OBVIOUSLY.
An exploration into the links between censorship and media illiteracy through history and in the modern day.
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_OGakiPWo]By definition, Media Literacy refers to the ability to critically analyse and understand mass media, including online content, television, and social media. It involves skills such as evaluating accuracy, credibility, and bias in media messages. In the modern day, with generative AI content on the rise, and politicians actively banning books, media literacy and critical thinking skills are more important than ever. But how did we get here? Why is it that now, in the 21st century are we being faced with such a massive influx of misinformation and fake news? In this project, I aim to explore not only how important media literacy has become, but also what we can do to make this skill set more accessible to the general populace, so more people can start engaging in, news, film, tv, and other media more critically. I also aim to explore the history of censorship in theatre, films and tv, and literature to gain a clearer understanding of how people engage with potentially problematic or ‘difficult’ topics in media. I’ll be exploring the Theatres act of 1843 and how the Lord Chamberlin's office censored theatre, and how that effected the theatre of the time. I’ll also be looking into other acts of censorship in British theatre, going as far back as the Act to restrain the abuses of players (1606), which introduced fines or even jailtime to any actors that talked about God or Jesus 'jestingly or profanely'. 

Censorship in British theatre
[bookmark: _Int_jw2V8f7I][bookmark: _Int_aOc8Pxq7][bookmark: _Int_PL06eAD9]Since its conception, British theatre has fought for the right to be as unabashed and uncensored as it is today, but it has taken us a very long time to get here. In 1606, the Act to restrain the abuses of players was passed by the royal households of the United Kingdom, this act completely prohibited any form of profanity towards any Christian figures, such as God, Jesus, or the Holy Ghost. This was regarded as one of the most precise and sweeping acts of theatre censorship to ever be enacted in the theatre industry, and any writer or player who broke this law would be fined ten pounds, roughly £2,544 today (BOE, inflation calculator, 2024). This was a severe fine, in the early 1600’s, £10 would be the average annual earnings of a hired man, but many acting companies worked on a shareholder system that allowed the company to pay actors more dependent on where they were working, so the average salary of a Shakespearian actor was between 5-10 shillings a week, providing them with an annual earning of roughly £14 (Shakespeare’s globe, 2024). This would mean that this £10 fine would take the majority of an actor’s yearly salary, leaving them completely out of pocket. This new law not only effected the works of Shakespeare, but also the works of many other playwrights and poets of the time, due to the ambiguity of the exact rules of the act, plays with profanity of any form started to be persecuted, under the excuse that swearing as a whole was ‘Blasphemous and ungodly’. So, essentially, anything that the royal household deemed ‘Blasphemous and ungodly’ could be persecuted under this law (Oxford academic, Hugh Gazzard, 2009). I got in touch with Mr Hugh Gazzard, the author of an extensive academic article about this act. Thankfully, he got back to me, and was able to clarify a few specifics about the act. He stated: ‘I would emphasize a handful of things. The law was against profanity, not obscenity — irreligious, not sexual language. The fine would be levied not against the playwright but against the actor; presumably, then, the acting companies might want to purge their scripts of profanities — though playwrights might have anticipated this. In the absence of other possibles ways of enforcement, the law provided that informers could bring prosecutions. And crucially, it seems that the law was not actually enforced until the late 1690s, after nearly a century, and then only sporadically.
Again, importantly, at the time this law was not backed up by any other direct parliamentary legislation censoring the stage — but it was extended into a law banning public profane language in everyday life.’
This act, for the most part, was driven by the extreme Christian beliefs of the Crown, and the need to comply to this act explains the differences in many different editions of works of the time, such as Shakespeare’s Othello, or Volpone by Ben Jonson. This act was extremely specific, censorship on profanity in terms of public speech was also in action, but the punishment for profanity in performance was much more severe. The act also specifies that it is the players who will be fined, which is likely why so many playwrights created new editions of their work. But why was this? Mostly, it’s due to the large percentage of puritans operating in the house of commons when this bill was passed. The crown and the MPs still wanted theatre, plays, and creative works they could enjoy, but off the back of Shakespeare, playwrights were getting bolder, they weren't just creating plays for the upper classes anymore, plays and poetry were relatable to the working man, which lead to such profanity becoming more widely used. However, the upper class couldn’t have that, so by creating a widely specific yet broad enough act, they could censor anything that they didn't like. This would become a trend with theatre censorship acts in the UK, most notably being the Licensing act of 1737 which took theatre censorship to a whole new level. This act enacted the Lord Chamberlain as the official censor of British theatre, and while the previous 1606 act prohibited any profanity about Christianity, this newer, stricter act, limited what you could say about the government. Up until this point, laws that regulated theatre content were rarely enforced, and when it came to the government playwrights and players could voice their opinions freely. However, free speech in theatre was seen as a threat to the government, facilitating the spread of revolutionary ideas, so the aim of this act was to give the government much tighter control of what could and couldn’t be said in theatres. All plays which were to be publicly performed would be read and reviewed by an examiner, who would then produce a synopsis and recommend them for licence, consulting the Lord Chamberlain in cases of doubt. The act also created a legal distinction between categories of "legitimate theatre" and "illegitimate theatre", these being plays that did and didn't have the correct licencing in place. In addition to reading plays and writing Reader's Reports for the Lord Chamberlain, the Examiners were expected to visit theatres to ensure their safety and comfort and to see that the Lord Chamberlain's rules were being followed correctly regarding the licences. They were also required to appear in law cases relating to licensing, and to examine any official Play Bills. This was the beginning of the Lord chamberlain's long history of restricting and dictating what could and could not be said in British theatre. 
Enter the Theatre’s act of 1843, more officially known as ‘An act for regulating theatres.’ The Theatres Act of 1843 limited the authority of the Lord Chamberlain, permitting him to prohibit the performance of plays only when he deemed it necessary for the preservation of good manners, decorum, or public peace. Additionally, the Act granted local authorities the power to license theatres, thereby dismantling the monopoly of patent theatres and fostering the growth of popular theatrical forms, including saloon theatres affiliated with public houses and music halls. This act would go on to affect the work of many playwriters, including Joan Littlewood, an English theatre director and practitioner, known for her hit show ‘Oh! What a lovely war’ and her work with Theatre workshop. Littlewood was arrested multiple times under the 1843 Theatres act due to her determination to show the content that she wanted to show. The act overall was inconsistent and vague, very similar to theatre censorship acts before it, and the act wasn’t amended until 1968. On 26th July 1968, Royal assent was given to the Theatres Act 1968 which abolished censorship of the stage in the UK, and on 26 September, it came into force.
While all of this is very interesting, how exactly does it link to how we interact with media today? Well, acts like these throughout history prove that censorship has always been an issue when it comes to the original work produced by creatives, and while the rules have changed considerably since Shakespeare’s time, censorship still is an issue in all media globally. Censorship and the decline we’ve seen in media literacy over the years go hand in hand, and in my opinion, they always have, as seen in as far back as Shakespeare’s time.
How censorship plays a role in media illiteracy
In contemporary society, censorship pertains to the scrutiny of various media forms, including books, periodicals, plays, motion pictures, and television and radio programs, with the objective of modifying or suppressing content deemed offensive (PBS Culture shock, Undated). It seems fairly self-explanatory that the less information the public has about a certain subject, then the less educated they’ll be about it, but censorship effects everyone, and in my opinion having less access to sensitive and controversial information never ends well. Censorship can stifle dissenting voices and uphold the status quo, ultimately hindering the vital progress of social change and human rights. By silencing criticism, those in power escape accountability and cling to control, impeding the necessary evolution of society. There are many examples of this in the arts, and I'd first like to discuss Arthur Miller and his battle against McCarthyism. Joseph McCarthy was a Republican from Wisconsin who advanced through the political hierarchy in the 1940s and was elected to the Senate in 1946. As it appeared that he might not secure re-election in 1950 following several years of service, he opted to adopt a new political strategy by focusing on targeting individuals he identified as communist subversives. The 1950s heralded the onset of the Cold War, a period characterized by significant tension between the United States and the communist USSR. Conservatives in the United States harboured concerns that individuals with any affiliation to the Communist Party posed a potential threat to national security, as they could not be relied upon to stay loyal to the United States. Arthur Miller was deeply unsettled by McCarthy’s efforts, and claims he wrote his 1953 play The Crucible as a direct response to the tense social and political climate of the time. He had developed a fascination with the atmosphere of paranoia and its impact on society. Upon discovering the narrative of the Salem witch trials, he ultimately devised a means to convey those themes on stage. Many believe that the strong symbolism of ‘witch hunts’ in the crucible, and the similarities between the conflicts in the town of Salem and the political landscape of the time led to Miller being investigated by the HUAC (House Un-American Activities Committee) in 1958. Miller indeed wrote communist theatre criticism and was a more significant private supporter of communism than he publicly represented at the time; however, he never formally joined the party. When he appeared before HUAC, Miller declined to disclose the names of any individuals involved in "subversive" political activities. (S. Lindsay, 2024) Miller’s experience is a prime example of how government censorship effects the arts, and how is effects real people, real innocent people. 
A slightly more recent example of mass media censorship is the infamous section 28, brought about by Margeret Thatcher in 1988. Section 28 stated that local authorities in England, Scotland and Wales "shall not intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality" or "promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship". This law was detrimental to the LGBT community in the UK at the time, especially as the aids crisis was beginning to get serious, and the public opinion of gay people was not at all favourable. It's believed that one of the things that inspired this law was a children’s book called ‘Jenny lives with Eric and Martin’ written by Danish author Susanne Bösche published in 1981, it describes a few days in the life of a young girl named Jenny, who lives with her dad, Martin and his partner Eric. It was one of the first English language children’s books to discuss male homosexuality, and received a very poor reception in the UK, with tabloids branding it as ‘Homosexual propaganda’. Bösche was surprised by the initial backlash in the UK, as she’d previously published it in Denmark and has had near to no backlash, as she was unaware to how homophobic the general British public were at the time. Once section 28 was brought into action, books like this became near impossible to find, and flat out illegal for any library to hold, leading to a monumental restriction of public information. Section 28 wasn’t overturned until 2003, and by that point the damage had been done, and the lives of so many gay people had already been affected. One of which was Craig, a teacher who was bullied in school for being gay, and as a result of the lack of appropriate sex education for gay people in schools, he found himself in multiple dangerous and abusive situations, he stated "I was bullied from a young age. And there was a lot of isolation. The boys noticed I was different. I was made very aware that I was not like them. I became very insecure and quite quiet. Section 28 put me at a lot of risk because I didn't get sex education that was relevant to me. I didn't get any advice about what a healthy relationship looked like. I had no models. As soon as I turned 16 and I started going out to gay clubs, I developed worrying behaviour that put me in danger, like excessive alcohol abuse and sex with much older men. I now know, as a teacher, that we have a duty of care over young people to educate them. No-one stepped in to help me back then and I feel a bit angry about that to this day” (BBC, 2019). Censorship acts like this have a direct link to media literacy, when the amount of unbiased and varied information available for public consumption is limited, it impacts the way we form opinions and in turn negatively impact innocent people. For example, under Section 28 the general public opinion regarding homosexual people was negative, due to the picture the government was painting at the time. It was more difficult for people to form well rounded, original opinions because the information on the subject was so limited, and we still see this today. 

The active decline of media literacy
With the rise of ai generated content and fake news, misinformation can be spread easier than ever through platforms like TikTok, Facebook, and X (Twitter), and while this can be linked to a lack of critical thinking skills, it also contributes to the lack of media literacy we see today. Media Literacy doesn't just link to people taking false information for fact, it also plays a part in how people perceive media and art. For example, an author specifying that the curtains were blue could mean a lot about the characters and themes of a story. However small details can be easily overlooked, leading to a lot of people to disregard critical analysis and take works at face value. Maxine Bisera, a writer for the Bull and Bear, a student run news magazine, talks about her experiences with media literacy online, and shares an example from when she saw Chrisopher Nolan’s Oppenheimer. She writes: “I saw Oppenheimer last summer and found it to be very critical of the U.S. military but for many on TikTok, it was 3 hours of war propaganda. Now there are many valid criticisms to be had about this film, but I do not think glorifying war can be one of them – featuring something in a piece of media does not necessarily mean supporting it.” She also adds: “We need to remember that cultural context, emotional cues, and literary devices are all deliberately incorporated to reinforce a message, and sometimes we need to reflect on these elements to get to the heart of a story.” (M. Bisera, 2024). Maxine makes a very good point, especially when it comes to not necessarily supporting something you feature in media. It could be argued that the decline of media literacy is linked directly to the rise of social media, especially apps that feature fast form video, such as TikTok, Instagram, Facebook and Twitter. These apps have significantly changed the way we get out news, with big news stories being condensed down into short videos to meet the apps guidelines, and as a side effect, many people only get surface level information and aren’t encouraged to investigate further. This is what leads to information being twisted, and the cycle of misinformation continues. In today’s world we are constantly being exposed to new information, more so than ever, and this influx of information is almost impossible to process. People have no choice but to skim over the content they find interesting, then just move onto the next thing, creating a web of half answered questions and loose understandings. Another reason Media literacy is on the decline is that the skills required to efficiently analyze something just aren’t accessible to everyone. It could be argued that media analysis is seen as somewhat pretentious, something reserved for those who study literature or film, an activity only practiced in academic circles, but this mind set is deadly. I very strongly believe that everyone should always be questioning the media that they consume, it’s critical thinking skills that arm us with the skills we need to identify propaganda, reporting bias, and social injustices that would otherwise go unnoticed. 
Another major factor here is ai. The rise of ai in the last five years is undeniable, with ai engines like Chat GPT and Midjourney getting more and more advanced by the day, ai is more accessible to the masses than ever. But how is this affecting us? However bleak it may seem, while I personally dislike generative ai, I believe that we need to accept that it is here to stay, and we need to start preparing for a world where ai generated content is much more prevalent. But on the other hand, I passionately believe that ai is making us lazy. Need to study for a test or read a lengthy article? You can have Chat GPT do it for you. Do you need an image created but you lack artistic skills? Just use Midjourney to generate an image. You need to write an essay? Ai, simple. Through a reliance on these AI tools, we are losing our skills, our ability to comprehend complex information, our ability to create. Generative ai poses a serious threat to the arts because it is improving so quickly, and that is because it is trained off of actual art often without the original artist’s permission (J. Bausenhardt, 2023). At first, when tools such as DALL-E and Midjourney were made accessible to the public, the ai images were easy to recognize due to their poor quality, but as each new ai model is released the art gets smoother, better, and much harder to spot. Once the ai image models had been improved, the ai video models started popping up. Tools such as SORA and Runaway, which can generate video are much more concerning, these tools can be used to create realistic deepfake videos, which in turn could lead to the spread of harmful misinformation and could even be used to manipulate existing information. The danger here is that these tools create realistic looking video and are available to everyone.
To take a step back from the digital world for a moment, I want to draw attention to physical media such as books, and talk about banned books. The banned books list is something that exists in most countries, America being the most notorious, with banned titles including The Handmaid’s Tale, The colour purple, and All boys aren’t blue. To clarify, a banned books list is a list of books deemed inappropriate for children and therefore are not accessible in schools. This means that some books that discuss queer identity, dystopian stories, and the history of marginalized groups are unavailable for children to read in schools. By limiting content like this for children and teenagers, we negatively impact a child’s development by discouraging free choice and curiosity, and we limit the information available to them. In a 2023 survey, 65% of American teachers felt that books bans percent said that the conversations related to book bans are negatively impacting their ability to teach, 71% indicated that book banning undermines their expertise as educators, and 36% feel that book bans discourage critical thinking, it was also recorded that 81% of educators feel that conversations around banned books and restrictions to book access harm students, 78% said that their students read more when they have free choice in what to read, including access to banned books, and 72% said that when their students’ access to books is restricted, student reading engagement declines. (K. Zimmer, 2023)
Examples like these prove that forms of censorship like book bans, the rise of social media and AI content, and the growing rates of content and information people are exposed to day to day is in fact effecting our media literacy, but I am to explore how we can combat that. 
My collaboration process
To get started on my collaboration project, I sent out a survey asking some general questions about Media literacy, how people interact with it, and if given the opportunity would they want to learn more about it. I used the results collected from this survey to ascertain how successful a potential workshop would be, and if people would be interested in taking part. In addition to this, I also wanted to collect some general information about how informed people were about media literacy on average. 
The first question I presented was ‘Have you ever heard of the term ‘Media Literacy’ before?’, I was pleased to note that 80% of participents had heard of the term before (see appendix 1), and this gave me a faint idea of how high the interest towards my potential workshop would be. When asked to describe what media literacy was in their own words, 80% were able to demonstrate that they had at least some understanding of the concept, shown in such answers as: “Knowing about whats real and whats not in media like for example how the Radio Broadcast of War of the Worlds caused panic because of media illiteracy and people not knowing it was fiction.”, “The ability to analyse and comprehend the themes, subtext and/or intended message of a piece of media.”, and “The ability to understand different types of media, and what each one represents as a "message"” (See appendix 2). Next, when asked if they’s noticed a decline in media literacy, more specifically in how people interact with ‘challenging’ content, 60% of respondents answers yes, with the remaining 40% answering no (see appendix 3). When asked to give some examples of this, respondents gave answers such as: “I'd say that more and more people are falling for things such as A.I in recent years because of media illiteracy, my own Dad tried to convince me that this very obviously fake flower he saw on facebook was real, and even then people double down on saying its real because they don't want to be wrong”, “People have viewed such media as Starship Troopers and Helldivers as pro-democracy, not realizing that it is heavy satire”, and “People don’t read anything , and the level of understanding for many is low. Looking at any reply to a piece of media on Twitter tells you that” (see appendix 4).  What I found particularly illuminating about these responses is that everyone gave their examples from personal experience, which shows that the decline in media literacy is noticeable in a variety of ways as I initially thought. I found the first response to be particularly useful as it not only gives an example of how easy it is to fall for AI misinformation, but also the fact that people often double down because they ‘don’t want to be wrong.’ The next thing I asked the survey respondents was if they would say that they use the skills associated with media literacy in their day to day life, 80% answered yes (see appendix 5). When asked for examples, answers included: “I'd like to say that I use it in my personal life browsing through media, I don't believe everything I see unless I know its from a Reputable source, if something peaks my curiosity but seems fake I will try and research it online and see if it is in fact real”, “Looking for other sources to back up factual claims in social media posts, to make sure the misinformation is accurate”, and “I often think about my decisions a lot, analyse them at times, sometimes I overanalyse things that don’t need it!” (see appendix 6). I also asked that if a respondent did not think they used skills associated with media literacy in their day to day, they give a reason too, the main answer that stuck out to me was: “To be honest, news sources, I do generally read from many sources because I don't trust the media. Anything of major significance/impact to myself/community/loved ones/etc I want to know I know the facts. But social media I don't personally take too seriously. I think as someone with mental illness and suffered with delusions, deeming all social media as something to take with a grain of salt (not condemn but also not invest) is just a way I protect myself.” (see appendix 7). What I found very interesting about this answer was that while the respondent does not consider themselves as someone who uses media literate skills, the majority of the behaviours they described are associated with media literacy, such as being untrusting of what news sources say at first glance, or being cautious of social media and the misinformation associated with it, are all key steps in being media literate. This could indicate that the respondent instead associates media literacy with the more negative side of the internet, which is exactly why I think education around media literacy needs to be more accessible. Following from that, when respondents were asked if think more people would interact with content critically if they were exposed to the concept of media literacy, 90% answered yes (see appendix 8). And finally, when asked if they would want to learn more about media literacy, 100% of respondents answered yes, which I was very pleased about (see appendix 9). Overall, these survey results gave me the information i needed to begin formulating ideas for my potential workshop. 

To further develop my project, I organised a collaborative workshop to expose a small group of people to a few ways media literacy could be linked to how we view censorship and potentially how think critically about material that could be sensitive, graphic, or particularly difficult to process. I thought about interviewing a select few people face to face and introducing them to disturbing or hard to process media in the form of two scenes from two of plays, discussing them with them, then talking the workshop members through and discussing the plays again through a new, media critical lens. I wanted to analyse how different people would process these controversial topics, specifically I wanted to know one thing, did they or did they not think that it should be censored from public viewing, and if yes how would they go about it. The purpose of this workshop was to see if people who considered themselves ‘media critical’, and believed they had a good grasp of media literacy, would give different answers to the people who did not. I decided to work with Olivia Brand, as their area of research was similar to mine. Olivia was kind enough to give a summary of her independent project in her own words: “Heart vs. Harm is the exploration of dealing with sensitive topics as a playwright. The goal throughout this project has been to write a play and develop it through the research and opinions of peer groups. An exploration on trigger warnings and their place in theatre has also been essential to the process, as some subjects can be difficult to handle, but should have their place in theatre when needed.” 

Once we had a clear idea of what we wanted to explore through the workshop, we began exploring scenes we could possibly use, we both agreed that we wanted the scenes to be shocking and disturbing. We floated the idea of using scenes from Blasted by Sarah Kane, Or Mr Incredible by Camilla Whitehill both of which explored graphic descriptions of rape and sexual violence, but felt that these scenes were too similar, and we wanted to have more contrast in what we did show to the workshop. We eventually settled on Charlie's monologue from Pomona by Alistair McDowall, and scene 4 from Cleansed by Sarah Kane. Pomona is a 2014 play that follows Ollie, who is searching for her missing sister in Manchester. In desperation, she finds all roads lead to Pomona, an abandoned concrete island at the heart of the city. It’s here on this island that things start to go very wrong for her. In Charlie’s monologue, he explains to another character that he has a deep urge to ejaculate on everything, while the monologue is comedic, the language Charlie uses to so painfully visual that it leaves the audience feeling shocked and disgusted after his relentless descriptions of his urges. We chose this scene as it is comedic, but some could argue that it is unnecessarily revolting. The other play, Cleansed, was first performed in 1998, and is Sarah Kane’s third play. After exploring ‘Blasted’, we knew we wanted to look into more of Sarah Kane’s work, and Olivia suggested Cleansed. The play is set in a university which is operating as "an institution designed to rid society of its undesirables" where "a group of inmates try to save themselves through love" while under the rule of Tinker, their twisted leader. In scene 4, Tinker, the sadistic leader of the university, attempts to get Carl to admit he’s in love with another student, Rod, by beating him. He sodomizes Carl with a long pole, threatening to shove it through his body entirely. Carl gives up Rod's name and apologizes to Rod for it. Tinker then cuts out Carl's tongue and makes him swallow Rod's ring. This scene is utterly grotesque and is only the beginning of the vile and shocking things Tinker does to Carl throughout the play. The contrast between the two scenes is very clear, with scene 4 of cleansed being much more graphic, and Charlie’s monologue from Pomona being disgusting, but still very comedic. 
[bookmark: _Int_PhCwnZyz][bookmark: _Int_sebPKsLa][bookmark: _Int_NvP9Hhr9]Once we had settled on the content we’d be exploring in our workshop, we gather a small group of five people, informed them of the types of content we’d be reading and what to mentally prepare themselves for, and we got to work. First, we read the plays as planned, and once people had had some time to think about them, we discussed the plays individually. Unsurprisingly, the consensus was that both plays may have been playing off of shock value, that the authors had purposely made their work as shocking as possible to get a reaction out of the audience, we then discussed potential censorship, the two main questions I asked were “Do you believe this should be censored, if yes what would you censor?” and “Do you believe this content has a place in theatre.”. In regard to the first question, answers varied, with some people saying that yes, it should be censored but only in regard to ‘unnecessary violence’, while others were against censorship altogether. But regarding the second question, everyone agreed that despite the fact it wasn’t for them, it did have a place in theatre. We discussed a few practioners such as Katie Mitchell and Antonin Artaud, specifically Artaud’s theatre of cruelty, he believed that that civilization had turned humans into sick and repressed creatures and that the true function of the theatre was to rid humankind of these repressions and liberate each individual's instinctual energy (Britannica, 2024), and while Artuad may not be everyone’s cup of tea, he demonstrates the point that art is completely subjective, and everyone has the right to create and perform what speaks to them. Once that initial discussion was over, I took the time to introduce the group to media literate skills, and explained how critical thinking can be used in the way we interact with theatre, but also in how we perceive information in our day to day lives. The main areas I focused on were identifying key themes, exploring the author’s intent and motivation, and considering potential symbolism within the scenes. During this phase, I explained the plot of the plays and how the scenes fit into the group, and then we discussed the author’s motivations for writing the plays. For example,  Sarah Kane wrote Cleansed when she was in love, she wanted to demonstrate how it felt to crave a love that was unattainable, and she was inspired to write the play by a quote from Roland Barthes, a French essayist and philosopher, that stated “Being in love is like being in Auschwitz”. Cleansed demonstrates an unrelenting type of love, that persists through unimaginable cruelty. When Kane was asked about why her plays were usually so violent, she said: “No, I haven’t written violent plays, I’m just trying to be completely honest.” (OKT, 2016). We continued to discuss the plays, now looking at them through a media literate lens, and once I was satisfied I asked the same questions as I did before. This time, everyone agreed that the media shouldn’t be censored. I was very pleased with this outcome, one participant, Chloe Fowler, stated “I felt that the topics and skills we covered were eye opening, and allowed me to look at disturbing things like the scenes we looked at today in a new light. Just because content is disturbing to some people, doesn’t mean it should be censored for everyone”. 

What can we do?
[bookmark: _Int_imspEpZI]So, while technological advancements like AI and social media may play a large role in the decline in media literacy we’ve seen in the last few years, there are still actions we can take to help combat this. My core belief is that the main way we can help people sharpen their critical thinking skills is through accessible education for both children and adults. Research into media literate education is well underway, and with the rise of AI the call for it is louder than ever, the idea is for media literacy to be woven into all stages of the curriculum throughout a child’s life, ensuring that students are routinely implying critical inquiry, reading, and reflection skills from a young age so they are well armed for any form of media that comes their way. The main goal is to help students to form a positive relationship with the media they consume, if they know that they can interact with it critically they they’ll be getting more out of it, it is also key to ensure they don’t feel patronised, it's important that they know they’re being taught how to think, not what to think. Prioritizing impactful media literacy education will equip our students with the skills and knowledge they need to understand the power, purpose, audience, and agenda of the messages they engage with (Tech policy. Press, 2024). The reason I believe we need to educate children especially is not only are they more likely to retain the skills and actively use them, but because children have access to the internet, and for a young child with no proper education to help them discern wats fact and fiction, the internet can be a more dangerous place than ever. Far-right groups, including the alt-right, are using social media in ways that entice people into far-right spaces that perpetuate hate online and in person. The alt-right spreads hateful messaging through Internet memes, and those who are unfamiliar with alt-right strategies may encounter these memes and engage with them (S.L.F Burnham, 2024) . And it’s not just memes, fast form content apps like TikTok and Instagram reels have extremely sophisticated algorithms, the second you see one type of video by a certain type of creator, you’ll soon be recommended more like it (The Guardian, 2022). So, if a child is using TikTok and they see one video by a conservative ‘red pilled’ creator soon they’ll be viewing more and more content like that, and although this is a very simplified example, that is how kids and teens are sucked into the alt-right pipeline. The term ‘red pilled’ is something that is gaining more and more traction alongside the rise of TikTok and other such apps, it refers to an individual who has supposedly "awakened" to a particular set of beliefs, often with a right-of-centre or oppositional perspective, and sees the world through that alternative lens. While the term originated from the film ‘The Matrix’, it is now used in online spaces, specifically those used by Incels and male supremacists to express their misogynistic views, and the term has also been used in neo-Nazi and white supremacist spaces (New America, 2024). A fantastic example of how easily this content reaches and effects children is the recent Netflix drama Adolescence, written by Jack Thorne and Stephen Graham. The story follows a young boy named Jamie who is accused of the murder of his female classmate, we follow how his arrest and his eventual decision to plead guilty effects his family, and how his exposure to Alt-right ‘red pilled’ content played a massive role in his choice to kill his classmate. The show is being praised globally for its educated and eye-opening portrayal of how this content effects children and teenagers, and I think it's a fantastic start in introducing media literate education to the Uk. Keir Starmer has backed a campaign to show Adolescence in secondary schools across the country, and MPs are calling for better education surrounding online safety (Sky News, 2025). This could mark the start of actual, effect media literacy education in the Uk, a strong media literacy education that’s designed for the realities of AI in the media, as well as the rise of misinformation and dangerous rhetoric being spread on the internet, will equip students with the ability to make informed decisions, develop healthy mindsets, make sense of the world. And it’s not just student, teachers and adults need to be educated to. By making resources that teach about media literacy more accessible, everyone benefits, and as a society we can begin working towards a healthier, kinder, and better-informed future. 

Conclusion
To conclude, while media literacy may have experienced a knock in the last decade or so, I do believe that we have the resources necessary to bring it to the mainstream, with censorship being called out now more than ever, people are actively taking things into their own hands and informing themselves against the mass of misinformation we have to deal with day to day. It’s undeniable that in the past censorship was the leading cause of media illiteracy, with the public forming opinions out of fear instead of understanding, but what is harming our critical thinking skills today is the rise of social media, and how important it has become in our lives. The world is changing quickly, and there is nothing we can do to slow down progress, but what we can do is prepare ourselves for it, we can educate ourselves to protect our children, our families, and ourselves so that when censorship and misinformation strikes, we’re ready. 
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2. If yes, how would you describe 'media literacy’ in your own words?
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1. Have you ever heard the term ‘media literacy” before?
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7. If no, why?
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8. Do you think more people would interact with content critically if they were exposed to the concept of media literacy?
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3. By definition, Media literacy refers to the ability to critically analyse and understand mass media, including online cont
ent, television, and social media.

More details
Would you say you've noticed a decline in this skill in recent years? More specifically in how people react and interact t
o challenging content?

® Yes 6 40%
® No 0
® Unsure 4

Yes
® 6(60%)




image5.png
5. Would you say that you use the skills associated with media literacy in your day to day life?
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5. If yes, could you give some examples?

Responses

7 Responses
D+ Name

1 anonymous
2 anonymous
3 anonymous
4 anonymous
5 anonymous
6 anonymous
7 anonymous

I'd like to say that | use it in my personal life browsing through media, I don't believe
everything | see unless | know its from a Reputable source, if something peaks my
curiosity but seems fake | will try and research it online and see if it is in fact real

Looking for other sources to back up factual claims in social media posts, to make
sure the misinformation is accurate

Learning screenwriting for my IP
To understand the world around me
As I student of theatre | do this regularly

I often think about my decisions a lot, analyse them at times, sometimes | overanalyse
things that don't need it! Not that deep like

Searching if Sloths do actually grab their arms by mistake and fall to their deaths,
they do not, this was a joke made by Terry Pratchet and sloths can survive drops from
over 100ft




imagea.png
9. If given the opportunity, would you like to learn more about media literacy?
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4. If yes, could you give some examples?
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