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Communication and Society, 65 (2023), 1-30

Media Education in the Age of Digital Capitalism

Discussants: David BUCKINGHAM, Weiliang GONG, Anna LYU

Abstract

This dialogue features Prof. David Buckingham, a leading internationally
recognized expert on children’s and young people’s interactions with electronic
media and on media literacy education. In this dialogue, Prof. Buckingham
provides a theoretical and historical analysis of the cutting-edge theme of
“media education in the age of digital capitalism.” He emphasizes that in
today’s technologically driven business environment, media education is not
just a preventative measure or a means of behavior modification but rather
seeks to develop a critical understanding of the media. In response to the
overemphasis on media studies and media education research, he stresses the
need to understand media in a broader cultural, political, and economic context.
Media education in the age of digital capitalism should make a difference, but
ultimately, the issues at stake are not only about media or education. Regarding
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concerns about “fake news,” he points out the importance of moving beyond
the simplistic dichotomy between “true” and “fake” and focusing on the use
and learning of media analysis methods. He also looks forward to how China
will develop its own unique path in media education.

Citation of this article: Buckingham, D., Gong, W., & Lyu, A. (2023). Media
education in the age of digital capitalism. Communication and Society, 65,
1-30.
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Media Education in the Age of Digital Capitalism

Academic Dialogue with David BUCKINGHAM

Media Education in the Age of Digital Capitalism

DB: David BUCKINGHAM
WG: Weiliang GONG
AL: Anna LYU

WG: As a prominent scholar in contemporary media education, could
you briefly share how your thoughts on “media education in
the age of digital capitalism” came about from your academic
background? Additionally, how does this relate to your well-known
media education concept of “moving beyond protectionism”?

DB: In many respects, my current work is trying to emphasize continuity.
I want to show how and why the basic conceptual model of media
education is still relevant at a time when it seems that so much in
our media landscape has changed. During the 1970s and 1980s,
media educators in the United Kingdom developed a “framework of
key concepts” that is still the basis for media education practice in
schools. Four concepts—media language, representation, production
(or institution), and audience—are used both to select and organize
curriculum content and to guide classroom activities. They inform
critical media analysis and practical media production, and media
education generally includes both of these. This framework offers
a clear definition of “critical thinking” that takes us beyond the
protectionist or defensive approach that was prevalent before, although
that protectionist approach to media education remains influential in
many countries around the world, including the United States. Our aim
is not to save children from what some believe to be harmful media
influences but to make them independent critical thinkers who are able
to make their own informed choices.

With the advent of digital media, and especially so-called
“participatory” media, some people argued that this kind of critical
thinking had become outdated and unnecessary. They suggested
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that children would automatically learn to understand media simply
through the experience of using and creating media. I believe that
creativity and participation are important, but I do not agree that users
of media necessarily understand the wider picture; they also need to
study, for example, how media are produced and distributed, how
they represent the world, and the role they play in social, political,
and cultural life. I believe these questions are just as relevant when
it comes to online and social media as they are to “old” media like
television and newspapers. In my The Media Education Manifesto, 1
try to show how established critical concepts can be applied to these
new phenomena. I do not think this is “protectionist,” but equally, I
do not think it is adequate simply to celebrate these “participatory”
possibilities.

You argue that we should be cautious of utopian views based on
technological determinism. Indeed, as you have noted, similar
arguments have been made about the advent of television,
video, or film decades ago. It is conceivable that this optimistic
expectation of technology as a magical force for social and
individual transformation will likely extend to social perceptions
of big data, artificial intelligence, and blockchain. Technology
undoubtedly has the potential for democratization and for
fostering a more creative form of education. However, Canadian
political communication scholar Dallas Smythe questioned the
neutrality of technology in his essay “After Bicycles, What?”
after visiting China. Additionally, American scholar Jodi Dean
criticized the internet media boom, arguing it has led to a
depletion of democracy’s use value. Is the use of digital technology
in education also presenting problems that are diametrically
opposed to the purpose of education?

There is a deep ambivalence that runs right through the history of
these technologies. The internet, after all, was born of the encounter
between technology developed for military purposes and the idealistic
dreams of the counterculture. When Web 2.0 arrived, enthusiasts
argued that it would bring about a new golden age of democratic
participation, knowledge, and creativity. While some of these benefits
have materialized, many have not, and new inequalities and problems
have appeared. Social media have become an influential source of lies
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and misinformation; they have permitted new forms of surveillance,
both by governments and by commercial companies; they have
arguably accentuated inequalities; and they are contributing to the
decline of democracy.

We can see a similar ambivalence in education. As with earlier
technologies, the early advocates predicted a kind of democratic
educational utopia: both teachers and students would be empowered,
with a vast amount of information and a whole range of opportunities
for creative self-expression at their fingertips. Yet in practice, technology
in education is increasingly being used as a form of surveillance
and as a means for commercial companies to reach new markets. In
many Western countries, technology has become a primary means of
privatizing public education. Here again, there is enormous positive
potential but also some very significant risks. I have seen some very
creative and challenging uses of technology in schools, which really do
move beyond the limitations of established practice, yet for the most
part, it seems to me that it is used in very constrained and functional
ways.

Ultimately, I do not think technology is necessarily and inherently
opposed to the “purpose of education,” as you put it. Technology does
not exert an influence irrespective of how and why it is used, and it
is precisely these broader questions about the educational purpose of
using technology that really need to be debated much more rigorously.

In “Rethinking Digital Literacy: Media Education in the Age
of Digital Capitalism,” you bluntly stated that ‘“the dream of
technological liberation is giving way to a nightmare” and cited
many examples of executives of many technology companies who
did not allow their children to use certain electronic devices. In
fact, as far as we know, Steve Jobs told a reporter back then that
his kids had never used an iPad. Many other tech giants have
similarly strict restrictions on their children’s use of electronic
devices, for the reason that, as Chris Anderson, the former editor-
in-chief of Wired, said, “Because we were the first to witness
the dangers of technology,” something to that effect. Another
example is the “dopamine detox” campaign, which is popular
among CEOs and venture capitalists in Silicon Valley in the
United States and whose important content is a self-imposed ban
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on high-tech products for a certain period of time. It is hard to
call these practices “irrational,” “moral panic,” or “media panic”
when the fact is that almost all of today’s high-tech products and
social media are designed to inspire immediate gratification in the
next moment, and teenagers are especially vulnerable. When the
technical and business elites who are well versed in the operation
of media technology have no choice but to ban their children from
using it and self-abstain to get rid of the “nightmare,” to what
extent will media literacy education be effective? Is this “tech-lash”
also a slap in the face to media education researchers?

Well, the executives of these technology companies definitely have a
lot to answer for, although I do not think they should be role models
for the rest of us! I do not doubt that these products and services are
designed to keep us clicking and scrolling; that is the basic business
model on which they operate. All of us—adults as well as children—
need to understand how this works, and we need to make informed
choices about how (and how much) we use these things. I also think
that parents have a responsibility to intervene in their children’s use
of digital media, although we need to be very careful about how we
do this. It is not likely to be very effective for parents to ban their
children from using media or to restrict their use (as some people are
suggesting) when parents cannot seem to control their own use. We will
not get far if we turn “screen time” into another battleground between
parents and children. Parents need to be engaging in a constructive
dialogue with their children about how they are using these media, and
that, I would say, is very much an educational process.

However, my point about the “nightmare” is that much of the
public debate about these issues is conducted in very exaggerated,
melodramatic terms, and at the moment, much of it seems to ignore the
many positive aspects of these media and the reasons why we are using
them so much. When it comes to children, we obsess about some quite
narrow aspects of internet safety, and we tend to ignore the broader
issues that are at stake. I am also not very convinced by psychological
arguments about “addiction,” and I do not think brain science (or ideas
like “dopamine detox™) will get us very far in understanding what
is primarily a social, economic, and political phenomenon. Nor do I
think the aim of media education is to encourage children to reduce
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their screen time or to stop them from using particular media; media
education is not a prophylactic or a means of behavior modification.
The aim is to develop critical understanding, which in this case
includes an understanding of how the business of social media works
as well as encouraging people to monitor and reflect on their own
usage of media. We all have to learn to make our own choices, and in
order to do that, we need to be properly informed and educated.

The references you make to critical ideas such as communicative
capitalism, platform capitalism, and surveillance capitalism in
your article are impressive. These theories represent a profound
criticism of different aspects of capitalism that permeate
everything. In the field of media education, how do you view the
fact that a handful of huge companies such as FAANG (Facebook,
Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and Google) dominate the media and
technology sector and its implications?

The dominance of these companies is a major social and political
problem that urgently needs to be addressed; along with climate
change, I would see it as the most pressing global challenge of our
times. It is not at all healthy (or indeed democratic) for our primary
channels of communication to be controlled by such a small number
of massively profitable companies. It seems that policymakers in
Europe—and even now in the United States—are belatedly coming to
recognize this, although politicians everywhere also know that they
have become increasingly dependent on these technologies.

In many cases, governments are looking to “media literacy”
as one of the solutions to this problem, although in practice, media
literacy is often very poorly defined. It seems that they cannot (or do
not want to) address the problems that are arising in this situation,
and so they attempt to push the responsibility back to the individual
citizen, as though it should be up to us to learn to cope with it.
“Media literacy,” as it is typically defined by governments or media
regulators, often falls far short of the sustained, systematic programs
of media education that we need. Yet even media education on its own
is not going to be enough. Education should help us to analyze and
understand what is happening and to take a more active role in the
media environment. But to paraphrase a well-known political thinker,
educators have merely sought to understand the world; the point is
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also to change it. As I have said, media education is not just about
learning to cope with the challenges of this more complex, commercial
media world; it is also about imagining how it might be different and
demanding change.

In your book The Media Education Manifesto (2019) and articles
such as “Rethinking Digital Literacy: Media Education in
the Age of Digital Capitalism,” you clearly move beyond the
internal boundaries of the discipline and introduce a broader
perspective and increased critical thinking to the field of media
literacy education. At its core, you view the challenges in media
education as ‘“symptoms of larger changes occurring within the
media landscape and the broader social, economic, and political
spheres.” Consequently, your approach to the era-related issues
of the concept and practice of media education, which often
focuses on symptoms rather than causes and considers problems
in isolation, inevitably leads to fragmentary solutions. This
represents a cognitive shift that breaks away from the centralism
of media literacy and demonstrates admirable depth of thought
and courage in action.

In a time when many people celebrate the development of
media literacy education, which has gained increasing attention
over the past two decades with the rise of the internet, your
perspective as an internationally renowned scholar with 40
years of experience in media education is unique. By using the
emergence of digital capitalism as a backdrop, you expose the
conservatism, evasiveness, and limitations embedded within the
commercial and political aspects of media education. In the field
of media literacy studies, the term ‘“digital capitalism” is indeed
quite challenging, wouldn’t you agree?

When it comes to media education, I have always seen myself as both
a proselytizer and a problematizer. On the one hand, I believe that
media education should be a central aspect of education in the modern
world; it should be a basic entitlement for all children in schools.
Making this argument has been a continuing struggle. In the United
Kingdom, as in many other countries, progress has been very slow,
and we are frequently knocked back. Yet on the other hand, I think
we need to be constantly examining the evidence about how media
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education works and how effective it is, and that can often mean
questioning our basic assumptions and aims. There has always been
a large gap between the rhetoric and the reality of media education.
There is a real danger that we get carried away with our grandiose
claims about how media education will save the world and ignore
some of the difficulties and limitations.

I also feel there is a problem—in media research more broadly
as well as in media education specifically—of being too media-
centric. Of course, our work focuses primarily on media, but we also
need to understand media in relation to the broader cultural, political,
and economic context. As I have implied, there is a danger that we
blame the media for just about every problem in the world, and by
implication, we assume that we can solve all those other problems
if we solve the problem of the media. But the media take the forms
they do and operate the way they do, partly as a result of broader
social and economic forces. Of course, we can have a big debate
about “determination” here: is everything simply a consequence of the
economic relations of production? My point would simply be that we
cannot look at media in isolation from these broader factors; we need
a critical approach, not just an instrumental one. This is my problem
with many of the arguments for “media literacy,” at least as it is
understood by governments and media regulators: this form of “media
literacy” seems to be about being a well-behaved, self-regulating
good citizen. It addresses problems at an individual level and thereby
enables the existing status quo of digital capitalism to continue.

In June 2019, when you were invited by Professor Zhang Kai,
Director of the Center for Media Education at the Communication
University of China, to give a lecture, we noticed that you placed
“regulation” before “literacy.” The essence of “regulation” is that
the government, representing the public interest, restricts the
profit-seeking behavior of media companies. If media literacy is
seen as a substitute for government regulation, it is a superficial
solution that avoids addressing the more fundamental issues and
responsibilities at the political, economic, and social levels. This
approach can only be described by one Chinese idiom: “stirring
the soup to stop boiling.” We cannot ignore the driving force of
commercial interests and rely solely on the moral self-discipline
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of technology giants to solve problems, nor can we hope to solve
deep-seated issues by relying solely on the media literacy of
audiences. Media literacy cannot become an academic rhetoric
that leaves the responsibility of self-regulation solely to consumers
when the government and companies are unwilling to regulate.
While media literacy may be a part of the solution, it cannot be
the core, the hub, or the whole.

I am enjoying your metaphors! I agree, of course, but I also believe
we need to think hard about what we mean by regulation. As you say,
regulation is partly about the government restricting the profit-seeking
behavior of media companies—or at least, that is how it works in a
capitalist system. When it comes to the “FAANG,” there is a particular
need to address the problem of monopoly, or at least disproportionate
market dominance—for example, the almost total domination of
Google in internet search or of Facebook and its subsidiaries in
social networking (and you know that I could give some Chinese
examples here as well!). The government does need to ensure that
these companies use clear terms of service and that they operate
transparently, for example, in their gathering and use of customers’
data, which is very far from being the case right now. At the very least,
these companies should be paying their fair share of taxes, something
that they are very skilled at avoiding.

However, we also need to think of regulation in a more positive
way as a means of ensuring that the public interest is sustained and
developed through the media. The market does not provide equally for
all, and those inequalities, or “market failures,” need to be addressed.
These companies need to ensure that all users are fairly and equally
served, especially minorities of various kinds who might otherwise
be marginalized because they are seen as less profitable. They need
to provide opportunities for content to be openly accessible, but
they also need to ensure that misleading or hateful content cannot
be distributed and shared. They should be using some of their profits
to sponsor community-based initiatives, including educational
initiatives, and these should not be seen as merely another form of
public relations. Perhaps I am being unduly idealistic here, but it
seems to me that there should be a more equal trade-off: commercial
companies are effectively given a license to operate, and in exchange
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they should agree to be open and accountable and to support forms of
public service provision that go beyond the drive for more and more
commercial profit.

Although your critical approach to media education in the era
of digital capitalism goes beyond the established conceptual
framework, we understand that your ultimate objective is still
centered on the self-renewal and reorientation of professional
media literacy education. This involves extending the well-
established conceptual framework and pedagogical strategies of
media education to meet the new challenges presented by digital
and social media. What lies at the core of these expanded ideas in
media education research and teaching?

As I have suggested, media literacy is only part of a bigger picture.
If we want to have a truly media-literate population, then we need
systematic, comprehensive programs of media education, and we
need this to be a core element of compulsory schooling right from
the very early years. This, in turn, means that we need to have proper
professional training for specialist media educators.

It is sometimes argued that media education should be a
transversal, cross-curricular theme in education and that all teachers
should be teachers of media. This might seem like an ideal situation,
but in practice, something that is everybody’s responsibility can easily
become nobody’s responsibility. Media literacy can be seen as just
another item on busy teachers’ lists of concerns. We can all pay lip
service to the idea that we should be teaching children to be media
literate without actually doing much about it. My feeling is that if
we genuinely want media education to happen, then we need trained
specialist teachers.

Equally, it is sometimes assumed that media are easy to understand
and, therefore, that it should be easy to teach about them. However, |
feel that specialist media educators require a great deal of training. You
wouldn’t allow a teacher to teach history if they had never studied the
subject themselves. The same is true here. Teachers of media need to
know a lot about a whole range of different media forms; they need to
know about the media industries and the history of media; they need to
understand academic theories and methods of media analysis; and they
need to keep abreast of current developments, not least in the media
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worlds of their own students. This requires in-depth initial training as
well as continuing professional development. If we really want to take
it seriously, we need to do more than just pay lip service to the idea.

You have consistently emphasized that media education should
focus on critical thinking. How should we understand this concept
of “critical thinking”?

“Critical” is quite a problematic term. We can all agree that we want
students to be “critical thinkers.” After all, nobody is likely to argue
that we want uncritical thinkers. But what do we mean by this? In some
contexts, “critical” is a kind of codeword for “politically radical”; in
others, it seems that negative judgments (for example, about the media)
are a kind of guarantee of critical thinking. There is also a distinction
to be made between “critical” and “cynical”: people who distrust
everything are not necessarily “critical,” and cynicism can be quite a
corrosive, dysfunctional response. “Critical” is always somewhat of an
“us and them” term: if you agree with me, then you are critical, but if
you do not agree, then you are not. In education, there is also a danger
that students who are seen to be the most “critical” are those who agree
with the teacher and simply submit to the teacher’s authority. So, we
need to take considerable care when we use this term!

There are elements of “critical thinking” that are generic and
function across various subjects or disciplinary domains. Taking a
skeptical attitude towards sources of evidence; carefully evaluating
rhetorical claims for credibility; assessing the reliability and
validity of different kinds of data; evaluating the logical steps in an
argument—these are all well-known elements of critical thinking.
There is a debate about whether these qualities can usefully be taught
in a generic way as “transferable” skills or whether they are best
understood in context and in relation to specific kinds of knowledge. I
think there may be some validity in both sides of this argument: some
of the critical thinking skills that we are seeking to promote in media
education can also apply to the teaching of literature, history, social
studies, or even the natural sciences. As I have said, the “key concepts”
model of media education remains a useful definition of critical
thinking, and it is one that can be extended to other curriculum areas.
However, it is important to always remember that this is essentially
a list of questions, not a set of answers. It offers students a way of
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interrogating media, but what they conclude from their analysis will
always be open to further debate.

Fake news is one of the prominent issues in media literacy
education. As you mentioned, it is “a symptom of much
larger economic and political changes,” in which the erosion
of journalistic professionalism by the socialization of news
distribution can also be observed. In this regard, would it be
helpful to review the long history of teaching about news?

“Fake news” is by no means a new phenomenon; we can find
examples of deliberately fabricated news stories right throughout
history. However, there’s no doubt that it has increased with the advent
of online and social media: these media make it much easier for
anybody to create “news” and to share it in ways that are no longer
controlled by gatekeepers like editors and regulators. Economically
speaking, “fake news” is a kind of clickbait, which generates excellent
profits for the big media and technology companies: the more
outrageous something is, the angrier it makes us, the more likely we
are to share it, and all that clicking and sharing is generating data that
these companies can gather and sell. Politically, I would say that in
many cases, fake news has proven to be a very useful tool for populist
politicians who want to gather support, not least through circulating
outlandish conspiracy theories.

However, “fake news” is not confined to new media. There is
a good deal of it in “old” media as well, and there always has been.
Media representations are inevitably partial; they do not simply reflect
reality. Ultimately, I do not think “fake news” is a very useful term.
It implies that “real” news, as produced by professional journalists, is
necessarily true. It also assumes that differentiating between “false”
and “true” is going to be straightforward, and while this is sometimes
the case, there are often many shades of gray between black and white.
There is also the difficult question of why some people continue to
believe in “fake news” even when they have been shown that it is
not true. All this implies that we cannot simply apply a checklist to
identify what is “fake,” and then the problem will be solved.

There is a long history of scholarly research about news, and
teaching about news is a very familiar topic in media education.
Concepts like “agenda setting” and “framing” that are used in news

niversity of Hong Kong Press

27



28

Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and C
School of Communication, Hong Kong

~

nmunication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
(202

otist Univ

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Communication and Society, 65 (2023)

WG:

DB:

research, as well as studies of the consumption and use of news, take
us well beyond simplistic ideas of truth and falsehood. This can be
quite a challenging area to teach, not least because students often
do not seem to be interested in news. But students can find it quite
empowering to apply various methods of media analysis, and there
is a lot they can learn from practical simulations of the news-making
process. Here again, I think we need more than a superficial “quick
fix’: students need in-depth, sustained opportunities to study news and
how it is produced and circulated.

As interviewers from China, we have noticed in your critique of
capitalism’s political and economic logic a hint of the turbulent
1970s. However, behind this criticism, there is little mention
of socialism as an institutional arrangement and overall vision
of society in contrast to capitalism in your works. In fact, both
the establishment of a digital economy centered on sharing and
common ownership, and the realization of the education policy
of “enabling the educated to develop morally, intellectually, and
physically” (as stated by Chairman Mao) are “problems” that can
only be addressed by relying on a particular “ism.” Of course, this
is a question of the times. This sense of austerity, powerlessness,
and hopelessness is something that we can perceive in your line of
thought.

I would say I am a democratic socialist, but I am also a realist. The
only time we have ever had a democratic socialist government in the
United Kingdom was in the five years immediately after the Second
World War—some time before I was born! In the past few years,
the leadership of the opposition Labour Party seemed to be taking
us in a similar direction, but that leadership was undermined and
ultimately overthrown by right-wing forces within the party as well as
by the right-wing media. As in the United States, we are increasingly
threatened by populist movements that I regard as close to fascism.

So if you perceive a sense of powerlessness and hopelessness,
you are not wrong. Like many people on the left these days, I am fond
of using the famous slogan of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci:
“Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will.” The problems I am
concerned with—the problems that critical media education has to
address—are not amenable to simple, short-term solutions. We cannot
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talk about the media without raising bigger questions about politics,
the economy, and the kind of society we need. Media education should
make a difference, but ultimately the issues at stake are not only about
the media or indeed only about education.

What are your impressions and expectations regarding media
literacy education in China?

I am always very wary of answering questions like this! I have visited
China several times, but it is a vast and complex country that is very hard
for an outsider to understand. I have a sense that Chinese academics
and educators are making progress in arguing for media education,
although, as in the West, I sometimes feel that we are not all talking
about the same thing. When I meet media educators from other
countries, it is always hard to be sure what they represent: they may
“talk the talk,” but there is often a big gap between what educational
“experts” say and what actually happens in ordinary classrooms.

I also worry that people see the British (or American, or Western)
idea of media education as a kind of model or recipe that they can
import into their own countries. There is often a kind of imperialism
going on here. To state the obvious, the media system, the political
system, and the educational system in China are vastly different from
those in the United Kingdom. You are unlikely to share my problems
and dilemmas, although I imagine you might recognize some of them.
The difficulties and opportunities we have to address may well be very
different. So while I think we can all gain from international dialogue,
particularly if it is an equal dialogue, I suspect this can only take us so
far. I will be watching to see how things unfold as China develops its
own distinctive approach to media education.

Selected Works by David Buckingham

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for
David Buckingham’s selected works.
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