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Endowment for Democracy and the Center for International Media Assistance (CIMA); and large 

corporations began funding digital literacy initiatives, as did the MacArthur Foundation.  

 

All these groups rallied around the creation of critical capacities in media users and the potentials 

of participatory media for democratic citizenship; significantly, each of them used the same rubric despite 

their sometimes polarized political views. In fact, only two years after the Journal of Communication issue, c despite 
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delegated the duty of promoting media literacy in the United Kingdom to the newly formed Office of 

CommuniFDWLRQ�� LW� DGRSWHG� D� GHILQLWLRQ� GHYLVHG� LQ� WKH� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV� LQ� ����� �WKH� ³$VSHQ� GHFODUDWLRQ´���
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³FRQWUROOHG 
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The Literate and Illiterate 

 

To bring some context to the current use of the term media literacy, examination of the history of 

media in education might be illuminating. To that end, I offer a brief sketch of the use of technologies in 

the classroom and the pedagogical expectations that accompanied them. Silent film was the first industrial 

visual technology to make its way into the classroom, emerging in educational settings, both formal and 

informal, in the late 1890s, almost as soon as the technologies were commercially available. It was not 

long before these local and national initiatives, by churches, schools, libraries, and YMCAs, were scaled up 

WR� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� DJHQFLHV�� VXFK� DV� WKH� /HDJXH� RI� 1DWLRQV¶� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� (GXFDWLRQDO� &LQHPDWRJUDSK�

Institute, one of the precursors of UNESCO (Druick, 2007).  

 

The United States is well known as a producer of popular media entertainment, but its role in the 

promotion of media education is just as impressive. As far back as the silent film era, U.S. corporations 

and philanthropic organizations were keen to become part of classrooms. After 1923, the year that Kodak 

released its noninflammable 16mm format and began to steal market dominance away from the French 

company Pathé, American educators were able to assemble a powerful network of individuals, institutions, 

and philanthropic organizations, including journals such as Moving Picture Age and Visual Education, that 

focused on the use of film in the classroom (Greene, 2005; Orgeron, Orgeron, & Streible, 2012; Saettler, 

1968; Wasson, 2005).  

 

One of the characteristics of the current discourse of media literacy is its focus on intensification 

of media experiences for youth on digital platforms and the presumed dangers of illiteracy. (GXFDWLRQ¶V�

twin goals of subjectivization and modernization have long relied on the specter of the illiterate as its 

unschooled other (Hunter, 1988). Often, discourses of illiteracy have been tied to colonial relations. As 

late as the 1970s, one could still encounter a story in a communication textbook about the surprise of 

African viewers when seeing a chicken run across a movie screen or of Pacific Islanders unable to 

recognize themselves in a film (Carpenter, 1973). This colonial orientation is part and parcel of 
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WKH�LQYHQWLRQ�RI�YDULRXV�³WHDFKLQJ�PDFKLQHV�´�,Q�KLV�KLVWRU\�RI�FODVVURRP�XVHV�RI�WHFKQRORJ\��/DUU\�&XEDQ�

(1986) notes that the dream of efficiency in education manifested itself as the Taylorization of the 

classroom, in which the integration of the student into mechanized feedback loops was hoped to increase 

speed and standardization. The concept of teaching machines took on prominence in the decades following 

the SecRQG�:RUOG�:DU��WHOHYLVLRQ�ZDV�D�UHIRUPHU¶V�KRO\�JUDLO��,Q�������IRU� LQVWDQFH��EHKDYLRUDO�VFLHQWLVW�

B. F. Skinner published an article on teaching machines in Science, in which he characterized educational 

technology as the best way to meet the demands on educational systems:  

 

There are more people in the world than ever before, and a far greater part of them 

want an education. The demand cannot be met simply by building more schools and 

training more teachers. Education must become more efficient. To this end, curricula 

must be revised and simplified, and textbooks and classroom techniques improved. In 

any other field a demand for increased production would have led at once to the 

invention of labor-saving capital equipment. Education has reached this stage very late, 

possibly through a misconception of its task. Thanks to the advent of television, 

however, the so-called audio-visual aids are being re-examined. Film projectors, 

television sets, phonographs, and tape recorders are finding their way into American 

schools and colleges. (Skinner, 1958, p. 969) 

 

The Ford Foundation entered the educational field in the early 1950s through the establishment 

of its Funds for the Advancement of Education. As an extension of this mandate, in the 1950s and 1960s, 

the foundation provided funding to the National Association of Educational Broadcasters for experimental 

projects using TV in schools, including a futuristic airborne regional educational broadcasting scheme in 

the American Midwest and a satellite instructional television experiment in India (Goldfarb, 2002; 
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drHZ� RQ� WUDGLWLRQV� RI� HGXFDWLRQ� DV� LQRFXODWLRQ� DJDLQVW� PHGLD¶V� GHOHWHULRXV� HIIHFWV� �+XQWHU�� ������6 Yet 

despite, or perhaps because of, their critical perspectives, ideas about the media produced by social 

analysts were eagerly sought after by educational institutions and corporate interests involved in the 

development of global economies (Turner, 2006). To be sure, the movement of ideas about media studies 

and later media literacy into mainstream institutions of social reproduction such as the educational system 

did not occur without friction and modification. But it would be incorrect to assume that education and 

media typically have been at loggerheads. In the remainder of this essay, I sketch out these connections 

to bring greater clarity to the increasing prominence of the media literacy paradigm in educational 

discourse in general and higher education in particular. 

 

Media Literacy and (Anti)capitalism 

 

Even if most of the educational television projects were declared failures by the 1970s, 

technology and the classroom were by then well bonded. Cultural critics who had formerly adopted the 

inoculation approach now began to be interested in the potentials of media for art and education, the 

³FUHDWLYH�PHGLD�DSSURDFK´��+RHFKsmann & Poyntz, 2012, p. 146). FollRZLQJ�)UHLUH¶V�LGHDV�DERXW�SHGDJRJ\�

IRU� OLEHUDWLRQ� DV� ZHOO� DV� 0F/XKDQ¶V� LGHDV� DERXW� PHGLD� DV� KXPDQ� ³H[WHQGHUV´� PDGH� SRSXODU� E\�

Understanding Media (McLuhan, 1964), production began to take the place of critical reception as the 

appropriate mode of using media in the classroom (Cowie, 2000; Shor & Friere, 1987). Not only did it 

have exemplary ability to engage students, but in one fell swoop it would help to demystify mainstream 

media and possibly liberate young minds from corporate culture. As Renee Hobbs and Amy Jensen (2009) 

SXW� LW�� ³'XULQJ� WKH� ����V�� PHGLD� OLWHUDF\� HGXFDWLRQ� EHJDQ� WR� EH� UHFRJQL]HG� DV� D� FULWLFDO� SUDFWLFH� RI�

FLWL]HQVKLS��SDUW�RI�WKH�H[HUFLVH�RI�GHPRFUDWLF�ULJKWV�DQG�FLYLO�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV´��S����� 

 

Media education of the 1970s and 1980s was organized primarily around the study of television. 

For Len Masterman, one of the most influential media educators of the period, the simple act of bringing 

PHGLD�LQWR�WKH�FODVVURRP�ZDV�D�ZD\�RI�GHFHQWHULQJ�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�RSHQLQJ�XS�WKH�³SRWHQWLDO�IRU�JHQXine 

GLDORJXH�´� 0RUHRYHU�� 0DVWHUPDQ� ������� DVVHUWHG� WKDW� WKH� LPDJLQDWLYH� DQG� LQYHVWLJDWLYH� DSSURDFK� RI�

PHGLD� VWXGLHV� ZDV� ³OLJKW� \HDUV� DKHDG� RI� WKH� FRQWHQW-ERXQG� V\OODEXVHV� RI� PRVW� WUDGLWLRQDO� VXEMHFWV´� �S��

49). Masterman was highly pragmatic: If media studies could be accepted as a subject in high schools, 

with dedicated instructors, it would develop enough institutional legitimacy, he thought, to enable it to 

create its own associations and journals. Arguably, it was precisely this move from a media studies on the 

margins to the educational legitimacy and institutionalization that would pave the way for new policies 

concerning media literacy later in the decade.  

 

Yet, as media education became a part of K±12 school curricula²albeit unevenly and with a 

certaLQ�DPRXQW�RI�UHVLVWDQFH�IURP�³EDFN�WR�EDVLFV´�FRQVHUYDWLYHV²the critical, political agenda was often 

                                                 
6 Although outside the scope of this essay, LW�EHDUV�QRWLQJ�WKDW�0DUVKDOO�0F/XKDQ¶V�SUHOLPLQDU\�ZRUN�IRU�KLV�

book Understanding Media was undertaken for a Ford Foundation±funded study on behalf of the National 
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softened and simplified to achieve the kind of instrumentality evident in the Aspen declaration of 1992. As 

media education guru David Buckingham (2003) put it,  

 

Media education is proposed as a way of dealing with some very wide and complex 

social problems²and if the media are routinely identified as the overriding cause of 

these problems, media education frequently seems to be seen as the solution. (p. 11)  

 

Just as the study of propaganda during the Second World War was transformed into the 

HXSKHPLVP� RI� ³FRPPXQLFDWLRQ´� DV� LW� GHYHORSHG� LQWR� DQ� DFDGHPLF� GLVFLSOLQH� LQ� WKH� SRVWZDU� ZRUOG�

(Simpson, 1994), so, too, critiques of the media undertaken by 1960s social movement actors and radical 

adult educators were taken up and changed by educational institutions in the 1990s under the banner of 

³PHGLD� OLWHUDF\�´� $V� DQ� H[DPSOH� RI� WKH� JURVV� VLPSOLILFDWLRQ� WKLV� VKLIW� HQWDLOHG�� E\� ������ WKH� $PHULFDQ�

Center for Media LiWHUDF\�KDG�UHOHDVHG�D�³0HGLD/LW�.LW´�WKDW�ERLOHG�WKH�VWXG\�RI�PHGLD�GRZQ�WR�ILYH�FRUH�

concepts and five key questions (Thoman & Jolls, 2003). 

 

Neoliberalism and the Fast Policy of Media Literacy 

 

Given its connection to a countercultural ethos steeped in tKH� 1HZ� /HIW¶V� IRXQGDWLRQDO� EHOLHI� LQ�

participatory democracy, it seems surprising, perhaps, that the new paradigm of media literacy fit so well 

with the emerging doctrine of neoliberalism. Yet, as several studies have convincingly demonstrated, 

neoliberalism built its legitimacy precisely on the critique of authority and repressive paternalism made by 

social movements in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005; Fraser, 2009; Hallin, 

2008; Turner, 2006). Critiques of the mainstream media, like certain aspects of feminism, were readily 

adopted into mainstream culture (including advertising), while substantive social critiques, especially 

about economic redistribution and environmental and social justice, were largely brushed aside.  

 

The various dead ends of television in the classroom were overcome by the structural emergence 

of digital in the mid-
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LQQRYDWLYH�QHZ�IRUPV�RI�SURILW�H[WUDFWLRQ�IURP�YLHZHUV�DQG�UHDGHUV��WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�³SURVXPHU�FRQWHQW-

PDNHUV´�� LQ� ZKDW� -RGL� 'HDQ� ������� FDOOV� WKH� V\VWHP� RI� ³
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that the study engages. Ito and the other authors demonstrate their sensitivity to definitions of literacy 

that emphasize its situatedness and embedding in relations of power.  

 

In our work, we suggest that not only are new media practices defining forms of literacy 

that rely on interactive and multimedia forms but they also are defining literacies that 

are specific to a particular media moment, and possibly generational identities. (Ito et 

al., 2009, p. 26) 

 

While identifying youth practices online as literacy throughout the study, the authors advocate for adults 

WR�UHFRJQL]H�\RXWK¶V�DFWLYLWLHV�DV�PHDQLQJIXO��GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�JHQHUDWLRQDO�ULIW�LQ�GHILQLWLRQV�

of literacy and its value. 

 

The study by Jenkins, Purushotma, Weigel, Clinton, and Robison (2009) takes a more explicitly 

normative apprRDFK� WR� GLJLWDO� WHFKQRORJLHV� LQ� WKH� FODVVURRP� DQG� LGHQWLILHV� ��� FRUH� VNLOOV� ³WKDW� DOO� \RXWK�

QHHG�WR�OHDUQ�LI�WKH\�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�EH�HTXDO�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�RI�WRPRUURZ´��S�������LQFOXGLQJ�SOD\��

simulation, performance, appropriation, multitasking, judgment, networking, and transmedia navigation. 

Using existing innovations in the K±12 classroom as models, the report suggests that there could be a 

PRUH�³V\VWHPDWLF�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ´�RI�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKHVH�VNLOOV�LQ�WKH�FXUULFXOXP��³We do not want to 

see media literacy treated as an add-RQ�VXEMHFW�´�ZULWH�WKH�DXWKRUV��³5DWKHU��LWV�LQWURGXFWLRQ�VKRXOG�EH�D�

SDUDGLJP�VKLIW�WKDW��OLNH�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�RU�JOREDOL]DWLRQ��UHVKDSHV�KRZ�ZH�WHDFK�HYHU\�H[LVWLQJ�VXEMHFW´�

(p. 109). 
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viral advertising, terrorism recruiting, and all the typical fears that surround modern youth (Shade, 2011). 

Media literacy promises resources for practices of freedom in this new fearful media environment, but 

questions about how media literacy itself legitimates education under technocapitalism also need to be 

posed. 

 

From a cultural studies perspective, the rise of media literacy discourse is clearly linked to a 

constellation of social, political, and economic conditions²primary among them neoliberalism. The logics 

that it mobilizes²of inoculation against degraded culture, of reason over mindless pleasures, and of the 

active use of media for democracy²engage a set of deep-seated governmental problematics productive of 

the subject of modernity, homo economicus (Foucault, 2008). Proponents of all political stripes support 

the essentially governmental imaginary that an educated subject will be protected against a destructive 

system thanks to guidance that will make him or her aware of the connections between knowledge and 

power. This approach aims to mobilize the media themselves as a democratic counterforce, presuming the 

vulnerability of corporate media to critique. However, corporate media culture, more pervasive than ever, 

has come to demand this critique, which at the very least serves to legitimize its self-proclaimed provision 

of diverse choices on neutral platforms. For the most part, ideas about media literacy appear to operate 

seamlessly to help young people become better media consumers and media producers within the 

structural compulsion to participate that drives communicative capitalism.  

 

In placing current media literacy discourse in relation to long-standing practices of using media 

as an efficient means to introduce modern practices²including market relations²into education, what I 

have offered here is an incentive for future research. More consideration is required, I contend, of the 

work that media literacy discourse performs in various institutional and policy contexts²in the United 

States and beyond. Institutional education, as an intrinsic part of the project of modernity, has been 

consistently criticized for not integrating fully enough a range of techniques and technologies that would 

engage students more effectively. Historical examples show that, in the United States, the marketplace is 

perpetually being presented as a more efficient educator than are public educational institutions, 

consistently marked as conservative and beleaguered. This is not new. Nor, for that matter, is the 

appropriation of the seemingly oppositional discipline of media studies into the mainstream of K±12 and 

postsecondary education, which has taken place over four decades or more. However, with the advent of 

communicative capitalism and compulsory digital participation, normative discourses of media literacy as 

tied to citizenship, participatory democracy, and even diversity cannot be assumed to work in univocal 

ways. What demands the attention of critical communication scholars now are the ways such ideas are 

articulated²however unwittingly²to forms of governmental justification immanent to the current 

neoliberal formation. 
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