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1. Media texts mediate our relationships to others and the world. In Western 

contexts, logic and realism are often privileged. These ideas frame our 
construction of stories and shape our experiences with and access to others’ 
voices. 

 
Trinh T. Minh-ha calls this the “myth of cinematic naturalness”: 

“Both types [documentary and studio-made films] perpetuate the myth of 
cinematic ‘naturalness,’ even though one tries its best to imitate life while the 
other claims to duplicate it. THIS IS HOW IT IS. Or was. The unfolding scene is 
captured, not only by an individual, but also by a mechanical device. The 
mechanical bears testimony to its true existence and is a guarantee of 
objectivity. ‘Seeing is believing’” (54).  

  
In some ways, this is empowering — the power of representation in film and media 
offers access to “realities,” voices, or stories outside of our own communities and 
experiences. But the ways that stories have to be constructed to “make sense” (or 
narrativized) always involves a series of decisions about what to include and what 
to leave behind. 
 
We see this in the history of cinema, particularly in the logics of Classical Hollywood 
Cinema : 
● Character-centered 
● Driven by characters’ desires, who each have clear, identifiable goals or 

motivations 
● Linked by clear and motivated causes and effects – linear timelines and clear 

notions of space and time 
● Characterized by objective or omniscient narration 
● Tied-up at the end with a sense of closure 
● Stories should be easy to follow, viewers should not be challenged or alienated 
 
These logics carry over into documentary traditions , where stories involve creating a 
feeling of an immediate or unmediated reality. Stories are often told from an 
objective point-of-view by disappearing traces of the story’s construction and 
presenting a compelling narrative using an observational mode.  
 



By constructing a singular, linear story or truth and duplicate reality, non-fiction 
media often value voice as symbolic expression over material experience:  

“The synchronous rendering of image and sound further reinforces the 
authentic contact with the lived and living reality. Given the present state of 
technology, the use of sync-sound has become almost mandatory in all 
factual films. So has the practice of translating and subtitling the words of the 
Informants. There is a certain veneration for the real sound of the film (an 
electronic sound that is often spoken of as if it is "real life" sound) and for the 
oral testimony of the people filmed. There is also a tendency to apprehend 
language exclusively as Meaning. IT HAS TO MAKE SENSE. WE WANT TO 
KNOW WHAT THEY THINK AND HOW THEY FEEL. Making a film on/about 
the "others” consists of allowing them paternalistically ‘to speak for 
themselves’ and, since this proves insufficient in most cases, of completing 
their speech with the insertion of a commentary that will objectively 
describe/interpret the images according to a scientific-humanistic rationale. 
Language as voice and music-grain, tone, inflections, pauses, silences, 
repetitions goes underground” (Trinh, 59).  

 
This often creates hierarchies of voice: Whose voice matters? Whose voice has 
authority? It also reaffirms linear, logical relationships to time, space, and culture.  
 
Authentic films are those that reveal THE truth about a subject rather than A truth. 
This logic ties authenticity to singular voices of authority rather than welcoming 
“socially constructed multiple realities” and “multi-vocal authenticity” (Bagele Chilisi, 
Unit 2).  
 
It also passes down internalized values about what kinds of stories or narratives 
make sense and how we approach new voices:  “This is astutely called ‘giving voice’ 
— literally meaning that those who are/need to be given an opportunity to speak up 
never had a voice before. Without their benefactors, they are bound to remain 
non-admitted, non-incorporated, therefore, unheard” (Trinh, 60). 

My question is non-admitted to whom? Unheard by whom? 
 
Narratives should make sense to their communities, and we should listen to others’ 
ways of storying themselves even if they involve discomfort, confusion, or struggle. 
We must also listen to people and places that do not wish to be recorded and 
translated; instead of “giving voice” and taking images, we should give others the 
time, space, and attention to share their own stories on their own terms.  



“The ability to tell and share our stories in the way we’d like is a basic human 
right, therefore narrative structures should not be imposed: “It is not often, 
perhaps, that any of us sits down to tell a story with a formal beginning and end. 
But at another more general level, narrative is a basic feature of human action… 
What we do – beyond a basic description of how our limbs move in space – 
already comes embedded in narrative, our own and that of others. This is why to 
deny value to another’s capacity for narrative – to deny her potential for voice 
– is to deny a basic dimension of human life…  Defending voice as a value 
simply means defending the potential of voices anywhere to matter. If, 
through an unequal distribution of narrative resources, the materials from 
which some people must build their account of themselves are not theirs to 
adapt or control, then this represents a deep denial of voice, a deep form of 
oppression” (Couldry, Why Voice Matters , pg. 8-9).  

 

2. Media texts are made in specific contexts and cultures, yet viewing involves 
acts of listening and interpretation. Voices and stories are assigned value by 
institutions and industries. But in the act of listening or viewing, these 
voices and their meanings are negotiated by audiences’ relationships with 
media texts. 
 
This suggests that the relationships between media forms (film, radio, tv, newspaper, 
books, video, social media, video games) and the cultural and symbolic productions 
of particular communities or societies are difficult to determine. The direct “effects” 
of media on culture and society are difficult, if not impossible, to discern. 
 
Couldry maps two approaches, or methodologies, for how scholars conversations 
about the relationship research the relationships between media texts, institutions, 
and forms of social and cultural production:  

Mediatization 
● “denotes the processes through which core elements of a cultural or 

social activity (e.g. politics, religion, language) assume media form. As a 
consequence, the activity is to a greater or lesser degree performed 
through interaction with a medium, and the symbolic content and the 
structure of the social and cultural activities are influenced by media 
environments which they gradually become more dependent upon. 
(Hjarvard, 2007: 3)” 

● “describes the transformation of many disparate social and cultural 
processes into forms or formats suitable for media representation.” 



● “has a tendency to claim that it has identified one single type of 
media-based logic that supersedes older logics across the whole of 
social space.” 

 
Mediation 
● “media processes involve a huge complexity of inputs (what are media?) 

and outputs (what difference do media make, socially, culturally?), 
which require us to find another term to differentiate the levels within 
and patterns across this complexity.” 

● “describes the fundamentally, but unevenly, dialectical process in which 
institutionalized media of communication (the press, broadcast radio and 
television, and increasingly the world wide web), are involved in the 
general circulation of symbols in social life. (Silverstone, 2002: 762; 
emphasis added).” 

● There’s no such thing as THE media, but rather a whole array of media 
industries , institutions , and forms  that operate based on underlying 
ideological assumptions. These are culturally specific, yet also develop in 
relationship to other modes of media and communication.  

 

3. The ability to tell, share, and access a wide variety of stories with (or without 
or with different kinds of) media is important for defending “voice as value” 
and forging empathetic relations with others.  
 
Digital storytelling is distinct from other media because it inverts the traditional mass 
media model of one-to-many communication. Digital storytelling allows people 
outside of media industries to tell their stories, share their voices, and converse with 
and about media. According to Couldry, “digital storytelling represents a novel 
distribution of a scarce resource – the ability to represent the world around us – 
using a shared infrastructure” Couldry, “Mediatization or Mediation?,” pg. 374. 
 
In order to understand how digital storytelling shapes and is shaped by other media 
forms and institutions, we have to attend to the complex context in which each story 
emerges and circulates – there is no central ‘media logic’ — therefore a mediation 
approach is more helpful for understanding how digital storytelling is shaped by a 
re-shapes media culture: 

“When a practice such as digital storytelling challenges media’s normal 
concentration of symbolic resources so markedly, analysing the consequences 
for wider society and culture is difficult, but it cannot be ignored because of 
the possibility that digital storytelling is part of a wider democratization, a 



reshaping of the hierarchies of voice and agency that characterize mediated 
democracies. While the resulting issues encompass issues of media form (and 
therefore mediatization), they go much wider and therefore can only be 
captured, it will be argued, by the dialectical term ‘mediation’” – Couldry, 
“Mediatization or Mediation?”, pg. 384. 

 
Digital storytelling arrives with a promise to break with traditional alignments or 
flows between parts of the cultural circuit through the promise of more access, 

opportunity, and visibility for different voices – but does this guarantee listening?  
 

 


