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 European Cinema in P2P Networks. 

Gustavo Cardoso; Rita Espanha; Pedro Jacobetty; Tiago Lima 

 

Abstract 

This essay departs from the idea that, given the steady decline in the distribution 

channels for European movies both in cinema theatres and direct sales or renting, new 

distribution channels are emerging among the viewers who prefer that kind of cinema. 

In this paper we suggest that a natural consequence of the lack of investment in other 

distribution channels to promote European cinema is its rise on P2P networks. The 

combination of content and viewers in the same environment bolsters the presence of 

European cinema on P2P networks when compared with the scenario outside the 

Internet. Given the financing procedure for European Cinema based on public funding, 

as opposed to the US tradition of private financing, there might be very good arguments 

for considering this a first step in terms of changing the business rationale of European 

movies towards a model of open network and commons. 
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Peer-to-Peer in Context 

Peer-to-Peer (P2P) networks are part of an emerging phenomenon thatôs taking place all 

over the Internet. A growing community of users, along with the relatively easy access 

to high-speed connections, enables and strengthens user-based networks that connect 

peopleôs everyday lives through computers. New cyber-communities are emerging out 

of the bits flowing over the Internet. They are based on new communication processes 

that allow people to integrate different mediums in wide, shared-access networks. 

Distance has virtually no effect on this kind of communication, which is bringing 

people together from all over the world. These communities and their capabilities are 

reinforced by the increase of high-speed connections, which facilitate online content 

submission. From 2005 to 2008 the broadband penetration rate
1
 for OECD countries 

had an increase of 174.2% and the figures grew by 22.6% in the last quarter of 2008.  
 

Broadband penetration rates 

 
Source: OECD Broadband Portal  

 

The significance that the Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) have in 

a globalized world and their communicative efficiency and rapid technological 

development make it likely that broadband Internet access around the globe will 

increase
2
. This is the basis for P2P networks, where users are both enablers of, and 

participants in a content and technological resource sharing process.  

BigChampagneôs analysis illustrates that the average simultaneous P2P population has 

increased from December 2002 to the same month in 2004. What is also surprising is 

                                                           
1
 The penetration rate is the number of broadband connections (speed over 256 kbit/s) over the countryôs 

population. 
2
 Broadband penetration rate was 4.6% in 2007 for the whole world (Internet World Stats). 
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the fact that this relatively small percentage of users is responsible for most of the 

overall Internet traffic volume. The information superhighways are being overloaded 

and available bandwidth is being consumed by this file sharing process.  

Average Simultaneous Global P2P Users
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Source: Big Champagne 

 

Distribution of protocol classesô traffic volume 

 
 
Source: Ipoque Internet Study 2008/2009 

 

In fact, P2P traffic volume is higher than all others together in most regions studied by 

Ipoque, with the exception of North Africa and the Middle East, where it is still the 

protocol that generates the most traffic According to CacheLogic research, the P2P 
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traffic share has been growing since the creation of the famous Napster (September 

1999).  
 

 

 

This, however, does not directly account for the number of users in these networks or 

the amounts of files being shared over P2P networks: user traffic and file size are 

extremely irregular. Size is a major issue in video files, which are much bigger than 

text, picture or audio files. ñAs bandwidth increases, however, so does the amount of 

data that needs to be transferred if consumers desire to download movies in the next 

generation high definition quality.ò (Mayer-Schönberger, 2008: 252).  

ñIn the larger EU countries, between 15% and 30% of broadband Internet 

subscribers use at least one Peer-to-Peer application and most Peer-to-Peer 

households use two.ò (Gavosto [et al.], 2008: 289) 

There are several P2P protocols operating over the Internet. Several criteria can be used 

to map the most significant ones: the number of computers with their clients installed, 

content availability and the amount of generated traffic inside each protocol. When it 

comes to reading the numbers, all these criteria allow for misinterpretations. One could 

argue that, despite having the client installed, users could not be actively using it. As for 

content availability, it is not definitely clear whether it is actually being downloaded or 

not. And one could always argue that a small number of users are generating large 

traffic volumes, making this a less significant indicator. 
 

 

 

Internet protocol evolution 1993-2006 

 
Source: CacheLogic (2006) 
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A query analysis conducted by Kwok and Yang (2004) on Gnutella found that file 

formats (or extensions) are amongst the terms with the highest frequencies. File format 

often refers to the specific content of that file. Figure shows the distribution of those 

formats aggregated by the type of content they carry. This distribution suggests there 

was a high demand for video files.  

 

 

Distribution of file categories specified in queries. 

 
Source: Kwok and Yang (2004) 

 

 

P2P networks based on percentage of computers with client installed 

0.0%

2.5%

5.0%

7.5%

10.0%

12.5%

15.0%

17.5%

20.0%

22.5%

25.0%

Sep-05 Oct-05 N o v-05 D ec-05 Jan-06 F eb-06 M ar-06 A pr-06 M ay-06 Jun-06 Jul-06 A ug-06

Gnutella B itT o rrent eD o nkey F astT rack A res

G2 N eo  N etwo rk OpenN ap So ulSeek D irect  C o nnect

 
Source: BigChampagne (2006) 
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Large data volume makes it harder to share, which encourages users to take advantage 

of efficiency of the BitTorrent protocol. 
 

 

Number of users on main BitTorrent trackers 

 
Source: TorrentFreak 

 

BitTorrentôs architecture also combats free riding, which is the term used in P2P 

networks to describe users who download without sharing. To prevent free riding, two 

mechanisms are integrated in the protocol: BitTorrent users cannot download a file 

without automatically uploading parts of the incompletely retrieved file; and faster 

download speeds are granted as a reward to users with higher upload/download ratio 

(Werbach, 2008: 103). While BitTorrentôs characteristics help in achieving successful 

downloads, one should not assume that downloads will always be fast and easy, 

especially for video content. 

This paper will analyze one of BitTorrents most popular trackers and index site, 

ThePirateBay
3
. It is the biggest tracker in terms of both user number and traffic volume, 

as Figures show. In fact, for every region analyzed by Ipoque, this tracker has the 

highest traffic volume of all other BitTorrent trackers. When one takes a closer look at 

ThePirateBay user statistics, one finds a large number of users, from around the world, 

connected to this tracker. ThePirateBay was thus considered an observation site par 

excellence. The following analysis is mainly focused on this website and its content user 

data. 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 A tracker is a server, a special node on the network that assists the communication between peers. A 

BitTorrent index is a list of .torrent files managed. 
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BitTorrent traffic per tracker  

 
Source: Ipoque Internet Study 2007 

 

 

ThePirateBay users/day by country (thousands) 

 
Source: ThePirateBay Tracker Geo Statistics (http://geo.keff.org)  

 

However, it is important to pause here and contextualize the current situation in terms of 

the platforms we decided to include in this study. Despite the fact that this report (and 

the empirical part in particular) was begun before the closure of The Pirate Bay (17 

April 2009), and even though the great majority of the data we report on are directly 

http://geo.keff.org/


 

lini@lini-research.org 

linked to it, we still consider the data and the considerations we present herein to be 

credible. Given that the total number of users in all the BitTorrent platforms is clearly 

higher than the number of The Pirate Bay users (see the table ñNumber of users on 

BitTorrent platformsò), we see no reason to question the validity of our study because 

all the other platforms, on account of the number of users they have, also end up being 

representative of the P2P universe, making the later a mass phenomenon as we have 

known it. One can add to this the likelihood of the Pirate Bay users migrating to the 

other BitTorrent platforms, thus making them more representative of the P2P 

phenomenon in question. 
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What is European Cinema? 

A historical approach and the relationship with the American cinema market 

Like all forms of art, cinema is a product of collective work. As Howard Becker points 

out in Art Worlds, the analysis of art should always incorporate the socially organized 

networks of activities (which range from the creator to the consumer, passing through 

the intermediaries, the industries producing the materials needed, the media coverage, 

etc.). This demystifies the socially constructed term ñartò and enables a sociological 

approach to those phenomena.
4
 Conventions have a central role in Beckerôs thought, 

where the audience creates "aesthetic systemsò, or ñart worldsò.  These ñworldsò, such 

as European cinema, have different inherent logics in both the sphere of production and 

that of consumption. Bourdieu, another art theorist, uses the term ñsymbolic capitalò to 

suggest that the possession of a work of art can be seen as a form of capital that is 

complementary to economic capital: ñWhen duplicating the purely economic 

differences by differences created through possession of symbolic goods, such as works 

of art, or symbolic distinctions in the ways of using such goods, the privileged classes 

can attain their dream [é] reconciling, in the way of the old aristocracy, the temporal 

power and spiritual greatness or mundane elegance.ò (Bourdieu, 1992: 280). Today, an 

empowered and educated middle class also values art consumption as a form of capital. 

However, not having the resources of the upper classes to acquire expensive works of 

art, they turn to other kinds of art production that do not require as much economic 

investment but still provide some kind of ñdistinctionò in the ways they are used. This is 

one of the reasons for the demand for European cinema in a world dominated by major 

Hollywood media companies and their blockbuster movies.  

The debate on cinematographic styles is not a recent one. Indeed, it is a debate that has 

accompanied the evolution of the film-making industries for decades. The first 

important thing is to recognize that there is not just one film industry working with 

unified production and operation codes; there is an enormous variety of industries 

favouring distinct styles and ideas. The idea that everything that has taken place has 

been an extension of the American film industryôs hegemony is erroneous. Thus, in 

relegating the commonplace that gives Europe the title of creator of cinema to a lower 

level, it is important to begin by speaking, in historical terms, of the positionings and 

repositionings of European cinema in reaction to threats from other markets, in 

particular the American market. The beginnings of cinema, in the early 20th century, are 

strongly marked by developments coming out of France. ñSo much so that, in countries 

that imported more French films, the intrinsic need for subtitles led to subtitling 

establishing itself as an inexpensive option. ñSince a silent film only needed English 

titles to transform itself, the cost of producing an English version of a French silent 

movie was insignificantò. (Taplin: 2007). However, the growing political turbulence 

that took hold of the old continent led to a collapse of the whole predominance of 

European cinema. Many producers began to move to California, where a small number 

                                                           
4
 άWhen Marcel Duchamp drew a mustache on a commercial reproduction of the Mona Lisa and signed 

it, he turned Leonardo into one of his support personnel.ò (Becker, 1982: 20) This appropriation of other 

peopleôs artistic work is now very common in the form of music remixes and video assemblages, often 

posted on popular internet sites such as YouTube. 
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of large studios were later established, giving rise to the Hollywood Studio System. This 

was the beginning of Hollywoodôs golden age. 
The post-World War II climate confirmed the unstable environment that characterized 

world cinema, and major innovations in terms of logistics and materials in European 

and Asian cinema resulted in a new challenge being laid down to the American 

industry. In particular, these changes were above all due to the ñadoption of lighter 

weight cameras made in Europe (Arriflex, Aaton) that had been developed for newsreel 

production. Unlike the cumbersome Mitchell cameras used in Hollywood that required 

a mechanical crane to move, the hand held cameras allowed production on the streets 

with minimal crews and an absence of set-buildingò. Thus began the Neo-realist 

movement in Italy and the New Wave in France, with directors such as Fellini and 

Antonioni beginning to produce films that depicted the real world. ñIn France, by the 

late 50s, directors like Truffaut, Chabrol and Godard were telling romantic tales of 

sophistication that would have never passed the Hollywood Code of Screen Conductò 

(Idem).  In Sweden, Ingmar Bergman also produced innovative work, creating films that 

dealt with philosophical matters. 

So one could say that the Europeans began to produce new storytelling techniques 

which lead to a decade of decline for American cinema. However, American cinemaôs 

capacity for (re)inventing itself strategically prevented a period of more widespread 

hegemony of European productions. ñHollywood recovered its bearings in the late 

1970s thanks to a run of blockbuster hits: Jaws, Star Wars, and the restò (Holt, Perren 

and Wiley: 2009). In addition to this, new American cinema, with its big productions 

and reference figures such as Coppola, Lucas, Scorsese and Spielberg (cinema that 

already came armed with very strong marketing strategies), gave rise to the blockbuster 

era, a characteristic that contributed to a heightening of the problems of distribution and 

consumption of European cinema. ñHollywood films have become more commercial 

through product placement, as well as spawning new commodities such as merchandise 

and other media productsò (Moul: 2005). Moreover, ñat the very point that Hollywood 

had developed a new action genre, the European and Asian local producers began to 

experience a crisis of talent, which closely resembled the American experience of the 

early 60sò(Taplin: 2007). 

We can see what happened more clearly on a political map (especially for European 

countries) as far as extremely high consumption of American cinema is concerned. One 

should note that, more than 10 years on, even greater predominance of American-made 

films is to be expected, given that the generalized opening of the markets and American 

hegemony in cinema will have contributed to that.  

 

   

US Global Film Exports-Source: UNESCO 
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A comparative approach 

To better understand what we mean when we put forward the idea of European cinema 

having its own characteristics, it would be of interest to ask a number of questions that 

allow us to distinguish it from other forms of cinema, in particular from American 

cinema: 

 

 

1) When we speak of European cinema, are we speaking of a different way of 

producing films?  

The answer is clearly yes. From the outset, and from the historical point of view, the 

idea that European cinema has been more art-oriented, placing special emphasis on the 

actor as a character and recognising in him the essence of the production itself, is a 

well-known one. In contrast, American cinema has, for many years, recognisedly been 

oriented towards sales and profit. ñAlthough the U.S. film industry may have some 

unique characteristics, it is still an industry organized around profit (...) Hollywood 

films are made because they are perceived to be profitable or represent low riskò (Moul: 

2005). It is therefore possible to say that these are two different forms of cinema, with 

the economic aspects taking on particular relevance in the conceptualization and 

production of American films and the same economic factors being relegated to a lower 

level in the same process of European film production. 

 

 

 

2) Is European cinema characterized by a different form of distributing and 

viewing films? 

The answer to this question would be a double-barrelled one. While, in theory, one 

could say that the forms of distribution are the same for all types of cinema, given that 

the technological revolution provides the same conditions, it is nevertheless true that the 

European forms of film distribution are involuntarily different to those of other types of 

cinema, and in particular to American cinema. This is to say that, with the 

predominance of so-called traditional distribution (via cinema theatres and, more 

recently, with TV) linked with profitable, mass-produced merchandise of American 

origin, the main form of consumption of European films is now associated with the new 

online file sharing and downloading resources, which is an aspect that constitutes the 

topic of this study and will be discussed in greater detail further in the text. 

To be clear about this we can point out that, despite the fact that there has been a clearly 

higher absolute number of European films in comparison to American films, the data 

for the year 2003 show that American films were shown on approximately 35,000 

theatre screens, while European films totalled only around 25,000 screens. One can add 

to this the fact that European films are those that run for the least time in the theatres 

and for this reason should be regarded as a more traditionalist form of distribution in 

pronounced decline. 
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Here the analysis takes on particular importance when one notes that the number of 

American films has decreased in recent years, in contrast to the trend for European 

films, which are being produced in ever greater numbers. These figures allows for the 

conclusion that, as there are more and more European films each year, the number that 

do not get theatrical release are also growing. In contrast, American films, despite the 

recent drop in production figures, accounted for a total of 63.20% of the cinema-related 

revenue in Europe in 2008.   

 

Cinema and its circulation in Europe, by country of production 

Region 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

European films 24.6% 24.6% 27.9% 28.6% 28.4% 

Eur inc/ Us co-productions 5.8% 12.5% 5.5% 6.3% 6.8% 

US 67.3% 60.2% 63.4% 63.2% 63.2% 

Others 2.3% 2.7% 3.2% 1.8% 1.6% 

  

European films by country of production 

FR          France 8.6% 9.2% 10.6% 8.4% 12.6% 

GB          Great Britain 4.5% 3.9% 2.8% 6.1% 2.2% 

IT            Italy 2.2% 2.9% 3.0% 3.8% 3.6% 

DE          Germany 4.3% 3.2% 4.8% 3.8% 3.5% 

ES          Spain 2.4% 2.3% 2.8% 2.1% 1.4% 

Other European countries 2.7% 3.1% 3.9% 4.6% 5.0% 
 

Source Υ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻƛǊŜ ŜǳǊƻǇŞŜƴ ŘŜ ƭΩŀǳŘƛƻǾƛǎuel ς Base de données LUMIERE 

As the data in the tables show, the large majority of films that were released within the 

European Union in 2008 came from the USA. Indeed, this is a trend that has been 

registered for many years now. 
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Top 20 most popular films in Europe, during 2008 

 

 

Ran

k 
Title 

Producing 

Country 

Production 

Year 
Director 

Admissio

ns 

1 Mamma Mia! US/ GB inc 2008 Phyllida Lloyd 
33.738.21

7 

2 Quantum of Solace GB inc/US 2008 Marc Forster 
27.486.23

3 

3 
Indiana Jones and The Kingdom of the 

Crystal Skull 
US 2008 Steven Spielberg 

26.515.99

2 

4 Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa US 2008 Eric Darnell, Tom McGrath 
25.045.77

5 

5 The Dark Knight US/ GB inc 2008 Christopher Nolan 
24.533.62

7 

6 Bienvenue chez les Ch'tis FR 2008 Dany Boon 
24.159.48

5 

7 Kung Fu Panda US 2008 Mark Osborne, John Stevenson 
22.107.54

0 

8 Hancock US 2008 Peter Berg 
20.597.39

2 

9 Wall E US 2008 Andrew Stanton 
18.949.77

4 

10 Sex and The City US 2008 Michael Patrick King 
16.399.74

2 

11 High School Musical 3: Senior Year US 2008 Kenny Ortega 
13.370.02

4 

12 Astérix aux Jeux Olympiques FR/DE/ES/IT 2008 
Fréderic Forestier, Thomas 

Langmann 

13.475.50

3 

13 The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian GB inc/ US 2008 Andrew Adamson 
13.370.02

4 

14 The Mummy. Tomb of the Dragon Emperor US/DE 2008 Rob Cohen 
11.556.20

7 

15 Iron Man US 2008 Jon Favreau 
10.398.97

1 

16 Horton Hears a Who! US 2008 Jimmy Hayward, Steve Martino 9.515.049 

17 National Treasure: Book of Secrets US 2007 Jon Turteltaub 9.008.476 

18 I am Legend US 2007 Francis Lawrence 8.363.365 

19 Burn After Reading US/ GB inc 2008 Joel Coen, Ethan Coen 7.715.768 

20 What happens in Vegas US 2008 Tom Vaughan 7.638.313 

Source Υ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻƛǊŜ ŜǳǊƻǇŞŜƴ ŘŜ ƭΩŀǳŘƛƻǾƛǎǳŜƭ ς Base de données LUMIERE 

 

 

When one looks at the table of the films that drew the largest audiences in Europe in 

2008, we see that the large majority of these are USA productions, and practically all of 

those produced in Europe were also co-produced in America. 

This trend is also confirmed for 2009 for the five largest cinema-consuming markets in 

Europe. 
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Source Υ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻƛǊŜ ŜǳǊƻǇŞŜƴ ŘŜ ƭΩŀǳŘƛƻǾƛǎǳŜƭ ς Base de données LUMIERE 

 
 
 

3) Are we also speaking of a different form of film financing? 

 

 

Absolutely. Further corroborating the arguments put forward in the historical approach, 

the essence of European cinema seems to be characterized by forms of financing that 

are different to those practised, for example, in the USA. In America, the film industry 

very early on assumed its role as a for-profit business operation. One can emphasize 

therefore that European cinema has always been associated with public funding, in 

contrast to American cinema, which is clearly a private-interest industry. European 

cinema accordingly has a history that cannot be dissociated from a certain degree of 

governmental and public interest. The French government, for example, has played a 

very active role in profiling the cultural importance of the national film industry. To 

quote Ginsburgh and Throsby (2006), ñIn Europe the market and the arts are often seen 

as unhappy bedfellows (...) today much of the cultural elite of Europe finds commercial 

culture suspect and argues that subsidies for high culture are essentialò. And this is 

related, clearly, with the idea that ñthe market demands purchasing power. Who pays, 

joins in. Market forces dumb down expressions of high culture in order to get mass 

attentionò (Ginsburgh and Throsby: 2006). So, European cinema also means ñthe 

complex processes of independent filmmaking combining small-scale entrepreneurship 

and an internationally acclaimed auteur with national funding schemes"ò(Elsaesser: 

2005). 

Let us look at the following data: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top 10 films in the big 5EU markets January to June 2009 

Rank France UK Germany Spain Italy 

1 LOL Slumdog Millionaire Angels and Demons Angels and Demons Angels and Demons 

2 Gran Torino Monsters vs Aliens Twilight Gran Torino Italians 

3 Coco Star Trek Night at the Museum 2 The Curious Case of Benjamin Button Seven Pounds 

4 Bolt Night at the Museum 2 The Reader Slumdog Millionaire The Curious Case of Benjamin Button 

5 Twilight Angels and Demons The Curious Case of Benjamin Button Seven Pounds Ex 

6 Slumdog Millionaire Bolt Slumdog Millionaire Monsters vs Aliens Gran Torino 

7 The Curious Case of Benjamin Button Transformers Männersache X-Men Origins: Wolverine Fast and Furious 

8 OSS117: Rio ne Répond Plus X-Men Origins: Wolverine Fast and Furious Australia La Matassa 

9 Angels and Demons Marley & Me Paul Blart: Mall Cop Fuga de Cerebros Yes Man 

10 Safari Terminator: Salvation Transporter 3 Fast and Furious Journey to the center... 

Source Ecran Total / OBS CAA Bliclqunkt Films ICAA Cinetel 
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Evolution of the total volume of public funding to the film and audiovisual sector 

in Europe (1998-2004) - (in EUR thousand) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Source: European Audiovisual 
Observatory / KORDA database 

 

It would seem that the present decade also brought an increase in public funding for the 

European film industry, whereby the greater part of that funding is associated with 

French, German and Italian cinema. As far as the diverse financing models are 

concerned, we would highlight a funding example for a European film production with 

80% of the funding coming from State bodies. 

 
Public funding model for a European film 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: cineuropa/finalreport/12 May 2009 

The funding available to European film producers comes from various sources ï not just 

national sources but also supranational sources with different formats. 

In strictly European terms, and in addition to the possibility of the producers and writers 

applying for national funding from their own state bodies, this funding generally takes 


