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President Trump’s Media Strategy as Was Seen in the Press 

Conference Following the 2nd 2019 U.S.-North Korea Hanoi 

Summit 

Hiromi Sodekawa 

Aichi Prefectural University, Nagakute, Japan 

 

The 2nd U.S.-North Korea Summit between U.S. President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un 

was held in Hanoi, Vietnam on February 27 and 28, 2019. However, no agreement was made despite high 

expectations before the summit. The author of this paper, who was involved in the press conference following the 

summit as an interpreter for a Japanese TV program in Tokyo, recognized that Trump, who often criticizes some 

media outlets, calling them “fake news”, handled the press respectfully. To answer the question why there is a gap 

between his attitudes toward various media outlets, this paper examines the interactions between the president and 

all 21 reporters who were allowed to ask him questions during the Hanoi press conference, focusing on their 

questions, the organizations they belonged to, and some personal details. President Trump’s extremely 

well-calculated media strategy is then revealed. 

Keywords: North Korea, denuclearization, sanctions, media strategy, liberal, pro-Trump 

Introduction 

The 2nd U.S.-North Korea Summit between U.S. President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim 

Jong Un was held in Hanoi, Vietnam on February 27 and 28, 2019. However, it broke down without any 

agreement, although the denuclearization1 of North Korea, a declaration of the end of Korean War, and a 

conclusion of the peace treaty had been highly anticipated before the summit. 

The U.S. wanted North Korea to completely dismantle all nuclear facilities in the country in exchange for 

the lifting of sanctions, whereas North Korea wanted all sanctions to be lifted for just giving up some of their 

nuclear facilities. They could not meet halfway. President Trump eventually walked out, although both sides 

confirmed their diplomatic engagement would continue. 

The author of this paper undertook simultaneous interpreting on the TV broadcast of the conference aired 

by a private television station in Japan. In the press room Trump did not look as energetic and spirited as usual, 

                                                                 
Hiromi Sodekawa, MA (University of British Columbia, Canada), Associate Professor, Aichi Prefectural University, Nagakute, 

Japan. 
1 What denuclearization means is different, depending on whether it refers to North Korea only or the whole Korean Peninsula, 
including South Korea. The denuclearization of North Korea means ceasing nuclear development in North Korea and targeting 
North Korean nuclear activities. The denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula covers not just North Korean nuclear activities, but 
a complete withdrawal of US forces stationed in South Korea, which possesses nuclear arms, from the Korean Peninsula. 
Basically, in its definition, it means the former for the US, while the latter for North Korea. In the process of negotiation, we 
witness some delicate changes of the definition about what extent the denuclearization covers. 
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but he handled the press with respect. Usually, President Trump lashes out at some news networks as producers 

of “fake news”. He does not listen to any criticism about himself or his administration from, for example, CNN 

and the New York Times. This paper reflects on why there was such a gap between Trump’s rather decent 

attitude in the Hanoi press conference and his hostility during other press conferences. 

This paper also examines all 21 reporters who were allowed to ask questions of the president during the 

38-minute Hanoi conference2, focusing on their questions, the organizations they belonged to, and some 

personal details such as attire. This paper then reveals elements of President Trump’s extremely well-calculated 

media strategy. 

What Types of Reporters Were Called on in the Press Conference? 

Reporters sometimes did not offer their names or spoke too softly to be heard. But by observing them in 

the video or undertaking background research, they have been identified as much as possible. A summary of 

the Q & A is described below: 

1. (04’31”)3  Major Elliott Garret, Chief White House Correspondent, Correspondent for CBS News, and a 
Correspondent at Large with the National Journal. CBS is considered liberal. 

Q: Has this process been more difficult than you thought? Was the North Korean demand for lifting of some sanctions 
the real sticking point? Will there be a third summit? Will all the sanctions in existence remain? 

A: North Korea was willing to denuke a large area, but they wanted the sanctions lifted in their entirety, and we 
couldn’t do that. We had to walk away from that. The sanctions are in place. We haven’t given up anything. They have 
tremendous potential. 

2. (05’49) John David Roberts, Canadian-born TV journalist, Fox News Channel, Chief White House Correspondent. 
He used to work for CBS News and CNN. Fox News is conservative and pro-Republican. It is unequivocally pro-Trump. 
Brian Ott, a scholar of communication studies, says Fox “effectively functions as state-sponsored television for the Trump 
administration” (2019). 

Q: Is there any distance toward Kim’s vision of denuclearization? He wants to keep some nuke, but would you allow 
him to do that? How can you bridge that gap between now and the next time? 

A: We did some distance. I don’t want to comment on their keeping nukes. 

Trump suddenly interrupted Roberts rather abruptly and turned to Sean Hannity of Fox News. 

3. (06’38) Sean Patrick Hannity, an American talk shows host and conservative political commentator. Hannity hosts 
a commentary TV program, Hannity, and a national syndicated talk radio show, The Sean Hannity Show, on Fox News. 

Trump: There is a gentleman nobody has ever heard of. Sean Hannity—what are you doing here, Sean Hannity? 
Should we let him do a question? I don’t know. 

Roberts is also a reporter of Fox News, but Hannity is a particularly well-known Trump enthusiast, calling 

himself “an advocacy journalist or an opinion journalist” in a 2017 NY Times interview so that he is no longer 

a journalist in its true sense, as he has dispensed with all commitment to objectivity. White house advisors 

characterize him as the “shadow chief-of-staff” (Wemple, 2019). 

In the middle of the interaction with Roberts, Trump suddenly turned his attention to Hannity. This was 

quite discourteous to Roberts, even though both reporters belong to the pro-Republican Fox News. It seemed as 

if Trump wanted to avoid Roberts’ tenacious questioning about whether he would accept North Korea retaining 
                                                                 
2  White House transcript of the press conference in Hanoi, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-press-conference-hanoi-vietnam/. 
3  YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4aQ79BJuDtc). The numbers in () indicate time of the video. 
Https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=su3mi77IZ2w. This video on YouTube shows faces of the reporters. 
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some nukes. Trump probably sent a signal to Roberts that his line of questioning had gone too far. Furthermore, 

internal conflicts or divisions at Fox News were reported between those most loyal to Trump and those less so 

(Barber, 2019). 

On the other hand, how Trump referred to Hannity might also sound uncivil. His comments were playful, 

but could be seen as being passive-aggressive. Hannity was expected to have an exclusive interview with 

Trump in the wake of a successful Hanoi summit. So, Trump might have taken out some frustration on him, 

who was anyway a fervent supporter. 

Besides this, the relationship between Trump and Fox News does not always work out well. According to 

L’Agence France Presse (AFP) on August 29, 2019, Trump complained that the favorable Fox News was not 

“working for us anymore”. There might have been some precursory incidents already happening at the time of 

the Hanoi conference. 

After this interruption, Roberts could not maintain his engagement with the president. Trump did not 

answer the question about how he could bridge the gap between then and the next time, and he simply said, 

“With time. It’ll be bridged. We have to have sanctions”. 

(07’28) Sean Hannity 
Q: President Reagan walked away in Reykjavik (US President Ronald Reagan and General Secretary of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev held a summit meeting in 1986, which collapsed. But this 
eventually resulted in the treaty). A lot of condemnation at the time. It ended up working out very well for the United 
States (INF (Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces) Treaty concluded in 1987). Was this walkout your decision? What 
message would you send Chairman Kim, as he’s listening to this conference? 

A: I don’t want to say it was my decision. I want to keep the relationship. We got our hostages back. Chairman Kim 
promised me is, he’s not going to do testing of rockets and nuclear. I trust him, and I take him at his word. We’ll be talking. 

Hannity did not give his name, beginning by saying, “I work in radio and TV. Mr. President, thank you. 

Mr. Secretary, good to see you”. This sounded a little awkward. He seemed bewildered with how to respond to 

Trump. Still, he compared Trump to popular president Ronald Reagan, and his remarks that the once 

broken-down negotiation had been eventually working well for the US were to boost Trump. This indeed 

demonstrates he is truly a Trump supporter. CNN reporter Jim Acosta commented that Hannity “lobbed softball 

questions” (2019). 

4. (09’15) Jonathan Karl, ABC News Chief White House Correspondent, 94th President of the White House 
Correspondents’ Association. ABC News leans liberal, center left. 

Q: Did you learn anything new about Chairman Kim? While this was going on, the drama back in Washington. 
What’s your response to your former lawyer, Michael Cohen? 

A: It’s incorrect. Having a fake hearing like that, and having it in the middle of this very important summit is really 
terrible. He lied a lot, but he didn’t lie about one thing. He said no collusion with the Russian hoax. He could’ve gone all 
out. He only went about 95 percent instead of 100 percent. I call this whole hoax the Russian witch hunt. 

In Washington, a congressional testimony was held in parallel with the Hanoi summit. Michaele Cohen, 

who worked for Trump for 10 years as a lawyer and fixer, testified about a hush payment to women who had 

allegedly had sexual relations with Trump, and alleged Russian collusion in the 2016 presidential election. 

Cohen called Trump “a liar, a con man, a racist”4. His live testimony was closely watched by many Americans, 

                                                                 
4  Full transcript: Michel Cohen’s opening statement to congress, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/27/us/politics/cohen-documents-testimony.html. 
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who in fact paid little attention to the summit. Trump apparently kept an anxious eye on it. The author was 

given a briefing by a TV producer on Cohen’s testimony, “there gonna be lots of questions on his testimony”. 

Trump looked very well prepared for those questions. He picked up one phrase only “no collusion” from 

among Cohen’s many words. In the end, Karl was the only reporter, who asked about the testimony. So, 

Trump’s strategy on this issue was successful at that time. 

But let it be clear. Cohen did not say there was “no collusion”. What he said was that he did “not know of 

direct evidence that Mr. Trump or his campaign colluded with Russia”. 

5. (11’34) Jane Tung (sp), Guangdong Television, a young, female Asian reporter, wearing a white jacket with a red 
top. Trump called on her, instead of another woman who was already holding a mic. He seemingly showed off, implying “I 
am the one who is in control here”. 

Q: What was the atmosphere like when you walked away from the negotiation table? 
A: It was very good, very friendly. This been solved during many presidential runs. They did nothing. It’s [North 

Korea] a totally different system. But we like each other. 

Trump let Secretary of State, Pompeo, speak and support him. 

6. (13’30) Jon Sopel, BBC North America Editor. BBC News leans liberal, center left. 
Q: Was it premature to have held the summit? In the White House schedule last night, it said signing agreement today. 

I wonder whether you could sketch out what the next few months look like. 
A: You always have to be prepared to walk. I could’ve signed an agreement today. But it just wasn’t appropriate. I 

want to do it right. I’d much rather do it right than do it fast. 

Trump and Sopel had several strained arguments before, including a press conference on February 16, 

2017 when they jabbed at each other about the BBC’s principles. When Sopel mentioned his name and the 

BBC, Trump said, “Here’s another beauty”. “Good line. Impartial, free and fair”, said Sopel. “Just like CNN”, 

said Trump, comparing it to CNN which he always calls “Fake news”. 

Trump knows Sopel well. But in the Hanoi conference, he simply said, “Go ahead. In the back”. Sopel did 

not give his name or which outlet he worked for and jumped right into his question. The reason why Sopel was 

given a chance to speak is probably that the BBC is a world-renowned British media corporation. No CNN 

reporters were called on that day. 

7. (14’25) A female South Korean reporter. She did not give her name. Looked less experienced and tried hard to ask 
questions. 

Q: I appreciate your effort to advance denuclearization in Korean Peninsula. Could you elaborate on the options and 
the various ways to do that? 

A: We discussed many ways. [The denuclearization means] to get rid of the nukes. There is tremendous potential in 
North Korea. It’s going to be an absolute economic power. 

Trump did not say any more. 

8. (15’29) David Sanger, national security correspondent, the New York Times. A 36-year career in the NY Times, 
which is considered liberal left. 

Q: Since the 1st summit in Singapore, you have seen Chairman Kim increase the number of missiles he’s produced 
and continue to produce more nuclear material. That’s been a pressure point on you. 

A: Some people are saying that, and some people are denying that. I could’ve taken that out today, but you and others 
would’ve said we didn’t get enough for what we’d be giving up. We have a whole big partnership with the United Nations 
and many countries, including Russia, China, and of course, South and Japan. I don’t want to do something that is going to 
violate the trust that we’ve built up. 
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North Korea would denuclearize only the Nyeongbyeon complex in exchange for lifting all the sanctions, 

which was not what the US wanted. 

Pompeo supported Trumps’ remarks. 

9. (18’36) A young, female, seemingly South Asian reporter with a red jacket. She did not give her name. 
Q: Would you willing to give up all of the sanctions, when North Korea gives up everything to do complete, verifiable 

denuclearization? 
A: It’s a good question. I don’t want to say that to you from the standpoint of negotiation. Many other countries, Japan, 

South Korea, are going to be helping. 

Trump interrupted the reporter’s questions twice. He also made a compliment on her rather plain question: 

“It’s a good question”. This remark itself could be interpreted as him treating her as being insignificant, 

because if North Korea gives up everything, it is highly possible that the US will give up the sanctions. 

10. (20’00) Jessica Stone, CGTN (China Global Television Network). This is an international news channel of 
Chinese state TV, CCTV. A young, white woman in a red one-piece dress. 

Q: You talk about China being willing, potentially, to help economically. How would you describe China’s role in 
facilitating the engagement between Pyongyang and Washington? 

A: China has been a big help. 93 percent of the goods coming into North Korea come through China. China has an 
influence. And  Russia has been a big help too. 

11. (21’09) Jen Chen, Shenzhen Media Group of China. A young, female reporter wearing a deep-pink jacket. She 
hardly looked up from the notebook she was holding. 

Q: In your meeting with Chairman Kim, did the topic of China come up? What would you like accomplish with your 
agenda regarding China at the next meeting with President Xi Jinping? 

A: We did talk about China a lot. Our economy is incredible. Fiat Chrysler just announced that they’re going to spend 
$4.5 billion to build a plant in Michigan. With China, they’re having some difficulty. To resolve trade deficits and tariff 
issues, we’re putting a tremendous amount of money. Many Presidents should have done this before me, and nobody did. 

Trump bragged about the “incredible” performance of the American economy. He talked about the 

US-China trade conflicts. But here too, he did not answer the question directly. 

Statistics5 show the US trade deficit with China was 345.6 billion dollars in 2019, 17.6% down from 

419.5 billion dollars in 2018. But the US total trade deficit had not gone down, because the US was importing 

more from other countries to make up for the decreased imports from China. 

12. (23’34) Chad O’Carrol, NK (North Korea) News. He is Irish, a founder and CEO of Korea Risk Group, and a 
journalist and researcher of North Korea. 

Q: What’s your message for President Moon, who has effectively reached the glass ceiling, as far as inter-Korean 
cooperation is concerned? What’s next for U.S.-ROK military drills? 

A: I like President Moon very much. We have a great relationship. I have a great relationship with almost every leader. 
Maybe it sort of freezes them up a little bit. We’ll be calling President Moon very soon. And he’ll be one of the first calls. 
I’ll be calling Prime Minister Abe of Japan. 

From around the 9th reporter on, when Trump was pretty much finished with the mainstream news media, 

it became evident that he said whatever he wanted to say rather than answering the actual questions. 

13. (24’41) A young, male Chinese reporter from the Global Times China. His name sounded like Yan Sang (sp), but 
inaudible. 

Q: What are you expecting China to do in the next step to mediate your relationship with North Korea? 

                                                                 
5 https://www.thebalance.com/u-s-china-trade-deficit-causes-effects-and-solutions-3306277. 
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A: China has been very helpful. President Xi is a great leader. He’s a highly respected leader all over the world. 

Trump did not mention the next step and asked Pompeo to take over. 

14. (25’33) A young, female white reporter. She did not give her name. Her English was a little hard to understand. 
She kept looking at her notes. 

Q: Did you commit with Chairman Kim to a next summit? Do you accept North Korea as a nuclear-armed state for 
the time being? Are you thinking about re-imposing the military exercises with South Korea, or will you keep it a 
freeze-for-freeze? 

A: It costs us $100 million every time we do it. A certain general said, “We fly them in from Guam. It’s right next 
door”. Right next door is seven hours away. They come and drop millions of dollars of bombs. We’re protecting South 
Korea. They should help us with that. Those exercises are very expensive. Exercising is fun and they play the war games. 
And I’m not saying it’s not necessary. 

We’re spending a tremendous amount of money on many countries, protecting countries that are very rich that can 
certainly afford to pay us. We’ve picked up over a $100 billion just in NATO over the last two years. You’ll be seeing that a lot. 

However, Trump did not answer the most important question, whether or not he would accept North Korea 

as a nuclear power. 

15. (27’50) A male Asian reporter. He did not give his name. Fluent in English. 
He asked about a young American man, Otto Warmbier, who was a symbol of North Korea’s violations of the human 

rights of Americans. He was detained during a trip to North Korea and returned home in 2017 in a deep coma due to brain 
damage. A few days later he passed away. 

Q: Have you, in Singapore or here, confronted Kim Jong Un about Otto Warmbier’s death, and asked him to take 
responsibility? Why do you call him your friend? 

A: We have talked about it. I really don’t think it was in his interest at all. I know the Warmbier family very well. 
Really bad things happened to Otto. 

Trump kept saying that Kim did not know about it and defended him, and changed the subject to the 

prisoners and hostages back home. Trump was very boastful of that. 

16. (29’54) A young, female Russian reporter from the Sputnik News Agency (formerly Russian Voice). It is under the 
umbrella of Russian state media outlet, Russia Today. This reporter wore a shoulder-strap one-piece dress with her 
shoulders exposed. 

She asked if Trump had discussed the issue of possible inspections of North Korea’s nuclear sites, but he did not 
understand the question because of her accent of “inspections”. Pompeo helped him. 

A: We’d be able to do that very easily. The inspections on North Korea will take place. There are sites that people 
don’t know about that we know about. 

17. (31’16) A young female reporter from Kann News Israel, an Israeli state broadcasting corporation. She wore a 
white knit cardigan. She attentively looked at her smartphone. 

Q: Following this engagement with North Korea, you are trying to bring peace to the Middle East. Will it require 
Israel to make compromises to the Palestinians? Prime Minister Netanyahu is about to be indicted today with corruption 
allegations. Do you wish to tell him something on this occasion? 

A: He’s been a great prime minister. I don’t know about his difficulty. His military has been built up a lot. They buy a 
lot of equipment from the United States. We give them 4 billion dollar subsidy each year. 

We were paying the Palestinians a lot of money. I ended that about two years ago. The toughest of all deals would be 
peace between Israel and Palestinians. I’d love to be able to produce it. 

Both Trump and the reporter deviated from the North Korean issue. 

18. (33’25) A young Chinese man. He only said he was from China, not mentioning his name or organization. He 
looked nervous and talked fast. Trump asked him to repeat his question. 
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Q: Do you still believe it is possible that the North Korea and U.S. relation could be like the U.S. and the Vietnam 
relation in the future? 

Trump said first, “We have very, very good relations” and brought up the trade talks with Japan. Did he 

hear wrong and think that the reporter asked about Japan, not Vietnam, or deliberately ignore Vietnam to talk 

about Japan? Not sure. Up to this point, Trump had valued Japan and its Prime Minister Abe highly, whenever 

mentioned. However, he developed his arguments against Japan here, pointing out Japanese car exports to the 

US, and the US trade deficit with Japan. In this way, he kept Japan in check. 

19. (34’24) A young male reporter from Shanghai Media Group. His name was inaudible. This group together with 
Radio and Television Station of Shanghai represents one of China’s largest media and cultural conglomerates. 

Q: Do you think the next meeting could be soon, or might take some time? 
A: It might not be for a long time. I could’ve done a deal today, but it would’ve been something that I wouldn’t have 

been happy about. We just felt it wasn’t appropriate. 

20. (35’03) Debi Edward, ITV News. She is a veteran female reporter of Asia in ITV news programs. ITV stands for 
Independent Television, the largest and oldest private broadcasting corporation in the UK. 

Q: At which point did it become clear to you that you wouldn’t be getting a deal here in Hanoi? The language from 
yourself and Kim Jong Un was very positive last night and even this morning. 

A: The language has been good even now. We became very friendly. This was something that should’ve been handled 
by other Presidents long before me. I’m not just blaming the Obama administration, which, by the way, it did nothing. 

Again, Trump did not answer the question and blamed previous administrations, particularly the Obama 

administration, for not handling this issue. 

21. (36’20) A young female reporter from Channel A, a South Korean media outlet. She wore a white jacket, and her 
voice was too soft to catch. 

Q: You said that we do not particularly know when North Korean leader will be willing to come to the table and take 
the actions that’s been required. Would the U.S. be willing to strengthen the sanctions and perhaps put the pressure on 
North Korea to move forward? 

A: I don’t want to comment on that. We have very strong sanctions. I don’t want to talk about increasing sanctions. 
My whole attitude changed a lot because I got to know Chairman Kim very well. I am thinking of South Korea, Japan, and 
frankly, of China. President Xi does not want to have a nuclear state right next to China. He would like to see that problem 
solved, too. 

With this remark, the press conference ended. He said, he would “fly back to a wonderful place called 

Washington, D.C.”. He used the word “wonderful” in a cynical way, because he would be back in the middle of 

the turmoil caused by Cohen’s testimony in Washington. 

Trump’s Media Strategy 

The reporters’ organizations and their various features are listed below. Their numbers indicate the 

speaking order. 

As the table shows, Trump called on big-name reporters of the western mainstream media, whom he knew 

well, at the early stage of the press conference. They included both conservative pro-government reporters and 

liberal left-wingers. But he chose two reporters from Fox News particularly at the earliest time. He might have 

wanted them to show their support quickly, believing that they would not blame him for the collapse of the 

negotiations. Certainly, one of them gave a praise to him immaturely, while the summit had yet to achieve 

something. 
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US 
Liberal 
Center- 
left 

1 CBS 
Male 

8 New York 
Times 
Male 

4 ABC 
Male 

   

UK 
Liberal 
Center- 
left 

6 BBC 
Male 

20 ITV 
Veteran 
Female reporter

    

US 
Conservative 
Right 

2 Fox 
Male 

3 Fox 
Male 

    

China 
State- 
sponsored 
media 

5 Guangdong 
TV 
Young female 
White jacket with 
red inner 

10 CGTN 
Young female 
Red one-piece 
dress 

11 Shenzhen 
Media Group 
Young female 
Deep pink jacket

13 Global Times 
China 
Young male 

18 
Young male 
Chinese 

19 
Shanghai Media
Group 
Young male 

South Korea 
7 
South Korea 
Young female 

21 Channel A 
Pay TV Network
Young female 
South Korean 
White jacket 

    

Asian 

9 
Young female 
Asian 
Red jacket 

15 
Young male 
Asian 
 

    

North 
Korea 
Lean? 

12 North Korea 
News 
male 
Irish 

     

Russia 
State 
news 
agency 

16 Sputnik 
Agency  
Young white 
female 
Shoulder-strap 
one-piece dress 

     

Israel 
Public 
broad- 
casting 
corp. 

17 Kann News 
Israel 
Young female 
White knit outfit 

     

Other 
14 
Young white 
female 

     

 

As for the liberal left-wingers, Trump excluded CNN as usual, which he claims as fake news. But he 

caked on other liberal reporters, who were also likely to ask tricky questions. He might have wanted to finish 

quickly with this group of reporters. 

Notably, young reporters from the Chinese media were given opportunities to speak. At least six were 

called. Chinese media outlets are state-sponsored, not privately owned free press. South Korean and other 

Asian reporters were conspicuous as well. A reporter from a Russian state news agency and an Israeli reporter 

spoke. This suggests that Trump intentionally chose state-controlled media and inexperienced looking, young 

Asian reporters, particularly women. 

This tendency was described by CNN reporter Jim Acosta: “President Donald Trump showed remarkable 

deference to reporters from authoritarian governments at last week’s failed summit with North Korean leader 
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Kim Jon Un. The president spent a share of Thursday’s press conference calling on reporters from countries 

with state-run media, rather than on journalists from free-press nations” (2019). 

Acosta had clashed with Trump before. From Trump’s perspective, therefore, it was probably taken for 

granted that Acosta would not be called in this press conference. 

Other factors reveal Trump’s media tactics. They had already been visible as a prelude to the press 

conference. For example, White House correspondents were excluded from the hotel’s filing center at the 

arrival of Chairman Kim Jong Un. Four reporters from American media outlets were kept out of the dinner 

party for Trump and Kim on the previous night. 

In addition, only reporters selected by lottery were admitted into the hall of the press conference after they 

first of all had to apply for admission to the conference, because the White House said the capacity of the hall 

was limited. In such a way, Trump could control media access. 

Therefore, Acosta’s other comment, “this was a big debacle for this White House press shop from start to 

finish”, is even more convincing. Trump’s media strategy can be seen as extremely successful in that only one 

reporter asked about Cohen’ bombshell testimony. 

Trump’s selection of young, seemingly inexperienced, female reporters is also worth some analysis. The 

analysis on gender, age, and outfit styles and colors suggests that Trump made, what he might have considered, 

safer picks, probably believing that they would not ask difficult questions and he would not have to answer 

them if he did not want to. Thus, his carefully calculated media strategy is further revealed. 

Focusing on the female reporters’ choice of attire, it might be possible to understand their intentions    

or tactics for the press conference. Three out of ten wore reddish jackets or once-piece dresses or tops.    

Three wore white ones. One woman wore a shoulder-strap one-piece dress, which is unusual for a  

professional press conference. Why would professional women concern themselves with color or exposed skin? 

It could be argued that they had a strategy of their own, simply to catch the president’s attention. It worked well 

here. 

As for the color red, they remind us of Helen Thomas (1920-2013), a White House correspondent from  

the United Press International. Thomas was well known for tough questioning of presidents from John F. 

Kennedy through Barack Obama. She was highly respected, as seen by her front-row seat in the White House 

briefing room, asking opening and closing questions to presidents. Her signature dress was red. We cannot be 

sure, but the female reporters in the Hanoi conference might very well have been following Helen Thomas’s 

example. 

One other issue should be raised here, which may not be directly related to Trump’s media strategy, but 

worth discussing. This is regarding the Japanese reporters. They did not ask any questions at all at the two press 

conferences following the 1st and 2nd US-North Korea summits. Even Japan’s most concerning issue of 

abduction, in which Japanese people were abducted by North Korea, was raised by a reporter from other 

country in the 1st press conference. The author thought at that time that there were no Japanese reporters in 

attendance. 

This issue was touched on in The Economist Front Covers: Effective Communicators III (Sodekawa, 

2018), in which journalist and scholar, Takero Nagoshi, expressed grave concerns about the Japanese reporters’ 

poor performance. They missed important opportunities to speak. In fact, one of the Japanese reporters, Akiko 

Suzuki of the Asahi Shimbun, wrote about it in her 2019 article with both regrets and reflections. She said that 
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Asian reporters, other than the Japanese, were full of gumption, standing and shouting out their countries’ 

names to catch the attention of the president. 

During the conference, Japanese reporters could not show their presence to the world media and audience. 

This is certainly a big disadvantage for Japan. So, without being brought under Trump’s media control, 

Japanese media should make their voices heard next time. 

To sum up, since the failed 2nd US-North Korea summit, the move towards denuclearization and a peace 

treaty has not progressed. Trump sometimes criticized South Korea, a US ally, but he downplayed the recent 

North Korean missile tests. This is probably because Trump was “keen to hold up his engagement with North 

Korea as a foreign policy success ahead of his 2020 reelection bid” (Reuters 2019). One of the promising 

examples was the 3rd summit which was held briefly in the demilitarized zone (DMZ) between South Korea 

and North Korea in June 2019. But progress was not made overall. The deadlock continued. 

By March 2020, however, the momentum had dramatically changed. This was because, very importantly, 

the novel coronavirus broke out and was affecting the world over. The COVID-19 virus will definitely be a key 

to the politics in every country of the world, including the US6. 

As references, a list of events after the 2nd summit is noted below: 

 North Korea launched two short-range projectiles off its east coast in October, 2019, its first such tests 

since November 29, 2017 when an ICBM intercontinental ballistic missile was launched. North Korea was 

frustrated to prod the United States to get back to serious negotiations over its weapons program to relieve 

sanctions. 

 John Bolton, the then national security advisor, gave a harsh criticism on North Korea for violating UN 

Security Council resolution. 

 Trump sent an unexpected “love call” to Kim to see him during his visit to South Korea after attending the 

G20 in Osaka. Their symbolic meeting was held in the DMZ in June 2019. Trump shook hands with Kim on the 

North Korean side of the DMZ before crossing, becoming the first US leader to meet his North Korean 

counterpart at the border. Amid the theater, the leaders held a 50-minute talk, agreeing to set up negotiation 

teams. This was their 3rd summit, but since then no real working-level negotiations have taken place. 

 In the 2018 Singapore meeting, Trump said that he wanted to halt the US’s joint military exercise with 

South Korea, for it is a tremendously expensive war game. Further annual exercises were scrapped. But they 

resumed scaled-back joint military drills on August 5, 2019. To strongly oppose it, North Korea fired test 

missiles. Trump still downplayed North Korea’s actions, saying their projectiles were not long-range missiles. 

That is, they would not reach the US. 

 South Korea decided to pull out of an intelligence-sharing deal with the General Security of Military 

Information Agreement (GSOMIA). This worsened the already bad relationship between South Korea and 

Japan. Trump, frustrated with their months-long feud, criticized South Korean president Moon Jae In and his 

government for their decision to withdraw from GSOMIA at a G7 meeting in France. All the leaders at the 

summit were said to be dumbfounded. 

 Kim sent a letter in August 2019, inviting Trump to visit Pyongyang to hold the 4th summit. Trump was 

willing to do so by the end of the year. 

                                                                 
6 This paper is a revised and updated English version of “Dai-2-kai beicho-shunou-kaidan-go no Trump daitouryou kishakaiken 
ni miru media senryaku” written in Japanese, an article of the Journal of the School of Foreign Studies No. 52 2020 Language and 
Literature by Aichi Prefectural University, Japan. 
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 Although the 4th summit was expected to be held in December 2019, this did not happen. North Korea 

said they would send a nice Christmas present to the US. The US believed that would be a long-range ballistic 

missile test. But North Korea did not act on that threat. 

 In February 2020, Trump was acquitted at end of months-long impeachment process into allegations that 

he broke the law by pressuring Ukraine’s leader to dig up damaging information on Joe Biden to take him on in 

the 2020 presidential election. He returned with absolute confidence. Trump delivered his 3rd State of Union 

Address in February 2020, highlighting a strong economy, Iran, and other issues. But he did not mention North 

Korea at all. 

According to CNN reporters, Trump actually told advisors that he did not want another summit with North 

Korea’s Kim before the election, and his reelection campaign team did not believe North Korea was an issue 

crucial to the President winning a return to office (Atwood & Salama, 2020). He might think that he could 

easily be reelected, without a good result from the North Korea denuclearization deal. 
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The article deals with the topical issue of social media regulation. It is based on the libertarian theory of economic 

freedom because, in our understanding, it allows the elaboration of a future-oriented human rights based-on 

regulatory approach. This approach is premised on both freedom of speech and the right to private initiative 

protection in contemporary media environment. In the analysis, the recently structured Facebook and Instagram 

Oversight Board for Content Decisions are also discussed. The article presents arguments for the establishment of 

an internal body (arbitration) that can practically resolve disputes among participants and between participants and 

any social media platform on a regular basis. Such a body can also support the effective application of the media 

codes of conduct without governmental involvement and may strengthen self-regulation of platforms. 

Keywords: social media platforms, social media regulation, arbitration, self-regulation 

Introduction 

The issue of how to regulate social media platforms, including social networks, is gaining momentum 

among stakeholders. It is not an exaggeration to state that sometimes the arguments in favour of the regulatory 

option turn into regulatory obsession based on the claim that social platforms have a dramatic impact upon our 

lives and the lives of future generations. In these efforts, some specialists discern attempts to impose 

“overregulation” on social media without solid guarantees for freedom of expression and freedom of enterprise. 

No doubt the impact of social networks is paramount today but just such an idea was also considered about 

the impact of broadcasting during the last century, provoking similar discussions. However, one cannot be sure 

how media landscape will evolve in the upcoming years and how or whether at all social media giants will 

maintain their powerful positions. Our purpose here is not to make a review of the opinions concerning Internet 

intermediaries’ regulation but to build on some ideas and suggest a practical solution for good social media 

regulation that does not affect freedom of expression and freedom of private undertaking.  

The OECD Observer emphasizes “it is one thing to have regulation, it is quite another to have good 

regulation”. In Principles of Good Regulation, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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(OECD, 2002) suggested key principles of good regulation among which the following question is of relevance: 

“Is government action justified?” The answer should be that government intervention is based on explicit 

evidence that government action is “justified, given the nature of the issue, the likely benefits and costs of 

action (based on a realistic assessment of government effectiveness), and alternative mechanisms for addressing 

the issue” (OECD, 2002). Another variation of good regulation, which has become popular in the digital 

society, is smart regulation. The term is usually associated with the smartness of the digital technology but 

smart regulation efforts that in the EU aim simply at reducing the regulatory burdens in the EU legislation. The 

10 point plan for EU smart regulation suggested by UK back in 2012 and supported by twelve other member 

states drew attention specifically to alternatives to EU-regulation (UK, 2012). In the same vein, a new OECD 

(2019) report “Better Regulation Practices Across the EU” says that regulatory policy must not only be 

“responsive to a changing environment, but also proactively shape this environment. It is also important to 

engage citizens and all stakeholders in the development of laws”. Fresh bottom-up proposals are welcome in 

this process.  

In our article, we shall refer to good regulation being interchangeable to smart regulation. In our view, 

good regulation is a well thought out and effective model of regulation, non-intrusive and unbiased, which can 

reconcile different interests and requirements. Ideally, we should consider that better regulation practices 

enhance both the citizens’ interests allowing full implementation of their rights and businesses’ interests. With 

respect to social media platforms their regulation is indispensable to good regulation on the Internet and 

presupposes independence and minimal governmental involvement. 

Social Media Regulation: A Brief Overview of Recent Sources 

Recently, various ideas regarding Internet intermediaries’ regulation have been thrown into the public 

space, expanding the debate between more liberal and more conservative minds. 

Before any discussion about regulation may take place, it is necessary the nature of social platforms to be 

clarified—to what extent they are media or not, do these platforms perform a media function, should they be 

regulated as media or a totally new approach is needed, etc. The complexity of platforms prompts that there can 

be many regulatory challenges, which require a proper response. According to the Council of Europe’s 

background report on media freedom, regulation and trust issued on the eve of the ministerial conference on the 

media in Nicosia, Cyprus,  

platforms and information providers are reconstituting the nature of what “media” are, but are not necessarily 
respecting established standards of media accountability, transparency and independence. The development of 
self-regulatory standards often takes place in terms of a loose negotiation between politicians and Internet intermediaries. 
(Council of Europe, 2020) 

By and large, these new forms of regulation are risky since they may undermine media freedom and democratic 

values. They can be non-transparent, arbitrary and lacking the stability of the legal guarantees for the media. 

Thus, they can put at stake the independence of social platforms and free expression in particular. Measures 

that are tailored according to ad hoc conditions and inclinations can change the free nature of the whole Internet 

or 

amount to a shift from a “neutral Internet” which acts as a mere conduit of information, to a hybrid Internet which is 
developing new approaches to curating, filtering, shaping, and in general gatekeeping Internet content in ways analogous 
to mass media. (Council of Europe, 2020) 
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The conclusion of the report is that the design of co-regulatory frameworks needs to be kept completely 

independent from executive control, from capture and from conflict of interest. In line with the human rights 

standards and the Committee of Ministers’ recommendation on a new notion of media, if intermediaries are 

defined as “media”, not only the responsibilities, but some of the privileges that comprise a part of that status 

should be available to them (Council of Europe CM Recommendation [2011] on a new notion of media). 

Similarly, a report, dedicated to the changing paradigm of intermediary liability, claims that “as these 

platforms (social platforms—B.Z, V.D.) grew, it became increasingly difficult for them to self-regulate the 

large volume of content flowing through their pipelines” (Sflc.in, 2019, p. 1). The document deals with 

intermediary liability practices in India, where in 2018, the Draft Information Technology (Intermediaries 

Guide-lines [Amendment] Rules) (“Draft Rules”) was proposed by the government to fight “fake news”, 

terrorist content and obscene content, among others. The new rules placed more stringent obligations on 

intermediaries to pro-actively monitor content uploaded on their platforms and enable traceability to determine 

the originator of information. However, these attempts raise hard questions concerning predominantly the 

acceptable limits on freedom of speech on the Internet. In order to formulate appropriate answers, it should be 

recalled that in 2017, in a “Joint declaration on freedom of expression and ‘Fake News’, disinformation and 

propaganda”, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and Expression, David Kaye 

(2017) stated that “general prohibitions on the dissemination of information based on vague and ambiguous 

ideas, including ‘false news’ or ‘non-objective information’, are incompatible with international standards   

for restrictions on freedom of expression, and should be abolished” (p. 3). The UK House of Commons,  

Digital, Culture, Media and Sports Committee came to analogous conclusions in its final report on 

disinformation and fake news. Alongside human rights protection deputies recommended expansion of digital 

literacy and greater transparency of social media companies instead of imposing new stricter rules on them (UK 

Parliament, 2019). 

The more involved and granular the policing becomes, the more it will look like censorship, “which is 

what it will inevitably become” states one of the opponents of social media regulation Reynolds. He voices his 

concern that “to police content of social media speech beyond a very basic level of blocking viruses and the 

like is a bad idea” (Reynolds, 2019, p. 63). Better according to Reynolds is to police collusion among platforms, 

i.e., to apply antitrust scrutiny. As the pressure for regulation will inevitably soar, it is better to regulate in a 

way that preserves free speech and does not empower additionally tech oligarchs. This inference, however, 

does not mean that governments should meddle in social media business at all costs. 

Considering the future of the Internet another report tackles the cross border legal challenges online and 

argues that from a general perspective, it is not easy to formulate concrete legal actions on the net (Internet  

and Jurisdiction, 2019). The authors make the admonition that “the regulatory environment online is 

characterized by potentially competing or conflicting policies and court decisions in the absence of clear-cut 

standards. The resulting complexity may be detrimental on numerous levels and creates ‘high levels of legal 

uncertainty in cyberspace’” (Internet and Jurisdiction, 2019, p. 48). Free speech can easily fall victim of such 

uncertainty. The facilitation of freedom of expression, including cross-border expression, is the cornerstone of 

the liberal and borderless Internet. In the same vein, the UN has also emphasized that the right to freedom of 

expression on the net is an issue of increasing importance (United Nations, General Assembly, Human Rights 

Council, 2016). 
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In order to analyze the problems from various perspectives, the Global Status Report bases its findings on 

a comprehensive survey among its members. When asked what, if any, negative consequences they foresee if 

cross-border legal challenges on the Internet are not properly addressed, 59% of the interviewed experts pointed 

to the risks of the potential restrictions on expression stemming from badly or belatedly addressed cross-border 

legal issues. “This was one of the strongest concerns among the stakeholders” the authors point out. The report 

reminds of the huge volume of user-generated content that intermediaries have to deal with on a daily basis. 

The situation is unique and that is why the role of the Internet intermediaries must be approached “with fresh 

eyes, free from preconceived notions based on comparisons with the roles of offline intermediaries”. 

Policy-makers and the public should have reasonable expectations for media platforms’ activities and more 

precisely that they should not abide “by all laws in the world” (Internet and Jurisdiction, 2019. p. 61). 

All these valuable observations drawn from different sources serve as a proof that regulation on the net 

and especially social media regulation represents one of the many intertwined problems generated by 

digitization. Apparently, efficient solutions related to Internet governance and working jurisdictional decisions 

can create the necessary safe and free environment that will allow regulation on the net to operate as good 

regulation and nurture social media efficient regulation. However, concrete regulatory approaches should 

balance various rights and be workable at the same time. 

Against such background as a conceptual basis of our paper, we shall use the libertarian theory of 

economic freedom because, in our understanding, it permits a future-oriented, human rights based-on 

innovation, encouraging regulation to be created. To search for a suitable regulatory model, we get inspiration 

from the publications of the renowned Cato Institute, which has published a series of articles discussing 

intermediaries’ liability from a libertarian perspective. What is important about such approach is that it makes 

possible for policy-makers to elaborate frameworks that protect both freedom of expression and freedom of 

enterprise online. Further in our discussion, we shall pick some of the points in the article, “Why the 

government should not regulate content moderation of social media” by John Samples (2019), since we 

consider these insights are of more universal nature and can serve as a basis of comparison between US and 

European regulatory approaches. These points in our view do not only create a good ground to reconcile 

various rights when elaborating regulation but they also correspond well with Hayek’s theory of “spontaneous 

orders” (the grown or self-generating order) of which the Internet is an example. Hayek describes such order as 

one in which we “would have less power over the details” than “we would of one which we produce by 

arrangement” (Hayek, 2013, pp. 1300-1307). Respectively, the regulatory mechanisms that operate vis-a-vis 

social platforms should take into account their peculiarities and, at the same time, be adequate to the specific 

nature of the Internet. 

The Libertarian Approach to Social Media: Basic Premises 

Tom Standage, deputy editor of The Economist, thinks two features of social media stand out—the shared 

social environment established on social media and the sense of membership in a distributed community in 

contrast to publishing. In addition, he underlines the undisputable fact that social media represent an economic 

institution that has “to generate revenue beyond the costs of providing the service” (Samples, 2019). However, 

each group of people involved in social media communication: users, consumers, advertisers, and managers are 

related to speech and their relationships create “the forum in which speech happens” and that is why concerns 

about speech on social media are central to any regulatory effort that should be undertaken. That is also the 
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reason why journalists and media leaders represent the most prominent group of those consulted about the 

Facebook Oversight Board for Content Decisions—a team of 40 experts who will review Facebook’s most 

challenging decisions to allow or remove content from Facebook or Instagram.  

One of the regulatory options for social media companies is that similarity to publishers may prompt 

policy-makers to hold them liable for defamation but that is not the case in the US due to Section 230 of the 

Communications Decency Act (CDA), which explicitly exempts social media platforms from liability by 

stating that “no provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated as the publisher or speaker 

of any information provided by another information content provider”. The aim of the Congress was to 

encourage unfettered expression online, to further economic interests on the Internet and to promote the 

protection of minors by making interactive computer services and their users self-police the Internet for 

obscenity and other offensive materials.  

Valuable for the discussion here is to clarify the stand the US Supreme Court has taken towards private 

forums of speech during years. The case-law has supported the independence of these forums to take their own 

decisions. “The history of public values and social media suggests a strong presumption against government 

regulation. The federal government must refrain from abridging the freedom of speech, a constraint that 

strongly protects a virtual space comprising speech” (Samples, 2019). The government has also generally 

refrained from forcing owners of private property to abide by the First Amendment. The conclusion rooted in 

American law and practice is that “those who seek more public control over social media should offer strong 

arguments to overcome this presumption of private governance”. 

Other arguments supporting the principle of free, private initiative can also be put forward. One of the 

relevant questions is whether big tech companies enjoy a monopoly position due to the networks’ effects they 

exploit. Although a few tech companies dominate some markets, that does not mean these firms are leaders for 

good and can never be displaced. David S. Evans and Richard Schmalensee (2017) warned that “the simple 

networks effect story leads to naïve armchair theories that industries with network effects are destined to be 

monopolies protected by insurmountable barriers to entry”. According to the authors, the flaw here is that such 

theories, concentrated on successful firms at a point of time, observe their benefits from networking and 

conclude they would be market leaders forever. However, competition authorities should scrutinize online 

platforms when there is evidence they break the rules and harm consumers notwithstanding the network effects’ 

benefits they get.  

More thoughts in favour of competition can be shared at this place. Giedrojc (2017) who has explored 

thoroughly competition and social order underlines that competition has especially valuable contribution to 

social change. “Even the best government regulation is insufficient for upholding liberal order. Competition is 

the ultimate solvent of power and indispensable dimension of open society” (Giedrojc, 2017, p. 13). There is no 

other creation than the Internet with all ensuing phenomena, such as networks and platforms that symbolizes 

better open society and its forward-looking paradigm. Having this in mind, it is not certain that governmental 

regulation of platforms will produce more competition in the online marketplace of ideas. Regulation may 

simply protect both social media owners and government officials from competition and back the status quo.  

When commenting on the emergence of broadcasting in the last century economist Thomas Hazlett (2018) 

pointed to the fact that FCC carefully planned the structure and form of television service but it also severely 

limited the number of competing stations, which resulted in the soaring value of the licenses. Hazlett (2018) 

expands on this issue in his book “The political spectrum: the tumultuous liberation of wireless technology, 
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from Herbert Hoover to the smartphone”. He also quotes an expert who claims that “the effect of this policy has 

been to create a system of powerful vested interests, which continue to stand in the path of reform and changes” 

In our opinion, nobody wishes such system to be perpetuated on social media today because it will stifle 

diversity, put impediments to development and innovation and generally undermine liberty on the Internet.  

Terrorism, disinformation, and hateful speech can be seen as strong grounds for governmental regulation 

of social media. In crisis, especially hierarchies and states are responsible for the security and stability of 

society. However, American courts have consistently refused to hold social media platforms liable for terrorist 

acts. In Fields v. Twitter (Fields v. Twitter Inc., 2018 WL 626800 [9th Cir. Jan. 31, 2018]) and similar cases, 

plaintiffs failed to demonstrate that ISIS’s use of Twitter played an instrumental role in the attacks against them. 

Though they cannot be seen as uniquely instrumental in the realization of terrorist plans, any standard of 

liability that might implicate Twitter in terrorist attacks can prove to be overbroad (and inconsistent with the 

First Amendment or with any legal standard of certainty) and also encompass other services that are frequently 

used by terrorists. On the other hand, it is not uncommon social media to serve the public interest and to 

provide opportunities for counter speech and intelligence gathering.  

Sometimes, state security services could ask social media platforms to refrain from removing terrorist 

accounts, as they provide valuable information concerning the aims, priorities, and the locations of terrorist 

actors. Therefore, social intermediaries are not in black only. 

There can be two other potentially compelling reasons for government action preventing the harms caused 

by “fake news” and “hate speech”. The terms may prove vague, and their use may lead to legal confusion. The 

term “fake news” has come to public agenda relatively recently and different definitions have been created 

including variations as mis-, dis-, and mal- information with their respected consequences. The EC has also 

elaborated a definition of fake news but it is not mandatory for the EU member states. In United States v. 

Alvarez, the court refused to recognize a general exception to the First Amendment for false speech: “The Court 

has never endorsed the categorical rule the Government advances: that false statements receive no First 

Amendment protection” (United States v. Alvarez, 567 U.S. 709 [2012]). 

In Europe, as a rule, scales tip towards more regulation and additional requirements for social media 

platforms, including the threat of huge fines being imposed. The broad framework formulated by the Council of 

Europe in the recommendation on Internet intermediaries provides that  

laws, regulations and policies applicable to Internet intermediaries, regardless of their objective or scope of 
application, including commercial and non-commercial activities, should effectively safeguard human rights and 
fundamental, as enshrined in the European Convention on Human Rights and should maintain adequate guarantees against 
arbitrary application in practice. (Council of Europe Recommendation CM/Rec. [2018]2 of the Committee of Ministers to 
member States on the roles and responsibilities of Internet intermediaries) 

In 2018, the European Commission issued recommendation on measures to effectively tackle illegal content 

online. The recommendation demands greater responsibility to content governance on the part of platforms. In 

cases of allowing illegal expression, the implementation of the agreed Code of Conduct against illegal hate 

speech online between the EC and tech giants (Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Microsoft), has not produced 

the expected results to the full. Though the fifth round of assessment in June 2020 reported overall positive 

outcomes, platforms are still lacking in transparency and are not providing users with adequate feedback on the 

issue of hate speech removals. Concerning fake news, the Commission suggests a complex of measures but still 
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considers that self-regulation can contribute to policy responses, provided it is effectively implemented and 

monitored. Actions such as the censoring of critical, satirical, dissenting, or shocking speech should strictly 

respect freedom of expression and include safeguards that prevent their misuse. The actions should also be in 

line with the Commission's commitment to an open, safe, and reliable Internet (European Commission, 2018). 

The long term EU intentions in this field are aiming at adopting a larger document—the Digital Services 

Act—to update the rules about online liability and define platforms’ responsibilities vis-a-vis content. This 

means that legal regulation will prevail over self-regulation. 

The European efforts to fight illegal hate speech are also an object of criticism. The main argument is that 

there is no single universally accepted definition of hate speech. According to some experts, it is debatable 

whether the competent EU bodies and national authorities should impose censorship and public control, as long 

as “the EU’s broad concept of ‘hate speech’ covers many forms of expression which are varied and complex: 

Therefore, the approaches must also be appropriately differentiated” (Pana, 2018). 

In 2018, the Economic Eommission for Africa (ECA) proposed a new EU law requiring platforms to take 

down any terrorism-related content within an hour of a notice being issued. The law additionally forces 

platforms to use a filter to ensure it is not re-uploaded. Should they fail in either of these duties, governments 

are allowed to fine companies up to 4% of their global annual revenue. For a company, like Facebook, that 

could mean fines of as much as $680 million (around €600 million). This is widely proclaimed as necessary 

measure, though again it is not without its opponents. Critics say that the instrument relies on an overly 

expansive definition of terrorist content, and that an upload filter could be used by governments to censor their 

citizens, while removing extremist content could prevent non-governmental organizations from being able to 

document human rights crimes in zones of conflict and tension (Porter, 2019). 

In our view, such governmental initiatives are always met with suspicion by more libertarian oriented 

persons and groups. The risks of censorship behind as well as the elusiveness of terms will always provoke 

protests from human rights activists around the world who fear laws regulating hate and false expression could 

be abused to silence public debate and crack on the opposition in the authoritarian states. Therefore, the best 

option to preserve freedom of expression on the Internet is to encourage social platforms to put consistent 

efforts in self-regulation. The first attempt in this direction comes from Facebook. The company has designed a 

new regulatory mechanism spending two years (2018-2020) to collect and discuss input from stakeholders and 

experts globally. 

The Facebook Oversight Mechanism 

In May 2020, Facebook announced the first members of the Oversight Board; the new structure is going to 

decide in the most difficult and significant cases regarding content. Behind the proposal is Mark Zuckerberg’s 

(2020) idea that “online content should be regulated with a system somewhere between the existing rules used 

for the telecoms and media industries”.1 When the Facebook chief executive officer (CEO) shared his thoughts 

                                                                 
1 Speaking at the Munich Security Conference in Germany, Zuckerberg said Facebook had improved its work countering online 
election interference. Zuckerberg explained Facebook had employed 35,000 people to review online content and implement 
security measures. “I do think that there should be regulation on harmful content ... there’s a question about which framework you 
use for this,” Zuckerberg declared during a question and answer session. Right now there are two frameworks that I think people 
have for existing industries—There’s like newspapers and existing media, and then there’s the telco-type model, which is “the 
data just flows through you”, but you’re not going to hold a telco responsible if someone says something harmful on a phone line. 
I actually think where we should be is somewhere in between. 
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about a new system for content governance and enforcement for the first time, he referred to the worldwide 

impact Facebook exerts and the responsibility the platform has: “Facebook should not make so many important 

decisions about free expression and safety on our own”.  

The Board which is central to the overall oversight mechanism will be free to choose and to consider cases 

referred to them by Facebook and users’ appeals following the existing appeals process. It will entertain cases 

in which Facebook has decided to leave up or remove content from Facebook or Instagram according to its 

Community Standards. To avoid conflicts of interest, current or former Facebook employees and government 

officials will not be able to serve as Board members, among other disqualifications.2 

At first glance, the new Facebook model of regulation presenting a triad of relationships between the 

company, a board and a trust supporting the board and appointing board members, may resemble the structure 

of a public service media (PSM). However, Facebook is not a media in the true sense of the word and it differs 

from any other media system. There were, however, statements that the platform performs a public function, 

but this function is not explicitly the PSM function that we know from the legacy media era. We have already 

stressed in this article that the nature of every social platform together with the functions it discharges need 

clarification and to what extent (if at all) they are media in particular. In addition, a public function of a social 

media platform will be something new and its characteristics should be well studied and determined. 

By and large, we view the new Facebook controlling mechanism as an encouraging attempt to establish a 

more responsible self-regulation of the platform. A more detailed review of its operation and results can be 

furnished when sufficient practice is accumulated. At the beginning, some details seem problematic and this 

has to be taken into account while observing the next steps of the Board. 

 the Board is called “Facebook High Court” by M. Zuckerberg but it hardly bears the features of such body. 

For instance, there is no explicit requirement for lawyers to be members of the deciding panel. Conditions for 

Board members are very broad and are the following: 

For the board to be successful, all potential members should embody certain principles, such as a commitment to the 
board as an institution. In addition, we are seeking candidates who are experienced at deliberating thoughtfully and 
collegially as open-minded contributors on a team, skilled at making and explaining decisions based on a set of policies, 
and familiar with matters relating to digital content and governance, including free expression, civic discourse, equality, 
safety, privacy and technology. Facebook will extend a limited number of offers to candidates to serve on the Oversight 
Board as co-chairs.  

If and when those members accept the role, they will then work together with us to select, interview and make offers 
to candidates to fill the remaining board positions, over time. All members, including the co-chairs, will be formally 
appointed by the trustees. 

Though not expressly required there are still a few lawyers elected to sit on the Board but if it is expected 

to perform as a High Court, it is not certain the legal expertise will be sufficient. In fact, the Charter does not 

provide for the procedural guarantees of the Board activities. Possibly, they will be outlined in greater detail in 

the Board guidelines. However, at this stage it is not clear what type of body has been structured—an 

adjudicating one or a policy commission.  

 the Board will select cases to look at and such type of adjudication resembles private adjudication similar 

                                                                 
2 According to the Facebook plan, the first few Board members will then, with Facebook, select additional members by the end of 
the year. A committee of the Board will continue selecting members next year. The selection process will include “rigorous 
vetting, interviews, and reference checks. Qualifications will be released to the public”. 
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to arbitration. It seems to be flexible and speedy. Under the arbitration system, however, disputing parties are 

allowed to choose the arbitrators. Each party chooses an arbiter and they both choose the third one who acts as 

a chair of the deciding body. There is no possibility of this type under the new FB regulatory scheme and, in 

fact, it lacks the advantages of the arbitration procedure.  

 The Board will formulate policy advices to the company. In order to escape the shortcomings of sheer 

declarations it should be openly stated that such policy proposals will be based on constant and consistent court 

practice. It is doubtful whether non-binding recommendations can be effective tools for content management 

guiding of FB and for presenting models of measures that could be used by other platforms and bodies. 

 the trust supporting the Board will be funded by Facebook. Under this condition, it is not certain that the 

whole mechanism will be financially and operationally independent. In arbitration disputes parties pay an 

arbitration fee and the procedure is carried out to their interest. The problem with costs is not well settled within 

the new FB mechanism. From a financial perspective and in order to guarantee independence, at least relative 

independence of the adjudicatory body, parties involved in the procedure may pay fees instead of leaving the 

overall funding being secured by FB. 

 the first portion of board members will be appointed by Facebook and then they will propose future 

members—such approach towards the Board membership can also compromise its independence, since FB is 

powerful enough to impose its nominations from the very beginning. 

Despite the pitfalls and unpredictable outcomes of the new regulatory approach undertaken by Facebook 

we think that this is a positive move towards strengthening self-regulation of the platform as well as of social 

platforms at large which may follow this example or modify it according to their needs. It is another story that 

through the Oversight Board FB pursues to a greater extent the protection of the company’s public image and 

not that much the protection of the rights of its users. The Board case law is expected to be a valuable 

contribution to the theory and practice of media ethics and to the creation of more accountable social media. 

The public relies on FB Board to entrench the principles of human rights and rule of law and to promote high 

quality of content. Time will show whether such hopes have sufficient grounds. 

Establishment of an Arbitration Mechanism at Social Media Platforms 

We now come to the crux of our work to propose an internal body for social media that can practically 

resolve disputes among participants and between participants and the social media platform on a continuous 

basis. Social media serve as organizations that provide a space for the creation and exchange of information 

among a huge number of users and perform as intermediaries or organizers of an information forum. They 

cannot be held responsible for the content of the information created and exchanged by third persons; however, 

since they facilitate debate, they should take steps to settle properly disputes related to the debate. A possible 

solution for them can be the establishment of an arbitration mechanism (tribunal) for resolving disputes through 

its institutionalization by the social media themselves. Such arbitration should be included in the terms and 

conditions offered to users. The arbitration mechanism will not be in contradiction with other bodies like the 

FB Oversight Board, for instance, since the latter will treat the most important cases only, while the former will 

operate routinely. 

Inspiration for this idea can be found in the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law 

(UNCITRAL) Model Law on International Commercial Arbitration (1985), with amendments as adopted in 

2006. The purpose of the Model Law is to entrench modern, fair, and harmonized rules on commercial 
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transactions and to promote the best commercial practices worldwide. The law is designed to assist states in 

modernizing their laws on arbitral procedure. It reflects universal consensus on key aspects of international 

arbitration practice having been accepted by states of all regions and systems (UNCITRAL, 1985). According 

to eminent Professor Roy Goode (2004), “arbitration is a form of dispute resolution in which the parties agree 

to submit their differences to a third party or a tribunal for binding decisions” (p. 1162). 

We have to distinguish the roles of interested parties in this process. Within the sovereignty of states, in 

order to protect citizens, the obligation to defend national security and counter terrorism lies within the scope of 

states. In such cases, governments can adopt special laws protecting high public interests based on 

internationally recognized principles. States can also adopt multilateral conventions supported by enforcement 

mechanisms (as in the case of money laundering, cyber crime, drug trafficking, trafficking in human beings, etc. 

legislation). The elaboration of these pieces of legislation and conventions should be transparent, based on 

shared human rights values and include the efforts of various stakeholders. Outside these legitimate interests, it 

is not justified states to impose burdensome administrative requirements on structures like platforms, to curb 

freedom of private entities and meddle in business. Regulatory measures have to abide by the proportionality 

test the first part of which represents the principle of minimal impairment of the right or liberty. The attempts of 

a number of nation-states to set controlling, even censoring functions on social platforms, generate problems 

related both to the right to freedom of expression and the right to free initiative. On the one hand, government 

interference can suppress certain types of speech and have a chilling effect on expression in general or affect 

the economic independence of companies. Yet, on the other hand, there can be controversies between the 

participants in the information forum, as well as between the participants and the social media concerning 

content, and accordingly with claims for the removal of harmful and offensive content in which states should 

not step in.  

The setting up of arbitration mechanisms at social platforms can be related to the specific features of social 

platforms and the Internet environment they operate in. The establishment of special dispute resolution bodies 

is not a novelty for organizations authorized to tackle Internet matters. For instance, the Internet Corporation 

for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) helps coordinate the Internet Assigned Numbers Authority (IANA) 

functions, which are key technical services critical to the continued operations of the Internet’s underlying 

address book, the Domain Name System (DNS). The body pursues the Uniform Domain-Name 

Dispute-Resolution Policy which provides for “agreement, court action, or arbitration before a registrar will 

cancel, suspend, or transfer a domain name”. Expedited administrative proceedings can be initiated by the right 

holder through filing a complaint with an approved dispute-resolution service provider (ICANN, n.d.). 

The Model of Stock Exchange Arbitration Mechanism 

Arbitration tribunals being institutionalized units of private, non-governmental adjudication are inherent in 

such self-governing and self-regulating business organizations, such as regulated markets for securities and 

other financial instruments. The most typical representative of these markets is the stock exchange. A stock 

exchange represents a club organization based on membership of securities traders. The stock exchange creates 

and enforces rules that regulate both the membership and the trade. Disputes shall be settled by special 

arbitrators organized at the stock exchange arbitration tribunal (court). The membership of the club is contractual 

and it is mandatory for any member to accept and abide by the so-called “arbitration clause”. The clause 

requires any dispute regarding financial instruments trading and club membership to be decided by the listed 
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arbitrators chosen by the parties accordingly. The arbitrators included in the public list are persons of high 

professional and moral standing. The stock exchange itself is not responsible for the arbitration decisions, since 

it is often involved in the disputes. The costs of the arbitration decisions (awards) shall be borne by the parties 

to the dispute. It is also a principle that the dispute settlement rules are created by the stock exchange itself. 

Social Media and the Arbitration Model 

Social media is a business and club-like organization (see the opinion of Tom Standage on p. 5) and its 

rules are binding for the participants in the information forum. In this sense, it can be viewed as an institution 

similar to a stock exchange. This similarity allows the transposition of the arbitration model to social media and 

the setting up of such unit at social media platforms. Exchange underpins the operation of both entities (in the 

one case, it is about exchange of information and ideas, while, in the other, it is about exchange of special 

goods, such as securities and financial instruments) and their organization is rooted in the principle of 

membership of participants (terms and conditions acceptance). In the context of this similarity, the specific 

features of the stock market and of social media cannot be an obstacle to the establishment of an arbitration 

tribunal at the social media platforms. Arbitration is initially a mechanism for adjudication of commercial 

disputes but at the stock exchange traders represent many non-commercial persons. The users of social media 

services also comprise numerous non-commercial persons. In our view, there is no fundamental impediment to 

using this method by non-traders, if there is a contractual agreement for its implementation. The terms and 

conditions can bind users of their services through the incorporation of an arbitration clause.  

By the arbitration procedure disputes about the content of the information on social platforms could be 

resolved in an impartial and professional manner by unbiased and professional arbitrators selected by the 

participants themselves. These arbitrators should be recognized media lawyers and professionals with high 

personal integrity.  

The arbitration process for resolving disputes is significantly faster and cheaper than litigation. We shall 

quote again Professor Goode (2004) who stressed that due to its “consensual nature the arbitration mechanism 

avoids unnecessary delay or expense” (pp. 1174-1175).  

Arbitration cases are in principle one-instance cases and in exceptional and rare instances only a court can 

challenge the arbitration awards. Renowned Professors Loss and Seligman (1995) draw attention to the fact that 

under US securities’ legislation  

courts have limited power to review arbitration awards (at the stock exchanges—B.Z., V.D.) on such grounds as an 
award being made in “manifest disregard of the law”, or its being “completely irrational”, or “arbitrary and capricious”. A 
court can also void an arbitration agreement if it finds that there was fraud in the inducement of the arbitration clause itself. 
(p. 1139) 

Therefore, the court is not completely isolated in the process of adjudication but can interfere to protect parties’ 

interests in exceptional cases when the arbitration threatens the stability of the legal order.  

The arbitration settlement of disputes is an opportunity the mediating function of social media to be 

consolidated. Arbitration will also liberate the platforms from the tasks of censors and controllers of content 

imposed by legislation in some countries. The adoption of an arbitration clause may restore public trust in 

social media and strengthen their capability to self-regulate. The recognition of this method by the national 

states on whose territories the social media operates may be accomplished either by the adoption of appropriate 

legislation or by concluding multilateral international treaties. 
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The logic of creating and implementing such a model requires as a first step an arbitration unit to be 

established in nation states where social media operate. The arbitration institutionalization depends on the 

creation of a representative office in the territory of each state in which arbitration units can be set up.  

Conclusion 

The proposition of an arbitration model of settling disputes at social media platforms comprises an 

approach that assures a wide space for self-regulation of social media. It can better safeguard both freedom of 

expression and free business initiative. At the same time, this model is also a form of media protection against 

unjustified and arbitrary state regulatory interventionism, which may easily jeopardize freedom of expression 

and economic freedom. Social media moderation can prove to be more effective than the increases in 

government power in conflicting cases. From a libertarian perspective, Samples (2019) shared his suspicion that 

when government imposes regulation on social media “government officials may attempt directly or obliquely to 

compel tech companies to suppress disfavored speech”, which may result in “public-private censorship” (Samples, 

2019). The 2017, United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reported 

“Fostering Freedom Online: The Role of Internet Intermediaries” whose aim was to shed light on how Internet 

intermediaries both foster and restrict freedom of expression across a range of jurisdictions, circumstances, 

technologies, and business models came to similar conclusions. Three case-studies are included in the text as an 

illustration of how an Internet user’s freedom of expression hinges on the interplay between a company’s 

policies and practices, the government policy, and geopolitics. These inferences are in harmony with Hayek’s 

vision that “it is not freedom is an impracticable ideal, but because we have tried it the wrong way” (Hayek, 

2013, pp. 489-496). Contemplating on these issues solutions that generate minimal risks for human rights 

online should be searched for. Hayek also reminds us to preserve “what is truly valuable in democracy”. 

Having all these arguments in mind, one should recall that the UN Guiding principles on business and 

human rights (2011) require “business enterprises should establish or participate in effective operational-level 

grievance mechanisms for individuals and communities who may be adversely impacted”. These mechanisms 

should be people-centered, easy to implement and generate mutual trust. In addition, it is worth remembering 

the advice of the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) that  

the Internet is an information and communication tool particularly distinct from the printed media, especially as 
regards the capacity to store and transmit information. The electronic network, serving billions of users worldwide, is not 
and potentially will never be subject to the same regulations and control. (Węgrzynowski and Smolczewski v. Poland [2013] 
and Editorial Board of PravoyeDelo and Shtekel v. Ukraine [2011]  

Therefore, stake-holders have to discuss various options of good regulation and urge social media to establish 

and follow good practices in this regard. 
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Joseph Heco, with the original Japanese name of Hamada Hikozo, played an active role in the diplomatic, 

economic, trade, and cultural interactions between the United States and Japan in the 1850s and 1860s. Being 

rescued from a shipwreck by an American freighter and taken to San Francisco in the 1850s, Heco had the chance 

to experience the advanced industrial civilization. After returning to Japan, he followed the example of the U.S. 

newspapers to start the first Japanese newspaper Kaigai Shimbun (Overseas News), introducing Western ideas into 

Japan and enabling Japanese people under the rule of the Edo bakufu/shogunate to learn about the great changes 

taking place outside the island. In the light of the historical background of the United States forcing Japan to open 

up, this paper expounds on Joseph Heco’s life experience and Kaigai Shimbun, the newspaper he founded, aiming 

to explain how Heco, as the “father of Japanese journalism”, promoted the development of Japanese newspaper 

industry. 
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Early Japanese newspapers originated from the “kawaraban” (瓦版) at the beginning of the 17th century. 

In 1615, this embryonic form of newspapers first appeared in the streets of Osaka. This single-sided leaflet-like 

thing was printed irregularly and was made by printing on paper with tiles which was carved with pictures and 

words and then fired and shaped. The “kawaraban” mainly recorded various social events as well as 

earthquakes, fires, child prodigies, and other anecdotes. Because the vendors would read the content while 

crying their wares along the street, the official name was “yomiuri kawaraban” (読売瓦版, “read while sell” 

kawaraban) (Zheng, Cheng, & Wang, 2008, p. 401), but the publisher and the compiler could not be traced. The 

Edo bakufu (1603-1867, also known as the Tokugawa bakufu) paid no attention to the general social news 

published in the “kawaraban”, and it was strictly banned only when news that offended the shogunate authority 

was published. The “kawaraban”, as an unofficial “illegal” publication (Ning, 1981, p. 2), remained its 

existence in Japan for more than 300 years and was not replaced by modern newspapers until around the Meiji 

Restoration in the 1860s. 

The modern Japanese journalism originated from the foreign newspapers during the social transformation 

from the end of the Edo period to the beginning of the Meiji Restoration period. The Edo bakufu issued its first 
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order of national isolation (鎖国, sakoku) in 1633, excluding foreigners and forbidding Japanese people to go 

abroad. By 1639, orders of national isolation were issued for five times. During the seclusion period, the 

shogunate only allowed The Dutch Report (荷蘭传聞書) offered by Holland to be secretly passed around for 

perusal among a small number of high-ranking officials. On July 8, 1853, the Commodore of the East Indian 

Squadron of the U.S. Navy, Matthew Calbraith Perry (1794-1858), led four black warships to Uraga, near the 

entrance of Edo Bay (present-day Tokyo Bay). Perry’s purposes were twofold: to present to the Edo 

administration the message from Millard Fillmore (1800-1874), the 13th President of the U.S. requesting 

diplomatic relations and trade with Japan; or to make Japan open its ports by force if the Edo government 

refused the request. On March 31, 1854, Japan was forced to open the ports of Shimoda and Hakodate by 

signing the Treaty of Kanagawa (日米和亲条約, Treaty of Peace and Amity Between Japan and the U.S.) 

which also allowed the U.S. to set up consuls in both ports and enjoy the most-favored-nation treatment. In 

Japanese history, this incident was called the “Arrival of the Black Ships” (黒船来航), which marked the end 

of the isolation era (1639-1853) and the beginning of the modernization of Japanese society. 

Under the circumstances at home and abroad, the Japanese shogunate was forced to innovate. In order to 

obtain more overseas news, the shogunate established an official translation agency “Bansho Shirabesho” (蕃書

調所) in 1856, which was renamed as “Yosho Shirabesho” (洋書調所) in 1862, “Kaiseisho” (開成所) in 1863, 

and “Kaisei Gakko” (開成学校) after the Meiji Restoration. In 1862, the shogunate directed the “Yosho 

Shirabesho” to gather overseas news and selectively translate it into Japanese and started The Official Batavia 

News (官板バタビヤ新聞). Japan had made great strides since the Meiji Restoration. The development of 

journalism was so surprising that Japan was able to keep abreast of the developments in Europe and the U.S. In 

1868, Chugai Shimbun (中外新聞, Domestic and Overseas News) appeared as a newspaper run by the 

Japanese…Journalism in Japan had grown ever since (Huang, 2011, p. 149). On August 10 the same year, a 

Dutch-American named Eugene Miller Van Reed (1835-1873) started a newspaper named The Moshiogusa (も

しほ草, full name 横浜新報もしほ草) at the Yokohama foreign settlement. 

In the 1860s, foreign newspapers and periodicals operated by foreigners in Japan were targeted at foreign 

nationals. Among these were Shimbunshi (新聞誌), founded by an American-Japanese interpreter at the U.S. 

Consulate, Joseph Heco in 1864, renamed as Kaigai Shimbun (海外新聞) in 1865; Bankoku Shimbunshi (万国

新聞紙), a monthly periodical founded by an English minister, Michael Buckworth Bailey in Yokohama in 

1867, discontinued in 1869; London Shimbunshi (倫敦新聞紙) compiled by a British in 1867; and Kakkoku 

Shimbunshi (各国新聞紙), founded by a British in Osaka in 1868. The most influential newspaper was Joseph 

Heco’s Kaigai Shimbun which was the first non-official Japanese newspaper aimed at spreading foreign culture 

to the Japanese, including both news and advertisements, but it stopped publication after 10 issues, with a 

circulation of less than one hundred copies (Weill, 1934, p. 381). 

Newspapers such as Enkin Shimbun (遠近新聞), Naigai Shimbun (内外新聞), Meiji Shimbun (明治新聞), 

and Rokugo Shgimbun (六合新聞) did not come into being until the government law permitted newspaper 

publication in the second year of Meiji, but these were sold poorly because of the restrictions on the content 

imposed by the government. By the third year of Meiji, all of them were on the decline (Guan, 1943, p. 85). In 

December of the same year, Japan’s first modern daily newspaper The Yokohama Mainichi appeared in 

Yokohama. In the fifth year of Meiji, three major newspapers Tokyo Nichinichi Shimbun (東京日日新聞), 

Yubinhochi Shimbun (郵便報知新聞), and Nisshin Shinjishi (日新真事誌) were founded in Tokyo, marking 
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the rise of the Japanese daily newspapers. After the promulgation of Japan’s constitution, various political 

organizations began a debate over Osaka’s Azumo Shimbun (東雲新聞), Kansai Nippo (関西日報), and the 

three major daily newspapers in Tokyo, which promoted the development of Japanese political newspapers at 

that time. In the 20s of the Meiji period, commercial newspapers such as Nippon Shimbun (日本新聞), 

Kokumin Shimbun (国民新聞), and Asahi Shimbun (朝日新聞), signified the stage of modernization for 

Japanese newspaper journalism. 

In discussions about Japanese journalism, the frequently mentioned well-known names include Noma Seiji 

(1877-1938), the “king of magazines” of Japan, Kikuchi Kan (1888-1948), Japanese novelist, dramatist, and 

newspaper activist, Tokutomi Soho (1863-1957), Japanese writer, journalist, historian, and critic, Murayama 

Ryohei (1850-1933), “king of journalism” and founder of Asahi Shimbun, and Kitoyama Hikoichi (1853-1932), 

president of Mainichi Shimbun (每日新聞). The name of Hamada Hikozo (1837-1897), “father of Japanese 

journalism”, however, is rarely seen. 

Xie Liu-yi (1936) gave a brief account of the historical development of Japanese journalism and the 

agencies in his article “The Press in Japan” (日本的新闻事业). When discussing the early non-official 

Japanese newspapers and the newspapers founded by foreigners in Japan, he did not mention Hamada Hikozo 

or Kaigai Shimbun.  

In the early days in Japan, there were newspapers operated by one person or several people, such as Tokyo Nichinichi 
Shimbun run by Jono Denpei, Nishida Densukeand and Ochiai Ikujiro, Yubinhochi Shimbun run by Maejima Hisoka, and 
Nisshin Shinjishi run by an English man J. R. Black. (Guan, 1943, p. 103) 

Joseph Heco, with the original Japanese name of Hamada Hikozo, founder of Kaigai Shimbun, drifted to 

the United States after a shipwreck in a time when the U.S. was forcing Japan to open its trade ports and 

returned home after experiencing the American politics, economy, culture, and social contacts. With a seaman 

background, Heco led a legendary life in the U.S. He met with three U.S. presidents and was active in the 

diplomatic, trade, and cultural interactions between the U.S. and Japan in the 1850s and 1860s. He was 

regarded as the “father of Japanese journalism” by introducing Western newspaper ideas and culture into Japan. 

At present, a systematic study on Joseph Heco and Kaigai Shimbun was lacking in China. In research 

concerning the history of Japanese journalism, the fragmentary records on Joseph Heco and his founding of 

Kaigai Shimbun were concise and similar, with some inaccuracy. Joseph Heco was even regarded as a Chinese 

American in some literature (Wang, 1999, p. 62). 

Song Shan-liang made a serious mistake about Joseph Heco and Kaigai Shimbun when translating Le 

Journal: Origines, Évolution et Rôle de la Presse Périodique written by G. Weill (published by the 

Commercial Press in China in 1940): When the U.S. forced Japan to open its trade, one Japanese person failed 

and went to the U.S. to experience the American life and later returned to his hometown of Heco. In 1864, he 

set up a daily newspaper for information and advertising, but the circulation was under one hundred copies and 

the newspaper was discontinued after the tenth issue (Weill, 1940, pp. 374-375). In Song’s translation, Hamada 

Hikozo’s English name Heco was mistranslated as the name of a place, thus the whole idea of this paragraph 

deviated from the original text. A Collection of Historical Materials on Journalism During the Republic of 

China (Vol. III) (Huang, 2011) edited by Fang Han-qi copied the translation without revision. The translation in 

Le Journal: Origines, Évolution et Rôle de la Presse Périodique (世界报刊史, 2018) by Kang Zhi-hong and 

Wang Hai was revised, with Hamada Hikozo’s name printed in Japanese as “浜田彦蔵”. 
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This paper, by analyzing Joseph Heco’s role in Japan’s interactions with the U.S. after opening up and his 

activities in founding Kaigai Shimbun, explores how Joseph Heco, as a Japanese American who started the first 

non-governmental Japanese newspaper, had influenced the emergence and development of Japan’s newspaper 

industry. 

Joseph Heco’s Residence in the U.S. and His Role in the Cultural Interaction  
Between the U.S. and Japan 

With Japan’s island culture, Joseph Heco grew from a humble seaman into an active translator, trader, and 

pioneer of Japanese journalism in the late bakufu period and early Meiji period, and with his indomitable 

character achieved successful transformation and advancement of life. 

In 1837, Hamada Hikozo, also called Banshu Hikozo, was born in Harima town, Hyogo Prefecture in 

Japan. His childhood name was Hikotaro, and his English name later was Joseph Heco. He was called Amehiko 

(アメ彦) after returning to Japan from the U.S. Hikozo lost his father when he was still a child, and his mother 

remarried Kichiemon in the adjoining town of Hamada and raised Hikozo together with the son of Kichiemon 

called Unokichi. Under the influence of his stepfather who made a living as a seaman on a freighter, and his 

brother who often described the adventures on the sea, Hikozo dreamt of becoming a seaman himself someday. 

For safety concerns, however, Hikozo’s mother did not support him but sent him to a temple school to continue 

studying for nearly two years. In 1850, Hikozo’s cousin persuaded his mother to allow him to go to sea. For the 

first time, Hikozo arrived in the island of Shikoku on an old-fashioned Japanese wooden boat and visited the 

Temple of Kompira. Hikozo’s mother suddenly died of a disease when he was 13 years old. 

The same year, Hikozo’s stepfather took him and other seamen to set sail to Yedo (i.e., Edo, present-day 

Tokyo) on his junk, and Hikozo went aboard another junk Eiriki-maru on the way. The ship was caught in a 

storm at Totomi, Kii Peninsula and had been drifting in the Pacific for 52 days when they were found and 

rescued by the US merchant ship “Auckland” near Japan’s easternmost island in February the next year. A 

dozen of days later, the 17 crew members rescued were taken to the city of San Francisco. According to Japan 

and the United States, 1853-1921 written by Payson Jackson Treat (1879-1972), the 17 people were the first 

Japanese to arrive in California. 

Hikozo’s fate was closely influenced by the Japan-U.S. relationship at that time and the development of 

the philosophy of “Sonno Joi” (尊王攘夷, respecting the Emperor and expelling foreigners) within Japan. In 

1851, in order to set the scene for establishing diplomatic relations with Japan, the U.S. government asked 

Hikozo and the other Japanese to return to Japan. In May 1852, Hikozo left San Francisco and arrived in Hong 

Kong. He was planning to return to Japan on the ship of Matthew Perry, but learned while the ship called at 

Hong Kong for repairs that it was not the best time to return to Japan, so he went back to the U.S. 

Towards the end of the bakufu period, the purpose of the U.S. overseas expansion was to explore trade 

routes and gateways to China and other East Asian countries, with Japan as a “staging post”. Before the 

opening-up of Japan, the American fleet sailed from the east coast of the U.S., crossing the Atlantic, passing the 

Cape of Good Hope in Africa, and across the Indian Ocean to East Asia, then through Hong Kong to Japan. 

This route was so long and almost crossed the hemisphere that it took about four to six months. As a result, the 

U.S. began to explore the route from San Francisco on the west coast across the Pacific Ocean to countries in 

East Asia, stopping off the coast of Japan for fuel reserves and fresh water supply. For this route to work, the 

U.S. must make Japan stop secluding the country and open up. 
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The incident of the “Arrival of the Black Ships” shocked the Japanese. The Treaty of Kanagawa forced 

Japan to open the ports of Shimoda and Hakodate, where American ships could coal and get water and food 

supplies. Soon, the U.K., Russia, Holland, and other countries followed suit and signed similar treaties with the 

Japanese government. In consequence, the shogunate’s image in the eyes of the Japanese people was damaged. 

After returning to San Francisco, Hikozo worked as a hotel clerk and ran into Mr. B. C. Sanders, Collector 

of Customs of the U.S., who did not have any child of his own and adopted Hikozo and took him to live in 

Washington and New York. In 1853, a California Senator William Gwin (1805-1885) invited Hikozo to 

Washington to work as his secretary. In Washington, Hikozo was introduced to meet Franklin Pierce 

(1804-1869), the 14th President of the U.S., being the first Japanese to meet a U.S. President. In 1854, Hikozo 

was baptized a Christian with the name of “Joseph Heco”, and received a democratic education in the United 

States. Heco had a chance to meet James Buchanan (1791-1868), the 15th President of the U.S., in 1857. By 

this time, the American gunboats had already opened the gate of Japan, and Heco had become the interpreter 

for Townsend Harris, the first U.S. consul to Japan, but he was not given much favor, and his homesickness 

grew stronger. In 1858, the Treaty of Amity and Commerce was signed between Japan and the U.S., the first 

treaty on free trade and commerce, opening the ports of Kanagawa, Nagasaki, Niigata, and Hyogo. Japan issued 

the first seclusion order in 1633: Any stowaway would be executed, and the ship with stowaways as well as the 

ship owner would also be detained. In 1635, a third seclusion order was issued: All Japanese abroad were 

forbidden to return to the country. As a consequence of this, foreign born Christians in the U.S. were not 

allowed to go to Japan. Heco became the first Japanese to be naturalized as a U.S. citizen in 1858. The U.S. 

social system and its advanced infrastructure such as trains, telecommunications, and gas were an eye-opener 

for Heco and made him determined to apply what he had learned to the modernization of Japan. 

The shogunate was shocked to learn that the army of Qing Dynasty was defeated by the Anglo-French 

Allied Forces in the Second Opium War, and that the Qing Court was forced to sign a series of unequal treaties 

with Western powers. The shogunate came under increasing pressure from the West to open the country. 

Townsend Harris forced Ii Naosuke (1815-1860), the Tairo (Japanese feudal lord), to open trade and sign the 

Treaty of Amity and Commerce without the Emperor’s permission. The shogunate then concluded almost 

identical treaties with countries such as Canada, Russia, Britain, and France. Objectively speaking, the treaties 

signed by the shogunate and Western countries accelerated the process of Japan’s opening and its formal trade 

with foreign countries. However, the shogunate’s policy of opening the country to foreign countries was 

severely criticized by all circles in Japan, which greatly undermined the authority of the shogunate. The 

opening of Japan caused chaos in the country, and Japanese people lived in hardship, thus arousing their 

resistance. It was generally believed in Japan then that the social disorder was caused by the trade with foreign 

countries and that foreigners should be expelled. 

In 1859, Heco was appointed as the interpreter of Kanagawa prefecture’s consulate by Harris, the U.S. 

consul to Japan. He arrived in Nagasaki and entered the port from Kanagawa. After eight years since 1851, he 

finally returned home. In 1860, Heco resigned from the job at the consulate to open a trading house. 

It was the climax of the “Ansei no Taigoku” (安政の大獄, 1858-1860, suppression of extremists by the 

shogunate) in Japan. Ii Naosuke killed more than one hundred officials, nobles, and Daimyo who were opposed 

to opening the country to the outside. As a result, the forces opposing the dictatorship of the shogunate 

expanded rapidly. The idea of “respecting the Emperor” which centered on uniting the country headed by the 

emperor, and the idea of “expelling foreigners” both spread widely. Foreigners and foreign-related Japanese 
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became the targets of attacks by extremists. Later, the Kobu Gattai (公武合体, alliance between the imperial 

court and the shogunate) further provoked people who supported “respecting the Emperor and expelling 

foreigners”. Feeling a life-threat in Japan, Heco was made to return to the U.S. in 1861. 

Heco had met three different U.S. presidents, President Franklin Pierce (1804-1869) in 1853, President 

James Buchanan (1791-1868) in 1857, and President Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) in 1862. By meeting the 

presidents, Heco came into contact with the democratic political institutions of the U.S., which laid the 

foundation for his later proposals for the formation of the political institutions of Japan. 

In order to go back to Japan again, Heco paid a visit to the Secretary of State William Henry Seward 

(1801-1872). Seward took the opportunity to introduce Heco to the 16th U.S. President, Abraham Lincoln. The 

knowledge that a U.S. naval officer was Japanese with an American name of Joseph Heco aroused President 

Lincoln’s interest in Heco and Japan. In March 1862, President Lincoln received Heco at the White House, a 

year before he delivered the Gettysburg Address. Heco was the only Japanese to have met Lincoln. He wrote in 

his diary,  

the President walked towards us and we rose from our seats … The President stretched out a huge hand, saying he 
was glad to meet one coming from such a far-off place as Japan … he made a great many inquiries about the position and 
affairs in our country. (Heco, 1895, p. 301)  

After the assassination of President Lincoln in April 1865, Heco sent a letter to Seward expressing his deep 

condolences. In 1862, Heco returned to Yokohama, Japan, where he once again worked as a consular 

interpreter. 

Heco died of a heart attack at the age of 60 at his home in Tokyo in 1897, with no children. He hoped to be 

naturalized back as a Japanese after his death, but as there was no legal basis for this back then, Heco was 

eventually buried in the foreign section of the cemetery in Aoyama with characters of “浄世夫彦之墓”, 

meaning “the tomb of Joseph Hiko”. Next to the main entrance of the Harima Civic Centre was a bronze statue 

of Heco inscribed with Japanese words meaning “father of journalism”. Heco was the author of the books 

Record of a Castaway (漂流記, 1863) which was about his experience in the U.S., and The Narrative of a 

Japanese: What He Has Seen and the People He Has Met in the Course of the Last Forty Years (edited by 

James Murdoch, 1895), an autobiography. In 1932, アメリカ彦蔵自叙伝: 開国逸史 translated by Hijikata 

Hisaakiraand Fujishima was published; in June 1964, the Japanese version アメリカ彦蔵自伝 (全2巻) 

translated by Nakagawa Tsutomu was published by Heibonsha (平凡社). 

The Founding of Kaigai Shimbun and the Introduction of Western  
Journalistic Ideas Into Japan 

The newspaper Kaigai Shimbun, founded and operated by Joseph Heco, was the first of its kind in Japan. 

In 1863, Heco quit his job as an interpreter at the consulate and set up businesses in the foreign settlements of 

Kobe and Nagasaki, intending to stay in Japan for the long term. On November 19 the same year, in honor of 

the soldiers who died in the Battle of Gettysburg, President Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address, 

proposing the idea that “all men are created equal”. President Lincoln’s view that “a government of the people, 

by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth” was published in the New York Times and quickly 

spread to Japan. As an avid reader of newspapers, Heco felt strongly about the power of cheap newspapers in 

American people’s life. 
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When Heco returned to Japan for the third time, the domestic situation had changed. While the shogunate 

had signed treaties with the U.S., Britain, Russia, and other countries one after another, the public opinion in 

Japan was still against foreigners. The shogunate, in order to maintain its rule, could not engage in armed 

conflict with foreigners. In order to unify the thoughts of people, the shogunate used newspapers as a tool for 

political propaganda. “Yosho Shirabesho” selectively translated foreign newspapers and periodicals, and 

guided foreign trade and exchanges. The official newspapers at that time had an influence among the upper and 

middle-class and intellectuals, but the masses of the lower class were still in a closed and ignorant state. Both 

the early official newspapers and the newspapers founded by foreigners in Japan were translating and reprinting 

foreign newspapers, being like “imported goods” (Ning, 1981, p. 8). The newspapers were influenced by 

European and American newspapers, focusing on foreign news, with very little domestic news. 

As a Japanese American to first publish a Japanese newspaper, Heco was well versed in the English 

language and the U.S. culture. The purpose of founding a Japanese newspaper as a foreigner was to introduce 

Western civilization to the Japanese. He believed that people had a right to know, but the shogunate kept the 

information to itself, strictly monitored the common people, and banned news covering activities. Heco was 

even regarded by people who supported “respecting the Emperor” as a “ronin” and a dangerous person who 

introduced the U.S. culture. In 1863, the Choshu domain shelled foreign vessels and closed the strait. In 1864, 

Britain, France, the U.S., and Canada formed a joint fleet to attack and occupy the Choshu fort. This event 

reflected the hatred the Japanese bore towards the U.S. and other Western countries. Heco, in spite of the life 

threat, still held on to a strong belief that he could touch the people by telling them the truth in the right way, 

and decided to start a modern newspaper in his native country. 

Founding Kaigai Shimbun With Collaborators 

As Heco left Japan at the age of 14 to live and study in the U.S., he was not able to read or write Japanese, 

whichbecame a big problem in the preparation and operation of newspapers. Heco needed help from others to 

run the newspaper. Kishida Ginko (1833-1905) was fluent in Chinese and English. He first worked as a 

journalist, then became an entrepreneur, and served as a spy for Japan (Fang, 2014). The Lok Sin Tong 

Pharmacy (乐善堂药店) he operated in China provided important intelligence for Japan to invade China. In 

1863, Kishida Ginko studied English with James Curtis Hepburn (1815-1911), a U.S. missionary and linguist, 

and helped compile the Japanese-English Dictionary (和英辞典). Heco often paid visits to Hepburn when he 

was compiling the dictionary, thus soon developing a deep friendship with Kishida Ginko. Honma Kiyo 

(1843-1923) came to Yokohama to study English. When Heco asked the owner of the laundry he often went to 

for help with looking for a note-taker who could write and record the news, the owner knew Kiyowho was 

looking for an opportunity to go abroad, and recommended Kiyo to be hired as a reporter for the newspaper. 

Later, Kiyo became a diplomat in the Meiji period. 

The dialogue among Heco, Ginko, and Kiyo preparing to run a newspaper was recorded in “新聞事始め” 

by Sugiura (杉浦). One day, Heco suggested, “how about the three of us publish a newspaper together?” Ginko 

certainly wanted to start a newspaper, and young Kiyo also agreed, “trade will prosper in the future, and we 

can’t do business well without knowing prices and the political situation. Running a newspaper must be good 

for society” (Inoue, 2019, p. 59). 

Although Heco could not write Japanese, he was able to verbally communicate in Japanese. As a result, 

after discussion and Heco’s dictation, Ginko composed the writing style, and Kiyo wrote down the news. 
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In 1864, Heco, together with Kishida and Kiyo, founded the first Japanese-language non-official 

newspaper Shimbunshi (新聞誌), which was block-printed, originally in the form of hand-written messages, 

published every 10 days with Japanese-style binding. One issue contained four to six pieces of news. The site 

of publishing was near Heco’s residence, 141 Yokohama Foreign Settlement (where there is a monument now). 

In 1865, the name of the newspaper was changed to Kaigai Shimbun (海外新聞). The newspaper printed about 

one hundred copies per issue. There were only two regular subscribers (Inaba & Arai, 1985, pp. 4-25). The fee 

was 500 mon per year, and 1 lyo and 2 fun was paid in advance. This price was far from enough (Inoue, 2019, 

p. 63). In fact, many newspapers were given away for free. In 1866, the newspaper was closed because of the 

small circulation, with a total of 26 issues. The cover of Kaigai Shimbun was a bird-view picture of the junks at 

the Yokohama port and the Fuji Mountain. The existing copies of Kaigai Shimbun include Issues No. 1 which 

was translated from the newspaper brought to the port by the English ship in 1865 to No. 24 brought to the port 

the next year. 

There are disputes about the record of the name of Kaigai Shimbun. Heco, in his autobiography, called the 

newspaper he founded Kaigai Shimbun, and Ginko told the journalist Nakamura Haruki that it was called “新

聞紙” rather than “新聞誌”. Both of them said it was first issued in 1864. In September of the 19th year of 

Meiji, the book department of the General Affairs Bureau of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Japan published 

a catalogue for newspapers and magazines (図書課目録新聞雑誌部), which clearly stated Kaigai Shimbun 

was formerly named “新聞誌”. 

Orientation and Characteristics of Trans-editing 

Integrated overseas information and social news. It was stated in Issue No. 2 of Kaigai Shimbun that 

the newspaper was edited in a way that even children could understand. The newspaper translated into Japanese 

the English newspapers the British ships brought to the port of Yokohama twice a month, and reprinted the 

political and economic news of Britain and the U.S., providing more information than official newspapers 

(Yamamoto, 2007, p. 7). In each issue, the exact date of the arrival of the mail ship was recorded. For example, 

at the beginning of the first issue were these words, “on March 13, the second year of Genji, the British ‘courier 

ship’ (飛脚船, a regular sea-going vessel carrying postal mails, cargos, and passengers) arrived at the port and 

we got the latest newspapers”. The central section of Kaigai Shimbun covered politics, diplomacy, trade, and 

events in Britain, the U.S., and other countries, particularly the America Civil War, and closely followed the 

assassination of President Lincoln. 

The sections were clearly divided by country, the U.S., Britain, France, Spain, Italy, and Holland. For 

example: 

[Warfare] Item No. 6 (May 26, the first year of Keio, arrived by ship mail) 

The U.S.: April 6, the South defeated the North in the Civil War. About 50,000 soldiers including 5 

generals and 14 artillery pieces were captured. 

[Diplomacy] Item No. 3 (April 12, the second year of Genji, arrived by ship mail) 

Spain: March 2, Moses Robles (摩西罗伯斯) said that the Edo Hyojosho (評定所, the highest judicial 

body in the Edo period, i.e., the supreme court) and Peru had begun discussing the conclusion of a treaty and 

the submission of written documents. 

[Politics] Item No. 1 

Prussia: The people of Prussia suffer from heavy taxation, as seen from the trials of the judicial officials. 
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[Social events] Item No. 26 (September 28, the second year of Keio, arrived by ship mail) 

Britain: A steam boiler exploded on a ship of an oil refinery at the Clock Tower. Two people died on the 

spot, and a total of 30 people were injured (some careless person in charge was said to be responsible for this 

because the boiler was left boiling dry). 

Attention to business information and advertising. Kaigai Shimbun had published a number of news 

about the changes of raw silk price in China, Japan, and Western countries. Statistics showed that all the 26 

issues of Kaigai Shimbun had reported on the raw silk price, except for three issues (No. 2, 13, and 24). Among 

them, No. 3, 5, 6, 8, 11, 15, 16, 17, 19, 23, and 26 reported on the raw silk price in China. At that time, Japan 

had a dramatic increase in its raw silk export because of the prevalence of the silkworm disease in France, the 

main producer of silk in Europe, in the 1850s and 1860s, while high-end silk merchants were looking for 

cheaper raw materials. Thus the demand for raw silk production rose in Asia. As a result of the Opium War and 

the Taiping Rebellion, the quality of Chinese raw silk declined while the quality of the goods exported overseas 

remained well, news item No. 5 on the raw silk price read, “the price of high-quality raw silk in China has been 

persistently high. So is the price of raw silk in Japan” (Inoue, 2019, p. 69). 

Kaigai Shimbun valued the authenticity of news, and also timeliness and advertising. The newspaper 

advertised the trade and overseas markets of foreigners staying in Japan, which was of great interest to the local 

people of Yokohama and the foreign merchants staying there. Issue No. 2 stated “the newspaper can accept and 

translate the hikifuda (引き札, advertisements for the opening of a store or for sales and promotion) from 

foreigners living in Yokohama”. Issue No. 18 opened a hikifuda section for placing advertisements. The 

pioneering practice of advertising in Kaigai Shimbun was of great significance to the development of Japanese 

newspapers at its early stage and later. In 1875, Kishida Ginko put advertisements in the Yomiuri Shimbun six 

days in a row for Japan’s first Western-style eye medicine “Seikisui” (精錡水). 

Domesticating translation of proper nouns. Kaigai Shimbun translated the names of political organizations 

and official positions in Western countries all with Japanese ideas. The “parliament” was translated as “評定所” 

(the assessment office), the “prime minister” as “大老” (Tairo, the great elder), the “minister of state” as “時務

宰相” (Jimu Saisho, prime minister of affairs), and the “governor” and other local officials as “大名” (daimyo). 

This way of domesticating translation was intended to facilitate the newspaper reading of the Japanese. This 

could be a suggestion by Ginko (Inoue, 2019, p. 66). In Issue No. 16 (November 21, 1865, the first year of 

Keio), there appeared two translations of “America”, one as “米利堅” and the other “アメリカ”.  

The news in Kaigai Shimbun was written in hiragana (平仮名), katakana (片仮名), and kanji (漢字). In 

modern Japanese, the sentence “英の11月10日の新聞紙ニ（に）記載せしニハ（には）此国の大老……” was 

not written correctly. The katakana “ニ” as an auxiliary word to indicate time or place should be written as 

“に”, and the katakana “ハ” should be written as the hiragana “は”. 

Introduction of the Western Journalism Concept by Kaigai Shimbun 

After Heco arrived in the U.S., everything there was quite different from what he had known before. In his 

autobiography, he described the foreigners he saw, their eating habits, and the way they lived. The Americans 

also told Heco and the other Japanese with him about their country and about China across the sea from Japan. 

In the eighth chapter of Volume I of Heco’s autobiography, he wrote: 

The next country he pointed to was a small spot; he said “Japan,” and “Jeddo,” and pointed at us. This we did not 
understand exactly, but supposed that he meant this to be our country, although the name he used was wrong, for we never 
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knew our country by such a name, and the spot on the chart seemed altogether too small for Dai Nippon (since we were 
told and taught to believe that our country was large). He then pointed out a large tract of land, West of “Japan,” and 
pronounced the name “China.” We did not understand what country he meant, because we never had heard of such a place 
as “China,” for amongst our common people, and in fact amongst all Japanese, the names by which we called China were 
“Kara,” “Nanking,” or “Tō-goku.” (The Narrative of a Japanese, 1895, Vol. I, Chapter VIII, p. 66) 

In the sixth chapter of his autobiography, Heco described the different scenes between the U.S. and Japan: 

In about 10 or 15 minutes we had landed and walked up to the town. Here for the first time I saw what a foreign city 
was like. The streets were broad and paved with stones and tiles, with side-walks for foot passengers, and the centre of the 
way for horses and wheeled traffic. The houses were much larger than in our own country, some of them two or three 
storeys high, built of brick and stone, and though some of them were of wood, still even they were large and spacious. 
There were numerous shops of all kinds, with goods displayed in large glass windows, hotels, restaurants, drinking places, 
horses, carts and carriages. And all the people looked busy and the place seemed lively and prosperous. And in fact it 
appeared to me much like the City of Yedo with the exception of the carts which were here drawn by horses instead of by 
men or cows and bullocks as they are in our country. (The Narrative of a Japanese, 1895, Vol. I, Chapter IX, p. 89) 

In the fourth chapter of Volume II of Heco’s autobiography, he mentioned the background of founding 

Kaigai Shimbun. The Shogun returned from Kyoto, and the control over newspapers was loosened, so Heco 

had the chance to publish a newspaper: 

June 28th. The Yedo public are keeping high holiday in celebration of the Shogun’s safe return (by water) from Kioto. 
In the course of this month I began the publication of the Kaigai Shimbun, a Japanese newspaper printed with wooden type 
and containing a summary of foreign news. This was the first newspaper ever printed and published in the Japanese 
language. It continued to be issued from this date until I left for Nagasaki—a period of about two years. (The Narrative of 
a Japanese, 1895, Vol. II, Chapter IV, p. 53) 

Kaigai Shimbun laid the foundation for non-official Japanese newspapers, and the newspapers published 

later all took Kaigai Shimbun as an example. The newspapers and periodicals published before the Meiji 

Restoration were the germ of Japanese newspapers, which prepared the necessary human resources, 

experiences, and equipment for modern Japanese newspapers. In 1868, Kishida Ginko founded a brochure-style 

newspaper, Yokohama Shinpo Zuihitsu (横浜新報随筆, 新報随筆 for short), to introduce domestic and 

international situations with popular and easy-to-understand news reports. The articles were clear and plain, 

aiming to serve the common people (Honda, 2004, p. 285), trying to make the news understandable to every 

reader, which was in line with Kaigai Shimbun’s idea that “even children could understand”. 

Starting with Kaigai Shimbun, many newspapers were oriented to introduce the social conditions in 

European and American countries. With the assistance of English-speaking Japanese, modern newspapers and 

periodicals were published one after another, such as Bankoku Shimbunshi (万国新聞紙, The International 

Newspaper, first published in 1867), Kakkoku Shimbunshi (各国新聞紙 , The World Newspaper), and 

Yokohama Shinpo (横浜新報, first published in 1868), Kanban Kaigai Shimbun (官板海外新聞, The Official 

Overseas News, first published in 1870), and Nisshin Shinjishi (日新真事誌, first published in 1872). The 

Overseas News published by the Translation Bureau in 1873 and The Overseas News published by the 

non-governmental organization Tokyo Hiroyoshi Housein 1876 were well-known newspapers in Japan at that 

time. In 1870, the first Japanese daily newspaper Yokohama Mainichi was founded and published in Yokohama, 

printed on foreign paper in type. The newspaper was gradually regarded by the Japanese as a fashionable thing 

from the Western civilization and became popular (Ning, 1981, pp. 9-11), and the social position of the 

newspaperman was greatly improved. 
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Before the Meiji Restoration, it was very difficult for Heco to run a newspaper because the idea of 

“respecting the Emperor and expelling foreigners” prevailed in Japan. At that time Kaigai Shimbun did not 

have a wide readership, and the circulation was far from Heco’s expectation. As the newspaper was published 

at Heco’s residence, the foreign settlements, it was naturally rejected by Japanese people. For more than two 

centuries of Japan’s isolation, the shogunate, in order to maintain the unity of the country, had been shaping the 

image of foreigners as barbarians through diplomacy, foreign trade, and international communication, thus 

many Japanese were hostile to foreigners and even Japanese associated with foreigners, treating them as 

invaders. In the early years of Japan’s opening up to the outside world, some foreigners were assassinated, 

because the conservative class of Japanese society had a strong ideology of expelling the “uninvited guests” 

(foreigners residing in Japan). Although the intellectual ability or professional interests of a small number of 

Japanese drove them to read foreign newspapers, ordinary people were reluctant to communicate with 

foreigners, let alone read foreign newspapers. Like other foreign-language newspapers founded by foreigners, 

Kaigai Shimbun had a small circulation, and changes of the overseas situation were an important reason. From 

the time when the shogunate was forced to open the country to the Meiji Restoration period, the pressure from 

Western powers and the defeats of the Qing Dynasty in the two opium wars greatly influenced Japanese 

people’s way of thinking, and most of them were hostile to foreigners. 

Heco’s Spreading Western Culture to the East and the Origin of Japanese Journalism 

At the end of the shogunate era when the idea of “rejecting foreigners” prevailed, the overseas news, free 

thoughts, local conditions and customs of European and American countries published by Heco in Kaigai 

Shimbun conveyed facts of the world and changes of the times, exerting positive influence on Japanese people 

with the ambition to open the country, and contributing to the civilization and modernization of Japanese 

society. Heco’s newspaper activities were not profit-seeking and broadened the horizons of Japanese people at 

the end of the shogunate era. 

After Heco stopped running newspapers, he moved to Nagasaki in 1866 and made contributions to the 

Japanese government’s response to the rapidly changing international environment, foreign trade, and foreign 

affairs. In the economic aspect, Heco was devoted to the establishment and development of Japanese industry. 

Based in Kobe and Nagasaki, the centers of foreign trade and international negotiations, Heco was engaged in 

coal mining in Takashima, building Kobe export trade port and supporting an electric light company. In 1869, 

Heco took part in the building of the Osaka Mint. In 1872, he entered the Ministry of Finance and under the 

leadership of Shibusawa Eiichi compiled the national banking regulations involving the export of tea and the 

operation of milled rice companies, making every effort for the modernization of the newly-born Japan. 

Heco’s overseas life experience had a great influence on Japanese politicians and their policies during the 

Meiji period. In 1867, the samurai and politician Kido Takayoshi (1833-1877) who was one of the three giants 

of the Meiji Restoration who led the movement to overthrow the shogunate, and his follower Ito Hirobumi 

(1841-1909), a politician and one of the nine genro of the Meiji period, paid a visit to Heco in Nagasaki to ask 

about the history, culture, state system, and political development of the U.S. and Britain, and learned about the 

democratic political institutions Heco directly heard from President Lincoln. 

Nakagawa Tsutomu, the Japanese translator of Heco’s English autobiography, wrote in an article “幕末の

漂流者濱田彦蔵の自伝を読んで”: When I studied at the University of Tokyo, my teacher Ono Hideo once 

said Heco was the first publisher of the Japanese newspaper. Ono Hideo (1885-1977) was the founder of 



JOSEPH HECO AND THE ORIGIN OF JAPANESE JOURNALISM 

 

100 

modern journalism research and education in Japan, and was the author of The History of the Development of 

Japanese Journalism (日本新聞発達史), The Origin of Journalism (新聞原論), and The History of Japanese 

Journalism (日本新聞史). Chikamori Haruyoshi, a Japanese historian and the author of Joseph Heco (ジョセ

フ＝ヒコ) and People in the History of Japanese Journalism (人物日本新聞史), called Heco “the father of 

Japanese journalism” (Chikamori, 1963, p. 2). Kaigai Shimbun was a milestone in the history of Japanese 

journalism. 

Before he started the newspaper, Heco had a strong belief that in the world situation at that time, one must 

know what was going on in the world, so newspapers were indispensable. The newspaper was intended to 

promote the civilization and enlightenment of Japan, and opened the door for Japanese people to the new 

knowledge from Europe and America before the Meiji Restoration. After the Restoration in 1868, the Japanese 

government realized that newspapers could help to promote the civilization and enlightenment policy. The 

government document to the newspaperman in 1871 showed the government’s position on newspapers: 

Newspapers should aim at enlightening people; for that purpose, newspapers must break down the stubborn and 

narrow-minded way of thinking, and act as the pioneer of civilization (Uchikawa & Arai, 1986). Japanese 

people began to enjoy reading newspapers, as the popular folk song went: We rely on newspapers to promote 

enlightenment; reading newspapers is the shortcut; we should abandon all the bad habits, and continue to be 

enlightened every day (Yomiuri Shimbun, April 21, 1876). 

By reviewing Joseph Heco’s experience in running a newspaper, tracing back to the origin of the Japanese 

journalism, it can be pointed out that newspapers have played an important role in the modernization of Japan 

by enlightening people’s mind and conveying official policies. Joseph Heco’s life experience in the U.S. for a 

long time enabled him to be familiar with the political system, foreign trade policies, and ways of journalism 

and communication of Western countries. Through the newspaper running activities, Heco took the lead in 

spreading Western culture and enlightening Japanese people. 
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The present study aims to focus on the relationship between gender and everyday life and reflect on the meanings 

of being a woman in the 1950s and the 1960s over Sally Potter’s film Ginger and Rosa (2012a). The 1950s and the 

1960s are marked with significant changes and transformations in terms of the social statuses and everyday lives of 

women in many countries all around the world. Women began to question their gendered roles and performances, 

resist “doing gender” and speak out “the problem that has no name” in these years, which would then evolve into 

the second-wave feminist movement—a significant historical period in women’s history. Therefore, an analysis of 

this specific period is considered significant to understand the relationship between gender and everyday life. Thus, 

the present study first addresses the relationship between gender and everyday life in general terms, discussing the 

social construction of gender and how we are taught to do gender through socialization. Then, it examines women’s 

practices, performances, relationships, conflicts, and resistances in their everyday lives throughout the 1950s and 

the 1960s over the film Ginger and Rosa. Considering the historical, social, and political developments at the time, 

this study tries to explore significant issues within feminist studies such as the relationship between mothers and 

daughters, and female friendship/sisterhood through the characters in the film, and comprehend what it meant to be 

a young girl, a woman, a wife, and a mother in both private and public spheres in these years based upon the 

director’s own experiences and memories. 

Keywords: gender, everyday life, womanhood, socialization, women’s movement 

“The Everydayness of Gender”1: Being a Woman and/or a Man in Everyday Life 
In order to acknowledge and discuss the relationship between gender and everyday life, it is first important 

to underline what is meant and referred by gender. The concept “sex” which is used to indicate the biological 

differences between men and women is not enough to express and represent different femininities and 

masculinities within the society and to explain the characteristics and qualifications that both shape and are 

shaped within the everyday lives of individuals. That is why, along with feminism, the concept “gender” is used 

instead, as femininity and masculinity are cultural constructions and thus change in accordance with the 

historical and social contexts they are constructed within. The distinction between sex and gender is significant 

in that it stresses that femininity and masculinity are not innate and immutable characteristics but identities built 

and shaped by the society. This means that the acts and deeds of individuals living within a certain society 
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define their identities, who they are, via certain social manners and rules of that particular society. Thus, social 

structures and values work as strict and restrictive factors telling women and men who they are and how they 

should live. 

This perspective clearly indicates the relationship between gender and everyday life. The social norms, 

values, and institutions determining and regulating the everyday lives of individuals shape their identities and 

personalities as well, and thus “gender” them (Holmes, 2009, p. 2). Nevertheless, the biological characteristics 

attributed to sex should not be ignored when it comes to gender. The distinction between sex and gender has 

brought along many discussions, and, in time, it has become clear that the relationship between gender and 

everyday life cannot be discussed without mentioning sexed bodies of women and men. Therefore, people’s 

identities and performances in their everyday lives both reflect their relationships with their bodies and 

determine the construction of their genders through these relationships. This means that whether an individual 

has a female or male body is not the sole factor determining their identities and actions in their everyday lives. 

Apart from that (and of course, still related to this), what being a woman or a man means in a certain society at 

a certain historical period, which social definitions, expectations, and performances determine femininity and 

masculinity, and what dominant thoughts and ideas are regarding how to be a woman and a man, all affect and 

shape the existence of individuals.  

We see that many things we do and perform during our everyday lives are directly related to our gender 

and gendered bodies. Everything from our clothes to our attitudes and behaviors are not only related to whether 

we are women or men, but also confirm and maintain the definitions and representations of women and men 

within the society. Besides our appearance and overall attitudes and behaviors, how and why we exist (or not 

exist) the way we do in every area of the society is also closely related to our gender. How a woman or a man 

should behave at home, school, work or in her/his leisure time and/or how s/he is expected to talk to her/his 

friends, family members, children or bosses cannot be considered outside the definitions of women and men of 

that particular society. Those who act and behave outside this set of social expectations face the danger of 

being excluded from the society and are forced to live within pre-determined norms and values. Called as the 

marginal/other in the society, these people are considered to threaten the peace, harmony, and safety of the 

society, which is founded on the firm judgement that there are naturally two types of people: feminine women 

and masculine men (Garfinkel, 1967).  

The structures and foundations of a society have a profound effect on the gendering of individuals as 

women and men. This means that gender is learnt, experienced, and constantly maintained. Holmes suggests 

that certain structures and institutions such as family, education system, and the mass media are “key agents of 

socialization” and play a significant role in teaching people how to be a woman and a man (2009, p. 36). 

Suggesting that gender is socially constructed indicates that people are not only gendered within the 

above-mentioned given social rules, norms, and structures but also born into this established system and, so to 

say, forced to experience and perform certain behaviors in order to comply with their gender-based roles. In his 

book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956), sociologist Erving Goffman likens the social life to a 

drama and individuals to actors playing parts in it. Examining people’s interactions in their everyday lives, 

Goffman (1956, p. 31) calls all the performances and roles people display as “social selves”, one for every 

occasion, any period of time, and each person or groups of persons interacted with; and explains “social self” 

via William James’ words: 
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… we may practically say that he has as many different social selves as there are distinct groups of persons about 
whose opinion he cares. He generally shows a different side of himself to each of these different groups. Many a youth 
who is demure enough before his parents and teachers, swears and swaggers like a pirate among his “tough” young friends. 
We do not show ourselves to our children as to our club companions, to our customers as to the labourers we employ, to 
our own masters and employers as to our intimate friends. (James as cited in Goffman, 1956, p. 31) 

The excerpted paragraph above might seem so simple and ordinary, but, in fact, the examples from 

everyday life are significant in that they show people build their selves and different identities through too 

casual moments and interactions. Goffman (1956) stresses the importance of gender in the performances and 

roles of individuals and says that the social life is lived according to masculine and feminine scripts. His 

argument that everyday life is built upon feminine and masculine performances and roles indicates that gender 

is not an arbitrary category but a vital construction for the maintenance of both everyday life and the 

communication and interaction required within that everyday life. 

Although significant for drawing attention to gendered interactions, performances and roles in everyday 

life, Goffman’s arguments also brought along various criticisms and discussions (Garfinkel, 1967; Kessler & 

McKenna, 1985). Criticisms often focused on the supposedly conscious and deliberate nature of performances 

and roles, and, especially when it comes to gender, the importance of the social factors. One of the most 

striking criticisms to Goffman was Judith Butler’s statement (1990/2010) that gender cannot be reduced to 

mere performances and constructs us as thinking and acting subjects as a whole. According to Butler 

(1990/2010), gender is a social construction that builds the reality in which people live their lives. Individuals 

are defined as women or men based on whether they have female or male bodies at birth, and this gender label 

determines how they will live, how they will be treated, what they can do, and how they should act. Therefore, 

Butler’s main criticism is that gender should be acknowledged as a general way of conceiving/perceiving the 

world that constructs individuals as women and men, rather than mere conscious actions. Though they differ 

and conflict at some points, all these discussions are significant in that they seem to share a common ground: 

Gender is something that one constantly learns, experiences, and performs throughout her/his life. Therefore, in 

the next chapter of this study, the relationship between gender and everyday life will be examined focusing on 

women and their everyday practices, struggles, and performances of femininity. 

Teaching Women Womanhood: “Be the Woman of Your House,  
the Mother of Your Children!” 

The history of feminism does not date back so long. Towards the end of the 18th century, Mary 

Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1796), which has been acknowledged as the 

primary resource in women’s studies even to this day, in an effort to stand up against the restrictions imposed 

upon women to stay at home and away from the public sphere and politics (Holmes, 2009, p. 22)2. Although we 

still have a long way to go, it would not be wrong to say we’ve made a significant progress in our relationship 

with both each other as women and men and with the society we live in, considering all the movements for 

gender equality, the developments and improvements regarding gender in everyday life and the academic 

studies and researches in the field especially since the 1960s. We have already named what Betty Friedan called 

“the problem that has no name” in The Feminine Mystique (1963/2001) where she addressed the constraints and 

                                                                 
2 There are a few feminist resources written before the 18th century; however, Wollstonecraft’s book is accepted as the first 
major work of feminist theory in history (Donovan, 2006, p. 17). 
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distraints of the women living in the America of the 1950s and the 1960s. Moreover, we have fought and still 

fight many battles and fights for achieving gender equality in both private and public spheres within our 

everyday lives. Yet even today, we still witness the binary nature of sex within the foundations of the society 

and experience the advantages and/or disadvantages of being a woman or a man. As the focus of this study will 

be on the 1950s and the 1960s, it is not possible to mention the history of women’s social statuses and 

movements in detail here. However, before discussing the 1950s and the 1960s in particular, it would be useful 

to reflect on learning to be a woman in general. 

“One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman”, says Simone de Beauvoir in her book The Second Sex, 

and continues: “No biological, psychical or economic destiny defines the figure that the human female takes on 

in society; it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature, intermediate between male and eunuch, 

which is described as feminine” (1949/1956, p. 273). Claiming that girls and boys go through the same 

cognitive and physical phases and show the same developmental characteristics to a certain age, Beauvoir 

argues that, unfortunately, this does not stop the discriminatory attitudes and behaviors of parents and the 

society, and girls and boys are gendered through different acts and conditions:  

If, well before puberty and sometimes even from early infancy, she seems to us to be already sexualy determined, this 
is not because mysterious instincts directly doom her to passivity, coquetry, maternity; it is because the influence of others 
upon the child is a factor almost from the start, and thus she is indoctrinated with her vocation from her early years. 
(Beauvoir, 1949/1956, pp. 273-274) 

Beauvoir suggests that girls are thought to be different from boys, and treated as such, using the concepts 

of both psychoanalysis and existentialist philosophy. According to her, the child who tries to exist as a whole 

separating from the mother becomes alienated from her/his own body (Lacan’s mirror phase theory). This 

“sense of abandonment”, in Beauvoir’s account, results in certain behavours in children such as trying to attract 

the attention of adults and making performances in this regard. Girls experience all these processes at a slower 

pace while boys have to go through harder and harsher times. What is at stake here is the fact that girls are 

separated from their mothers much more slowly, are shown affection and care more than boys, and are dressed 

up and almost played with like dolls paves the way for their emotional, fragile, and naïve characters in the 

future. On the other hand, boys are gradually deprived of affection and kisses, are preferred to play outside 

rather than staying at home with their mothers, and are brought up with certain impositions such as “boys don’t 

cry”, which causes them to go through different growth processes than girls. They are coded as the strong and 

tough men of the future even when they are only little children (Beauvoir, 1949/1956, pp. 274-276). Similarly, 

Beauvoir argues that coding the penis of a boy as an indicator of his manhood, a source of pride and displaying 

it as a showpiece is also a significant part of the same gendering process. The genital of a girl is by no means an 

interest for neither the mother nor anyone around her; it receives “no reverence or tenderness” at all;  

in a sense she has no sex organ. She does not experience this absence as a lack; evidently her body is, for her, quite 
complete; but she finds herself situated in the world differently from the boy; and a constellation of factors can transform 
this difference, in her eyes, into an inferiority. (1949/1956, p. 277) 

Moreover, while girls are constantly interfered, restrained, and told how to get dressed, where to go, and 

what to do, boys are consciously set free to do as they please; and girls are held responsible from the household 

chores whereas boys are particularly kept from doing them. Thus, according to Beauvoir, “a vicious circle is 

formed” (1949/1956, pp. 284-285). Girls who do not have the necessary equipment to discover and make sense 
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of the world eventually cannot get to know who they are and build their identities. Oakley (1985), too, argues 

that this socialization within the family is quite significant in teaching girls and boys to act properly according 

to their gender, as how they are treated differently in family has a great effect on the future behaviours and 

characters of the children. What Beauvoir calls the gendering process brings to mind Butler’s conceptualization 

“the girling of the girl” in her book Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (1993, p. 7). 

According to her, children who are declared girls at birth become a part of a social discourse and structure 

surrounding that sex throughout their lives. That is, their sex determines and defines their existence as a whole 

upon this earth. One of Butler’s (1993) most significant and innovative contribution to gender and identity 

discussions is her claim that one in fact has the power to interfere this gendering process. 

The phenomenon “teaching women womanhood” which has been briefly explained in light of the concepts 

and ideas of Beauvoir and Butler above starts to unfold in the 1950s and the 1960s. These years correspond to a 

significant period in the history of women’s struggle for equality when important steps were taken towards 

changing women’s statuses and roles in both their everyday lives and the society, which would then evolve into 

the second wave feminism movement especially at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. The 

1950s and the 1960s welcomed many significant developments and transformations for women in many 

countries around the world. Following the First World War, women started to gain important social and 

political rights in the 1920s and the 1930s, feminist movement began to rise and women finally got out of their 

houses. During the Second World War, they started to take over the positions of men at working places. 

However, in the post-war period, all these developments came to a stop and deteriorated when the belief that 

women belong inside, and not outside, prevailed once again especially among the middle class. This was partly 

due to the Freudian argument linking sex to anatomy, which was spreading among the American middle class. 

According to this argument, being a woman or a man determines their social statuses and their power and value 

in accordance with the opposite sex: “Anatomy is destiny” (Donovan, 2006, p. 115) says Freud. This 

biologically determined belief means that women should live and act like a woman, and men like a man, 

according to their sexes (e.g., their anatomies!), and women should not compete with men for they could easily 

be called deviants and assumed to have pathological tendencies. This Freudian idea attributing a subordinate 

position to women and, according to the feminists of the time, clearly looking down on them forms the basis of 

what Betty Friedan described as the “feminine mystic” (Donovan, 2006, pp. 114-130). 

Although the “feminine mystic” described the mental and social statuses of women in America in the 

1950s and the 1960s, it was not only the American women that confronted the “problem that has no name”. 

Circumstances were quite similar for women all around the world during these post-war times, and Britain was 

no exception. Spencer remarks:  

It would be unwise to consider late 1950s [British] society without examining the way in which the infrastructure of 
that society contained assumptions of, and prescriptions for, adult gender roles. These assumptions in turn affected the 
creation of adult identity in terms of an individual’s expectation of their future life pattern. (2005, p. 23) 

Being a perfect wife and mother was the prerequisite of being a woman, and women were constantly told how 

to act, be feminine—i.e., “ladylike” (Holmes, 2009, p. 34), win and keep their men, and take care of their 

children and houses. Their roles were pre-determined by the society to live up to the ideal woman image. Girls 

were expected to marry not long after school, and, even if they were to work, it had to be only until they got 

married. Married women were not welcome to work, because they belonged inside, taking care of their 
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husbands, children, and the house. Due to the 1944 Education Act, children were sent to grammar, technical or 

secondary schools at the age of 113, and, as the society was highly based on the class division, most of them 

attended the secondary schools and left at the age of 15 with no proper education or qualification (Quinault, 

2001). In fact, the society’s expectations and prescriptions for adult gender roles could be seen in the education 

system, too, as all the girls attending grammar and secondary schools were also given a “domestic science 

education” (Spencer, 2005, p. 51) where they learnt “cookery, household management, darning, sewing and 

even how to iron a shirt properly” (Castelow, n.d.). Higher education was clearly not an option for the majority 

of women, as education, career, and politics were men’s areas and were not included in the ideal woman 

definition. 

Even though women slowly began to work, this was only seen as a part time job besides their real jobs, 

i.e., being housewives. The Beveridge Report published in 1942 in order to establish a welfare state and an 

equal society played a part in women’s employment in post-war Britain. However, the Report was quite 

controversial in that it described domesticity as women’s natural role, unpaid job, and lifelong duty.  

The Report clearly presented “women” as a universal grouping irrespective of class. Any woman falling outside the 
category of dependent “housewife” was designated a “problem”: “There was also the problem of the woman whose 
marriage ceased, not through the death of her husband but through divorce, separation or desertion”. The idea of 
citizenship was a recurrent theme in the rhetoric of the welfare state, but it was a gendered citizenship in which women’s 
private roles, as wives and mothers, were also the most significant part of their role as public citizens. (Spencer, 2005, p. 
24) 

Although the Report was highly criticized due to its strict definitions of gender roles and duties, some 

feminists and researchers also stated that it paved the way for higher employment opportunities for women. 

Indeed, to an extent this might be true because “[t]here was a growing awareness that women’s wartime entry 

into the workforce was not a temporary aberration” (Spencer, 2005, p. 83). And, not surprisingly, women were 

feeling a great uneasiness and dissatisfaction with their positions within the society towards the end of the 

1950s. They were not happy with themselves and their lives, and soon began to question and talk about “the 

problem that has no name” with each other, finally giving way to discussing what the problem actually was. 

The moment when women first started to think about and accept this undefinable emptiness and despair 

they were feeling and realized that they were not alone marks quite a significant turning point in the history of 

women’s struggle. Women started to say “I” and search for their true selves and other possibilities of existence. 

In the 1960s, when the problem was finally named, women gradually left behind their thoughts that they should 

feel ashamed for their distress and they would be excluded from the society should they talk about their 

problems. Sally Potter, the director of the film Ginger and Rosa (2012a), says that she was a teenager during 

the social developments of the 1960s. The daughter of atheist and anarchist parents—“outsiders” she says, 

Potter says she grew up constantly questioning life (Fowler, 2009, p. 127), which, together with the social 

consciousness she had and the historical circumstances she was in, eventually affected her personality, identity, 

and her future works. The film Ginger and Rosa analyzed in the following chapter especially carries significant 

traces of the period during which the director was a teenager, and questions what it meant to be a girl, a woman, 

a wife, and a mother in the 1960s based on her personal experiences. 

                                                                 
3 The 11+ system in education was considered “the first step on the road to adulthood, (…) a turning point” (Spencer, 2005, p. 
167). 
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“I’ll Explode If I Say It!”: The Silent Scream of a Girl in the 1960s 
Ginger and Rosa opens with an image of the atomic bomb dropped on the city of Hiroshima in 1945, 

followed by an image of two women holding hands giving birth to the protagonists of the film Ginger (Elle 

Fanning) and Rosa (Alice Englert). We then see a brief scene of the two little girls swinging hand in hand and 

their mothers standing arm in arm by their side, and the film directly cuts to the year 1962 when Ginger and 

Rosa are now 17-year old young girls. The film then continues with various narratives of the relationships 

between the two girls and the girls and their mothers within the social and historical context of the time. Ginger 

and Rosa addresses the 1960s, a period when the Cold Water was escalating, significant changes occurred 

regarding women’s social rights and roles, and the effects of the social movement known as the Sexual 

Revolution became visible. Especially 1962 was a year of fear due to the Cuban Missile Crisis between the 

USA and the Soviet Union, which caused great panic among people who had to live with the dreadful thought 

that there might be an explosion any time and their lives could come to an end. This social and political 

atmosphere forms the background of the film. The protagonists are two very close friends Ginger and Rosa who, 

on one hand, rebel against their parents and want to grow up quickly to become women, and, on the other hand, 

fear of growing into adults and carrying life’s burden. Throughout the film, we watch the transformation of the 

two girls’ friendship. The film discusses various narratives such as womanhood, motherhood, mother-daughter 

relationships, fear of growing up and fear of death, all surrounding this friendship.  

Ginger is a young girl who questions life and tries to find out who she is and what she wants in life. 

Thanks to the social and political atmosphere she lives in, Ginger starts to reflect on big issues, take an  

interest in politics, and actively participate in marches and protests on the streets and political meetings.    

She mostly occupies herself with serious thoughts and matters rather than the girly stuff that is expected from a 

girl at her age, and she wants to be a poet when she grows up. We watch Ginger, a calm and quite     

character, express her thoughts and feelings through her poetries throughout the film. Her poetries are   

usually about the nuclear crisis and death that occupy her mind day and night; yet she sometimes pours her 

inner world in lines. Rosa, on the contrary, is interested in boys and wants to discover her sexuality and 

femininity. She does not care about social and political matters; she just wants to live her life. Both Ginger and 

Rosa constantly conflict with their mothers, who are housewives that gave up their own lives for the sake of 

their families, and if there is one thing that the girls agree about their future, it is that they do not want to be like 

their mothers.  

At this point, it is possible to say that Ginger has an awareness and consciousness ahead of her time as a 

young woman. Whereas women were just realizing and talking about the “problem that has no name” at the 

beginning of the 1960s, Ginger actively participates in marches and protests as a female activist with a social 

and political consciousness and writes poetries about these matters. In her book The Feminine Mystique 

(1963/2001, p. 32), Betty Friedan says that in the 1950s and at the beginning of the 1960s, women “were taught 

to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy women who wanted to be poets or physicist or presidents”, which 

clearly reveals that women who wanted to exist in such areas that obviously belonged to men could not 

possibly be considered women in those years. A real woman never chases career, education, and politics, as 

these are “the independence and the opportunities that the old-fashioned feminists fought for” (Friedan, 

1963/2001, p. 32). The following dialogue between Ginger and Rosa at the beginning of the film gives the 

audience some clue regarding the characters: 
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Rosa: (Holding an issue of “Girl”, a weekly comic magazine for girls) It says here that a girl’s most important 
possession is her bubbly personality. 

Ginger: Interesting. Do you think Simone de Beauvoir has a bubbly personality? 
Rosa: Who? 
Ginger: That French writer. She is an existentialist. 
Rosa: Maybe she hasn’t read Girl. Says here that boys don’t like girls who are too serious. 
Ginger: Oh. Well even so… Did I tell you that I decided to be a poet? 
Rosa: I thought you were already. 

This dialogue introduces the audience to the different characters and interests of the girls. Ginger’s 

reference to Simone de Beauvoir, a well-known French writer of the time and an important figure in feminist 

theory, can be considered a salute to the feminist character of the director Sally Potter (and hence Ginger, 

which will be mentioned later). 

Like their characters, we can say that the girls have different relationships with the world they live in. We 

do not see Ginger’s social and political awareness in Rosa. Although she might seem breaking the norms by 

hanging out with boys and acting as she pleases and, just like Ginger, does not want to end up like her mother, 

this is more likely an act of disdain for and rebel against her mother, who has been stuck at home, abandoned 

by her husband, and does nothing but complains all the time, rather than social consciousness. When Ginger’s 

father leaves home once again, the two girls talk in the park. Rosa says “Our mothers are pathetic. They don’t 

believe in anything. [Ginger: Or do anything, that’s the point.] Except moaning about stuff. (…) It’s no wonder 

they can’t keep their men”. This brings to mind the “feminine mystic”, according to which women should make 

an effort to win over and keep men. So Rosa’s claim that she does not want to be like her mother is not 

reflected in her actions. Moreover, later in the film, we will watch Rosa have an affair with Ginger’s Casanova 

father Roland (Alessandro Nivola)4, which will eventually bring her to a position she has avoided all her life, in 

her mother’s shoes. Although this affair harms the relationship between the two girls, they still strive to 

maintain their friendship; and in one of their meetings, Ginger says to Rosa “Just wait. He’ll dump you, too, 

when you’re old”. And Rosa replies that he will not as she is pregnant of his child. This also reminds the 

audience of the “feminine mystic”, for Rosa believes that her pregnancy will keep them together forever 

(whereas the audience already know from Rosa’s own words that her father left home when she was a little 

girl); and Ginger, on the other hand, struggles in life thinking things do not turn out like that in real life. 

Ginger’s confrontation with Rosa in this matter can be read as an effort to understand her own mother. 

Throughout the film, we see her thoughts and feelings towards her mother change, and this scene marks an 

important moment in this change. 

Ginger’s relationship with her mother sheds light on one of the main elements of the women’s movement 

gaining strength towards the end of the 1960s: the mother-daughter relationship. Ginger’s mother Natalie 

(Christina Hendricks) married Roland when she was just a child, and took on the responsibilities of being a 

wife and mother even though she was still unaware of the world and who she was. Compromising her identity 
                                                                 
4 Although Roland appears as an activist and a radical who deeply believes in “autonomous thought, personal truth and freedom 
of action” and lives all his life by these three principles standing up against the authority and breaking the rules, we can see that 
his actions and behaviors do not go beyond the so called definitions and norms of masculinity and “masculine men”. Always 
hanging out with his female students who are at Ginger’s age under the name of “breaking the rules”, the audience watch Roland 
as he follows the patriarchal patterns of being a man. Saying “I’ve spent my entire life fighting against tyranny. Not only the 
tyranny of the government but also the tyranny of the ‘shoulds’ and ‘oughts’ of the so called normal family life”, Roland 
continues the same “so called normal family life” with Rosa later on, like the time we see her cooking for him and standing 
waiting for an appreciation and approval, just like Natalie used to do before. 
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and her own life, Natalie tried to fulfill her feminine duties and roles, and in time, was driven into great despair 

and depression. However, we later learn that Natalie actually wanted to receive education and enjoyed playing 

accordion, singing, and painting, but she had to give up on all these when she gave birth to Ginger. Unhappy 

with herself and her life, Natalie’s greatest concern is that her daughter would do the same mistakes that she did 

when she was a teenager and live an unhappy life. This is why Natalie tries to restrain and control Ginger all 

the time and teach her the requirements and responsibilities of being a woman in order to prepare her for life. 

What Natalie calls mistake is getting married at an early age without knowing anything about domesticity, 

marriage, and being an adult. Thus, she constantly gets angry with Ginger for spending too much time playing 

around with Rosa. The discussion Natalie has with Ginger upon going to her school to ask them to assign her 

daughter with more “domestic science” courses is important in signifying the mother-daughter relationships of 

the time. We hear Natalie say: “When I had you I was a teenager. A teenager! I didn’t know how to boil a 

bloody egg. (…) I just don’t want you to struggle like I did”. And Ginger gives a quite striking answer for her 

time: “But I’m never going to have any babies. Never! I don’t want to be like you!”  

Natalie and Ginger’s argument brings to mind Beauvoir’s words about mother-daughter relationships:  

the daughter is for the mother at once her double and another person, the mother is at once overweeningly affectionate 
and hostile towards her daughter; she saddles her child with her own destiny: a way of proudly laying claim to her own 
femininity and also a way of revenging herself for it. (1949/1956, p. 285) 

Beauvoir states that women were feeling a rage inside which they cannot define, describe, and understand due 

to the situation they were in within the society, and that this rage guided them raising their daughters. 

According to her, women were taught to befriend other girls, to sew, do housework and cook, and to take care 

of herself and be attractive (1949/1956, pp. 285-287). Girls learn, then, how a woman should be and act first 

from their mothers, the cornerstone of the family, and then from the school, two fundamental institutions of the 

society5.  

Ginger’s words “I don’t want to be like you!” are no doubt an indicator of a way of thinking ahead of her 

time, and her strict attitude towards having children stems from her inner conflict against fulfilling the gender 

roles of the time. Ginger’s attitude reminds the connection E. Ann Kaplan made between the Second Wave 

Feminism and motherhood:  

I think (…) at that time feminism was very much a movement of daughters. (…)[F]eminism was in part a reaction 
against our mothers who had tried to inculcate the patriarchal “feminine” in us, much to our anger. This made it difficult 
for us to identify with Mothering and to look from the position of the Mother. Unwittingly, then, we repeated the 
patriarchal omission of the Mother. (2000a, p. 466) 

Friedan also makes similar arguments regarding mother-daughter relationships: “In my generation, many 

of us knew that we did not want to be like our mothers, even when we loved them. We could not help but see 

their disappointment” (1963/2001, pp. 65-66). Friedan says that the teenage girls she spoke with also said that 

they did not want to be like their mothers, and, for that sake, they could not be themselves, either. And, unlike 

the specialists claiming that the problem stemmed from the fact that girls had the same education as boys but 

when they got back to the real life, they could not adapt to their roles, Friedan related the problem with girls’ 

fear of growing up. She suggests that when girls come to an age to shape their lives, make their own decisions, 

and find out who they are, they avoid discovering their identities and do not want to grow up, and, thus, end up 
                                                                 
5 Remember the “gendering” nature of the social institutions and structures shaping individuals’ identities. 
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getting married and being a wife and mother at an early age. Friedan calls this simply as fear of growing up, 

and, according to her, this is a problem of identity caused by the feminine mystic (1963/2001, pp. 65-68). 

Ginger and Rosa follows the traces of the untold problem that women thought they would explode if they 

said it in the 1950s and the 1960s, and presents the terrifying effects of the growing women’s movement and 

the Sexual Revolution on the traditional patriarchal family structure and the relationships between people 

around the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. The overall theme of the Cuban Missile Crisis forms the basis of the 

narrative addressing the above-mentioned issues. The social and political atmosphere of the time and the 

everyday practices and struggles of women are shown in the film through not only the characters but also 

cinematographic and technical choices. The mise-en-scène of the film is the most striking example of this, and 

a significant representation of both everyday life and “the everydayness of gender” (Holmes, 2009, p. 4). 

Meaning “putting into the scene” in French, mise-en-scène expresses “the director’s control over what appears 

in the film frame” and includes everything from setting and lighting to the costumes and behaviors and 

performances of the figures (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 112). 

The first mise-en-scène contributing to the narrative in Ginger and Rosa is the setting and the use of 

spaces. Especially the kitchen is considered important in picturing Natalie as the woman of the house and 

emphasizing the perception of womanhood at the time, focusing on motherhood. Throughout the film, we 

watch Natalie cooking with her apron on, setting the table, cleaning out, or sitting tired and unhappy in her 

morning gown. This female image both gives significant clues regarding the women/womanhood of the time 

and represents the devoted mother and wife. Moreover, seeing inside Ginger’s house and witnessing the 

everyday lives of and relationships between the family members is also an important factor in terms of the 

upcoming social developments and transformations considering the social and historical context of the film. As 

prior to the 1950s, it was unlikely that the audience is given the chance to be welcome in the houses and 

everyday lives of the characters in films. Thus, calling Ginger and Rosa a new kind of “kitchen-sink drama”6, 

critic and poet Sophie Mayer says “It seems very familiar to us now, but at the time it was a huge shock to 

depict people in their kitchens. […] There was no consciousness in film of that kind of domestic life” (Potter, 

2013). There was, also, no social consciousness regarding the dynamics and power relationships within 

everyday domestic life. Therefore, as audiences our involvement in the houses, everyday lives and private 

spaces of the characters in Ginger and Rosa might be read as an introduction to the social and political 

atmosphere that was about to change and the women’s movement on the horizon towards the 1960s. 

The second element of mise-en-scène in the film is lighting. Not long after she moves to her father’s house, 

Ginger finds out that Rosa and her father are having an affair. She cannot take seeing Rosa near her father all 

the time, and one day she knocks on her mother’s door. Walking into the house with Ginger through the eyes of 

the camera, the audience sees inside the house, which was always dark and gloomy until that moment, in light 

colors this time, shining bright with daylight. The closed curtains are now open, and there sits a canvas and 

paintings in front of the bright window. We understand that Natalie has finally started to paint again, just like 

                                                                 
6 “Kitchen-sink drama” is a cultural movement in drama, television, cinema, art, and literature emerged in England towards the 
end of the 1950s and continued in the 1960s. Aiming to show the domestic conditions of the working class to the audience/reader, 
the movement tried to shed light on the social and political problems of the time from a socio-realistic perspective. The cultural 
products of the time were quite realistic and rough compared to previous periods. Therefore, the movement was considered to 
develop parallel to the British New Wave in the UK and the French New Wave in France in cinema in the 1950s and the 1960s. 
This indicates that the social and historical context on which the present study is based is a significant historical process where 
major changes and transformations were observed worldwide. 
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she used to do before she got married and had children. The change inside the house, one of the main spaces 

within the film, is striking. This conscious use of lighting and illumination tells the audience that Natalie, now 

free of the burdens and responsibilities imposed on her as a woman, gets the chance to turn to herself, be herself, 

and finally be happy; and that maybe, nothing would ever be the same again. Therefore, through mise-en-scène, 

it is possible to express the changes in both characters’ moods and the narrative as in temporal and spatial 

differences. Just like the director Frederico Fellini says, “[l]ight is everything. It expresses ideology, emotion, 

colour, depth, style. It can efface, narrate, describe” (Bordwell & Thompson, 2008, p. 126). 

Another important aspect of mise-en-scène is costumes and make-up. The most important example in 

Ginger and Rosa is Ginger’s clothes. As we have discussed earlier, acting ahead of the definitions and roles of 

woman/hood of the time, Ginger usually wears jeans, baggy sweaters, jumpers, and oversized coats and does 

not care about her appearance (as she should have!). This is most likely one of her strategies of resistance and 

opposition to the dominant definitions and roles regarding women. In The Feminine Mystique, Friedan says:  

One woman told me that she gave up her job in television to become “just a housewife” because her husband 
suddenly decided his troubles in his own profession were caused by her failure to “play the feminine role”, she was trying 
to “compete” with him; she wanted “to wear the pants”. (1963/2001, p. 245) 

This and many similar examples Friedan gives show that women are never welcome to wear pants, interfere 

with “men’s businesses” and be present and active in “men’s areas” and, in fact, in any area within the society 

outside the house, and this makes men extremely uncomfortable. Behind this uneasiness and insecurity lies the 

belief that women’s involvement in every aspect of the society would shake its foundations. In the film, we 

notice that Rosa, who at the beginning wears the same clothes as Ginger, changes the way she gets dressed 

towards the end of the film to attract Ginger’s father. Rosa begins to be more feminine, do her hair differently, 

and wear make-up, which, as a woman, brings her closer to the expectations and norms of the society.  

All the above-described elements of mise-en-scène indicate that Ginger and Rosa tries to depict women’s 

everyday practices and struggles of a certain historical and social period on both a narrative and visual basis. 

The director Sally Potter explains why she chose the 1960s for the film as follows:  

It was a transition, real transition period. Between the postwar fifties—domesticity, people happy to be alive after the 
Second World War, wanting to build a home, make a family, make a nest. Women were pushed back into the home after 
having been active in the Second World War. It was a big Doris Day moment for women, which didn’t suit all women. 
And for men, I think many were deeply traumatized by war in one way or another, men were like life at any cost. So I 
think quite a confusing transition in that regard. But 1962 is very much before the sixties as we think of it. Before the 
explosions and before the liberation movements before the music and the political revolution. And it was at the height of 
the Cold War. (…) It was so many things happening at once without a sort of language or kind of moral or ethical code, or 
even ways of thinking about what was happening. A lot of confusion. A tough time for girls to grow up. Tough. (Potter, 
2012b) 

All these uncertainties and developments caused people to feel insecure and anxious regarding the future, 

and the threat of a nuclear war led them to live in fear. The opening scene of the Hiroshima atomic bomb in 

1945 and the following images of the lives of the characters could be considered a reference to both the actual 

threat of a nuclear bomb in the film and the metaphoric bombs to be dropped in the lives of the characters 

towards the end of the film. The fear and threat of a possible explosion that might end people’s lives seems to 

be only the visible part of much deeper personal problems and fears: The fear of death is used as a symbolic 

indicator of the fears lying deep inside Ginger’s soul.  
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Having high social awareness and responsibility for a girl at her age, Ginger is interested in social and 

political issues, not girly matters. Ginger drags Rosa to secret political meetings and participates in marches and 

protests with her mother’s friends. The scene in which Ginger’s fears surface is when the narrative unfolds for 

the audience, and we come to understand the meanings behind the words “I’ll explode if I say it!” repeated 

throughout the film. Trying hard to sink in the affair of Rosa and her father, Ginger turns in on herself even 

more and abandons herself to streets, political marches and protests. What at first begins as the fear of losing 

her best friend and her father upon Rosa’s betrayal turns into the fear that the world will come to an end as she 

lives with this truth that she cannot understand or tell anyone. Because if Ginger tells what she knows out loud, 

her world will come crashing down, everything she knows will disappear, the order will be broken, and the 

relationships will never be the same again. Therefore, Ginger keeps the affair as a secret and tries to act normal 

to everyone including Rosa, her father, and her mother. However, this act of normal does not last long and 

causes great traumas in Ginger. Finding out about Rosa’s pregnancy causes Ginger’s buried trauma to surface. 

In one of the protests she attends, Ginger is taken into custody, where a doctor diagnoses her with depression. 

So her mother and her friends try to find out what the problem is, and Ginger hardly manages to say “I’ll 

explode if I say it!” in tears; and at that moment, the audience understand that the explosion she has been 

talking about all along is the explosion inside her. “We’re all going to die!” cries Ginger, and understanding 

that she is not talking about the nuclear war, Bella (Annette Benning) asks her what she really means. Finally, 

Ginger tells them Roland has been sleeping with Rosa, and the dreaded bomb drops. Panicking so much of 

what she has just said, Ginger says “I’ve got to get onto the streets… the leaflets… don’t you understand? The 

world might be about to end”, and the audience acknowledges that Ginger has been trying to cover her own 

trauma by saying they should be doing something otherwise they would all die.  

It is quite under stable that Ginger has difficulty in understanding, accepting, and speaking of the affair of 

her father and her friend and associates it with death considering the patriarchal family structure and 

pre-determined gender roles of the time. This, indeed, tears down the “feminine mystic” and undermines the 

clearly determined concepts and values such as womanhood, manhood, and family, all of which form the very 

basis of the society. Similar to Julia Kristeva’s remarks on women who are estranged from the male language 

and suffer as they speak (Kaplan, 2000b, p. 93), Ginger also believes that she will suffer if she speaks and 

remains silent. However, that she finally manages to break her silence and talk at the end of the film might be 

read as a clue of the upcoming women’s movement and sexual revolution. Maybe in this story that begins with 

an explosion, it is possible to assume that Ginger leads the way for future developments as a young girl who 

does not fit into the pre-defined roles and eventually causes another explosion. This explosion not only solves 

Ginger’s inner trauma but also reveals the problem and sets an example for others suffering from it. 

We watch Ginger confront and understand her mother and, in time, be by her side. Ginger’s return to her 

mother might as well be a development that would change the saying “I never want to be like my mother!” and 

transform the conventional thoughts regarding motherhood and mother-daughter relationship. At this point, E. 

Ann Kaplan’s words might shed light on Ginger’s return to her mother, stressing feminists’ one-sided 

relationships with their mothers in the 1960s: “we were unable to see that the mother was as much a victim of 

patriarchy as ourselves [feminists], constructed as she is by a whole series of discourses, including the 

psychoanalytic, the political, and the economic” (2000b, p. 173). The film closes with Ginger’s final lines she 

writes in her notebook at the hospital’s waiting room where Natalie was admitted upon her suicide attempt 

when she finds out Rosa’s pregnancy: 
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We had a dream… 
That we would always be best friends. 
When we were born, 
For some, it was the end. 
Now… 
It seems there may not be tomorrow. 
But despite the horror… and the sorrow, 
I love our world. 
I want us all to live. 
Now Rosa… 
You’ve asked me to forgive. 
One day… if mom survives this bitter night, 

Then we shall meet again. 
And I will say… 
I loved you, Rosa. 
Don’t you see? 
But we’re different. 
You dream of everlasting love. 
Not me. 
Because what really matters… 
Is to live. 
And if we do, 
There will be nothing to forgive. 
But I’ll forgive you anyway. (Potter, 2012a) 

Her mother’s suicide attempt forces Ginger to face her fear of losing her. Ever since she finds out about 

the affair, Ginger starts seeing her mother from a different perspective and slowly understanding her. The 

change in the way she sees her mother is in fact part of her story of growing up. And this confrontation will 

lead to many others in life, and, eventually, to a promising future. As her final lines show what really matters is 

being alive, and if her mother lives and Ginger could be with her, only then Ginger would forgive Rosa and 

step into a life away from the “feminine mystic”. 

For girls at the age of 16-17 (Ginger and Rosa in the film), Sally Potter says “they both have the needs of a 

child and the aspirations of an adult and in a social setting, where there aren’t too many rules or boundaries 

where there’s a lot of freedom, Yet there’s also a real cost to that freedom”. Potter states that she chose to tell 

the story from the perspective of a young girl through the relationships of both the two girls and the girls and 

their mothers as she has a particular interest in young girl’s transition to adulthood. Having a feminist 

background, she suggests that these relationships are extremely significant in the developments, identity 

constructions, and lives of women. Once a young girl herself, Potter says she had close friendships like Ginger 

and Rosa and recalls that female friendships were considered insignificant in those times: “These are serious, 

big relationships in which girls discover their beliefs about God and politics and how to shrink your jeans and 

all the important things. And they’re passionate relationships” (Potter, 2012b). 

It would not be wrong to assume that Ginger and Rosa cannot be analyzed without addressing Sally 

Potter’s character and personality, and the focus of the story is women’s narratives and the relationship between 

women. The film could be read as a multi-layered narrative consisting of stories about being a young girl, being 

a woman, and being a mother. Trying to communicate different states of womanhood within everyday life from 

the adolescence of Ginger and Rosa and their relationships with their mothers to the mothers’ positions and 

roles both inside the house and in the society, Potter wants to build a narrative to draw attention to gender roles 

from the perspective of a woman. The film emphasizes the importance of female friendships and relationships 

and not staying silent, talking and acting in shaping the identities of women and determining their positions and 

roles within the society.  

Instead of a Conclusion 
Ginger and Rosa bears many traces of the director Sally Potter’s personality, identity, and life. In fact, 

many audience and critics agree that the film includes autobiographical elements. Potter, too, states that the 

story is not completely autobiographical, but “[e]very story to some degree has to draw on personal experience” 
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(Potter, 2012c). The most striking example in the film is the character Ginger, who resembles significantly the 

young Potter when she was a teenager. Born in 1949 and almost at the same age as Ginger in 1962 during the 

Cuban Missile Crisis, Potter reveals that she clearly remembers those times. She grew up witnessing the effects 

of the Hiroshima atomic bomb and personally attended the marches and protests that Ginger attends in 1962. 

Potter remembers that people were completely horrified; she herself was thinking that the world might come to 

an end, and it was a terrifying period of time. Moreover, it is rather meaningful and beyond mere visual concern 

that Potter asked Elle Fanning, the actress playing Ginger, to dye her hair red just like herself. And, though in 

the film Ginger and Rosa were two young girls at the age of 17, Elle Fanning was only 13 at the time, Potter’s 

age in the year 1962. Potter wants to draw attention to the relationship between the personal and the political7 

and associate the everyday crises and challenges to global crises and problems which might sometimes seem so 

far away but, in fact, they are not. Potter claims that there are parallels between people’s fears and concerns in 

the past and today. She says the primary feeling in such crises is desperation, and due to that, “there’s a 

universalism to the story” (Potter, 2012d).  

Sally Potter addresses many issues that we today are conscious and have an awareness of in Ginger and 

Rosa that takes place in the 1960s and shot today. As a feminist woman, Potter wanted to focus on domestic 

everyday life and family relationships, and women’s positions in the house and the society through Ginger’s 

mother. Potter surely did not ignore the fact that women were unaware that the feminist movement was going 

to begin real soon in 1962. In an interview on this matter, Potter says:  

When my mother died in 2010, I remembered—in a way, painfully—the struggles of her and the women of her 
generation, and experienced them as ... silent partners in the beginning of the time of change in the 1960s. Women, who, in 
many ways, were sacrificed for that change. (Potter, 2013) 

This social awareness of Potter is highly visible in Ginger and Rosa, and the director pays homage to all the 

women who suffered, struggled, and resisted by dedicating the film to her mother in the end credits saying “In 

loving memory of Caroline Potter, 1930-2010”.  
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