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The title of New Media: A Critical Introduction exactly describes the text’s ambitions and 
intended audience. The breadth of issues covered, the liberal use of case studies and side-
bars, and an extensive glossary provide useful tools for classroom instruction. Like the 
first edition, the volume is presented as a comprehensive treatment of the field of new 
media studies, suitable for undergraduates and beginning graduate students. The field is 
viewed principally through the lens of media studies (i.e. critical/cultural studies of popu-
lar culture and media, in the Birmingham School tradition). The volume surveys critical 
and cultural scholarship about new media, particularly perspectives informed by political 
economy, postmodern critical theory, art history/visual culture, and institutional critique.

Therefore, as a general introduction to new media studies beyond the critical/cultural 
approach, the volume has some limitations. For example, although the authors are care-
ful to advocate a long-term, historically situated view of new media issues and technolo-
gies, the text centers on the era since the early 1990s, when desktop computers and 
internet access were adopted in sizeable numbers outside the academy and the workplace 
for the first time – and when the internet began to attract significant interest among cultural 
and media studies scholars. Client-server architectures, graphical interfaces, search 
engines, browsers, and the hypertext transfer protocol (http) helped make the internet 
accessible to non-experts and part of popular culture. The look and feel of the early 
World Wide Web began to resemble previous ‘screen media’ like cinema and television; 
media and entertainment industries began to refashion themselves as ‘content industries’ 
whose mission was to fill the new ‘pipes’ of the internet as they had previously filled the 
printing presses, cinemas, and airwaves.

However, the story of the post-browser internet is not the whole story of new media, 
especially if the aim is to understand how social, technological, and institutional assump-
tions and circumstances interacted to shape networked ICT from their inception, and 
how this dynamic continues to influence the design standards, affordances, and function-
ality of new media today. Social psychologists, sociologists, communication researchers, 
policy analysts, and organizational scholars were investigating the implications of email, 
decision support systems, videotex, interactive cable, automated search and information 
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retrieval, teleconferencing, bulletin boards, and other modes of computer-mediated 
communication and computer-supported cooperative work for at least a decade before 
Netscape Navigator and the World Wide Web made their debut, but little of that earlier 
work is noted here.

By treating the commercialized Web circa 1995–2003 (notable for the birth of 
e-commerce, the move of media and entertainment industries online, and the dot-com 
bubble) as the origin of new media, there is a danger of overstating the similarities 
between new media and mass media forms and genres, for example on the basis of their 
visual style and graphics (and whether screens are involved). At the same time, the point-
to-point, reorganizing, multiplex architecture of the internet, which is built on the 
installed base of telecommunications networks, may be underplayed or neglected. Put 
differently, the ‘screenish’ computer may get all the credit for what makes new media 
significant, while the telecommunications backbone and protocols that give new media 
their fundamentally relational, interactive quality are rendered (literally) invisible.

A restricted temporal focus can also produce some debatable interpretations of current 
trends and issues. For example, the text presents the recent growth of free and open 
source software (FOSS) projects mainly as a response to expansive, rigid, and punitive 
intellectual property regimes implemented since the mid-1990s by media and entertain-
ment industries, rights holders, and sympathetic policymakers. Social media and Web 
2.0 (here, largely equated with social network sites like Facebook) are framed either as 
novel (and unforeseen) departures from ‘normal’ production-consumption/reception 
dynamics, or simply as new opportunities for commodification and revenue generation.

Clearly FOSS has been a significant and effective challenge to what many consider an 
unsustainable regulatory approach to ‘remix culture’. But it also represents the resurgence 
and expansion of a cooperative mode of software development and technology design with 
roots in the earliest days of mainframe computing, computer science, and the collaborative 
culture of elite engineering schools. Similarly, there is no question that the sustainability of 
sites like Facebook and Twitter increasingly depends on revenue models predicated on cap-
turing ever-more detailed information about users and their social activities and relation-
ships, and selling it to advertisers. Long before the World Wide Web existed, Tessa 
Morris-Suzuki presciently argued that the most problematic aspect of the future internet 
would be the ‘private appropriation of accumulated social knowledge’ (Morris-Suzuki, 1986: 
89). Yet social media have also expanded opportunities for interpersonal communication, 
sociality, mobilization, and personal expression to an unprecedented degree and on a global 
scale. Perhaps ironically, many users have become more vigilant about who has access to 
their personal information, not less, as suggested by recent protests that have forced 
Facebook to rescind policies seen as encroaching too closely on user privacy. On the whole 
it may be more useful to analyze developments like FOSS and social network sites not just 
in terms of markets and industries, but as part of a longer-term tension between different 
visions of what technology (including communication technology) is, what it is for, who 
gets to design and use it, and who decides.

A second issue relates to how and whether the material nature of technology should be 
understood and analyzed in social and cultural studies of new media. One of the real 
strengths of the book, which sets it apart from other texts taking a cultural/critical per-
spective, is that the authors recognize that neither technological nor cultural determinism 
can adequately account for the complex and emergent socio-technical consequences of 
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communication technologies. Consistent with the media studies tradition, the authors trace 
the origins of debates over technological vs. cultural/social determinism and ICT to the 
contending views of Marshall McLuhan and Raymond Williams, respectively. (In case any-
one doubts the authors’ sympathies, McLuhan tends to be portrayed as an unserious, popu-
larizing pundit while Williams is never less than a rigorous theorist and intellectual.)

However, in the opening chapters, and more emphatically in the final chapter, they 
argue that media studies’ deep-seated aversion to technological determinism, and its 
commitment to Williams-style cultural determinism, has led the field to discount the 
physical, material nature of built systems. At best, they say, communication technology 
has been bracketed as one more ‘text’ or cultural discourse subject to interpretation and 
critique – and thus effectively de-materialized. The notion of affordances (i.e. a device’s 
design features that prompt people to use it in certain ways), popularized by Donald 
Norman and other writers in design studies and psychology, is suggested as one way past 
this problem. However, as applied in cultural studies, the idea is often detached from the 
pragmatic, concrete issue of how things are actually built and how they work, becoming 
one more way to talk about cultural interpretations and appropriations.

To reconnect media studies to the tangible character of new media technologies, the 
authors suggest that science and technology studies (STS) and the media ecology per-
spective (itself an outgrowth of the Toronto School of media studies led by McLuhan, 
Harold Innis, Walter Ong, and others) may offer important theoretical insights that bal-
ance the symbolic and material properties of new media. Still, the discussion seldom 
moves beyond the core symbolic and institutional concerns of critical and cultural stud-
ies to deal with the specific, material features and limitations built (or reconfigured, 
hacked, or sabotaged) into systems by designers and users. STS is more or less equated 
with actor network theory (ANT) as elaborated by Bruno Latour and his colleagues, and 
treated more as a general interpretive scheme than as a conceptual framework and method 
for empirical investigation, which was its original purpose. The substance and physical 
configuration of new media technologies are ultimately presented as secondary to the 
more abstract – and influential – arena of industries, markets, production and consump-
tion, discourses, texts, and imaginaries.

The difficulties of coming to terms with the material nature of communication 
technology are seen most clearly in the book’s discussion of social and technical net-
works, and the networked infrastructure of ICT, which are depicted mainly as broad 
institutional and economic formations or discourses rather than manifest, observable pat-
terns of relations among people, technological devices, institutions, or all of these. While 
a detailed account of social network analysis might not be appropriate in this type of 
general text, it would surely be instructive to present students with a clearer sense of how 
networks differ from other forms of social and cultural organization (e.g. hierarchies), 
and the relationship of network structures and dynamics to ‘long tail’ distributions, network 
effects, and other cumulative advantage processes, rather than to rely on abstractions or 
simply repeat generalizations about globalization or networks of networks.

Two further points about the volume’s organization and ‘pitch’ are worth noting. The 
text is organized into a brief introduction and five large chapters. Some chapters are 
tightly structured, with concise and useful ‘throughlines’ and summaries of relevant theory 
and scholarship. For example, the chapter on ‘New Media and Visual Culture’ is a fine 
overview of key concepts, from the checkered history of virtual reality to concepts of 
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immersion, perspective, virtuality, and recent debates about digital cinema. Chapter 4, 
‘New Media in Everyday Life,’ provides a cohesive summary of recent research, espe-
cially by media studies scholars, focused on the appropriation and domestication of new 
media technologies in the home, children and new media, and online games and the 
‘ludic’ character of engagement with new media.

However, Chapter 3, entitled ‘Networks, Users and Economics,’ is something of a 
portmanteau. It begins with a fairly orthodox account of new media from the standpoint 
of political economy, with the internet presented as the product of market economics, 
corporate capitalism, and globalization. However, the second half of the chapter changes 
gears abruptly, glossing an assortment of topics. Some are clearly related to economics 
and markets (intellectual property, long tail distributions, user-generated content), while 
the rest run the gamut of current topics in cultural studies of the internet (identity, ano-
nymity, online community, wikis and Web 2.0, the public sphere, ‘YouTube and post 
television’, and so on).

In addition, the writing style and pitch of some chapters seem more appropriate to a 
graduate seminar in cultural theory than to undergraduates whose knowledge of the inter-
net and new media comes mostly from personal experience and tinkering. Some chapters 
read like scholarly monographs, where the authors are debating with peers, rather than 
explaining core ideas to students or non-specialists. The style shifts from chapter to chap-
ter, and sometimes within chapters, apparently the result of different co-authors taking the 
lead on different topics. In fairness, the authors suggest that the text is best suited to stu-
dents who already have a strong grounding in media studies or cultural studies, and they 
acknowledge that different chapters reflect the different (and even conflicting) views of 
the authors who produced them. However, such variations might present some difficulties 
for instructors, who might need to pick and choose not just chapters, but subsections 
within chapters, to construct a coherent syllabus or series of class presentations.

In sum, and despite these few caveats, New Media: A Critical Introduction is a good 
guide to the current state of scholarship in critical and cultural studies of new media. As 
demonstrated by this second edition, it already has an audience in courses that take a 
cultural/media studies approach. It is also a fine overview of this perspective for scholars 
and researchers in other fields and specialties.
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In Ourspace Christine Harold returns to her work on culture jamming, complicating the 
contemporary debate over how best to challenge the increasing corporate control of cul-
ture fostered by late capitalism. Harold posits that the discourse of culture jammers 


