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Preface

The Informal Media Economy is the culmination of research

projects that we have individually and collaboratively

pursued for a number of years. In earlier books, we studied

the contours of informal media distribution and

consumption and the historical background of formalization

in cinema and print markets. In this book, we turn to the

question of interactions: how the various elements of the

media landscape come together and pull apart.

Many of the ideas in this book emerged out of our research

on piracy – its history in digital and pre-digital

environments, its logics and effects, and the public

controversies that shape discussion around this topic. We

found piracy, as a changing legal and extra-legal category

that indexes a set of cultural-economic claims, to be a

fascinating platform for research into media industries. In

part, this book is intended as a corrective to today's

partisan and unnecessarily antagonistic ‘piracy debate’, in

which media industry problems (revenues, rights, business

models) are discussed parochially without reference to

wider issues in economy and society. Our basic aim in this

book is to build a bridge between that media-specific

discussion and a relevant, but disconnected, field of inquiry

that bears very directly on those issues – social science

research on informal economies.

Many people have helped us along the way. Heartfelt

thanks are due to Alexandra Heller-Nicholas for her expert

editing and research, and for her deep knowledge of the

fringes of media culture. We are indebted to James Meese,

Juan-Diego Sanin and Leah Tang for research assistance,

and to Tom O'Regan, Megan Richardson, Patrick Vonderau,

Stuart Cunningham, Leah Tang and Jock Given, who offered



invaluable feedback on chapters. Thanks to all at the

Swinburne Institute for Social Research, especially Grace

Lee, Ellie Rennie and Scott Ewing, and to our colleagues in

Swinburne's Department of Media and Communication and

the ARC Centre of Excellence for Creative Industries and

Innovation (including Stuart Cunningham, Jean Burgess,

Ben Goldsmith, Michael Keane, Vijay Anand Selvarajan and

Elaine Zhao), and to others who have helped along the way,

including Esther Milne, Rosana Pinheiro-Machado, Ken

Muise, Kath Wilson, Gerard Goggin, Eva Hemmungs-

Wirtén, Barry Carr and Kathrin Schmeider. Finally, we

thank the team at Polity who have worked on the book –

especially Andrea Drugan, Elen Griffiths and Joe Devanny –

and two anonymous readers for their helpful feedback.

The research underpinning this book was funded by a

Discovery grant from the Australia Research Council

(DP110101455). Our colleagues Stuart Cunningham and

Dan Hunter have been wonderful collaborators on this

project, and we wish to thank them for many stimulating

conversations. We also acknowledge the generous

participation of Joe Karaganis, Ravi Sundaram, Kathy

Bowrey and other participants in our Piracy and Informal

Economies Workshop, held at Swinburne in March 2011,

and the Australian Academy of the Humanities for funding

the event.

Some ideas in this book have been tried out in earlier

publications: ‘Histories of user-generated content: Between

formal and informal economies’ (co-authored with Dan

Hunter), International Journal of Communication vol. 5

(2011): 899–914, reprinted in the edited collection Amateur

Media: Social, Cultural and Legal Perspectives (Routledge,

2012, with D. Hunter and M. Richardson); ‘The business of

anti-piracy: New zones of enforcement and enterprise in

the copyright wars’, International Journal of

Communication vol. 6 (2012): 606–625; ‘Informal media



economies’, Television and New Media vol. 13.5 (2012): 1–

4; and ‘The fine line between the media business and

piracy’, Inside Story, 2 April 2012.



Introduction

This book is about informal media: flows of communication,

information and entertainment in unregulated spaces. It is

about the people who work in these spaces, from hackers

and pirates to smugglers and street vendors, and the

diverse media systems they create. It is also, importantly, a

book about media companies and the strategies they use in

their dealings with these people. As we wrote the book, we

realized that the most important aspect of informal media

might not be its exotic, shadowy existence in a parallel

world, but its presence – sometimes unnoticed – in the most

mainstream parts of the media industries, and in the most

mundane and everyday media experiences. Consequently,

we have become fascinated by the question of how formal

and informal media systems interact. This book is the result

of our research and experiments in this area.

Consider the example of iTunes, Apple's digital media

player, which is firmly at the centre of our digital media

retail and entertainment industries. Since its release in

2000, iTunes has become an integral part of the media

economy – and our lives – in ways that few could have

predicted. iTunes version 1.0 was a music player and

library for our burgeoning MP3 collections. Extending the

features of early freeware players, it provided randomized

party soundtracks and office distraction for millions of

people worldwide. Subsequent versions introduced

additional features, like iPod synching, playlists, MP3 disc-

burning and cross-fading. In 2003, iTunes morphed into a

music store, offering a vast emporium of digital music for

sale in track or album format and then, in 2005, TV

episodes and movies. With the release of the iPhone in

2007, iTunes went mobile, joining us for the commute to



work and the gym workout. By now, a generation of

consumers was happily ensconced in the Apple economy,

downloading tracks at 99 cents each, watching Desperate

Housewives on their iPhones, and buying iTunes gift cards.

Fast-forward to today, and iTunes – with its sibling, the App

Store – is the premier global portal for digital content,

channelling billions of dollars' worth of music, movies and

software to consumers around the world.

The legend of Apple and its founder Steve Jobs has been

told on many occasions, but there are aspects of iTunes'

history that diverge from the usual tales of visionary

innovation, suggesting different, less familiar narratives

about how media industries work. We are referring, among

other things, to Apple's deep reliance on – and exceptional

application of – non-professional systems of media

production and distribution. A great deal of the

technological innovation behind Apple products, and

commercial media software in general, has an unofficial

pre-history of bedroom tinkering and experimentation. The

basic architecture of iTunes, with its visualizers, plug-ins,

metadata downloads, and playlists, came from a

predecessor program, Soundjam, acquired by Apple in

2000; this, in turn was inspired by programs like the

freeware MP3 player Winamp, created by three US college

students in the late 1990s. The legacy of free software can

still be seen today in the iTunes user interface. Similarly,

the Compact Disk Database (CDDB) – now known as

Gracenote – that allows iTunes to identify ripped tracks

also began as an amateur, crowd-sourced effort. Apple's

rise from computer manufacturer to media and

communications behemoth is premised on these

borrowings, deals and interactions.

Scratch the surface of iTunes and you will find many other

connections to what we call informal media. Consider your

own iTunes library: you probably have a rag-tag collection



of audio files acquired from different places, possibly in a

range of different formats (MP3, AAC, FLAC). They might

have been imported from CD, copied from a hard drive or

memory stick, downloaded as podcasts, or purchased from

digital music stores or directly from artists. Depending on

how you feel about intellectual property, you may also have

a storehouse of pirated tracks that have been downloaded

from BitTorrent, one-click hosting sites and MP3 blogs, or

audio-ripped from YouTube. Each of these objects has its

own circulatory history, and the slick iTunes interface does

its best to flatten the differences between them. But there

is no denying that the popularity of iTunes was premised on

unauthorized sharing: in the beginning, the main reason

people needed iTunes to play their MP3 files was because

they had collected them using Napster, Limewire and

Gnutella.

The iTunes library. Photo credit: Djenan Kozic (CC BY-ND

license, 2007)

Apple and other media companies seek to reduce and

contain the scope of informal activity through proprietary

media formats, licensed protocols, closed media

environments and digital rights management technologies,

and they are often criticized on this score. But as the

iTunes case shows, they also incorporate and exploit many

non-commercial technologies, and they rely on consumer



habits formed through informal media production and

exchange. There is both a fundamental tension and – of

greater interest to this book – a certain kind of

interdependency between formal and informal media. Free

software cultures helped build the technical foundations of

iTunes. The MP3 file sharing craze provided the consumer

competencies needed for Apple's success in music retailing.

Hackers continue to redefine the platform, reverse-

engineering AirPlay and Apple's strict media sharing

protocols.

This is not an isolated example of interdependency between

formal and informal media. Companies like Facebook rely

almost entirely on users for their ‘content’; software

markets overflow with apps designed by non-professionals;

and game developers outsource their research and

development to unpaid volunteers. If we look closely, we

can see interdependency in older media as well – in

broadcasting, publishing, telecommunications and various

other well-established media forms of the modern age. In

The Informal Media Economy we discuss many of these

historical examples. We consider unauthorized

retransmissions of broadcasting, from the local, wired,

redistribution network radio of the 1930s to the early cable

television systems. We look at instances of informal

enterprise in print culture, from parallel importing of books

to unlicensed printing. We explore the way intellectual

property law has shaped and responded to ground-level

practices of piracy and trademark violation since the

eighteenth century. So informality is not only or merely a

digital phenomenon, although the technical, cultural and

commercial disruptions associated with the internet have

made it very visible, putting activities such as file sharing,

unauthorized distribution and copying at the centre of

contemporary media policy. Nor is this history a simple

Western narrative of media and economic development.



The informal media economy is a creature of trade and

travel: it works across borders and cultures, and can tell us

a great deal about other times and places.

If we wish to understand contemporary media, it is often

useful to look for answers in other, less familiar parts of the

economy. The history of media that we explore here is a

story of firms, corporations, governments and institutions,

but it is also a story of pirates, smugglers, hackers, fans

and parallel importers. This means that a wide-angled view

of media industry evolution is needed to make sense of

current problems. To understand the challenges that the

internet presents for the book trade, for example, we need

also to understand the history of parallel book importing

and textbook photocopying; to understand contemporary

music retailing, we should know something about the

history of street vending, piracy and free software

development; and to understand mobile

telecommunications, it is helpful to be familiar with phone

unlocking businesses, reconditioners and grey importers.

Disentangling the intertwined histories of formal and

informal media poses an interesting challenge for scholars

of cultural industries. It also provides opportunities to

rethink familiar narratives of industry change. A new wave

of media scholarship is taking up this challenge, producing

alternative vocabularies for industry analysis (Caldwell

2008; Holt and Perren 2009; Mayer, Banks and Caldwell

2009; Szczepanik and Vonderau 2013) and riveting

histories of informal systems (Johns 2009; Sterne 2012;

Brunton 2013). Such work does not comprise a consistent,

coherent corpus – it represents a remarkable spectrum of

ideas and disciplines. But we feel that there is a

conversation that can be continued, and some useful

connections to be made across the disciplines. The Informal

Media Economy aims to get this conversation under way.



A Different Approach to Media

Economy

Our general argument can be summed up as follows.

Today's media landscape is characterized by a deep

interdependency between formal and informal economies.

Formal economies are industrially regulated. Informal

economies operate without, or in partial articulation with,

regulatory oversight. Neither zone can be fully understood

without considering the other. Media history is a story of

interactions between and across the formal and informal

zones. These zones can be separated only for the purposes

of analysis; in practice, they are engaged in constant cross-

fertilization. As with a Rubik's cube, changes in one area of

the media landscape produce realignments in unexpected

places. In this book, we offer a series of explanatory

concepts and examples to illustrate these interactions,

showing how they can be analysed in a way that connects

with longstanding concerns of media and cultural studies.

For simplicity, ‘media’ is used throughout this book to

evoke a wide range of historically distinct, but now

connected, consumer markets in communication,

information and entertainment, from personal computing to

recorded music. ‘Media economy’ is used in a similarly

expansive way, to refer not just to media companies and the

commodities they produce, but also the vast web of non-

industrial activity (including non-market, domestic and

criminal activity) around them. The media economy has

both formal and informal elements, which are

interconnected, as we saw in the iTunes example above; it

encompasses the home, the street, online marketplaces,

BitTorrent, Pirate Bay and VLC Player, as well as Sony, CBS

and Apple.



It will perhaps be obvious by now that this book is not a

work of conventional media economics. Although we are

concerned with media economies, especially informal ones,

we are not economists; we have come to this task as media

scholars trained in critical analysis and cultural history,

with an interest in economic structure and organization.

The Informal Media Economy is our attempt to engage

economic research from the outside, in a tangential but

hopefully productive way, around issues of common

concern – namely, the ongoing structural mutations in our

media landscape and what this means for the way people

communicate, work, consume and play.

Why study media economies at all? The topic may seem

technical, even dry, but in our view it is a vital issue for

social and cultural inquiry. After all, systems of

communication shape our understanding of the world and

help us define who we are, as individuals and communities.

They are central to ‘capital-P’ politics and are deeply bound

up with the subjective lifeworlds of the everyday. Media

economies – as systems that organize this communicative

capacity – are gateways for power, politics and pleasure.

Defined in this way, the study of media economy has an

inherently critical potential and is not simply a matter of

forecasting trends, evaluating effectiveness of particular

policies, or tinkering with the levers of industry. Our

attention throughout, then, is with the production,

distribution and consumption of media services, goods and

commodities. Although issues of policy and politics arise

throughout, we do not focus on the politics of media texts

and communities; nor do we cover underground or

resistant media systems, such as alternative publishing,

activist media or samizdat networks.

Media economies are important, and the way they are

organized and regulated has social consequences. So far, so

good. But how exactly should we go about studying them?



The Informal Media Economy is a synthetic book, which

draws on – and modestly extends – a range of theories and

approaches. We like to think of this book as a kind of ‘add-

on’ for media industry research frameworks, like a web

browser extension or a Photoshop plug-in. It does not

replace established approaches, but it does augment them,

extending their capacity to communicate with each other in

useful ways and allowing them to see and respond to a

wider array of phenomena. Attending to informal

processes, actors and systems permits a certain kind of

structural analysis, a certain kind of media sociology, a

certain kind of economic theorizing, and so on. In many

cases, simply expanding the definition of media industries

to include informal agents brings a new set of interactions

and analytic possibilities into view.

In this sense, our approach can be distinguished from

several established traditions of eceonomic research on

mass media – including political economy of

communications, Frankfurt School culture industry

critique, neoclassical media economics and regulatory

analysis. Typically focusing on consolidated and nationally

regulated sectors (publishing, film, TV, radio,

telecommunications) and major media players (whether

public institutions like the BBC or corporate behemoths

like News Corporation), scholars working in these fields

have raised awareness of problems that matter deeply to

citizens of all nations – issues of competition and

concentration among media corporations, market

domination, labour practices, and regulatory failure. The

political economy of communications tradition, which

stretches back to the pioneering work of Harold Innis in the

1950s and Dallas Smythe in the 1960s and 1970s, and finds

contemporary expression in the work of eminent scholars

including Janet Wasko, Dwayne Winseck and Robert



McChesney, has been a natural home for much of this

research.

Political economy, despite its acrimonious relationship with

neoclassical media economics, shares a similar

epistemology in that it focuses on the ‘institutions,

subsidies, market structures, firms, support mechanisms,

and labor practices that define a media or communication

system’, and the government policies that enable or

restrain media industries (McChesney 2013: 64). Such an

agenda has been forged against a twentieth-century

backdrop of mass-media institutions, corporate takeovers,

and structural concentration. The emergence of the

internet, and the powerful new media and communications

businesses that dominate it, has inspired renewed attention

to the corporate sector and the problems that bedevil it,

including vertical integration, monopoly and policy capture

by elites – issues that seem ever more relevant in the

‘winner takes all’ economy of online services, apps and

social networking. This orientation also reflects the norms

of a particular tradition of positive analysis, in the sense

that political economists tend to focus on large, publicly

listed firms whose activities can be scrutinized in line with

established social science and economic methods.

We are strongly influenced by both economics and political

economy, and we do not intend this book as a critique of

one or another tradition. Such critiques have appeared

before and do not need to be made again. Let us instead

make an uncontroversial claim about the limits of

structural analysis. Most established ways of studying

media economy take a top-down approach; they are not

always equipped to deal with the more fast-moving and

ephemeral aspects of our media landscape – the kind of

phenomena we are interested in here. They also struggle to

address a series of far-reaching changes that together have

made the twentieth-century morphology of the media



almost unrecognizable: the emergence of broadband and

the mobile internet as new platforms for entertainment and

information, for example, or the prospect of the end of the

telephone system as a regulated, universally accessible

communications network. As our opening story about

iTunes demonstrated, a lot of significant and dynamic

activity in global media happens at the edges of, or entirely

outside, formal businesses and public institutions. We need

to keep these edges in mind if we wish to understand how

the media are changing today.

The Informal Economy: Uses and

Abuses

So far, we have explained our take on media, and on media

economy. Now let's consider the other, more mysterious

word in our title: informal. The informal economy is an

analytic concept that refers to a range of activities and

processes occurring outside the official, authorized spaces

of the economy. A challenging and contentious idea, the

informal economy has generated a four-decade-long

argument in social science, while curiously remaining

disconnected from media studies. In this book, we want to

make the case that an understanding of informal economy

dynamics can greatly enrich how we think about

contemporary media industries, but first we need to

consider what this term means and where it has come

from.

A basic definition of the informal economy would be

something along the lines of ‘the sum of economic activity

occurring beyond the view of the state’. This includes

activities like unregistered employment, domestic

homework, street trade, non-market production and

backyard tinkering. Most experts follow this general

definition, although definitions vary from study to study.



For example, some analysts include criminal activities in

the informal economy, while others do not. This

slipperiness is part of the character of informality. As

Manuel Castells and Alejandro Portes (1989: 11) note, the

informal economy is probably best understood as ‘a

common-sense notion whose moving social boundaries

cannot be captured by a strict definition without closing the

debate prematurely’.

These moving social boundaries can be seen in the range of

normative claims made about the informal economy. Many

commentators argue that informality is a threat to modern

governance, portending the erosion of the hard-won gains

of the regulating state. From this point of view, the informal

economy is all about tax evasion, corruption, organized

crime, under-the-table employment, unsafe workplaces and

exploitation. But the informal economy is about desire as

well as danger. Some ideas about informality have a

utopian character, whether in the form of a romantic

longing for a pre-modern, trust-based, face-to-face society;

a quicksilver ‘new economy’ freed from the shackles of

over-regulation; or a laissez-faire dream of unfettered

individual entrepreneurialism.

Research on the informal economy began in the postwar

years, and reflects the sociopolitical realities of postwar

reconstruction, which involved a fresh wave of

organizational reform in political processes, education

systems, consumption patterns, regulatory architectures

and technological research and development. The modern

social sciences were a central part of this process.

Sociology and economics took as their primary object of

analysis the paradigmatic publics produced by the

institutions of the formal economy: industrial workforces,

consumer markets, urban populations and broadcast

audiences. Their methodologies were shaped by the

governmental needs of the modern state.



Against this backdrop of strong formalization and positive

social science, a specific strand of economic research on

informal activities began to emerge, first in anthropology

and development studies, before migrating into public

policy and administration. In the 1970s researchers began

to speak of an informal economy, by which they meant

activities, institutions and markets outside regular industry

and beyond the purview of the state. This was a way of

describing and theorizing residual economic activities that

had never gone away – for example, loansharking and

informal credit systems, or street vendors in developing

nations – but which seemed esoteric from the point of view

of postwar economics precisely because they existed

outside the world of census data, GDP and state

bureaucracy. A particular area of concern for international

agencies, national governments and non-governmental

organizations (NGOs) was informal employment, which was

seen to be flourishing in the newly independent, fragile

cities of the postcolonial world. Institutional research on

this topic began to flourish.

An informal marketplace in Ghana. Image: Hiroo Yamagata (CC

BY-SA licence, 2005)



While precursors to the informal economy concept can be

found throughout the history of economics (Polanyi 1944;

Gerry 1987), the term came to public attention in the 1970s

mostly through the work of the British anthropologist Keith

Hart. Hart, a specialist in West African cities, was

interested in grassroots exchange and production, in how

people actually made a living on a day-to-day basis. In his

fieldwork in Ghana, he documented a patchwork of off-the-

books activities – moonlighting, unregistered construction

work, small-scale agriculture, and other kinds of unofficial

(occasionally illegal) self-employment. This notion of the

informal economy as a substratum of unregistered but

productive economic activity struck a chord with

development economists and featured heavily in

International Labour Organization reports throughout the

1970s. Studies were commissioned in developing nations

with the aim of measuring, tracking and harnessing

informal economic activity, with a view to reintegrating this

activity into the national economy.

By the 1980s the ‘informal economy’ was a widely

recognized – albeit left-field – concept in social science,

generating lively debate across a number of fields. In urban

research, studies of informal housing and slums had

appeared (Bromley 1979). In sociology, prominent scholars

including Manuel Castells and Alejandro Portes (1989),

Saskia Sassen (1988) and Stuart Henry (1981) were

exploring informality in the first world, extending the

discourse to include unregistered income-producing

activities in rich nations. Friedrich Schneider and other

economists were trying to measure the size of the informal

economy as a proportion of GDP in different parts of the

world. The institutional economist Elinor Ostrom, later a

Nobel Prize winner, also worked widely in this area (Guha-

Khasnobis, Kanbur and Ostrom 2006).



With time, the political complexion of informal economy

research changed. As Hart (2009) argues, while the idea

was first used as a shorthand for European economists

struggling to understand the economic structures of third

world nations and to assimilate this reality into their own

worldviews, in the 1980s the idea began to acquire a new

flavour as informalization became an official policy

doctrine. Economic liberalization of the Reagan and

Thatcher years – characterized by privatization of state

assets, downsizing of public workforces and the winding-

back of tariffs and subsidies – shifted the economic policy

pendulum away from the active Keynesian state towards

liberalization. Commitment to structure was giving way to

an obsession with flexibility. Four decades on, after the

global financial crisis and the long Western recession, the

pendulum may perhaps be swinging the other way, as many

countries make tentative moves to re-regulate areas of the

economy previously characterized by laissez-faire

sentiment (especially speculative finance), address the

challenge of transnational tax evasion and bring more

economic activity into view of the state.

Looking back at this long debate over the informal

economy, we can make a few observations about the idea

and its enduring impact on the way we think about

economic life. First, in the wake of this wave of research

and policy debate, there has been a general shift in

socioeconomic thought towards a more relational

conceptualization of ‘the economy’. Once it was established

that the informal economy was real, and that it was

growing in many nations, people began to ask how it

interacted with the formal economy. Early studies in the

structuralist vein posited a fundamental separation

between formal and informal economies, which were often

equated with developed and peasant economies – witness

Milton Santos's 1979 book, The Shared Space: The Two



Circuits of the Urban Economy in Underdeveloped

Countries, the cover of which memorably juxtaposed a

peasant market and a modern factory. But over time this

viewpoint was replaced by a more dynamic model of how

formal and informal economies are connected, which

stressed the mutually constitutive interactions between

different parts of the economy. It came to be accepted that

the formal and the informal are connected in complex

ways: developments in one part of the economy typically

have knock-on effects elsewhere. Castells and Portes (1989)

describe this as the ‘variable geometry’ of formal–informal

relations. Current research develops this line of thinking,

emphasizing interactions rather than separation.

A second consequence of informal economies research has

been a productive diversification of the terms, concepts and

vocabularies used to describe economic life. In the wake of

the informal economy debates and associated

developments – including the poststructuralist turn in

economic sociology and geography, and the take-up of

feminist economic methodologies – there are now many

competing models and metaphors for economic inquiry, all

aiming to capture dimensions of economic life not visible in

the discipline's traditional language. To name a few, we

have Hart's informal economy model, the ‘alternative

economic spaces’ of Leyshon, Lee and Williams (2003), the

‘plural economies’ of Laville (2010) and Gibson-Graham's

‘diverse economies’ (2006). Slightly further afield, in the

Bourdieusian tradition of cultural economy, new forms of

‘capital’ – ‘cultural capital’, ‘social capital’ and ‘symbolic

capital’, for example – have become major objects of study.

The result is a rich analytical vocabulary for

conceptualizing economic processes in ways that expand

the toolkit of neoclassical economics – a shift that owes

much to the informal economy debates. Diversifying our

concepts in this way enables creative thinking about



economic life that does not rest with apparently settled

concepts (‘rational choice’, ‘GDP’, ‘utility’) but tailors its

concepts to suit actually existing economies while also

inventing new epistemologies and languages. In their call

for a renewal of economic theory in social science, Julie

Graham and Katherine Gibson argued for a vision of

‘diverse economies’ in which value is ‘liberally distributed

rather than sequestered in certain activities and denied to

others, and economic dynamics [are seen] as proliferating

rather than reducible to a set of governing laws and

mechanical logics’ (Gibson-Graham 2006: 60). The kind of

media industry theory we offer here owes a great debt to

this strand of heterodox thinking.

In summary, the informal economy should be understood as

a contested idea rooted in developmental theory, in

postcolonial social science and in the postwar expansion of

the state. The very idea of the informal as the space outside

the formal, organized economy only makes sense within the

context of a modernizing optic, committed to a certain

‘path of development’. Many nations are at a point in

history where informality is noticeable as a policy issue

precisely because more of the economy is formal than ever

before. As Saskia Sassen notes, ‘The national is still the

realm where formalization and institutionalization have all

reached their highest level of development, though they

rarely reach the most enlightened forms we conceive’

(2008: 1). In such situations the informal economy

inevitably has a whiff of exoticism, which may be

dangerously seductive. Yet the idea is a very useful one,

because it dissolves established categories and

reconstitutes them in interesting ways. Informality is

essentially about the unmeasurable, the uncertain and the

unsettled; it's about rapid change, transformation, and

things we don't fully, and may never, know. The power of

the idea was an invitation for researchers to view



ostensibly stable objects of knowledge from the perspective

of this uncertainty.

What is the relevance of all this to media industry studies?

Two lessons from this literature inform the arguments in

this book. The first is about economic plurality. Transposing

the pluralist framework of the informal economy into media

industry research allows us to analyse media industries in a

more multidimensional way, bringing into view not just the

usual suspects (firms, consumers, governments), but also a

wide range of other informal actors, from fansubbers and

freeware developers to hackers and tinkerers, driven by

both economic and non-economic motivations. Media

industry research can learn a lot from this kind of thinking.

Just as the concept of an informal economy denaturalizes

the taken-for-granted notion of ‘the economy’ by revealing

its fundamental but concealed elements, the idea gives us

new ways to define, debate and analyse media industries.

A second lesson is about interdependence: the way

informal economies shape formal economies, and vice

versa. At its best, research on the informal economy goes

beyond breathless description and dutiful documentation of

minor practices to reveal something more interesting: the

tango of mutual influence between formal and informal

worlds. This is something media industry studies has often

struggled with, torn between the top-heavy rigidities of

political economy and institutional analysis, on the one

hand, and, on the other, the bottom-up orientation of fan

studies and cultural studies. It has usually been difficult to

reconcile these planes of analysis in a satisfactory way.

Throughout this book we aim to show how the volatile

arrangement of formal and informal elements within media

industries are continually changing, and how different

parts of the whole are connected. We try not to privilege

either top-down or bottom-up views but seek to move

between planes of analysis and across different spaces of



production (workplaces, studios, bedrooms), distribution

(stores, street markets, digital shopfronts) and

consumption (homes, phones, desktops), in different parts

of the world, to give a sense of this variability.



Chapter by Chapter

This book is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter

explains key concepts and our overall approach. Each

subsequent chapter explores a current problem or debate

in media studies, public policy and social science. Our

approach in these chapters is to use an informal economies

perspective to reconsider and extend these debates. Some

chapters deal with regulatory issues; others consider more

subjective experiences. Each topic has been chosen

because it is contentious, fast-changing and poorly

understood, and because it connects with another areas of

scholarship that are relevant to the informal economies

literature, such as economic geography or labour

economics. The chapters engage with a select group of

issues – they show some of the possibilities of our

approach, but they do not cover everything. We are well

aware of how much we have not addressed. One day we

would like to write a second volume for this book which

would cover a set of further issues we've not had space to

deal with here. For the moment, we hope this present array

of topics gives a useful guide to the potential applications

and scope of the informal economy ‘add-on’.

Chapter 1, ‘Formal and Informal Media’, sets out our

approach to media industries analysis using, for the sake of

consistency, the example of television. We introduce the

idea of a spectrum of formality in the media economy,

explain how elements of media industries are differentially

positioned along it and show how actors migrate across this

spectrum over time. Examples are drawn from broadcast

and digital video industries in nations from India to Britain.

The chapter also establishes a lexicon for the economic

interactions that concern us throughout the book. We

identify functions that informal activities perform within

formal markets (gap-filling, incubating, outsourcing, taste-


