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SLIDE 1: Title of Talk 

· Hi, Alice, 2nd year PhD student

· This talk uses online reality shows to discuss theories of participatory culture and fandom with regard to audience research. 

· I’ll start by talking about participatory culture. 

SLIDE 2: What is participatory culture

· To begin with, some basic definitions

· Participatory culture is the “hot term” in internet and media studies these days

· Here’s a definition from MIT’s Henry Jenkins:
· Read definition
· So, basically, participatory culture is the ways in which new technologies have allowed ordinary people to “participate” in mainstream media content.

· I want you to note a few things: first, that the people involved in this participation are always referred to as “consumers”, rather than citizens, individuals, fans, users.

· Second is this dichotomy between media “consumers” and media “producers”. You may have heard the term “prosumer” – it refers to the blurring of the boundaries between consumers and producers. I’m going to look at this dichotomy in a different way. 

SLIDE 3: What is participatory culture

· So people use this term, participatory culture, in a number of different ways

· It’s a buzzword and a rhetorical strategy, so it’s difficult to pin down.

· But two broad categories.

· New cultural products that people make

· First: online forms of media like blogs

· “user contributed content” – another buzzword, this one in Web 2.0 – refers to sites such as YouTube, Flickr, del.icio.us and so forth in which the users actually provide the content for the site (as opposed to news, zines, ecommerce, etc.)

· Lots of people in this department interested in this! Machinima, mashups, video game mods, fan fiction, fan art, fan films, 

· Question: What’s the difference between this and small grassroots media (zines, indierock, small film): participatory culture presumes some connection to a larger media product, or the use of Big Media as cultural resources. I think this builds an inherent limit into it, but I’ll talk about that in a bit. 

· New ways people have of interacting with traditional media products

· Henry Jenkins calls this “convergent cultural practices”. 

· Discussion: Highly detailed, analytical, reflective commentary on cultural products. Nancy Baym’s study on soap opera fans on USENET is a great example. 

· Collaboration: Fans share knowledge to decipher spoilers, win sponsored games (Lost, I love bees, beast), etc.

· New forms of influence over media producers: 

· Fan campaigns: last year to save Veronica Mars, fans sent gift baskets to all the major decision makers, took out an ad in Variety, and hired a skywriter to write “Save Veronica Mars” over the TV production studios.

· Fiona Apple

· Snakes on a Plane

· Grassroots promotion of cultural products

Generally, participatory culture is viewed as a very good thing, as resistive to mainstream media and as a locus of creativity and interaction. Linked to free culture, digital copyright activist movement, and usually posited in opposition to Big Media. 
This ties into the second body of literature I want to discuss, namely, fandom. 

SLIDE 4: FANDOM 1

· What is Fandom? 

· Fandom doesn’t just mean being a fan; it refers to specific subcultures that constitute social worlds, communities of practice, interpretive communities, etc. through which cultural products circulate. 

· Star Trek fandom, the American Idol fandom, Grey’s Anatomy fandom, etc.
· Generally speaking, the academy has examined fandom in three ways
· Early studies of fandom:

· Fans are slavish adherents to mainstream cultural messages

· Similar to “magic bullet” theory of audiences

· Comes out of the Frankfurt school, hence the distaste for popular culture

· Very similar to early audience studies / media effects paradigm 

· The cultural studies turn

· Along with Reading the Romance, fandom scholars writing in the 80’s and early 90’s saw fandom as a resistive practice

· Making active meaning of texts, often subverting or rewriting

· Slash fiction: queering the text

SLIDE 5: FAN PRODUCTION

· Fans not only interpret, they also produce. Fan cultures are communities in which intense cultural production is not only possible, but typical. 

· John Fiske calls this “textual productivity”

· What do they produce? Derivative works: borrow characters, settings, situations from cultural products.

· X-Files fiction, Star Wars films, Harry Potter newspapers, etc. 

· Studies of Star Trek fiction, Lara Croft fan art, filk music, X-Files web pages, Harry Potter fan fiction, have all been done

· Obviously: content creators are a subset of fandom, fandom is a sub-set of fans, and fans are a subset of watchers: these tend to be what Bogost calls “high effort, low volume activities”

· The texts I’m looking at are not exactly “fan production”, but the literature is the most closely aligned with the online reality shows I’m looking at.

SLIDE 6: FANDOM 2

· Much of the literature in both fandom and participatory culture tends to “overinvest in claims of subversiveness and consumer power” (Murray 8). I do not wish to fall into that trap. 
· Third way of looking at fandom is within a context of political economy

· Both fandom and participatory culture:

· Are generally based around advertising-driven, corporate entertainment products (Star Wars, Harry Potter, LOTR)
· Exist in an uneasy relationship to Big Media

· Copyright / intellectual property

· Filesharing

· Examples: shutting down fan sites, suing creators of derivative works, sending cease-and-desist orders

· But also: sponsoring “official” fan contests, creators of works resisting against Big Media (OK Go, Joss Whedon), hiring of fans, responding positively to fan production

· I am adhering to a call to action in fandom studies to locate the texts that I am examining within a framework of corporate ownership.
SLIDE 7: SITES OF STUDY

· Online reality contests

· I’m talking about two:

· Google Idol, based on the Pop Idol franchise

· LiveJournal’s Next Top Model, based on the Top Model Franchise

· What are they? 

· Multitextual, multisite organized events where users compete for prizes or honors by creating and submitting creative projects:
· In this instance, home-made music videos and photographs
· Use basic frameworks of terrestrial reality television shows to organize the competitions 
· Participants are mostly teenagers, but from all over the world

· Basically they are play: performance, community, pleasure
· Why do people participate?

· Fun/play

· Competition, recognition, social capital 

· Allow participants to insert themselves into the narrative of reality television contests 

· Communities

· The contests constitute entirely new forms: hybrid, liminal, and hard to bound: hypertextual 
· Jenkins again: “transmedia storytelling” 
· Generally, they do NOT use official “properties” of the original text (logos, personalities, phrases), unlike traditional fandom, which typically borrows characters and situations from fictional products. 
SLIDE EIGHT: GLOBAL MEDIA FORMATS I (VIDEOS)
· I want to talk a little bit about global media formats.
· First, worth noting that both the texts I’m looking at depend on reality shows

· Why reality?

· Popular genre globally

· Competitive

· Stylized, full of conventions

· Already encourages audience participation

· Show some examples: this is the Idol franchise in: 
· Brazil

· Czech Republic (NOT Czechoslovakia)

· India

· Philippines
· They all use the Idol music, logo, general format, and so forth.

· Idol is in 34 countries.

SLIDE NINE: GLOBAL MEDIA FORMATS II
· When we talk about global media formats, we usually talk about them in terms of their advantages to producers

· Cost reduction, less risk, etc. – Ted’s piece on reality television as format
· But we can also look at them as shared cultural references – Idol is reaching enormous amounts of people across the world – it becomes a narrative, a reference point
· Which, like all other cultural products, means it can become the basis for creativity.

SLIDE TEN:
· First site: Google Idol

· Named after Google Video + Idol franchise
· Before Google’s much publicized 1.6 billion acquisition of YouTube

· Modeled roughly after Pop Idol franchise

· Rather than singing, lip-synching

· People submit home-made digital music videos they’ve published through Google Video or YouTube

· The site proprietor selects the best and they compete in a tournament-style, bracketed competition in various categories until a winner is crowned the Gidol in that competition

· Winner gets the most votes from the Gidol community

· Really only takes the name and the most basic concept from Idol

· Logistics

· Run by an Australian, has contestants all over the world

· Primarily Europe, Asia, North America

· 1700 videos, very viral

· Many of the winning “Gidols” become microcelebrities

· Pomme & Kelly – 15 year old Dutch girls who won Webcam competition

· Newspaper stories, TV, radio

· ½ million website hits

SLIDE ELEVEN: EXAMPLE VIDEOS
· Two main categories, music videos and webcam 
· Both use parody, satire, humor; conventions of music videos in order to ape them

· Use famous, copyrighted songs (not public domain); although there is an “original” section it’s not very popular

· Music videos: made completely by individuals, can have very elaborate editing and cuts, costumes, etc.

· Webcam: single camera, not edited, linear video

· Generally use cheap webcams, digital cameras, free software that comes with Windows or Apple

Show examples of each

· First: Rockin the Bury: group of American kids

· Second: Lynne and Tessa, Frankfurt, Germany 

SLIDE TWELVE: LJ’s Next Top Model

· The other contest I’m looking at is LiveJournal’s next top model

· You’re probably familiar with the Top Model franchise, produced by Tyra Banks, started in the United States, in about ten countries now: Canada, Russia, Holland, Philippines, Germany, France, etc. 

SLIDE THIRTEEN: LJNTM Screen shots

· On LJ: community site with 2 million active journals, average user is 17 or 18 year old girl: primarily diarists and journalers. 
· Owned by SixApart, a blogging company which also owns Vox, Moveable Type

· Run by American girl, contestants are generally American, Asian and European 

· Contest run similarly to America’s next top model: 
· Girls are given a subject for a photo shoot, such as black and white, retro, couture, horror, focus on hair, etc. 

· They assemble costumes, makeup, lighting, sets, photography

· Each week each contestant submits 5-8 photos
· Each week one girl is eliminated by a panel of judges, plus the community as a whole
· Final contestants submit videos: interviews, runway walk

· Final contestant gets the title “LJ’s Next Top Model” and a prize package, lots of stuff donated by Etsy / crafters, free layouts

This sounds cheesy, but I’m constantly amazed by the quality of the photography, makeup, sets, costumes, and so on, given that this contest has no financial reward and is being done by very young girls (typically 16-21) without any previous modeling experience. 
SLIDES 14 – 17
· Some of the photographs from the competition: last one is scuba gear spy vs. spy

· LJNTM on the fourth cycle so far, with very active community and participation.
· These are not the only online reality competitions: there are many others. 

SLIDE 18: WHAT ONLINE REALITY TELLS US ABOUT PARTICIPATORY CULTURE AND FANDOM

So, what do these texts show us about participatory culture and fandom?

In many ways, these shows demonstrate the possibilities of both fandom and participatory culture

· They are very creative!

· Although they are similar to forms of fan production, they really are participatory culture rather than fandom

· They take the show form as a text and reframe it
· Do not borrow elements of parent shows like music, characters, etc.
· Move away from consuming parent shows into producing alternatives

· Thus really takes the “consumer” out of the equation

· They are a new, hybrid, media form

· Combine elements of music videos, internet memes, social networking sites, blogs, digital photography, fashion

· Critiques/workshops

· Commentary and active participation by observers – vote on Gidol, critique the models on LJNTM

· Open to wide, international, diverse audience

· Global audience: 
· Suggests familiarity with parent text

· The meanings of reality franchises circulate transnationally

· Gender:

· Google Idol fairly equal

· Next LJNTM will be all guys

· Sexuality

· Gidol used to have a “Gay Idol” section, which has (unfortunately) been removed due to lack of interest

· Relatively low barrier to entry when compared to Big Media

· Webcam, digicam, camcorder

· Publishing tools (Google Video, LJ) are free and available to all 

SLIDE 19: WHAT IS TELEVISION IN THE DIGITAL AGE?

· TV is no longer a single thing, but means multiple things

· Images in circulation (programs)

· Infrastructure of broadcast and transmission

· Material object

· We can also think about the changes in circulation

· Timeshifting, DVR, TiVo
· Shows are now available globally through Torrents, iTunes, filesharing

· Big Media as a result has placed artificial constraints on sharing media

· Communities circumvent these (illegally)

Looking at the parent texts as circulating images enables us to see that these online reality shows are one outgrowth of a complex pattern of circulation. 

SLIDE 20: LIMITATIONS
So, answering the call to action I outlined talking about fandom studies, I want to talk about what these texts show us about the intrinsic limitations of participatory culture and fandom. 

1. Participation is limited

a. Globally, only 12% of the population is online; 16/100 people have access to a landline

b. See Faye Ginsburg’s recent work on the developmental rhetoric of the “Digital Age” 

c. This is born out by participants in these shows: overwhelmingly American, European, Asian

d. Have to have access to technology: digital cameras, videocameras, editing software, internet

e. Furthermore, a tiny percent of people, as previously mentioned, actually participate in such activities, while many more watch: reinscription of consumer/producer, fan dichotomies
2. No political advocacy

a. Great that fans are creating these elaborate campaigns to renew television shows using tactics of grassroots political groups

b. And there is plenty of writing on the “blogosphere” revolution and how new forms of citizen journalism and online community are transforming traditional media and politics: beyond my scope
c. But in reality, these specific types of creative products are entertainment, and do not actually affect political change

d. We cannot attribute direct resistance to such work. It does not actually do anything to change the inequities inherent in the global media framework.

3. There is a great deal of risk involved in the interplay with commercial products

a. Copyright: risk of being sued

i. Google Idol got a cease-and-desist letter this week  from the owners of the Idol franchise requiring them to change the site’s name

ii. Furthermore, using copyrighted songs, which have been targeted by the RIAA in the past

b. Use of large, advertiser-driven “Big New Media” properties for publishing

i. Media consolidation

1. Six Apart owns LJ
a. Immediately added ads on site

b. Created “Sponsored communities”
2. YouTube/ Google: “GooTube”: immediately, certain types of media have been disappearing from YouTube

3. Rather than being in “opposition” to Big Media, many user-created content sites (like MySpace) are owned by Big Media companies. 

ii. Commercial technologies have specific affordances and constraints that encourage / discourage specific types of interactions

1. Marketing-driven

c. “Fan Labor” – creates REAL value

i. For fans: cultural capital, social capital

ii. For media: this labor is converted to economic value

1. That conversion is not possible for fans

iii. Think about Web 2.0

1. Sites like YouTube, MySpace valued at $1.6 billion, $800 million respectively

2. Almost entirely dependent on users to create content

3. Company creates infrastructure, sells advertising

4. Users do not get any of the fiscal benefits

d. Finally: definition of people as consumers

i. The “prosumer” model, in which consumers are transformed into “prosumers”, still posits individuals primarily as consumers

ii. Rather than citizens, individuals, or “users”

4. Lack of legitimacy: these are not on a level playing field with mainstream media and as such cannot share in the profits or recognition thereof. They remain “fan” products no matter how widely they circulate, and their only chance of legitimacy is through recognition by mainstream media. 
5. Reproduction of mass media narratives

a. LJNTM, for example, reproduces narratives of beauty, body image, women’s worth based on appearance, the fetishization of modeling as a career choice, as it encourages participant creativity, artistry, and agency

b. Two examples of fashion photography that further dominant media paradigms

i. Visual culture people will love these!

ii. Conceptualized and created by young women

SLIDE 21-22: EXAMPLES OF LJNTM PHOTOGRAPHS
SLIDE 23: AUDIENCES IN THE DIGITAL AGE

So, to conclude, what can we say about audience studies based on these discoveries?

1. Following media ethnography and cultural studies, audiences are communities of practice that make active meaning.

a. Beyond polysemic readings, alternative interpretations, personal meanings: creating alternative texts

2. However, we must continue to take into account the realities and limitations of this production within a consumer, commercial framework

3. Finally, I think it is appropriate for us to interrogate the consumer/producer binary, but also on the level of audience: how active does the active audience need to be before they are producers?

a. The texts I’ve looked at are very creative

b. Independent of media itself: do not require knowing the television show

c. Entirely new forms of media

d. “Reception” has become “production”

e. We must examine audience practice around cultural creation

SLIDE 25: QUESTIONS

