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NEW LANGUAGES AND NEW CONSUMERS: 
CHANGING ITALIAN MEDIA-SCAPES

Background and goals

Italian net communities are perfect to analyse how traditional cultures and powers are in collision with new and youth opinion movements and cultures. 

Several recent newspaper articles (“Time”and “International Herald Tribune”) and academic papers (“La Voce” and the web-site of the Centre for Economic Performance of The London School of Economics) concerning the Italian “gerontocratic society” and “lack of meritocracy” point to a lack of representativity of youngsters within leading positions of society and, amongst others, the body of journalists.

It isn’t only a matter of rank. It is also a matter of representations depicted by the media. In May 2005, at a conference with several national media journalists in Rome, representatives of the Italian National Union of High School Students (UDS) complained that there is a broad and continuously changing selection of generic portraits of trends and events depicting young people and alternative sub-cultures in the Italian mass media, as if it were some sort of folklore extravaganza. Alessandro Barbano, chief editor of the national newspaper “Il Messaggero”, told the conference that this was due to 'the age of staff journalists and their professional culture.'

Within  new media something different is happening. In 2005, according to the Censis Research Institute, 41% of the citizens from 14 to 29 years of age used the internet at least three times per week and were thus are considered “regular users”. According to Censis, amongst persons from 30 to 64 years of age only 21.9% were regular users. Within the internet, as the ruling class has such a less evident presence and where users can quickly and publicly express and communicate, young people fill web services and communities with their on-line personae. Virtual media therefore appear to be the ideal place to investigate youth culture in Italy.  

This research aims to point out some of the behaviour, interests and relationships within the public sphere of young Italian net users. Using a Benedict Anderson framework, youngsters are not included in the imaginary community represented by traditional media. How and why are they representing themselves through the new media? The topics of analysis were the motivations of the users in expressing themselves through their blogs, their on-line and off-line behaviour towards what is offered by the ruling class for consumption, traditional media messages and the legal framework. These were also the topics of the interviews conducted during the research and of the chosen documents which have been analysed.


The ethnographic approach was chosen: as shown in the seminal “Life on screen” it can be particularly helpful for studying networked computer users groups as these can be framed as communities with an almost full social life and culture. The reflexive approach developed by Hammersley and Atkinson in their Ethnography in Practice was chosen as useful in having a strategy able to analyse the expressive dimensions, cultural perspectives and social relationships in which individuals are situated. The study of how content flows from different media shape cultural formations is built on the organising theoretical framework developed by Appadurai in “Modernity at Large”, proposing insights into how new and old media influence sense-making: in particular this research is referring to his concept of “media-scape”, meant as the entirety of media representations and as one of the most influencing contexts in the culture of a group.

Main site under analysis and methodology

The main source of the study is Giovani.it,
 a virtual community with approximately 25,000 unique users per day in March 2005, ranking at the time as the most visited virtual community in Italy according to Nielsen/Net Ratings. Almost all members of the community, according to the data of the publishing company of Giovani.it, were aged between 14 and 30 years old and 43 per cent were female. 

Giovani.it, offers weblog tools, instant messenger, chat rooms and message boards as its main services. Within Giovani.it, permanence and tracking capability of written texts allows researcher to gain plenty of community-produced documents and several relevant community members to get in contact with.

From December 2004 to February 2005 through Microsoft Instant Messenger chat and e-mail, twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted as this kind of interview allowed me to broadly interact with interviewees whenever the conversation led to relevant topics. 


Interviewees were chosen from amongst Giovani.it members in order to provide a representative group in terms of age, sex and difference in social situation within the community: opinion makers, alternative users, game organisers, creators of sub-community interest groups, etc. Another equally important aspect of the study was the texts written by users in their blogs. Lastly, in order to gain a better understanding of community dynamics and power relationships, the editor assigned to regulating and censuring community user behaviour was interviewed.

What is their perspective? 


’If we weren't exhibitionists why buy the last super-nice pair of Nikes? Or that pair of Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses? Or change our hairdos? Or buy a car to attract everybody's attention? Just to feel good about ourselves’, one Giovani.it user told me in order to explain why she shows off on-line. During another interview, the user changed nicknames several times basing the change on lyrics written by an American pop star. As we have seen parts or maybe the whole definition of users’ identity is given by the brand of shoes or the pop lyrics: community members differentiate themselves from one another on what products they consume and on what appears to be the different meanings of each product. 


But how do net users make sense of their net-experiences? Why do they blog their lives and chat constantly? The conceptual definitions provided by the interviewees seemed conditioned by, if not taken directly from, mainstream television. 


A user, whose nickname is Thejournalist, blogs a description of herself: 'she is first and foremost, a communicator.' She told to me: 'I'm a student in media studies. At university we learn a lot of theory, but we don't put it into practice... Since I’ve started my blog, my goal has been not only to meet new people, but to 'test' my ability to express myself and communicate This is essential for those hoping to communicate on a professional level in the future.' 

Thejournalist also independently set up an on-line version of Big Brother on her blog, which soon became the most important event within the community.


Inside the community, masses of bloggers compete for the audience ratings published by the editorial staff, in the same way as TV stars and TV shows compete for audiences at national level.


Furthermore, interviewees were not shy of defining their publishing activity as 'exhibitionism', as if it were a sort of show acting or an unnatural form of expression.


Two main elements in the definition of blog writing are therefore: the quest to improve visibility or rather, to improve social relations and social placement, in relation to competition for audience rankings, through games that work as personality and professional skills tests; and the unusual interpretation of on-line expression as pure exhibitionism. 


Representation and alienation


Giuseppe Longo, an Italian new media and cyborg theorist, states: 'We may say that man continually rebuilds the world. Methods, languages and materials vary depending on whether this rebuilding takes place through art, science, literature or technology'. Blog writing is just a new form of narration, of telling stories about the self and society and the relations between them.

As we have seen, the users interviewed seemed to feel guilty about their behaviour in some way, regarding blogging as if it were a sort of exhibitionism. 'It’s a sad element of consumerism', one of them told me. They seek audience rankings, setting themselves unrealistic goals, while they could challenge themselves just as well in the old-fashioned pursuit of social relationships. Paraphrasing Andy Warhol, David Weinberger described how 'everyone' would 'be famous for fifteen persons' on the web and points out the importance of this as it replicates real life relationships. We can see here the pervasive lack of affection within contemporary social relationships, as a result of which young people seek attention on the virtual space.


Power struggles


Appadurai in 1996 stated that a new kind of citizen resides in societies. These new agents are the consumers, the target of corporate marketing pressure. Therefore corporations are the power behind the media-scape under analysis. 

Within the virtual community studied, collective games like the on-line version of the Big Brother TV show take place – a sort of collective ritual where masses of community members share and test common values like self-expression and audience acquisition skills. Verena Gioia, chief editor of Giovani.it tells us that, 'Popular users are those that come first in the rankings, but this leadership is fiercely defended, sometimes by resorting to cheating.'


The advertising campaigns on Giovani.it often turn into opportunities for members to make a bid for popularity too. One example of this took place during autumn 2004. An advertising campaign for a new film released on DVD was set up on the most-viewed pages and community services, becoming extremely intrusive in users’ on-line experiences. 'The campaign', Gioia explained, 'was accepted without dispute, which was a far better result than we expected. However, this may have been due to the fact that users were offered the opportunity to hold more personal blog space than usual by accepting sponsorship. Users were offered the chance to hold a second blog, showing the film title sponsored by this brand, on condition that the topics covered in the blog related to issues arising in the movie. Following this experience', Gioia adds, 'I’m sure that our community would accept ad campaigns offering free gifts, if they offered them the opportunity to achieve fame within the tribe through a blog.' 


Companies buying advertising within the virtual community create an inherent pressure on the publisher and editorial staff. Verena Gioia explained that, 'when the community was smaller and less well-known, we were free to use extreme provocation and provocateurs. Since Giovani.it has become one of the leading websites in the country, it is judged far more from the outside and we have had to stop the stronger forms of provocation.' This is reminiscent of Michel Foucault’s idea of control within contemporary society that there is a need to control large number of individuals, the forces of order will never be widely enough spread to fulfil this task. Force is therefore replaced by words. Words are a hidden force, which work more efficiently and without the people realising they are being controlled. The community under analysis is censored by the publisher according to this principle of force of will.


Inside the media-scape this new kind of citizen, or consumer, is continuously under pressure from corporate influences. This is a recurrent pattern within contemporary media, so what differences are there in the case under scrutiny? 


Inside this virtual community, consumers are not just passive agents. Brands and advertising campaigns are scrutinised severely by masses of users. One of the best-known users within the community explained that, 'Inside the community there is an exchange of information... regarding songs, films and clothes. Although we do tend to be somewhat superficial.' This continuous flow of virtual information, advertising campaigns and user comment is a new threat for big corporate brands. Into this open, collective stream of consciousness the risk for corporations is that each product will be seen as too similar to the next.

Authority and collective organisation


In the November 2004 issue of Wired Magazine, referring to the new breed of consumer and their new collective powers, James Surowiecki wrote: 'Over time, certain brands came to connote quality. They did provide a measure of insurance [...]. That sense of protection is eroding in industry after industry.' As the above-mentioned interviewee made clear, these market dynamics are also taking place inside the virtual community under analysis. Corporate advertising is attempting to face this challenge by using intrusive and viral campaigns. 

In spite of their best efforts, corporate powers are under discussion, just as institutional authorities are being challenged from within the community. One user in particular said, 'I don’t really care about politics.' In fact, those interviewed all tended to swing between indifference and uncertainty regarding their political identity. All interviewees confirmed that they would not miss community moderators if they were removed. They all stated that they would prefer them not to exist. 'I’d prefer the absence of authority', one user said. All the interviewees admit to downloading copyrighted material, in spite of parliamentary laws.

The analysis of the language used within the community was particularly useful in helping to understand how social relationships were culturally-situated. During one conversation, an interviewee suddenly realised that I was more than ten years older than her (the user was 16). This user apologised for using her usual keyboard-writing full of emoticons, slang, neologisms and English words. She felt I was not part of her community and that I could not understand its language. This language is widely used across Italian websites and inside the community under study. In fact, it is so widespread that a huge number of users are identified by a nickname within this language, as were my interviewees. 


Mrsroxydurst is the nickname of Rossella, a 21-year-old from Rome who took a BA last year in the United States and now works in Rome. She won the virtual community version of the Big Brother show and gained great popularity amongst the entire community. Directly from out there in cyberspace, this user has a structured idea of the community culture. Rossella states: 'we are creating a culture, language or style, call it what you like, that may always have existed, but we use and develop it at a much higher speed. This kind of language, writing and jokes, the way of representing things is much the same as we used at high-school, in personal diaries. Things that became history and local language, part of the local urban legends, language that means something to us and that has not been adopted from outside.' Mrsroxydurst adds: 'Therefore a new subculture has been created, it already existed, but now it has its own channel and it can develop fully'.


This user depicts how community languages are alternatives to that of the traditional media and how their source may not be found in standardised global cultural pressures alone. Written texts allowed a pre-existing local culture to emerge, a subculture steeped in dominant messages and using English, which is frequently the dominant language of multinational corporate marketing.

Conclusions


One of the community users, a PhD student in philosophy, was worried about excessive enthusiasm for the kind of freedom of expression guaranteed on-line: 'What kind of freedom is this new media giving us? This freedom is likely to be fake, the same freedom dictators offer to the masses. What kind of freedom is it without responsibility? Freedom is not simply telling others everything about ourselves, just as democracy is not simply the absence of mediation and hierarchy. This is a dictatorship concealed by demagogy. Expressing one’s own opinion like in reality shows is not sufficient to achieve real freedom of expression.'


This user’s perspective represents the contrast between new-found forms of personal expression and the indifference or even hostility shown in their representation by the mainstream media and traditional authorities. 

This research and further studies could show how personal media is now supporting the development of a new state of affairs, in which borders are blurring and subcultures are sprawling, often in search of political acceptance. New social formations are emerging among these TV-reared consumers as they are ‘strut their stuff’ in their new digital life. 

TV-generated behaviours seem quite important for the users of Giovani.it yet. But while they seek an audience and they think of themselves preminently as consumers, they are founding or rediscovering languages and underground cultures as well as producing new non-hierarchical organisations towards consumption in which they exchange information; perhaps more. Young net users are starting to represent themselves through their new media tools, caring for their community language, games, rituals and exchanges and ignoring or being bothered by what is addressed by Parliament or academic views of democracy. 

The power of corporate marketing, the only big producer of social meaning within the arena of Giovani.it, seems so impressive that it can condition freedom of expression within the community. But the nascent Italian media-scape could have less powerful, more loosely-joined and widespread cultural centres from which opinions radiate - across the net and the whole population. 
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