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Abstract

In 1998, Colin Sparks published his famous work “Capitalism,
Communism and the Mass Media”, which provided an important theoretical
framework for the field of the political economy of communication. It has
garnered worldwide attention till now. In this interview, Professor Sparks
shared his intellectual experience especially his personal research transition
from Cultural Studies following Stuart Hall to the study of political economy
of communication, as well as his research interest and observations of what had
happened in transitional societies such as the Central and Eastern Europe,
Soviet Union and now, China. Revisiting to the theoretical framework he put
forward 16 years ago, he had updated his understanding especially on the case
of China and tried to develop a more general theoretical framework. Professor
Sparks calls for the Chinese media researchers to pay more attention to the
non-political aspects of Chinese journalism and ordinary Chinese journalists,
which he thinks are much closer to the social changes taken place in China
over the last 30 years and Chinese people’s real life.
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Haiyan WANG
Yu HUANG

You have written many books, and this book, Communism,
Capitalism and the Mass Media (1998), is my favorite. In this
book you studied the impact of the collapse of communism on the
media system in Eastern and Central Europe in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. At that time, there were many talks about the
transformation of the media system following the fall of former
Soviet block, but not many scholars really invested themselves in
researching it, so my first question is, how did you become
interested in it?

Well, I think there are two answers to that: a short one and a long
one. I will give you the short answer. I was trained to believe that the
task of an intellectual is to be engaged with the major events in the
contemporary world. Clearly, the collapse of European communism
represented an important turning point in European history, and
indeed in world history. It was the end of a period of intense
international competition between the US and the Soviet Union. It
was the end of a long dream of the construction of what many
believed to be socialism. It was a very disorienting experience for
large sections of the left in the west, and it was an event that echoed
around the world. It still echoes around the world. I was in Nanjing
last weekend, and speaker after speaker from journalism schools in
universities like Fudan and Beida attacked the idea of color
revolutions and discussed the chaos that followed the collapse of the
Soviet Union. This is clearly still a live issue for leading intellectuals
inside China. I think it would be irresponsible for any intellectual not
to be interested in and concerned with such a world historical event.
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W:
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So what is the long answer?

I have always been interested in Central and Eastern Europe. This is
partly for intellectual and political reasons, because any leftist
intellectual needs to understand what happened as a result of the Russian
revolution, but partly also for biographical reasons. One of the least
glorious periods in my youth was being the world’s worst smuggler.

Smuggler?

Yes. There’s a man called Jan Kavan who was a Czech dissident in
1968, and who went into exile in London. He ran a smuggling
operation from London into the then Czechoslovakia, which was
ruled by a government imposed after the Russian invasion. His
operation took things like banned books and untraceable typewriters
into Czechoslovakia. He used western anti-Stalinist leftists like me as
couriers. I made one very disastrous and very unsuccessful trip and I
was completely terrified all the time. We used a very old camper van
which broke down time and again. How we avoided arrest I don’t
know. So I still have a very vivid memory of the old communist bloc
and a personal interest in Central and Eastern Europe and in what
happened here.

Was it easy to do research in a place where language, culture,
society and everything is different?

Very difficult at one level, because I didn’t speak Czech; I didn’t
speak Polish; I didn’t speak Russian; certainly I didn’t speak
Hungarian. Fortunately I had some very, very good collaborators.
Anna Reading, who’s now Head of the Department of Culture, Media
and Creative Industries in King’s College London, worked with me
on the project. For biographical reasons, she has pretty good Polish.
So the book is co-authored with her. There were other people with
whom we collaborated, like the late Karol Jakubowicz, who were
fluent in English. So it was possible at least to get a sense of the
overall dynamics. Obviously, this is a question that is going to recur
because you will ask me later about China. What I would say is that
I don’t really do research on these countries, because I can’t speak
the languages. I would say that I am interested in and work on them.
I can’t claim to have studied the original documents. I can’t interview
people in their native tongue, and so on. This puts very severe limits
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on what I have written. I think the only place I have ever been
confident that I was looking at the original material was South Africa,
where I can speak one of the eleven national languages—English.
Everywhere else I have been using other people. So that is a real
limitation. I think this limitation is almost certainly going to be
present in any ambitious comparative research project. Very few
people have the linguistic capacities to conduct extensive original
research in wide a range of countries. I am an Englishman, so I am
particularly ill-equipped, but I think that it is a problem that more or
less everybody faces.

Your theory provided a quite interesting framework to the study
in the field. I remember there were different schools of thoughts
at that time, theorizing this phenomenon, especially media
transformation from the Communist country to Post-Communist
country. But you are bold to pose a new view, saying that this is a
kind of continuation rather than a revolution or a big change.
That is quite interesting and inspiring. Could you from that
perspective give us a bit summary of the theoretical part of this
research? And how it is related to China’ media transformation
in the end?

I am not saying I did not make a contribution, I am not saying what I
wrote is not interesting. I think my argument was basically correct.
When I began doing work in this field, there were, as I recall, three
basic positions. One was the dominant view that everything had
changed. This was expressed very clearly by Francis Fukuyama, who
argued that there was now no alternative to liberal democracy. The
dominant leftist interpretation, clearly expressed by Ralph Miliband,
was that the restoration of capitalism would mean the emergence of
new forms of undemocratic regime. They both shared the view that
the new order is radically different from the old order: in their view,
political, social, and economic life had been completely transformed
by 1989. Another view, articulated by people like Paul Piccone and
the group around 7elos was that almost nothing had changed: the
working class had been duped by the elite who still controlled all
aspects of social life. I didn’t find any of these views either
intellectually or empirically satisfactory. Clearly there had been a
change. Something pretty fundamental had happened. Before 1989,
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these were one-party states. After 1989, they were multi-party states.
Clearly there had been a rapid political transformation; in fact, there
had been a political revolution. However, when you looked a little bit
more deeply at the social structure of these countries, you found that
the people who ran industry used to be communist bureaucrats all
wearing ill-fitting suits and driving Trabants. Now the same people
are capitalists, all wearing nicely cut Armani suits and driving
BMWs. Perhaps the biggest difference is that they now all have
mobile phones. The same people had been transformed from the
bureaucrats of the old order into the capitalists of the new order. If
you looked at the police, the same people ran the police. If you
looked at the universities, the same people ran the universities. If you
looked at the broadcasters, the same people ran the broadcasters.
Once striking fact reported by Ellen Mickiewicz, who looked at what
had happened to Russian television, was the number of people in
Russian broadcasting who were fired as a result of 1991: there were
three. These seemed to me to be very important facts: these societies
went from being communist one-party dictatorships to being pluralist,
and to a greater or lesser extent democratic, societies, but the same
people are still calling the shots. Slavko Splichal once told me that
the major difference was that in the old days they called him
“Comrade Professor” and in the new world they called him
“Professor.” There had been a political revolution but the basic social
structure remained intact.

But some people argue there’s a classic agent/structure issue.
When the same people but under the different social system,
what do you think of this? Does it really no matter or matter
someway.

This comes to the core of the theoretical issues which interested me
about the fate of European communism and which interest me about
China today. Unfortunately, in order to answer, I am going to talk for
a very long time in very abstract terms very far removed from the
media. Fundamentally, the answer depends on what kind of social
system you think characterized the Soviet Union, or Mao’s China. If
you thought they were socialist countries, then clearly there had been
a change in the economic system from socialism to capitalism. I take a
different view. None of these societies were in any sense run by a
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majority of their populations. These societies were, and are, essentially
dictatorships, where power was held, not by the people, not by the
working class, not by the peasants, or anything like that. The people
who held power in the old communist block were the
“nomenklatura”—the leading figures of the communist party. The same
is true on the mainland today—you maybe even use a similar word.

Power was held by the nomenklatura, and the fundamental
dynamic of these societies was not improving the lives of the
population but with autarchic national development in a hostile
world. The vast majority of human energy, the vast majority of
material assets, went not into feeding people, not into housing
people, not into educating people, but into building weapons of mass
destruction. These societies were essentially societies that were
accumulating weapons in order to secure their borders to guarantee
autarchic development. The Soviet Union was attempting to match
the USA. The US economy was about four times bigger than the
economy of the USSR. Nobody really knows the figures because you
couldn’t trust their statistics, but the US economy was certainly very
much bigger. So if the US spent 8—10% of their GDP to produce
tanks and submarines, bombs and so on, the USSR had to match
them. To do that, they needed to spend not 8—-10%, but 30% or 40%
of their GDP on weapons. Now if you are spending your money on
tanks, you are not spending the money on hospitals. If you are
spending the money on missiles, you are not spending the money on
schools. The Soviet economy tried to match the vastly superior US
economy. They tried to match their technology and their weapons
and so on. They managed to do this for nearly 50 years.

They were, in my terms, capitalist societies driven by the need
to accumulate like every other capitalist society. However, they were
not capitalist societies like the USA. US power resides in the hands
of the individual owners of capital. In Soviet Union, that was not the
case. The bureaucracy held state power collectively, as a group. What
I saw going on in Central and Eastern Europe was a transition in
terms the way the society was run. There was a transition from power
being held collectively by the nomenklatura. They controlled the
factories, the banks, and so on. This was shifting to power
increasingly being held by private individuals: what they call in
Russia the oligarchs. These were very often junior members of the
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nomenklatura or allied with them: hence the Russian term
“Komsomol capitalism” (the Komsomol was the Communist youth
league). This was a shift from state capitalism to private capitalism. I
thought in the early 1990s there was only one way that this shift
could happen. That was by political revolution. I thought the
Communist Party would be unable to preside over transition from a
command economy to a market economy, unable to manage the
transition from a society were the bureaucracy collectively controlled
it to a society where a small number of individuals controlled it. I
thought the only way to do that is by a sharp break, a political
revolution. In Russia, the Communist Party was banned, in other
countries it transformed itself into a social democratic party, but
everywhere its power was broken. I thought this was the only way
you can shift from a state capitalism to private capitalism, from a
communist dictatorship to a capitalist democracy, or in some cases,
Central Asia for example, to a capitalist dictatorship.

Sociologically, all of the evidences suggest I was right about
who the old ruling class were and who the new ruling classes are.
There was a very strong degree of elite continuity. Of course there
were changes. There were new members of the elite, particularly the
political elite. Jan Kavan, the dissident in London, ended up foreign
minister of the Czech Republic and took the country into NATO.
There was much less change in the economic elite, the university
elite, the media elite, and so on.

What I was wrong about was the argument that the only way to
go from a command economy to a market economy was a variant of
political revolution. And the reason why I was wrong is twenty
kilometers away across the boundary: China. This has been going
from a command economy controlled collectively by the top levels of
the bureaucracy to being a place where economic power is held
individually and the market drives most social choices. The party
leaders have not all become capitalists themselves, but their wives,
their sons, their daughters, their brothers, their sisters, their cousins,
their nephews, their friends and their connections most certainly
have. All of this has taken place without any weakening of the
collective political power of the Communist Party leadership.

There is a striking missing issues you actually have not discussed
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on that, the ideology. I saw all the dimensions of course, because
the so-called Leninist or Stalinist Soviet Union model of
Communist Society is a strong feature of ideology coordination.
Do you feel there’s something vulnerable to be defended in your
argument?

I don’t think by 1991, anyone in what was then in Soviet Union
really believed in Marxism or Leninism. I think it had become the
state religion. It is a set of ideas which don’t even legitimize the
ruling elite. The ruling elite in China today isn’t legitimized by
Marxism.

The point is that, ideology actually is not only play the state
legitimatized religion but also the major source of legitimizing of
governing. Ideology, first of all, a governing tool; secondly is
about the legitimacy source of how this country should be
governed and why. So all this disappeared for instance as Soviet
Union and East Europe, what is to make the societies different,
in the individual level as well organizational level?

One of the big differences between China and the Soviet Union is
that the Chinese Communist Party has succeeded in maintaining a
flow of young talent into the party. You meet lots and lots of
energetic young people, many of them extremely talented, extremely
able, who are members of the Communist Party. In Europe, the
Communist Party members were old men. Why can the Chinese
Communist Party do that? In the end, because Russia built the guns
first and China built the economy first. The Communist Party has
achieved the greatest human developmental success in the world
history. Six hundred million people were lifted out of absolute
poverty. Compare China with India, countries that started at more or
less the same level, are more or less of the same size and so on. All
of the indicators—the indicators of child poverty, indicators of female
literacy, indicators of educational achievement, all the indicators—
show China is far ahead of India. So this is why people are still
joining the Communist Party in China—not just because it gets you
better jobs, but because it looks like this ideology has delivered a
strong China. I would say: but look at the price. Look at the peasants
who still sell their blood; look at the workers who jump off the roof
at Foxconn; look at the terrible toll of executions; look at the places
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you can’t breathe the air anymore. The Chinese people have paid a
terrible, terrible price for this developmental achievement, but
nevertheless there have been real changes in people’s lives. Compare
that with the Soviet Union. They built great tanks, but nobody
thought that things were going to get better. China does not have that
many tanks yet, but people think that their lives can get better.

So, would you say that what is happening in China can still be
explained by the Marxist framework?

Do you mean the official Marxist framework or my Marxist
framework? One central concept of Marxism is that the liberation of
working class is the act of the working class itself. In other words,
you can’t impose socialism; people have to make it themselves. This
is the essential content of Marxism. Look at the 1949. Clearly this
was a great revolution, but was it a working class revolution? The
PLA occupied cities, some workers took over factories, banks and so
on. The PLA told them to get back to work. 1949 was a revolution
but certainly not a working-class revolution. The PLA was essentially
a peasant army led by intellectuals like Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping,
and Zhou Enlai. The victory of the PLA certainly wasn’t a working
class revolution. So the basic tenet of Marxism is absent at the birth
of People’s Republic, and I think all of the contortions, all of the
twists and turns since then have taken the Marxism of Chinese
officials further away from anything resembling the ideas of Marx.

16 years after this book was published, what is your updated
understanding or theorizing of this transition?

I think I was right about the fundamental nature of the change. There
was a very high degree of elite continuity. That theory I think
explains a whole number of different social changes that have taken
place. It can be extended back to the fall of European fascism in the
1970s; to the end of the Latin American dictatorships; to the end of
apartheid in South Africa. All of these were marked, to a greater or
to a lesser degree, by elite continuity. I think elite continuity is one
of the most powerful tools to explain what has happened in the world
in the last half century. What happened in media is a tiny part, but
that is the part I am professionally obliged to discuss today. What
you pay me to do is to talk about media.
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The thing that is wrong with the book, which is a very, very
serious error, is the point I made earlier: China disproves the thesis
that you need a revolution to move from the party’s collective
ownership of social power to individual ownership. The Chinese
Communist Party is well on the way to transforming itself from
being a collective owner of capital, to being made up of some of the
biggest private owners of capital. I was wrong: you don’t need
revolution to shift from a command economy to a market economy.
China proved me wrong.

You were trained in CCCS (Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies) in Birmingham, studying after Stuart Hall. But in your
later academic career, you have followed a very different path
from cultural studies. What made that happen?

“How did I get in to cultural studies?” The answer is that I began as
a literary theorist, very heavily influenced by the famous Hungarian
Marxist critic Gyorgy Lukdcs and his Romanian follower Lucien
Goldmann. The man who taught me philosophy in university was
Itsvan Mézards, who had been a pupil of Lukdcs, so you can see I
was very strongly influenced by that strain of Marxism. I started my
doctoral studies with Terry Eagleton, who is a very famous literary
scholar, but I did not make very much progress. Terry said to me:
“Why don’t you go to Birmingham and work with this guy Stuart
Hall? You might find it interesting to talk to him.” So not with any
serious sense that I was going to do cultural studies, I wandered off
to Birmingham. From the philosophical point of view, Birmingham
was not much better than Oxford. I was in very much of a minority
position. The dominant strand of thinking, led Stuart, was structuralist
Marxism, which was the most powerful current in Marxism at that
time in the west. I remained essentially a literary scholar, but I guess
Birmingham did make me think of culture not simply as literature. I
must have absorbed Williams’s famous argument that culture is
ordinary.

So the cultural studies paint was pretty thin. What I find is that
with cultural studies people, I am a political economist; with political
economists, I am cultural studies; with social scientists, I am a
humanities scholar; with humanities scholars, I am a social scientist.
I don’t think I fit any of these models very well. Some of the stuff I
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have written has been very clearly with the humanistic cultural
studies tradition. Some of the stuff I have written has been, I would
say, in the social scientific political economy tradition. Why do I
have to belong to a school? Why do I have to be either one or the
other? They are simply different way looking at social reality. Do
some political economists drive me mad? Yes, they do. Do some
cultural studies people drive me mad? Yes, they do.

Intellectually, you kept your PhD with Stuart Hall, you must have
something inspired by him? At that time you had already felt
cultural studies a bit superficial to explain this and that, or you
had some other agenda in your mind and felt something went
wrong but you had to play?

I think I became much more influenced by what I'd heard at
Birmingham after I left Birmingham. If you look at Working Papers
in Cultural Studies you will see there’s big difference between the
stuff I was writing then, like my essay on Lukdcs, and the stuff Stuart
was writing them. If you look at the famous “encoding-decoding”
model, that comes initially from Roland Barthes. After that, there is
the question of determination in the last instance, derived from Louis
Althusser. As you know, Althusser was famously a harsh critic of the
notion of the “expressive totality” and Lukédcs was its most famous
Marxist proponent, so there was a fundamental theoretical difference
at stake. I would say today that Stuart was a great intellectual and a
great man but a terrible supervisor. What should a supervisor do? A
supervisor should say to a student: Bring me your chapter by next
Tuesday! Keep your ambition modest! Make sure you can answer the
question you ask, etc. You should guide the student. Stuart always
said: Oh, what a brilliant idea! Why not expand it? This is a disaster
for a graduate student: I know because it took me 17 years to finish
my PhD.

Both political economy approach and cultural study have been
influenced by Marxist theory. This two sorts actually originally
started a kind of political source for communication studies in 1970-
1980s. But there are internal tensions between the two. That’s
what people are probably more interested to know. So the second
question we put is what do you see the major divide nowadays?
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I think that divide is the product of the past. I think that was
something that mattered for our generation, but I don’t think younger
scholars really care. They are fighting different battles.

Could you give us a broad outline of current research trend in
the field, for instance how classical Marxism continued into some
new schools, thoughts, and this and that? Let us have a kind of
whole picture of the map.

I am not sure I can do that. I am not sure that I know enough to
answer this question. If you asked me this question 30 years ago, I
would have found it much easier to answer.

30 years ago is really easy because that time the study issues and
the thoughts are quite simple. But now everything gets into a
chaotic and hybridized situation.

OK, let me try to answer that. First of all, you have to say, the
majority of the field of communication research continues untroubled.
People are still doing investigations into agenda setting. It has
developed to the second or third level agenda setting, nevertheless it’s
recognizably essentially the same approach. Go to the ICA: it
remains overwhelmingly dominated by this kind of research.

People would say that this is only the old bottle with new wine.
They still use the old framework but the content is no longer
really the old. They are talking about something very different.
That’s true, but I think that many of the methods, observation,
experiment, and so forth, remain the same. Many of the basic middle-
ranged theories, like agenda setting, remain alive. People are still
doing their PhDs in these sorts of fields and they are still getting
hired. Secondly, new media has developed as a very strong new field
of research. Some of the work conducted in the framework of new
media is very traditional, but quite a lot of it is actually about new
social phenomenon. One of the reasons I find people like the
Christian Fuchs and Jan Van Dijk much more interesting than
Castells is because they try to analyse new media developments in
terms of social relations rather than engaging in what often seems
like speculation.
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H:

How does this relate to the first point you mentioned? You just
said the majority of the research is still untroubled. The majority
also includes new media, right?

Quite a lot of research on new media is very unreflexive...

The second question, could you give some examples of current
research which are trying to pose new issues, using new perspective
to look at the new media in relation to the new social class.

I think a good example of how new media phenomenon are
understood or misunderstood in terms of old media, is the discussion
of Weibo in China. The world is full of papers about Weibo.

The Weibo in China is replacing by WeChat now.

Declining in reality, but still a major subject of academic papers. If
you look at nine-tenths of the papers about weibo they are asking “Is
weibo a public sphere?” or asserting ‘“Weibo is the Chinese public
sphere.” The problem is that Weibo is not a sphere of rational debate.
It’s a sphere of passion, revenge, anger..., these are not constituents
of a public sphere, at least as defined in the Habermasian tradition.

But in the early stages, Weibo transmitted important alternative
information.

Yes, of course, and many many of the uses to which it has been put
cultural study scholars would see as fascinating. But there must be a
hundred articles saying Weibo is the public sphere. Now actually
Weibo is not a public sphere. The concept has a certain attraction for
people like us but actually it’s a very poor account of the way the
world is. The world is full of passion. And a social theory should be
able to account not simply for rational reflection but also passionate
engagement. What I am suggesting is that maybe the new media pose
new problems, maybe they present old problems in a new form, but I
think there has been, certainly in the case in Weibo, a very uncritical
application of a set of ideas, developed by Habermas to discuss
Europe that, that has been imposed on a situation where the evidence
seems to point to the fact that there’s something very different going
on. Weibo has got rational debate, but it’s not primarily about rational
debate: there is lots of passion, lots of feelings of anger, lots of
desires for revenge.
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For its part, political economy does not seem to have made
much intellectual progress. There are plenty of detailed empirical
studies of who owns what and what the effects of political regulatory
regimes are, and so on, but I am afraid I don’t see any serious
theoretical breakthroughs.

So, the first of all, the majority of researchers are untroubled by
any new developments; secondly, new media provoke vigorous
research but often without adequate theorization; thirdly, there is a
shortage of new ideas in political economy. The cultural studies
current has to a great extent moved outside media and communication
research. If you go to the ICA, there are not that many people talking
about cultural studies there. On the other hand, “Crossroads in
Cultural Studies” is probably as big as ICA, and is full of people
talking about cinema, talking about TV, and so on. There has been an
institutional division; if you want to talk about American popular TV
drama, let’s say Mad Men, or Game of Thrones, you don’t go to the
ICA to discuss it. You go to a cultural studies or a cinema studies
conference.

What I am saying is that media studies is a large container
which used to contain everything from journalism to film. Today,
people read different books, they go to different conferences, they are
engaged in different debates. I think you are right: this is very much
more fragmented field than it was, and it is much bigger. When you
were graduate student in Britain, there were maybe two or three
places working on the media. Now there are fifty or more. In the US,
there must be five hundred.

It looks like communication studies is running into some kind of
crisis. Cultural studies used to be a very important part of our
field, but now it is an independent discipline. Political economy is
in the dead end too? I don’t know. And public sphere, as you
said, has only theorized rationality, but got nothing to say about
passion. We need new blood, new ways of thinking in the field,
but naturally people feel more comfortable with the established
theories rather than exploring new.

That’s just an old man talking. If you talk to younger people, they
are reading Slavoj Zizek, they are reading Jacques Ranciére, they are
reading Gilles Deleuze, and they are reading other contemporary
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thinkers. It is not that their arguments and ideas are right, it’s just
that I don’t think they are penetrating very far into communication
studies and journalism. The major recent theoretical renewal in
journalism studies was the engagement with Pierre Bourdieu.
Besides, I think this is a bigger problem for journalism studies than
whether or not it has new theoretical ideas. Our object of study is
undergoing a transformation. The impact of the new media on legacy
media is not going to go away. Many of the key ideas of American
journalism studies, like professionalism, like objectivity and so on,
are being called into question by the impact of these technological
changes. The material foundation of American journalism is under
threat. That will eventually produce a crisis in the way the journalism
schools think about journalism and in how and what they teach
people. I think that crisis has yet to work itself through in intellectual
terms. People are clearly thinking about these problems, but much of
the old baggage persists. At the very least, the occupation of
journalism that is emerging has a very different dynamic to that
which underlies the concept of “professionalism.”

Since we are talking about the status of the field, do you have any
suggestions for young scholars to advance the field?

More specifically, how you feel or approach to the theory, since
in academia, theory also always produce the high status, once
you have the theory or use the theory well, you could always been
well expected, so theory can become a kind of sharp weapon. So
for the PhD or the young scholar, the first thing is they always
civilized, unless otherwise they can prove. Last time Michael
Shudson gave me a long lesson about he understands theory. Now
I ask the similar question to you, do you have an alternate view,
counter view or the similar view?

I agree with what Michael Schudson said on page 23 of the English
version of his interview with you. I am going to give this to my
students to read. (Laugh) I paraphrase, but the import was start from
the problems of the world, not from the problems of theory. I come
from the generation which was very deeply influenced by Thomas
Kuhn’s book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. He argued that
most science is what he called “normal science” which works within
paradigms. He discussed the natural science but I think the point also
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applies to the social sciences and humanities. We ask our students to
read established theories, to use established methods, analyze
evidence according to established protocols. That is exactly what
Kuhn means by “normal science.” What is considered to be the truth
in normal science? The emphasis on what is often called “theory
driven research” is an aspect of normal science. If you can take a
theory somebody else developed, and use that to help you, and even
better find a research instrument that you can apply in your
investigation, you are going to get a result that will be recognized as
“scientific” by your peers. You can get published in the right journals
and you will advance normal science. That is a very attractive to
teachers because it’s nice to have students interested in the same
things as you. And it’s very attractive to students because it gives
them a degree of confidence about what they are doing. They know
this method and this theory have been used before by established
scholars. They know this method produces acceptable results. They
know how the findings are going to be evaluated. They know they are
going to get a PhD. Normal science gives you a degree of confidence
and that leads to a stress upon established theoretical foundations and
established methods of enquiry. To go back to Michael’s point: the
problem is that students are taught that you shouldn’t draw what you
see, you should draw what you think you ought to see.

In a healthy intellectual climate, there should be a constant
interplay between theoretical reflection and empirical observation. If
you have forced reality to fit theory, that’s completely wrong. On the
other hand, the idea that you can just let the data speak for
themselves is equally crazy because data does not exist in itself. You
construct data. Of course, there is an external world but any data,
whether quantitative or qualitative, is a function of the research
instrument you use to gather it. So you can’t avoid theory because
that is the only way to construct a research instrument. The healthy
scientist, the honest investigator, is constantly moving between
empirical observation and theoretical reflection. That is much more
uncertain, much more unsettling, much more difficult to do than
simply to take an established set of ideas and methods and use them
like a cookie cutter. That is much easier and much more comfortable,
and you will get published much more easily as well.
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So have you seen a kind of paradigm shift of the communication
studies?
The major shift has been from modernism to post-modernism.

That includes communication studies?

Communication studies? I am not sure about that: quite a lot of people
don’t seem to have noticed the shift yet. Modernity in social science
was about certainty. The shift was to introduce doubt. That’s a paradigm
shift. Post-modernity had the very healthy effect of questioning
absolutist single interpretations of social reality. I don’t think this shift
is so clear in communication studies as it has been in some other areas.
To the extent that I know anything about communication studies, it
tends not to depend upon explicit grand narratives. It tends to use what
Merton called middle range theories, which are less vulnerable than
grand narratives to the post-modern critique.

The paper that really interests me is the paper that inspires me,
the paper that attempt to do something new, the paper that has some
surprising information. The papers that simply repeat orthodoxy, any
kind of orthodoxy including Marxism, especially Marxist orthodoxy,
send me sleep. What do I value in scholarly work? Originality. What I
value is something that tells me something I have not thought of
before, something I did not know before, something which makes me
think.

What do you see are the major issues and urgent problems that
need to be addressed about Chinese journalism and media
studies today?

There is a general question which I think is not necessarily urgent
but which I think is very important. Studies of Chinese journalism
have been obsessively about politics, obsessively about political
journals. Look, there are about three hundred investigative journalists
in China. But there is a total of around two hundred and fifty
thousand journalists in China, roughly a quarter a million...

The meaning of “Obsess’ in the English literature words, right?
In China, it’s just upset. The “Obsess” with the non-political,
“Obsess” with the technology, “Obsess” with the commercial
study, all about this, nothing about politics.
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Well, in that case, it is a weakness of the western literature. I would
like to help correct it. It seems to me there’s more to Chinese
journalism. There are these politically sensitive journalists in China
who dig out stories and expose corruption, but there are others as
well. When you did research in Shenzhen and Shanghai you found
that many journalists were content to do uncontentious work and
enjoy life. I would like to see more explorations of these ‘“normal”
Chinese journalists. I very much like my student Lii Nan’s work
because she is talking about an aspect of the Chinese media, fashion
magazines, which has almost no impact on the party’s power.
Unfortunately there are not many Chinese graduate students want to
talk about these sorts of thing. People come to my door and say: “I
want to do something on political power. I want to look at Southern
Weekend. I want to look at Caijing. I want to look at Beijing News.”
Very few students come to my door and tell me they want to write
about ordinary Chinese journalism. Journalism that deals with
“lifestyle” is one of the things I think is really interesting and
important. The social changes that have taken place in China over the
last 30 years mean that there are hundreds of millions of people
moving from the country to the city. Millions of people have learned
a whole number of things: they have learnt to be middle class; learnt
to be educated; learnt to be urban. What role did the media play in
this massive re-education? Or, more properly, did it play a role and if
so, what was it?

I think there are all these questions which are of huge historical
importance. I want to hypothesize that the media had a central role in
the making of the Chinese middle class. I'd like to push Chinese
media studies in that direction. All sorts of issues about gender,
identity, and so forth need exploring. Another, very different, issue is
just now starting to be important: Chinese newspapers and Chinese
broadcasting enjoyed 30 years of rapid expansion. The new media
have had a serious impact on journalism around the world, on
newspapers in particular but also on television. Will that also happen
in China? My bet is that it will, although perhaps not in the same
form. There is a major and fascinating research project in analyzing
how Chinese media adapt themselves to the worldwide changes that
are going on in the media.
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Selected Works by Colin Sparks

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Colin Sparks’s
selected works.



