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1   Introduction 

 

 

“See it, film it, change it” 

 

New technologies and access to the new digitilized media has change the way we live, 

perceive reality, process, produce, re-produce and look for  information. Globalization and 

communication networking technologies have helped people around the globe to access to an 

infinite source of information of all kinds. The inmediacy of information in social networking 

is also a phenomenon that changes our perception, the possibility of self- broadcasting moves 

information very quickly as a virus inside our cells. This social-media inmediacy and the 

consum of information makes it really hard for mainstream media to catch up with.  

Social evolution requires the emerging of new media that generate more credibility and 

inmediacy, in the digital era there’s been an evolution process and merging of communication 

media barriers and boarders, which implies less controled communication, less regulation, 

and also less manipulation of information that is usually adjusted to political interests. The 

desmitification of the oficial versions (state) and the search for alternative sources has 

become a global phenomenon that empowers citizens to look for the truth in various sources.  

Internet do provide opportunities for the public(s) and the public sphere to express 

themselves, spread the news, get in contact, or even organize citizen movements through 

social networks like facebook or twitter. However internet access and use is still reflecting 

social inequality and its still unevenly used and accessed around the globe, making it harder 

for underdeveloped countries to access to the whole of information. Also, that the elites of 

power still control the production of massive information and due to commercial interests 

media intrudes in the public sphere very easily.  

Society is not static, it evolves, and therefore mainstream media has run out of forms to adapt 

itself to the public’s needs, and it just reproduces the nation state social structure and the 

majority (elites minority) interests. But what can citizens and the public do to make their 

voices be heard and change policies in the public sphere? In this paper, I will expose the case 

of The Mexico’s Initiative and Presumed Guilty as two different examples of Civil Society 

participation within the media.  And how the un jugded exposure of policies through 

documentary films can help to understand public policies, and encourage citizens to 

participate. 
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2 Globalization and Nation States  

Nation States and their homogenizing, nationalist, grouping character (tendencies) are facing 

important challenges in the building of integrative multicultural societies and the rules and 

practices that would lead citizens into common good. This defining character is often more an 

obstacle than a solution for creating a multicultural vision of the daily events, and the 

multiethnic social interaction. It becomes also an obstacle in the recognition of the actual 

syncretism (in language, culture, religion, belief systems, values, etc) or hybridization 

processes that occur within two or more ethnic groups that live close to each other (if not 

together) for a long time. It is in syncretism where a common encounter point is to be found, 

in the search of common ground, and the establishment of multicultural communities.  

 

Through the globalization process, not only the boarders between nations are reduced 

threatening the social constructed nations and ethnic differentiation1, but also the national 

public sphere is facing a defragmentation of the established and formal, traditional public 

sphere. Established national-identities are blurring into a global culture process, but still 

trying to hold on to the ethnic identities in a very complex process of self definition, and social 

citizenry status. In this blurring environment, the concept of public sphere (or actually public 

spheres) is not yet clear.  

 

In actual multicultural societies these two concepts are dynamic and hybrid, but this societal 

hybridization is not yet totally recognized, and that makes very hard to connect the public(s) 

and the public opinion (what the citizens actually think, and find relevant) and their 

representation, which cannot be seen without the fact of citizenship and nation- group 

belonging.  

 

According to Habermas, national majority cultures get hardened upon meeting new 

immigrant cultures, and this culture shock makes stronger the centrifugal forces within the 

nation state. But at the same time this fusion of cultures produce hybrid identities who need 

also a container, which would still be the nation state, only that this container should just be 

seen as a container, which in fact should be able to adapt according to the nation’s internal 

and global social interaction. So the notion of nation state should just serve as a platform but 

needs to be complemented in order to become “the main arena for the negotiation of and 

arbitration between conflicting social groups ”(Ellis 2000:70). According to Ellis it is a process 

more of complementing than replacing.  

 

 

                                                             
1 See Peter Wade’s definition of  constructed cultural identities in his book ‘Race’, Nature and Culture,  

and quotes Leach (1964:34) ‘In chaos of shifting impressions, each of us constructs a stable world in 

which objects have recognizable shapes, are located in depth and permanence’ 
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2.1 Globalization and transnational public spheres 

 

The concept transnational public sphere implies the processes in which public spheres of two 

or more nations-cultures start to overlap (Gripsrud et al. 2010, p. 11). It is more a process of 

an hybrid emerging public sphere of what two separated public spheres used to be. It is hard 

to say exactly in which moment this transnational will appear, because public spheres are 

linked to their publics, in a symbiotic relationship, that means it cannot exist a public sphere 

without publics, and publics do not exist without a public sphere. Globalization has 

contributed to create a much easier access and contact between public spheres and also in the 

creation of hybrid cultures.  

 

“The public sphere theory needs to conceptualize both territorial and “a-territorial” 

communication and spheres. Following this argument, the processes of globalization do set the 

terms for emerging transnational public spheres”.  (Gripsrud et al. 2010, p. 11) 

 

A transnational public sphere is not the sum of different culturally rooted public spheres 

within a country, like a multiplied national one2, and in order to exist, it doesn’t necessarily 

needs a physical space, it just needs a public purpose and its publics.   

 

 

2.2 Cultural, ethnic and global diversity 

The actual nation-state-identity is not the only thing that is merging boarders, worldwide use 

of Internet has changed from the very beginning the way we live, media digitalization and new 

IT technologies show a human network never seen before, the benefits that come from such a 

network (and also the risks) are to be seen in our actual societies. The sense of connection 

opened a very wide number of possibilities never imagined, and thus, this same connection, 

can at the same time keep us totally disconnected from life. Access is a keyword to this 

paradigm. Differences of culture, ethnicity, nationality and race, and the construction of 

majority and minority groups (and their relation to power) present also multiple challenges 

to the mainstream media when it comes to group representation. 

 

“Media policy remains linked to nation states, and nationally -defined public spheres. yet, a 

primary focus on national factors should not make us blind to other developments”.  (Gripsrud et 

al. 2010, p. 12) 

 

Media policies in combination with institutional and economical factors (the station structure, 

financial support, and media stakeholders and agenda setting) makes very difficult for 

mainstream media by itself, due to lack of infrastructure, and also due to commercial 

                                                             
2 (Gripsrud et al. 2010, p. 11) 
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interests, very hard to provide citizens with the content they need and deserve. There is a 

serious problem of representation or more clearly, a serious problem of underrepresentation 

of minority groups in the majority-mainstream media, “not everyone has equal effective 

political access to the forums where the future is debated” (Ernest J. Wilson III 2008, p. 3). 

Media cannot by itself change the social inequality structure. It is a reflection of political 

interest, economical resources, and civil society's participation (or sometimes, the lack of 

participation).   
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3  Public sphere and the public  

Social actors and public agenda settings (gatekeepers)  

We could define the public sphere as a communication framework, that can emerge without a 

concrete space or timeframe (like a specific physical space). It could be anywhere, anytime, it 

represents a group of citizens judging similarly about public concerns. But there are to main 

groups (actors) within the social structure that might diminish the publics’ access to the 

public sphere and confront the public(s):  

 

1.- State authorities, political parties, interest groups, commercial corporations, and similar 

actors who provide information subsidies and, thus, occupy an already constituted public 

domain in order to use it. 

 

2.- Media gatekeepers, who set the agenda of public discourse and control the access of 

contributions and authors to the mass media that control the public discourse.  

(Habermas 1992: 440,453-454) (Gripsrud et al. 2010, p. 33) 

 

 

Civil Society and participation 

For the development of a strong civil society with a high level of social engagement and 

political participation, access and level of resources are very important facts to consider, 

because civil society can be the central point of governance, by being a societal-media-

government’s watchdog, or at least play a very substantial role. So exactly how does a group of 

individuals come together watching for the sake of public interests that represent - not the 

majority group, but the common good- or the majority of groups. 

 

 Resources is a keyword in that matter, because the most representative form of civil society 

now, are NGOs or CSOs3, where groups of citizens work together for the representation of 

minorities, or to attend directly affected groups of people. But because of their own structure 

(as NGO/CSO) they way of making their own resources turns into a nightmare (for most 

underdeveloped countries and some developed ones) in order to manage accountability, 

transparency and still accomplish their mission.  

 

 

                                                             
3 NGOs Non Governmental Organization its being replaced in some countries with the term CSO (Civil 

Society Organization) to point out that comes from a civil society group (public) working aside the 

government, and not instead or against it.  
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This is why a constant danger exists of equating any “‘public activity’ of elites– especially the 

creation, transformation, and running of local ‘civic’ organizations –with a public sphere”. 

(Gripsrud et al. 2010, p. 33) 
 

And also because not all citizens are willing to fight and actually do something for a cause, the 

base of social participation is also to watch how governments and conglomerates spend their 

resources for "common good", recognize themselves as individual funders for social 

development and take action. All of these needs a “space” to happen, and not only a space but 

spaces, because of the multidimensionality of causes, public affairs, and public spheres in 

connection with the individual concerns. For that matter, digitalization of media and easy 

access to new media has (in various cases) made possible for people to join causes and take 

action, where the mainstream media puts little or no attention at all.  
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4 Media and the digital public sphere 

In order to analyze how does media contribute, or interfere (because of private interests) in 

the formation or development of public spheres, and if it actually gives more space for world’s 

citizens to contribute and have a space for diversity in media policy (and also other policies 

through the media), media must be taken on account as a whole, and not just mainstream 

media. Not just typically news programs, newspapers or radio- but also the contribution of 

internet in the production and re-production of contents, self broadcasting, public 

broadcasting, private broadcasting, social networking,  including smartphones and other IT 

applications- and the different levels of participation through the media and within the media.  

“Among the enthusiasts of digital media there is the belief that digital media can provide fuller, 

more meaningful participation in national civic life. Democracy itself can be made better 

through digital media. […]but they remain only that - aspirations, not actualities”.  

(Ernest J. Wilson III 2008, p. 2) 

 

4.1 Media and the views of democracy  

The way media has transformed the information and communication culture in a very short 

period of time has generated serious debates about the formation of the public opinion today, 

and if this new technological advances has really given equal opportunities, access, and has 

lead to a greater social participation. Different theories about how media contributes to 

democracy, as giving space for the formation of public opinion have been discussed in relation 

to  different perspectives that are offered in every kind of media4.  These perspectives of 

democracy are divided mainly in four groups of media believers: The public broadcasting 

system,  

 

But these perspectives also leave out film-making, documentary features, storytelling, and 

other media expressions and genres – that also contribute to the opinion formation of the 

public(s) and often give critical points of view about political and social issues- and that are 

very often left out of the media discussion. Individuals’ and groups’ self-defining processes 

also take place outside the world of politics, and into the world of social policies, overt and 

covert policies determine what is accepted or not in social behavior, and both overt and 

covert policies are also reproduced in mainstream media, as in media entertainment and 

other genres and communicative expressions in mass media. And in this way, under- or over-

representation of groups relate to the main social structure and reproduce the elitist 

commercial values and interests.  This is how and where the basic understandings of social 

                                                             
4 Most of the studies consider only or mainly public and private national and regional broadcasting 

services. 



8 

behavior are exposed, so this under – over representation of groups is a real concern, and 

obstacle to the multi-ethnic public sphere.  

 

“Media entertainment – including participatory variants – plays a crucial part when these 

understandings are debated, affirmed or rejected” (Gripsrud 1992).  

 

4.2 Media and the public sphere 

Public radio and television operate in very different ways, and also have very different 

financial needs. While radio has helped to increase the raising of a wider diversity of voices, 

public television has been under a higher pressure and political scrutiny (Pat Aufderheide & 

Jessica Clark, p. 2), also it needs a much more elaborated production, and the costs of 

producing it are higher.  

 

“Efforts to develop nationwide public affairs programming for the emerging digital TV channels 

have been stymied by a lack of funds and the complications of implementing shared solutions in 

sharply different local contexts”. (Pat Aufderheide & Jessica Clark, p. 2) 

 

An international perspective is important not only in looking at the blogosphere, where 

projects like Global Voices do such an excellent job of drawing our attention to local voices, 

but also when we examine government policy in areas like the relationship between 

government-sponsored broadcasting and new media.  

 

 

Digital media do provide opportunities for much more voices coming from the blogosphere, 

through social networks, web pages, etc. In the digital era, where everybody can become an 

author, connect with people around the globe and expose ideas, investigations, movies, can 

make and remake of published work, it is however less clear how much these voices are 

actually heard, especially when social inequality structures are still present. The internet 

usage and its effectiveness in various purposes is still not equal for every country, because not 

everybody has equal opportunities of access. The major internet usage rates are still in the 

most developed countries.  

 

Although Internet usage is in general becoming more widespread, access remains deeply 

structured along existing lines of social inequality.  (Ernest J. Wilson III 2008, p. 3) 

 

Wilson suggests that the historically excluded communities should themselves be more 

insistent in the making themselves be heard, and should look to take every opportunity to do 

so, in order to participate in the construction of a national discourse. But in most cases, the 

media barriers under- or miss- representation in the media are not the only problems these 
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excluded communities are facing,  it is a very complex addition of many kinds of barriers that 

within the system, and institutional discrimination in many over and covert policies.  

 

“This lack of attention to the issue of participation may be ascribed to public service 

broadcasting being embedded in an elitist paternalistic ethos, too far removed from any 

egalitarian activist agenda”.(Gripsrud et al. 2010, p. 104) 

 

 

4.3 The “Mexico Initiative” case 

The Mexico Initiative was launched last year by Televisa5 and promised to be the greatest 

Mexican project in social development. But commercial interests were really clear (even more 

than in Teletón)6, playing with the aspirations of millions of Mexican watchers, and thousands 

of Mexican participants. It was just another “Reality show”, but now as social responsibility 

pays off, it was the “social development’s reality show” sold as a program conceited to lower 

the poverty, marginality, the abandonment, the contamination and the familiar desintegration.  

  

Critics began, when advertising about Mexico’s Initiative started to appear all day long in TV, 

radio, and billboards with Javier Aguirre7 giving an “inspirational speech” about two kinds of 

“Mexicans”, in fact, very similar (not to say identical) to a reality show that was done in India, 

where the spots were almost identical, same methods, almost same speech, and also 

promoting a social development’s reality show. So that means, that it wasn’t even original to 

begin with, it was a refried version from Lead India8.  

                                                             
5 The biggest broadcaster in Mexico  

6 Teletón in Mexico is a yearly event, started in 1996, in which through a TV and radio broadcast of 

more than 24 hours it is intended to collect money to help in the creation of children rehabilitation 

centers, called "Centro de Rehabilitación Infantil Teletón", or "CRIT" ("Teletón Children's 

Rehabilitation Center"), for children with different disabilities. The Teletón in Mexico is produced 

by Televisa along with more than 500 Mexican and foreign media, as well as more than a hundred 

commercial firms that sponsor the event. The stated mission of the telethon is "to provide knowledge 

about physical disabilities, giving a strong message about respect, equality and support to people in 

these conditions". It is considered a scam, because eventhough with the money collected (from the 

mexicans, not actually given by Televisa) promotes social giving,  the broadcaster actually does not give 

money and obtains much more benefits from it, like avoiding a mounstrous amount of taxes with 

someone elses money.  

7 Javier Aguirre was in 2010  head coach of the national soccer team.  

8 See Lead India spots at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wP-TwHwLc98&feature=related and 

compare to Iniciativa México spots http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHSt321yH98 It is also 
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„It is a shame that in the worse situation of social and economic crisis of our country, 

Televisa  had dared to present a hypocritical proyect , cynical and fraudulent from the 

social point of view, that has waked up the illusion of thousands of Mexicans“9 

(28 abc News, 2010) 

 

This initiative actually promoted citizen participation, and not only as media users or 

audiences, the project encouraged mexicans to submit their projects for a better country, and 

this broadcaster would support the 5 best iniciatives. The result, more than 47,000 ideas or 

projects were submitted.  

 

So where is the catch? Televisa gave a great a support expectation, saying that this would be 

the greatest social program in Mexico, where public opinion was actually the foundation of the 

program. That means, that if every project (country saving project) would receive at least 

6,000 euros (minimal amount for a project to be supported), multiplied for 47,000 or more, 

that means that Televisa should invest at least 278,509,196.110 euros of support expectatives. 

Just to put  Mexico’s Initiative in context, I will compare this with „Opportunities“ - the most 

succesful federal government’s social program to fight structural poverty and social inequality 

and which has almost ten years of experience- invested in 2010 1,518,538,235.935 euros 

from the federal budget. The real investment of this initiative was of 355,241.322 euros, 

which is equivalent to the costs of 15 spots in the nightly shows. In addition to this, and 

speaking of media rights, and media policies, Televisa made clear in the participation 

formulars, that the moment a project was submitted, they became property of Televisa „to 

exploid, to divulge, to reproduce, to exhibit, to modify, to edit, to distribute, and to sell, the way 

the broadcaster finds it suitable“ (28 abc News).  

 

So here we can clearly see how elites, and monopolies make their own rules, and how 

commercial interests play a very important role. So we could call this case, a classic media 

intervention in the public sphere. It is a shame that till today „bread an circus“ are still what 

media use to motivate people to participate, but in a very commercial-frofit framework. That 

also happens often with the lack of informed philantrophy culture made off individual 

systematical participation to a common good for everyone. And this kind of programs 

(superficial and mostly profit intended) provoques the loss of synergy between stake holders 

and civil society in order to channel ressources to the most strategic projects, and that really 

allow social participation. Unfortunately in Mexico, there is not yet a systematic individual 

participative culture due to historic misstrust in institutions (and for important reasons), but 

that also has a negative impact in transparent institutions with less advertising, but more 

social impact.  

                                                                                                                                                                                          
important to mention that this proyect was launched before the world cup 2010, and more importantly 

in the year (2010) when Mexico would celebrate 200 years after the beginning of the independence 

movement, and 100 years after the mexican revolution.  

9 28 Abc Noticias: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f3uNSPn3bpk. This is my own translation.  
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5 Broadcasting and civil society  

By having access to communication media in a global environment, citizens and non-

governmental organizations may contribute to the formation of transnational culture.  The 

citizen and civic associations’ participation in global and local discourse, awareness of the 

rules, the development of communicative abilities, the development of public policies’ 

advocacy capacities, increase civic engagement, promotes transparency, accountability and 

efficiency in global and local giving policies. Every actor counts, and only through promoting  

inter-sector collaboration including citizens, state, grant makers, media (as a whole of 

possibilities) and civic organizations, the public sphere and the public can really fulfill their 

democratic functions, and reduce the unevenness of miss-under- and over- representation in 

the media, and in society.   

 

“The public can only be effective in assuming its democratic functions of influencing and 

controlling decision-makers if its communicative actions have a clearly defined addressee with 

an effective decision-making power, as it used to be (at least normatively) the state” 

 (Gripsrud et al. 2010, pp. 35–36). 

 

Media Intruders 

Habermas listed seven additional key actors as ‘intruders’ of the public sphere. That would 

use the public space –seizing of their political-economical privileges– and profit from it. This 

key intruders are: 1) journalists, 2) politicians, 3) lobbyists, 4) advocates, 5) experts, 6) moral 

entrepreneurs, and 7) intellectuals. But according to Splichal, in order to understand these 

intrusions, it is important to add "at least two distinct groups of interest in the performance of 

mass media" –the media owners, and the media advertisers– who in fact are responsible of 

media agenda setting (what it should be talked about, and how should it be talked about) by 

determining the public interests (or interests of the public), which in many cases it is rarely 

the public who actually takes part of public media setting, and rarely has a voice in what 

should be talked about (and how) or not. In most of the cases civil society and media don't get 

along very well, and if they do, the publics are not contemplated within the media structure, 

but merely as the watching audience.  

 

In this case CSOs have it very difficult to set media agendas, in part, because most of them 

don't have media experience, or media training at all. Which means, that most of the CSOs, 

don't really know how to deal with media, how to make themselves reference sources–and 

dealing with media requires also great abilities, starting with how to deal with reporters, how 

to make something ‘news’, how to lead a successful press conference, etc.– And also because 

of the own media owner's profit interests. So even though CSOs might have all this skills, if 

Paris Hilton visits town, they will surely lose all attention, because of the own media agenda 

setting. That presents also great challenges for the success of civic organizations in the media, 

and through the media, in order to reach a greater amount of citizens to join causes, and make 

them commit with their civic responsibilities.  
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5.1 The “Presumed guilty” documentary 

See it, film it, change it  

Presumed guilty is a documentary that is now being presented in Mexico as an iniciative that 

came from a group of people working in reasearch about the mexican justice system, and 

found very tough statistics about injustice patterns in the country. It is the story about Toño, a 

young man imprisioned (without evidence) for murder. 10 In Mexico, most people get 

convicted without evidence, the conviction rates are 80% nationally and 95% in Mexico City, 

and judges are not even present in trial hearings, according to Roberto Hernández, and Laida 

Negrete (Film makers).  

„Everybody gets convicted. Once you are arrested by the police you certainly get convicted with 

all these violations of human rights“ (Laida Negrete, POV PBS interview). 

They wanted to show all these findings and statistics to policy makers originally, but as that 

wasn´t really working out, they started to communicate these findings through story telling, 

using images and stories that would clarify what was going on. Toño’s friends contacted them 

to present Toño’s case, and Toño also accepted the idea of filming his whole prosecution 

process without knowing what would actually come out of this experiment.  

„We were changing things in the justice system already, and then we filmed Toño’s case, and 

through the film we were able to see what’s happening“  (Roberto Hernández, POV PBS 

interview). 

There is also another process that differences the mexican prosecution system of others in the 

world, that is the Face-off process, where the accuser faces the defendant and they debate 

about the truth, while a moderator handels the whole process in order to be also documented. 

And they were able to see, and to film all that. They got access.  

„The first time that we entered the courtroom was...through the prison system there’s a tunnel 

that connects the prison with the courtroom, and we entered, like sneaked in with our cameras- 

that is actually a deleted scene from the documentary- but as soon as they saw the camera, 

everyone started yelling in panic- there’s a camera! There’s a camera in the tunnel!  

(Laida Negrete, Film maker)  

They were being seen, and that changed everything. So the broadcasting of the process, had a 

major importance for the final result, the camera was a character by itself.  

„For a system that is corrupt and used to operate in the shadow, the camera iluminates“. 

(Laida Negrete, Film maker) 

This documentary film shows civil courage, in Toño, and also in the filmakers, that with a very 

open perspective achieved to show and just to show (without judgement) the reality behind  a 
                                                             
10 Mexico is the only country in the world were convicted people are guilty until proven otherwise.  
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typical case in the justice system. Through the whole process we can see the rising of a 

convicted citizen with everything to lose, twenty years of prison in his showlders and yet the 

courage to take this change to broadcast his own case without knowing where was this going 

to take him, but also to show the truth without fear.  

„ Toño said to us: I want people to know about this, I don’t want this to happen to anyone else – it 

was a moment of leadership“ (Laida Negrete POV PBS interview) 

More initiatives like this can really help citizens to understand how civil courage and digital 

media can change the way we perceive things and pursue authorities to change policies.  This 

documentary is being promoted through all social networks as a civil society’s effort to 

support this initiatives.  
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