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`Üáå~I=`çããìåáÅ~íáçå=~åÇ=kÉíïçêâ=pçÅáÉíó

CS: Chinese Journal of Communication and Society

MC: Manuel Castells

CS: As a leading social theorist and urban scholar, how did you find your

personal journey into the studies of communication? Is your interest in

information technology the main cause?  Any other reasons?  Overall,

what is the theoretical location of media in the conception of network

society?

MC: Throughout my intellectual trajectory there is a recurrent, central

theme: the study of power relationships, as they are the foundation of

society. When I studied urbanization, urban issues were critical for the

formation of new state policies and new social movements. Nowadays

the communication realm, including the new media and the horizontal

networks of communication in the new technological environment, is

the field in which power relationships are played out. Communication

is the center of politics in our world, thus my interest in the last decade,

and my decision to move entirely to this field, in coherence with my

thinking.

CS: How applicable is the theory of network society in China? Many

Chinese readers of your trilogy regard new social networks based on the

Internet and mobile phone as supplementary to China’s traditional

guanxi networks. Others even see IT networks as a temporary remedy

for age-old social problems and as a compensation for the

underdevelopment of social infrastructures. What is your take on such

views?

MC: The network society is based on the interaction between information

and communication technologies and society as a whole. The network

society is global. But the network society also is built on the opposition

between the net and the self, between global networks of

instrumentality and cultural constructions of identity, as I explained in

detail in my trilogy. Thus, China is a network society because it is

China, Communication and Network Society
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globally interdependent, and at the same time is also based on

specific cultural identity. And Internet and mobile communication

networks are a fundamental infrastructure of new forms of organization

and social relationships in China. However, how applicable my theory

(which is a general theory) is to China can only be established by

Chinese researchers, applying it, and modifying it, to the Chinese

reality. I will incorporate their findings to my theory and change it

accordingly.

qÜÉçêÉíáÅ~ä=~åÇ=jÉíÜçÇçäçÖáÅ~ä=lêáÉåí~íáçåë

CS: Everyone is talking about interdisciplinary research these days. Indeed,

this journal aspires to contribute to the interdisciplinary study of

communication. Your studies appear to have straddled social theory,

urban studies, politics, culture, economics, and communications. Do

you think that it makes sense to treat communication as a discipline by

itself? Can you draw on your research experience to shed light on the

real promise of interdisciplinary research? What are the main obstacles

to interdisciplinary research? How to overcome them?

MC: Communication is an interdisciplinary discipline, as planning is or

business is. Meaning, on the one hand it has the specificity of the object

(communication), on the other hand it needs to rely on very different

disciplinary traditions and relate them to its specific object. I am

convinced that intellectual innovation happens in interdisciplinary

fields. This is the same for biological sciences or computer sciences.

Main obstacles to accept this reality are the vested interests of

established disciplines and professions. You overcome the obstacles by

just doing your work and achieving excellence without wasting time in

sterile border disputes and bureaucratic quarrels.

CS: Given the influence of Marxism on your earlier scholarship, to what

extent do you find Marxism still relevant to the analysis of the network

society in general and China in particular, if at all? Marxism

emphasizes dialectics, as does Daoism. How come you seldom use the

term “dialectics”? Is that a deliberate choice?
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MC: I stopped using Marxism because I did not find it useful to understand

what I was studying. I have an instrumental view of theory. You use

what is useful and you discard what is not, and this evolves with

research and with society. I still think there are some interesting

concepts and perspectives in Marxism, such as mode of production,

class analysis, the concept of the state as an apparatus of social

domination. But overall, most of what we need to understand today, in

China and in the world, requires a much broader theoretical approach,

of which Marxism is a small part. Dialectics is a philosophical theory.

I am not a philosopher. I am an empirical researcher, and I have no use

for this kind of philosophical debates in my work.

CS: You engaged yourself in social movements at various times. In some

cases, social movements appear to have played significant roles in

transforming power relationships and cultural values. The student and

cultural movements in the sixties and seventies have left their imprints

in both the United States and Western Europe. For any social

movement to happen and to be effective, it seems that communication

is indispensable. On July 1 2003, more than half a million people in

Hong Kong took to the streets to protest against a national security

legislation. Without communications, it is difficult to imagine how such

massive mobilization could be achieved and how its impact could be

felt in Beijing and other parts of the world. What do social movements

mean to you as a scholar and as an individual? How do you see the

relationship between social movements and communication nowadays?

In China today, for example, we see some movements that are based on

ICT as well as others that are not. How about these people being

excluded from digital networks? How do their movements matter, if at

all?

MC: First, I always tried to separate my personal participation in social

movements from my scientific work, including the work on social

movements. If you mix both in the same process you do bad research

and you are not able to be a good social actor. Social movements,

throughout history, are the main source of social change. So they are in

China, then and now. But they could come in unexpected formats,
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because social movements are not always progressive and democratic.

Social change can also be regressive social change. Communication is

central in social movements, because for social actors to induce

mobilization on a large scale, they need to communicate with society.

New communication technologies increase the capacity of social actors

to communicate autonomously bypassing the mass media or acting on

the mass media. The emergence of what I call mass self-communication

(Internet, wireless networks) is a new factor that is transforming the

historical landscape of social movements, as you point out very well in

your examples of China.

CS: You have got involved in various cultures, polities, and communities.

The sites of your studies span different continents. Most of your studies

are informed by a comparative perspective. Many scholars talk about

the importance of comparative studies, but few seem to have actually

practiced them. Could you tell us the importance of the comparative

method in your epistemology? Why you want to compare in the first

place, and what is the best way to do comparisons and theorize about

communication and society in this global age?

MC: Comparative studies are essential to avoid ethnocentrism. It is

scientifically fundamental to separate what is determined by the context

from what is a social process that can be understood in its structure and

dynamics. This is particularly important for the study of cultural

processes, such as communication, because they are very much

dependent on context. For instance, the study of mobile communication

or of the Internet requires to understand the dynamics of horizontal

electronic networks of communication in relationship to the cultural

and institutional context where they operate, eg, invidualism vs.

communitarism, strong extended family vs. weakened nuclear family,

political authoritarianism vs. political openness, and the like.

`Üáå~=~åÇ=íÜÉ=tçêäÇ

CS: As scholars working in Hong Kong and China, we felt at heart to learn

that you have held long-term interests and conducted major studies in



China, Communication and Network Society

13

this part of the world; and that your students have made great

contributions to the understanding of Chinese societies including both

the mainland and Taiwan. Could you tell us more about your personal

journey into China? How do you resolve the tension between local

specificity and theoretical generalizability? Does China represent a new

model of network society vis-a-vis Silicon Valley and Finland, or

maybe another model of informationalism vis-a-vis Japan and the

Asian Tiger Economies?

MC: Of course China is constructing in practice a specific model of network

society. We do not know enough about it, but some research is making

progress into that direction. We know that China is global, national, and

local at the same time. It is a network society because it is fully

immersed in the process of globalization, this is the basis of Chinese

economic growth, and therefore of the profound transformation of the

social structure. The communication industry, particularly television, is

increasingly globalized, making Chinese culture increasingly mixed

with global culture, particularly among the younger generation. And

Internet has more users in China than in any other country in the world.

And Internet is a window of communication open to the entire planet,

regardless of limited censorship in some instances. The specificity of

China is that it is at the same time a network society, a statist society,

a capitalist society, and an agrarian society at the same time. It is a

network society in its global connection to the global networked

economy and to the global communication system. It is a statist society

institutionally. It is a capitalist society because market relations

dominate social dynamics. And it is an agrarian society because the

majority of the population still live in rurality and in many cases

depending on non market relations. The key to the understanding of the

Chinese model is the way in which the state, centrally and locally, is

able, or not, to articulate the institutions of statism to new class

structure emerging from the global/local connection, what Professor

You-tien Hsing of Berkeley has conceptualized as the class of

bureaucratic entrepreneurs.

CS: China is a hot topic among scholars worldwide. What do you see are the
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inadequacies of this recent boom of research on China? Any pitfalls you

would like to alert us of, drawing from your earlier experiences in

studying, for instance, Japan or even the Soviet Union? At this moment,

what questions interest you the most about China?

MC: China is important in itself, so the interest is justified. But most

analyses are related to China as the savior of global capitalism,

forgetting that ultimately the dynamics of society, including the socio-

political dynamics, is what determines the process of development.

China is a new form of Developmental State. My main interest is

precisely in trying to understand how social movements will be able to

intervene in this process of development, or, as in the case of

postcommunist Russia, the state and the new capitalist class will be able

to steer the process by isolating and repressing the instances of local

resistance. And I think that communication is central in the emergence

of alternative projects of social organization.

fåÇáîáÇì~ä=~åÇ=pçÅáÉíó

CS: The Southern Weekend, an influential weekly in China, published an

issue on the emergence of public intellectuals in contemporary China.

But the issue was cracked down. You have been socially and politically

active since your student days. Do you consider yourself a public

intellectual? Where do public intellectuals fit in the configuration of a

network society? How do you see the balance between academic

pursuits and practical, policy-oriented research, and activism?

MC: No, I am not a public intellectual. I never was, and I never wanted to be.

I am a researcher, I produce knowledge — this is my role and my

project. On the other hand, of course, I am a concerned citizen, and I do

whatever I can to improve the world, that is in very bad shape. But this

is my private life. My public life is to be as good an academic and a

researcher as I can be. My main joy in life is to be helpful to my

students, and, together, produce new knowledge on relevant matters

that can help people to understand better their world, and then to change

it according to their own values and decisions. As for other persons
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trying to combine different dimensions of activity, this is a very

individual decision. The only thing I would say is that it is essential not

to confuse the roles: when you are doing research you cannot think

about policy consequences, and vice versa, when you are designing

policy, the important matter is that it has a positive impact, not that it is

founded on research. Same thing with politics and social change. To

fight for social change is not a scientific decision, but an ethical one.

And if you are full of good values but you do lousy research you are still

a lousy researcher. Ideology has to be clearly distinguished from

science, even if they both mix in our everyday life.
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