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UNDERSTANDING DIGITAL MEDIA  

Do New Media really empower their users? Or are they just platforms for the 

surveillance of citizens and consumers? 

“The internet is a particularly malleable technology, susceptible of being deeply modified by 

its social practice, and leading to a whole range of potential social outcomes – to be 

discovered by experience, not proclaimed beforehand” – Manuel Castell  

 

The new media are the various types of media that evolve as a result of the ‘structural re-

invention’ of the old media. The structural re-invention does not necessarily have to be only 

in the form of technological change, but it encompasses changes in social, behavioural and 

technological infrastructures. The new media are generally digitally inspired, internet-enabled 

and interactive media such as the blogs, computer games, social media etc. They share 

similarities and some distinctions in configuration and usage with the old media such as the 

newspaper. A common example today is the newspaper; which can be read in the form of old 

media (paper print) or new media (online print). 

The new media has been widely accepted and is being used globally. Dijk (2006, pp. 2) is of 

the view that “the 21
st
 century can be described as the age of networks, as networks are 

becoming the nervous system of our society”. In the early stages of the new media, dystopian 

views were expressed regarding the new media’s ability to erode our social ecology. It was 

criticized as being able to bring about a reduction in our face-to-face communication and 

other physical interactions.  

The new media has been criticized for making the workplace too informal. Lievrouw and 

Livingstone (2006, pp. 6) noted that communication technologies were physically fixed and 

shared commonly in traditional workplaces, homes and schools, but in contrast, mobile 

phones; which are more individualistic in design are now gaining more acceptance and use 

especially among the digital natives.  

Concerns about intrusion into people’s privacy by the new media have been raised. Lievrouw 

and Livingstone (2006, pp 419-410) noted that the new media possess the ability to “collect, 
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search and exchange data” feeding a growing market for personal information which can 

endanger someone’s privacy.  The issue of privacy on the internet has been debated in civil 

courts all over the world. The European Court of Justice (ECJ)’s  ruling on curtailing the 

British Police ‘s ability to self-authorise access to the phone and web data of individuals is 

one of the legal issues still unresolved regarding online privacy laws (Travis, 2017. The 

Guardian Online). 

The issue of surveillance by the government security outfits is another problem the new 

media has brought into the open.  Surveillance has been an age-old method used by the 

security services even before the new media in form of human spies and informants. But the 

new media’s ubiquitousness and ease of interactivity has made it prone to abuse, such that a 

set boundary has to be put in place to regulate the use in security surveillance activities. 

(Travis, 2017) wrote that David Davis, the Brexit Minister argued that the government’s 

approach to collecting communications and other personal digital data amounts to “treating 

the entire nation as suspects”. 

The new media has been harnessed as a formidable marketing tool.  Consumer records of 

purchases and ‘likes’ on the social media are harvested and used as a set of e-commerce data 

for commercial use. Li and Bernoff  (2011, pp. 78, 102) submitted that the customer dictates 

what a brand is. Modern day businesses can easily know if their brand is performing well in 

the market by using the social media brand campaign and getting feedbacks from users. They 

advertise, distribute and promote their products and in return get the customers to rate and 

review their products.  

The wide-spread practice of harvesting the personal details of customers is not only restricted 

to the private business organisations. Public services like the BBC joined in the practice by 

encouraging users of BBC i-Player service to register and log in before access can be granted. 

According to the BBC it is “an attempt to make services more personal and localised”. But 

critics have disagreed, (following the BBC’s disclosure that around 7 million accounts 

already exists with data ranging from names, date of birth to home addresses and post codes), 

pointing out that the BBC as a public service should not deny anyone access to its programme 

and must find an alternative means of enforcing the payment of the TV licence; especially by 

the online users. (Sillito, 2016. BBC Online). 

The new media is not limited by space or time except for commercial or strategic reasons 

when time is of essence, such as in bidding and winning of goods and services.  According to 
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Kubicek (2017), Social Media Optimization (SMO) applications can be used to generate 

traffic to a website for the purpose of sales or publicity. This is one of the latest ways of using 

digital applications to optimise sales promotions.  But, the question remains how this benefits 

the users or consumers other than the ultimate benefit lying at the doorstep of the big 

producers and retailers.  

However, the use of ‘cookies’ to monitor and spin consumer purchases and behaviour has 

been hailed as enabling retailers knowledge about consumer needs and how to meet them. 

But, the downside remains that data harvesting applications in form of cookies or even 

loyalty cards holds an immense volume of data from retail customers which is then made 

available to the big retailers for product research and consumer surveillance. An action 

mostly done without the consent of the consumers who owns these data. Lievrouw and 

Livingstone (2006, pp. 419 - 420) observed that often; individuals do not have a choice, but 

to give all these details either without their direct consent or as a by-product of a sale or 

service transaction.  

Ziliani and Bellini (2003, pp. 285) observed that the risk of having consumer data base is in 

its vulnerability. They cited the case of Nectar Card manager (Loyalty Management UK) who 

changed and expanded into database marketing; thereby leveraging on the huge databases 

they hold to sell access to interested third parties. The question of ownership of the data and 

appropriateness of its sale to third party remains an issue the company has to come to terms 

with. This is a negative result or use of new media and consumer surveillance.   

The social media can be used in different ways to achieve different sets of social outcomes 

depending on who is handling them and the motive behind their use.  Lievrouw and 

Livingstone (2006, pp. 200) pointed out that there is high level of sociability within peer 

groups through the exchange of software, gaming skills and knowledge. 

The new media empowers their users by encouraging sociability. Studies have shown that the 

computer does not isolate its users from others. For example, several alumni or ‘old students’ 

of schools are being  connected by the new media and agenda for various types of charitable 

causes that promotes learning in their old schools are set by members online and then 

executed physically in terms of cash donations and building of physical structures. This is 

one of the ways new media empowers their users.  
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The new media fragments family life and encourages selfish consumption of information. In 

comparison with the old media such as television; the whole family gathers together to share 

the viewing, the new media cannot be said to encourage such.  Instead, the use of 

smartphones nowadays points to an independent and self-centred use of the device in the 

physical space. Concerns about over-usage of smartphones and its addictive tendencies been 

raised too (Science Daily, 2016).  

“Mass self-communication is a ‘novel quality’ of communication in contemporary society”, 

which has the capacity to reach audience in their millions across different platforms.   

(Castells 2009) in Fuchs (2014, pp. 75). As a result, it can be argued that the interactivity of 

the new media and its users at the virtual level do compensate for the seeming decline in 

physical engagement.  For example, around 6,000 tweets are tweeted on Twitter every 

second, which corresponds to over 350,000 tweets sent per minute, 500 million tweets per 

day and around 200 billion tweets per year (Internet Live Stats, 2017). On Facebook, a person 

can have thousands of friends sharing fun, knowledge and interacting together globally, as 

opposed to few family members of same household.  

Flew (2014, pp. 15) pointed out that the new media have a peculiar ability to empower a vast 

number of users across all spectrum of the society. He noted that critics of mass participation 

raised concerns that the quality of civic discourse and moral persuasion in the public will be 

undermined if everyone is allowed to use the new media without regulation or restrictions. 

But, one can argue that the issue of charlatan(ism) in conveyance of media text is relative or 

situational.  

Flew (2014, pp. 15) also cited concerns by various critics that the rise of social media will 

affect people’s capacity  for deep reading and fragment information (knowledge ) into small, 

intangible bits due to the internet encouraging the sampling of small bits of information from 

multiple sources. New media’s openness and acceptability by various types of users is the 

reason why so many users post millions of texts online daily. A single person that is not 

trained at all as a broadcaster will promote a cause that reaches out to millions in such a way 

that public opinion is formed globally.  

For example, President Donald Trump’s re-tweeting of anti-Muslim videos posts by the far-

right group Britain First’s Deputy Leader Jayda Fransen brought global condemnation and 

outcry, prompting major call for more responsible use of twitter handles and sanctions to be 

imposed on any inflammatory online postings (York, 2015).  On another occasion, the 
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shackled gesture made by the Manchester United’s player Paul Pogba; after scoring a goal to 

protest modern day slave trade in Libya was well received globally with millions contributing 

to the discussions and resounding condemnation of the Libyans and other people involved in 

such trade worldwide  (Instagram, 2017). The fact that both men have varying degrees of 

experience in the media and political influence, but have equal access to the online medium is 

proof that the new media does empower their users to express themselves  to such extent that 

they bridge cultural and geographical divide and shape public opinions. 

While it may be agreed that President Trump and Paul Pogba are already well known 

personalities, other events have shown that new media encourages activism and it is a 

‘mouth-piece’ for those who would not have been heard on the established media. The sex 

scandal that rocked the British Parliament in 2017 got broken through the social media by a 

group of sexually abused women who spoke out via their WhatsApp handle. The Moscow-

based feminist protest punk rock group called the Pussy Riot that stages guerrilla public 

performances would not have been heard but for the new media that was used to promote 

their activities (BBC, 2013., YouTube, 2012). These are few examples of how the new media 

is empowering its users by giving voice to the voiceless in our society.   

New media can be critically explained differently apart from the normative concept of its use 

as a tool of leisure or knowledge. A critical view of the new media in terms of its negative 

use in surveillance and commerce is necessary at this point. The new media is a handy tool in 

the hands of the capitalist and powerful elites in the society.   Foucault (1977) as explained in 

(Fuchs, 2014, pp. 135, 214) described surveillance as “a form of disciplinary power”. He 

posited that “surveillance prepares knowledge of man, knowledge about whether a person is 

behaving as he should”.  In other words, navigation devices such as the satellite navigation 

systems (SATNAV) can be turned into a tool of coercion that is used by the rulers to control 

the subjects.  

The alienation of users is not only in the form of exclusion by lack of access to media 

technology artefacts for economic reasons. But, as we have seen in the most recent times, 

digital autocracy can be as bad as digital exclusion by other means. When the government or 

privileged citizens takes control of the internet to launder fake news or stealthily influence the 

direction of travel of political or social narratives online; (for instance during a political 

campaign) with the sole aim of changing or swinging the outcome of a social or political 

action, then it can be said that the new media is not really empowering its users, but only 
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being used by the government to manipulate the public. The on-going controversy about 

Russian interference in the 2016 US Presidential Election is a typical example of this new 

phenomena (Solon and Saddiqui, 2017).    

According to Castells (2007, International Journal of Communication), “all institutional 

systems reflect power relations and power is the structural capacity of a social actor to 

impose its will over other social actor(s); which then leads to domination and counter-

domination”. The new media such as the internet and social media like WhatsApp or 

WikiLeaks may work as power stabilizers between the hegemonic political elites and the civil 

society. But, the power (according  to Gramsci’s idea of power as ‘Hegemony’) remains in 

the firm grip of the political elites who still retains the power to restrict access or shut down 

the internet, as happened in China and during the Egyptian Revolution of 2011.  The result is 

that users’ ability to express themselves is diminished. The usage of new media as a tool of 

protest or change does not automatically lead to the desired result or desired change; 

especially if it is not combined with street-led protest. However, it must be stated that the 

online media can equally be a pre-cursor or catalyst for such change.  

Apart from the politics and power implications outlined briefly above, economic hegemony 

of the few who have direct control and access to the new media’s functionalities is a concern 

being shared. The question about who owns the new media and why its ownership matters 

when it comes to user empowerment is of great importance. The social media have 

increasingly become ‘e-commerce friendly’ as the capitalist investors seek to make use of the 

platform for profit-making. One can argue based on the traditional Marxist’s approach that 

the ruling class’s interest is still being preserved as it has always been, as concentration of 

ownership of the mass media and direct control by a few corporations enables owners to 

manipulate the media in such a way as to benefit the ruling-class or preserve their interests. 

For example, following the blockage of Rupert Murdock’s BskyB Europe-wide deal, it was 

reported that Walt Disney bought Murdoch's Fox for $52bn (BBC, 2017).  

Bond and Jopson (2017. Financial Times) reported that AT & T- Time Warner’s take over 

deal is being blocked by the Donald Trump’s administration (Picture 4). This further shows 

how ownership of new media has truly become a big power struggle, as the new media is 

now a ‘prime property’ to own by powerful business and political elites as new technology 

changes the direction of economic flow of power and control. Russia’s ability to disrupt the 

internets’ sea-bed fibre optics cable is in the news (Beale, 2017. BBC Online), industries are 
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shutting down and workers are getting poorly remunerated, not because they are not 

producing or working, but because new technologies can enable robots to do the jobs and 

allow financial instruments to be managed more effectively at a speed never imagined; 

thereby strengthening the hands of the capitalists. With banks and industries closing down 

their branches, as online banking and workplace apps with robotic capabilities takes root, the 

alienation of the labour of the ‘proletariat’ by the ‘bourgeoisie’ will lead to a societal 

upheaval that is called a ‘proletarian revolution’.  

A brief case study of Google is necessary here as an example. Google is a global player in the 

in new media market and it is by far the most profitable and largest search engine (Picture 1).  

 

 

Picture 1: Bing, 2017 

Google indexes the user-generated content of users who upload their contents to the web. 

Keyword searches cannot be performed by Google without these user-generated contents that 

it obtains free without paying for the labour. Google widely generates and stores data on its 

search engines using a powerful algorithm and sell the data to interested parties thereby 
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making huge profits. It sells software and devices with which data is made, used and stored. 

Google is present in virtually all sectors of the global economy across all platforms; making 

Google a big economic surveillance and prosumer company. The non-payment of users and 

exploitation of their time clearly does not empower the users (Fuchs, 2014, pp. 131-132). 

Another area where fear about the new media use is expressed is the ease with which it 

allows users to access consumer loans, causing fear to be raised about the level of the UK 

consumer debt. The high UK consumer debt can be liked directly to car financing, credit 

cards and personal loans all of which can be easily obtained via the new media.  (Treanor, 

2017. The Guardian Online). The new media is being used by financial entrepreneurs to lure 

users into easy debt and therefore causing dis-empowerment of a large part of the population; 

particularly the youths who grapple with poor social mobility.  

In conclusion, Goggin (2012, pp. 121) described the naming of Facebooks’ Mark Zuckerberg 

as the Time Magazine ‘s person of the year 2010 as a turning point, in which it is generally 

accepted that; the social media is re-shaping the way media works and that its implication on 

businesses, government and the public will be massive. Already, crowdsourcing opportunities 

are created to raise funds for charity and investments. Taxi hailing services via apps is 

shifting power and labour relations. What about the many cases of online child exploitation 

and pornography at all levels of the society? It is indeed true in the words of Manuel Castells 

(2001, pp. 5) that “the internet is a particularly malleable technology, susceptible of being 

deeply modified by its social practice, and leading to a whole range of potential social 

outcomes – to be discovered by experience, not proclaimed beforehand”. No one knows 

exactly to what extent humans will use the new media to shape a new world.    
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Picture 1: Donald Trump Retweets Anti-Islam Posts (Huffington Post, 2017) 

 

Picture 2: Paul Pogba’s Shackled Gesture (Instagram, 2017) 
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Picture 3: Billboard.com (2017). The Pussy Riot on Moscow Cathedral 

 

Picture 4: Financial Times, 2017. Trump administration moves to block AT&T-Time 

Warner deal 
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