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MEDIA AND ANIMALS 



“when you look into their eyes, you know somebody is 
home” 

(Blackfish, 2013, Dir. Gabriela Cowperthwaite) 

ANIMAL SENTIENCE 
AND THE MEDIA 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w2vG_Ifu4zg#t=17


THE ‘BLACKFISH   EFFECT’ 

CNN Entertainment, 16 Dec 2013 Huffington Post, 12 Sept. 2013 
Pixar  change the 

depiction of  a marine 
park in their film 



March 2014: Assemblyman Richard Bloom introduces the Orca Welfare and Safety Act  
‘illegal to "hold in captivity, or use, a wild-caught or captive-bred orca for performance or 

entertainment purposes…’  

THE ‘BLACKFISH   EFFECT’ 

CBS News, 7 March 2014 



4.1% decline in SeaWorld attendance in 2013 
Dip in the price of  SeaWorld stock following the announcement of  Assembly Bill 2140. 

Shaped the public understanding of  killer whales. 
Framed as emotional, intelligent beings with their own interests and needs. 

THE ‘BLACKFISH   EFFECT’ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w2vG_Ifu4zg#t=17


• Film and media shape public understanding of  
animals. 

• Media construct our access to the reality of  animal 
lives.  

KEY POINT 1 



2. CONTINUUM OF 
REPRESENTATIONS 

 Anthropomorphic animals : 
humans in animal skins 

Factual depictions of  
documentaries and wildlife 
films. 

Representations that 
demonize animals; conflict 
with humans. 



Representations have context: Much of  what we get 
from mainstream media is conditioned by commercial 

imperatives and the need to engage audiences 
 but… 

they can, as Blackfish suggests, have direct as well as 
indirect implications for corporate reputations and 

policy change.  

KEY POINT 3 



BLACKFISH 

• Jan. 2013: Blackfish premiered at the Sundance film festival. Picked up 
by Magnolia Pictures. 

 
• July 2013: Released in cinemas until October 2013. 
 
• Oct. 2013: First television airing on CNN. #Blackfish reported to be 

trending on social media. 
 
• Audience viewing figures and social 
media response reported to 
have “exceeded all predictions”. 



• Predicting the success of  a film is notoriously difficult. 
 
• Marketing and promotional strategies 
• Audience interest/ trends 
• Other media interest 
• Timing 
• Content and message of  the particular film or programme 
• Luck 

BLACKFISH  SUCCESS? 



• Limited release, showing initially on only 5 screens. 
• Distributor waits for word-of-mouth to build, creating audience 

demand. 
• Create ‘buzz’ 
• Use (inexpensive) marketing techniques 
• Use existing independent cinema networks 
• Newspaper coverage 
• Low-cost promotional techniques to target highly specific 

demographics 
• Harness any critical acclaim that the film might accrue. 

 

BLACKFISH    STRATEGY 



• Carefully timed release of  the film in cinemas then airing on 
television: deal worked out between Magnolia and CNN.  

• The cinema release max. of  99 screens in August 2013. 
• Built word-of-mouth prior to television airing in October. 
• CNN leveraged the social conversation from the film 

screenings. 
• Created a Twitter back channel with live Tweets from the 

filmmaker, CNN reporters and other experts. 

BLACKFISH   STRATEGY 



• Received support from celebrities who then commented on it 
through their own social media channels, promoted to 
followers. 

• CNN promoted Blackfish through its other shows. 
• Campaigning groups drove followers to watch the broadcast 

and organized a tweet storm. 
• Other news and social media sources picked up the story. 
• Corporation, business and reputation, in a battle with the film 

and the filmmakers over the truth of  the lives of  captive killer 
whales. 

BLACKFISH    STRATEGY 



Sundance premiere 

Cinema release 

CNN airing 
BAFTA nominated. 
SeaWorld response. 

AB2041 

Sundance London 

Blackfish/Apple 
promotion 

Google searches January 2013 – March 2014 



• An issue of  animal rights/welfare or a battle between 
two corporate entertainment entities: Time Warner 
and SeaWorld Entertainment? 

 
• Media industry has commercial interests, obligations 

to stakeholders, and an eye on the bottom line. 
 
• Media is a business and a film is a bundle of  rights 

which are bought, sold and exploited. 

THE BLACKFISH   EFFECT 



TOP GROSSING DOCUMENTARIES 
(1982- 2014) 

# Film 

1 Fahrenheit 9/11 

2 March of  the Penguins 

3 Justin Bieber: Never Say Never 

4 2016 Obama’s America 

5 Earth (2009) 

6 Chimpanzee 

7 One Direction: This is Us 

8 Katy Perry: Part of  Me 

9 Sicko 

10 An Inconvenient Truth 

Film 

11 Bowling for Columbine 

12 Oceans 

13 African Cats  

14 Madonna: Truth or Dare 

15 Capitalism: A Love Story 

16 Religulous 

17 Winged Migration 

18 Super Size Me 

19 Mad Hot Ballroom 

20 Hoop Dreams 

More top grossing documentary films with animals as main topic in the last 30 years. 



# Film Year 

1 March of  the Penguins 2005 

2 Earth (2009) 2009 

3 Chimpanzee 2012 

4 Oceans 2010 

5 African Cats 2011 

6 Winged Migration 2003 

7 Flying Monsters 2011 

8 Grizzly Man 2005 

9 The Wild Parrots of  Telegraph Hill 2005 

10 Blackfish 2013 

TOP GROSSING NATURE 
DOCUMENTARIES (1982-2014) 

Audience preferences: charismatic species 1, 2, 3, 5 and 8 



• Blackfish: expectation that only animal activists would watch the 
film. 

• March of  the Penguins: highest grossing nature documentary; the 
second highest grossing documentary of  all time; and the 27th 
top grossing film overall of  2005. 

• Cinema dominated by fiction films and successful 
documentaries are rare. 

UNEXPECTED SUCCESS 



• Universal appeal 
• Nature ‘unfolds’ without intervention 
• High production values (costly to make) 
• Absence of  humans and/or human influence 
• Sense of  timelessness 
• Visual splendour 
• Depictions of  charismatic megafauna 
• Dramatic storylines 
• Absence of  politics 
• Celebrity naturalist/scientist (David Attenborough) 

BLUE-CHIP DOCUMENTARY 
CONVENTIONS 



• Blackfish, Grizzly Man and The Wild Parrots of  Telegraph Hill: 
• Explore contemporary relationships between humans and 

other animals. Humans are not absent from the frame 
• Blackfish and Grizzly Man: humans are killed by the animals. 
• The films don’t demonize the animals. 
• Ask audiences to question the limitations of  our human 

understanding of  other species. 

BUCKING THE TREND 



No satisfactory narrative closure.  
Leaves audience with questions about the moral status of  Tilikum 

Drive audiences to website.. 

CLASSICAL NARRATIVE ENDING 

‘Tilikum.’ , Amy Lucas, flickr.com (July 26 2010) 



All the films in the ‘top twenty’ have strong storylines. 
Criticised for lack of  scientific accuracy. 

 
“A mesmerizing psychological thriller with a bruised and battered 

killer whale at its center” (Variety, January 26, 2013) 
 

“Why “Blackfish” is Propaganda, not a Documentary” 
(SeaWorld.com, January 2014, ‘Truth About Blackfish’) 

 
The entertainment dimension (the narrative, drama, characterisation 

and so forth) addresses their commercial imperatives as media products 
in a marketplace. 

 

SCIENCE MEETS DRAMA 



FACT MEETS FICTION 



• Intertextual referencing between factual and fictional media 
products is a common strategy – using one animal story to 
make sense of  another 

• Shows the extent to which media shapes our understanding of  
animals. 

• The reference point and frame that audiences are given to 
make sense of  the moral status of  one real animal is the 
depiction of  another fictional animal in an entirely different 
cultural text. 

• One animal story is used to frame our understanding of  
another animal story. 

FACT MEETS FICTION 



INTERTEXTUAL REFERENCES 

Free Willy, 1993 



THE ‘BAMBI’ EFFECT 

Bambi, 1942 



THE SCIENCE EFFECT 

Bedtime for Bonzo, 1951 



THE ANIMAL EFFECT 

“There is no better, or more consistent, moneymaker in the business 
than a series picture with an animal star” (Bacon, 1952, p.14). 



Response to ‘Farm animals 'need emotional TLC‘’ BBC news story: 
 

“Why is this new news? Surely, for anyone who has ever cared for a pet, 
the notion that animals are sentient, and experience joy, fear, pain and 

attachment in essentially the same way as man is simply common 
sense?” 

 
“I am more astonished that "scientists" are surprised that animals may 

actually have feelings and emotions. Perhaps the blinkers are at last 
beginning to come off  - it's long been the human animal that is devoid 

of  emotion.” 
 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4360947.stm) 
 

‘ANIMALS SELL PAPERS’ 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4360947.stm


• News media isn’t value-neutral 
• Media don’t tell public what to think: tell them what to think about 
• Frequency of  a topic shapes public understanding of  importance 
• Salience cues can move a topic onto the public agenda 
• Media visibility – media invisibility 

MEDIA IMPACT 



• Since 2000 growth in independent documentaries 
• Audiences are watching politically and socially-engaged films 
• Films are centre-pieces for campaigns 
• Films drive audiences to web sites and action 
• Audiences actively seeking out media that engages with difficult and 

complex questions about sentience, ethics and rights.  

AUDIENCES AND ACTION 
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