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media and sociology, is branding and organizational identity. This is discussed, directly 
or indirectly, in Chapters 2, 4, 5, 7 and 8. Here, everything potentially is a brand: national 
television stations, regions and countries and NGOs, as well as companies and their 
products. Each chapter has an alternative take on the necessity and utility of brands in 
contemporary consumer society. The third theme, as already stated, is the rise of new 
media and communication technologies and what that means for established organiza-
tions, from internal structures, to financial models, to consumer relationships. Anyone 
interested in these three themes is likely to read several of the chapters with interest and 
find points of inspiration.

Overall, this is a book directed more at practitioners and academics in business/
management than towards sociologists and media scholars. Its corporate tone and manage-
ment guru-style accounts will irritate those who are ‘left-leaning’. At the same time the 
collection also yields some intriguing discussions, alternative perspectives and several 
useful case study accounts on some key topics: mediatization, branding and new media. 
Those interested in such topics are likely to gain some valuable returns on their investment.

Marianne van den Boomen, Sybille Lammes, Ann-Sophie Lehmann, Joost Raessens and  
Mirko Tobias Schäfer (eds), Digital Material: Tracking New Media in Everyday Life and Technology, 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2009; 304 pp.:  32.50 

Reviewed by: Leslie Haddon, London School of Economics and Political Science, UK

This is an edited collection marking the 10th anniversary of when the subject of ‘new 
media ‘was first taught in the New Media and Digital Culture programme at the University 
of Utrecht. The editors provide a brief history of new media studies from early utopian 
and dystopian speculations with an emphasis on the immaterial nature of the virtual 
world, a realm ‘out there’, initially seen as uninfluenced by the rest of daily life. Initial 
academic approaches rooted in more traditional media studies asked how older forms of 
media were being mediated by digital culture. More recently there has been a ‘material 
turn’, an interest in how online practices are embedded in everyday life.

‘Serious games from an apparatus perspective’ examines games that are intended to 
be educational, focusing on one from the UN called Food Force. This entails a system-
atic exploration of different aspects of the game, including unconscious desires and a 
discussion of a Lacanian psychoanalytic framework, in order to address what is happen-
ing when players experience the game.

‘Empower yourself, defend freedom! Playing games during times of war’ looks at 
America’s Army, a game designed by the US military, evaluating it as propaganda. This 
is a form of ‘soft power’, more specifically ‘sweet power’, exercised in the context of 
declining support for the US Global War on Terrorism. Here were see the qualities of 
the game and related texts as an attempt to militarize popular culture.

‘Formatted spaces of participation: Interactive television and the changing rela-
tionship between production and consumption’ reviews the more optimistic view of 
new media’s ‘participatory culture’ compared to a critical view stressing industry’s 
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exploitation of any such participants. The chapter examines a German ‘crime watch’ 
programme, Big Brother and YouTube to show both the constraints and spaces for 
engagement experienced by participants.

‘The vanishing points of mobile communication’ argues that the belief that more con-
nectivity is automatically good is problematic: it can be intrusive for others and increase 
the degree of surveillance in everyday life. This has the ‘potential to stealthily yet radically 
alter of our perceptions of what it means to coexist with others in a connected society’.

‘The work of art in the age of digital recombination’ uses Benjamin’s famous essay to 
reflect upon what changes occur with digital reproduction. The key important develop-
ment in computing is the increasingly flexible databases that have a number of central 
features enabling the recombination of elements. This provides digital art with a ‘manip-
ulation value’. 

‘Digital objects in e-learning environments: The case of WebCT’ examines the failings 
of e-learning software to meet the social constructivist educational philosophy that situ-
ates students’ activities and communication at the heart of learning. We are shown how 
the design of WebCT might constrain what students can actually do, and how the more 
general principles in the object-orientated approach underlying WebCT are likely to lead 
to degrees of inflexibility.

‘The design of world citizenship: The historical comparison between world exhibi-
tions and the web’ first examines the insights that arise from making historical com-
parisons before dealing with key features associated with new media – ‘immersion’, ‘the 
end of linearity’ and ‘being part of the show, – and arguing that visitors to past world 
exhibitions had parallel experiences.

‘ “And machine created music”: Cybergothic music and the phantom voices of the 
technological uncanny’ is a very literary analysis, first outlining key features of the 
Gothic genre and contemporary cybergothic subcultures with reference to popular cul-
ture (e.g. Terminator). After a brief history of Gothic music and its general qualities, the 
focus is on the lyrics, the sound and accompanying video of two Gothic music bands.

‘Moving beyond the artefact: Lessons from participatory culture’ clarifies the chal-
lenges posed to archivists by new media. What do you archive and when as part of cul-
tural heritage when the networking or collaborative aspect is also important as well as 
any ‘text’, when these areas develop dynamically and when there are fewer hierarchies 
than had existed in print to indicate what it is more worthwhile to save. 

‘Participation inside? User activities between design and appropriation’ challenges 
romanticized claims concerning participatory culture, especially Web 2.0. The author 
shows how industries make use of users’ participation in developing designs, how 
they sometimes control the platforms and hence constrain the way users can innovate 
and how some ‘participation’ is not so much a conscious process but is designed into the 
way the software is implemented in the PC.

‘Challenging the magic circle: How role playing games are negotiated in everyday 
life’ takes issue with the metaphor that stressing the distinctness and separateness of
any game worlds that we enter. The author draws on accounts from her own participant 
observation study of the World of Warcraft, providing a history of the ‘magic circle’ and 
how subsequent writers had argued the metaphor implied boundaries around games that 
were too strong.
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‘Renaissance now! The gamers’ perspective’ discusses the nature and role of storytell-
ing before first providing a particular understanding of the history of recent media in the 
style of a storyteller! The second part of the article argues that we should see in current 
technological developments the potential to create a new renaissance in terms of chang-
ing our perspectives. 

‘What you see is what you get: Digital images and the claim on the real’ questions 
whether digital images make a distinct break from the analogue images of traditional 
photography or cinema, arguing how there is some continuity between the two. For example, 
the former were always open to manipulation, and in practice it proves to be very 
problematic to claim that they captured something ‘real’ in a way that digital media do not.

‘The pervasive interface: Tracing the magic circle’ deals with ‘pervasive games’ 
played in everyday life locales like urban streets. The author argues that the concept of 
the interface needs to be expanded in the case of pervasive games and that crossing the 
threshold into the game world first requires ‘childlike play’ with no rules and more of a 
playful state of mind before accepting the new conventions of the game world. 

‘Grasping the screen: Towards a conceptualization of touch, mobility and multiplic-
ity’ is a more abstract reflection on the Nintendo DS as a ‘theoretical object’. It covers 
the nature of such objects, double screens and tactile controls, trying to conceptualize the 
experience of interfacing and different kinds and levels of mobility. 

‘Terra incognito: Computer games, cartography and spatial stories’ engages with dis-
cussions about space and maps more generally and how they are being theorized in rela-
tion to computer games. The author looks at the role of maps and mini-maps in some 
specific strategy games, where players are both on tour and actively making maps, hence 
changing their relation to the map. 

‘Conceptualizing forums and blogs as public sphere’ is an empirical study of online 
forums and blogs following the assassination of a Dutch filmmaker. The author assesses 
the extent to which these online contributions meet the strict criteria of rationality and 
inclusiveness of Habermas’s public sphere and then whether these forums constitute 
multiple alternative public spheres.

‘Interfacing by material metaphors: How your mailbox may fool you’ considers why 
we can misinterpret the icons on computer screens. The chapter discusses the various 
different levels on which icons in general operate, how they represent some processes 
and how metaphors work. 

‘Hidden practice: Artists’ working spaces, tools and materials in the digital domain’ 
explores why there are few representations of digital artists at work. With the exception 
of the ‘making-of’ genre of films for computer generated graphics (as in films like the 
Matrix), she explores why we see few images of how digital artists work. 

Overall this is a very diverse collection, not only in terms of topic, or subtopic (for 
example, within games, digital arts), but in terms of the level at which it is pitched, the 
language used and the different types of background knowledge the reader needs in order 
to fully appreciate the arguments. It has more of the range I would expect to see in arti-
cles in a journal, discounting ‘special issues’ organized around a theme. The authors in 
the book have referenced each other in the footnotes, and the editors made a noble effort 
to provide a rationale for the different sections. It encouraged me to read material that I 
would not normally choose to read and I found some of the issues raised in that new 
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material to be quite interesting, introducing me to debates with which I was less familiar. 
But I read everything and tried to make it more accessible in this review precisely because 
I was the reviewer. I am not sure how many individuals read all such collections, and 
hence in my experience volumes like this tend to be bought for university libraries where 
different audiences, researchers and learning modules can make use of the different 
chapter material. I would say that much, though by no means all, of the book is pitched 
above undergraduate level. Given the origins of the book, Dutch examples were occa-
sionally provided, which I found quite refreshing.

Marta Dyczok and Oxana Gaman-Golutvina (eds), Media, Democracy and Freedom: 
The Post-Communist Experience, Peter Lang AG: Bern, 2009; 243 pp.: £40.10

Reviewed by: Nataša Bakić-Mirić, University of Niš, Serbia

This edited collection examines the role of the media in the larger political, economic 
and social transformations that occurred during the period following the collapse of 
Communism in Russia and other countries belonging to the Communist bloc. The inter-
national group of scholarly contributors who are involved investigate the complex rela-
tions between the media, society and the state in these former Communist countries. 
They scrutinize the changes in the public sphere brought about by the media in the con-
text of changing predominant values cherished in Communist ideology. The main focus 
of the book is on four themes: state–society relations, the weight of the past, the useful-
ness and limitations of the comparative perspective and the complex and contradictory 
role of the market.

The book opens with the group of scholars debating freedom of speech. They point to 
the fact that immediately after the fall of Communism some countries came a long way 
towards establishing the free speech that is considered a building block of democracy. 
Jarolimek and Manaev show that despite the explosion of new media outlets who wanted 
to provide society with objective information and express their own points of view in the 
propagation of freedom of speech, some difficulties still arise, so bringing the progress 
of society to a halt, as is the case with contemporary Belarus. On the other hand, 
Berekashivli, Cheterian and Dyczok in their papers discuss the examples of Ukraine and 
Georgia where some parts of society stand up for freedom of speech and are prepared to 
fight for their rights, showing that democracy has deep roots in these societies.

Although some people say that the past should not have an influence on the future, the 
second theme in this book shows that the weight of the past can be a burden, especially 
for people living in fragile democracies. In the case of some post-Communist countries 
it plays a crucial role indeed, because they all share a Communist legacy that can some-
times lead people away from modernization. This in Gaman-Golutvina’s opinion is what 
is happening in contemporary Russia. In order to prove her theory, Gaman-Golutvina 
actually investigates Russia’s medieval past, juxtaposing the concepts of freedom and 
development alongside Dublin and Manaev who use sociological data to explore the role 
the media play in identity formation and change, observing the importance of history in 
this process. 
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