploring how media reflects and shapes society’s
values, beliefs, and practices). This approach often involves examining the historical context and social
impact of media productions. Feminist theory takes a critical look at gender representations in media,
highlighting the ways in which women and girls are portrayed and stereotyped. It also analyzes the power
dynamics between men and women in media production and consumption processes.
Overall, theoretical approaches to media criticism provide valuable insights into the complexities of media
texts and their impact on audiences. By examining different aspects of media productions, scholars can
better understand the cultural and societal implications of these works.

Role of media in society

The role of media in society is significant and far-reaching. It shapes public opinion, influences policy
decisions, and serves as a watchdog for governmental institutions. Media outlets act as intermediaries
between the people and their elected representatives, providing information on important issues and holding
those in power accountable for their actions.
The media plays an essential part in shaping societal norms and values by presenting information that
reinforces dominant narratives and belief systems. It also challenges existing power structures by
highlighting social injustices and advocating for change. Furthermore, it provides platforms for diverse
voices to be heard, allowing marginalized groups to have their perspectives represented.
Overall, the media has a crucial function in maintaining democracy and promoting civil liberties. Its ability
to influence public opinion and hold those in power accountable makes it a powerful tool for social change
and progress.

Issues related to media ownership and control

Media ownership and control is an important issue in media criticism because it affects how information is
presented and distributed within society. One of the main concerns is the concentration of media ownership
in the hands of a few powerful corporations, which can limit diverse perspectives and independent voices.
This has been a longstanding issue in the United States, where major media conglomerates like News
Corporation and Viacom have dominated the market for decades.
Another concern is the impact of media consolidation on democracy itself. When a small number of
companies own most of the media outlets, they can shape public opinion and influence elections by
promoting certain candidates or policies over others. This can lead to a lack of transparency and
accountability in government, as well as limit opportunities for meaningful debate and discussion.
Finally, issues around media ownership and control also intersect with questions of race, gender, class, and
sexuality. For example, studies have shown that women and people of color are often underrepresented in
news coverage and may be subject to stereotypical portrayals. Similarly, LGBTQ+ individuals may face
barriers to representation and visibility in the media. Addressing these issues requires a critical examination
of who controls the media and how it shapes our understanding of the world around us.

Representation of marginalized groups in media
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Media representation of marginalized groups has been a topic of concern for many years. The portrayal of
minorities and underrepresented communities in mainstream media has often been criticized for being
stereotypical or one-dimensional. This lack of diverse representation can lead to the reinforcement of
negative stereotypes and the exclusion of certain perspectives from public discourse.
One example of this is the way that women are often represented in media. Women are often relegated to
traditional gender roles and depicted as passive or submissive characters. They may also be sexualized
beyond what is necessary for the plot, which can objectify them and contribute to the degradation of their
character. Similarly, people of color are often reduced to stereotypes such as gang members or drug dealers,
while white characters are given more complex and nuanced portrayals.
Another issue is the lack of representation of LGBTQ+ individuals in media. While progress has been made
in recent years, there is still a long way to go before all members of the community are adequately
represented. Many LGBTQ+ characters are still portrayed as one-dimensional caricatures rather than fully
realized human beings. Overall, the representation of marginalized groups in media is an important issue
that needs to be addressed. By providing more diverse and nuanced portrayals, we can help to break down
stereotypes and promote greater understanding and acceptance of different cultures and identities.

Effects of media on audiences

Media has a significant impact on shaping the opinions and beliefs of its audience. It is often said that the
media is one of the most powerful institutions in society, capable of influencing public opinion and
perception towards various issues. The effects of media on audiences are far-reaching and can be both
positive and negative.
One of the primary effects of media on audiences is its ability to shape their attitudes and values. Through
constant exposure to news reports, entertainment shows, advertisements, and other forms of media, viewers
develop certain beliefs and ideas about the world around them. This can have both short-term and long-term
consequences for individuals and society as a whole. For example, if media portrayals of minorities
consistently depict them as criminals or lowlifes, it may lead to increased prejudice against those groups in
real life. On the other hand, media can also promote positive social change by raising awareness about
important issues and inspiring people to take action.
Another effect of media on audiences is its power to influence consumer behavior. Advertising is a major
component of many media outlets, and it plays an essential role in shaping what consumers want and need.
By creating demand for products and services, advertising helps drive economic growth and support
businesses. However, this also means that media can exert control over consumers’ choices and preferences,
leading some critics to argue that it promotes materialism and commercialism at the expense of individual
autonomy.

Finally, media can also have a profound impact on elections and political processes. Campaign ads, debates,
and news coverage all play crucial roles in shaping voter opinions and determining election outcomes. In
recent years, concerns have been raised about the influence of big money in politics, with some arguing that
wealthy donors and special interests are able to buy access and influence through media campaigns. Overall,
the effects of media on audiences are complex and multifaceted, reflecting both the power and responsibility
of the media in shaping public opinion and perception.

Challenges facing media critics today

Challenges facing media critics today include the increasingly complex and rapidly changing nature of the
media landscape, which includes traditional print and broadcast outlets as well as digital platforms such as
social media and streaming services. Another challenge is the rise of fake news and disinformation, which
has made it difficult for media critics to discern fact from fiction in an age when anyone can publish
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information online. Additionally, there are concerns around the impact of media on society, including issues
related to representation, privacy, and cultural norms. These challenges require media critics to stay up-to-
date with the latest developments in technology and media consumption patterns while also grappling with
larger societal questions about how media shapes our understanding of reality and ourselves.

Organizing the methods of Media Criticism: a model

Regardless of the method we choose, the goal of media criticism starts with the identification and
confirmation of recurring patterns and extends to the application of those patterns to our use of the media. It
is possible to identify many kinds of recurring patterns in our use of communication systems. The diversity
of methods that we will explore in this course reflects these many kinds of patterns. Figure One presents a
model of the communication process that describes this diversity at a fairly high level.

The model summarizes the key relationships between six key constructs that are associated with almost any
communicative act. Indeed, five of the constructs - creators, consumers, messages, languages, and media -
can be considered necessary to any communicative act. Our communication is instantiated in messages.
Those messages are built using languages within media. Message creators build those messages. If they do
not there are no messages. Message consumers observe and interpret those messages. If they not, the
messages do not matter. A sixth element, culture, is not absolutely necessary to communication, but
communication rarely occurs outside of the context of culture or the patterns of meaning, language use, and
media use that are associated with different cultures.

Figure One: A variation on the Ecological Model of Communication that incorporating Culture.
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This model provides a structure for the rest of this course. Hence there will be value in compactly describing
the model and the relationships it entails. The reader may recognize similarities between this model and
other, more widely used, models of the communication process, but the model is more notable for the ways
in which it differs from other models, starting with the assertion that consumers of messages (what other
models call recipients or audiences) actively consume messages rather than passively receiving them. This
presumption is somewhat obvious on the web, which neatly packages the three primary "stages" of this
model.
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