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Abstract

Daniel Hallin, the coauthor of Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of
Media and Politics, in response to a question on the generalizability of the
models identified in the book, maintains they are not intended to be universal.
Rather, they are abstracted from specific contexts in various European and
American countries. For him, the key to comparative study is contextualization.
He advises comparative communication researchers to treat the concepts in the
book as reference points and to formulate frameworks based on the context
they are studying. On the choice between small-N and large-N studies in
comparative studies, Hallin observes that the state of comparative
communication research has not reached the point where fruitful statistical
studies can be done. On the contrary, the small-N case study approach can
generate the deep understanding of media systems that the field badly needs.
When asked how the Chinese media system may fit the models he has
identified in his book, Hallin argues that China should be conceptualized on its
own because of its special logic. However, he argues that the comparative
dimensions he used in his analysis—the structure of media markets, the role of
the State, the forms of “political parallelism” and journalistic professionalism—
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may have their equivalents in China and elsewhere, and they should be
analytically relevant. To Hallin, the days are over when anyone could study a
single national media system in isolation; comparative communication research
has come of age in this globalizing world.
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Academic Dialogue with Daniel Hallin

Comparing Media System

DH: Daniel HALLIN
JC: Joseph M. CHAN

JC:

DH:

Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media and Politics
(2004) is one of the most important works published in the field
of communication by virtue of its theoretical significance,
empirical logic, and potential influence. Its scope of analysis was
mainly confined to Western Europe and the United States.
Therefore, one common concern about the models you proposed
is their applicability to non-Western countries. You and Mancini
subsequently published an edited volume, Comparing Media
Systems beyond the Western World (2012), which examined media
systems in Asia and Latin America. Meanwhile, studies of
cultural globalization have elaborated on the possibility of
hybridization rather than complete cultural displacement when
cultures encounter. You suggested that the world was converging
toward the Liberal Model in Comparing Media Systems. We
would first like to hear your latest reflections on the
generalizability of the original models.

It was a very deliberate decision on our part to follow a “most similar
systems” design and confine the analysis to Western Europe and
North America. In our view, it was exactly the attempt to create a
universalizing framework that would be applied to any media system
in the world that had held back comparative analysis in our field.
This of course is symbolized most dramatically by the framework of
Four Theories of the Press, which purported to be universal, but
really conceptualized only a small number of media systems in any
depth, mainly the American, British, and Soviet systems, and treated
all the others as approximations of these. We believed that a
comparative analysis had to be rooted in careful attention to the
empirical and theoretical literature on the media and political systems
in the cases selected, and we could not competently carry out that
kind of analysis if the number of cases—and the range of theoretical
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JC:

concepts that would have to be developed—were too large. We never
intended our three models, in particular, the three ideal types we use
to summarize the main patterns of media system development among
our cases, to be “generalizable.” They may be useful in some ways
for thinking through the similarities and differences of media systems
in other regions compared with the European and North American
ones, and we did observe in the book that Western media systems
have of course influenced other systems, so elements of these
systems are likely to be present in other systems. The East
Europeans, in particular, have noted strong similarities of the East
European systems to our Polarized Pluralist Model, and some
differences. And as we say in the book, although media studies has
usually taken the Liberal Model as the main point for comparison
with other media systems, as an ideal of “modernization,” if you are
going to analyze media systems as empirical social formations, and
you want to make comparisons with Western media systems, in most
parts of the world it is probably likely that you will find more
similarity to the Polarized Pluralist Model of Southern Europe. But
these comparisons with our three models will be of limited use for
understanding most media systems outside the regions we considered.

We were well aware that our focus on North America and
Europe could be seen as reinforcing Eurocentrism in media studies.
We picked that focus because we knew those cases well, because
there was a large body of literature on them, and because we had the
linguistic competence to master most of the literature We did hope,
though, that our analysis would somehow help demystify the notion
of “Western media” by showing that “Western” media systems are in
fact diverse, that there is not a single model of “Western media,” and
by treating those systems as concrete, historical social formations,
rather than abstract ideals.

Would you please also share with us your latest thoughts on the
convergence argument?

As for convergence, we were surprised when people started saying
that we had predicted the convergence of all media systems toward
the Liberal Model. That particular chapter of our book was added
really as a qualification to the main argument, which stresses the
differences among media systems. We felt we had to acknowledge
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the reality that the three systems we were studying were not as
different today as they were at the height of their development as
distinct systems, say around the 1950s—70s. Many people had written
about the “Americanization” of media systems, and in some ways
that was right, in the sense that commercialism had increased in
media across Europe, and the party press that once distinguished
European systems from the American one had declined. Some of
these forces apply to much of the rest of the world, including in
many cases an increase in commercialization, which has taken place
as a consequence of neoliberal globalization, has resulted in
liberalization in many markets, and the role of the State has changed.
The globalization of media flows has also exposed journalists and
audiences to common models of reporting, which can be seen in the
case of Al Jazeera. We try to make it clear in that chapter, however,
that we do not think convergence toward the Liberal Model can
be projected into the future, nor is it likely to result in the
disappearance of the differences we observed among the European
systems. We observe that some differences seem persistent—Italian
newspapers are still partisan; French newspapers still mix
commentary and reporting more than the American ones, and public
service broadcasting remains strong and distinct from commercial
broadcasting in much of Western Europe, although it is not the
monopoly it once was. If we had really believed the differences
among the systems we were studying were disappearing, it would
have made little sense to write the book we did. And we certainly
don’t think it would make sense to assume that media systems
around the world will converge on a single model, be it Liberal or
anything else. The contributors to our new book, Comparing Media
Systems Beyond the Western World, make a strong case for the
diversity of world media systems, and make the point too that where
practices and institutions from Western media institutions have been
imported into other systems, they have been transformed to fit the
realities of another systemic context. This is what we would expect
to happen: the whole rationale for doing comparative analysis, rather
than just assuming media institutions and practices are always and
everywhere the same, is that context matters. So we would of course
agree that hybridization, not convergence, is the likely result of
global exchange.
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The publication of Comparative Media Systems: Three Models of
Media and Politics in 2004 has rekindled interest in the study of
media systems around the world. What major advice do you
have for researchers of comparative media systems in light of
your own experience and the feedback you have received on your
seminal book?

One of the most important pieces of advice we have for scholars is to
remember that—as I observed a moment ago—comparative analysis
is about context. So you have to theorize the particular contexts you
want to study, that is, the particular historically situated media
institutions, political institutions, social structure, and cultural system,
and you have to do this with care. You have to think through how the
context you are studying differs from others. This is why we are
nervous when scholars say they want to “apply” our concepts—and
especially our three models—to other cases, outside the original
scope of our study. We hope our concepts are useful reference points,
but we would advise scholars in other parts of the world, if they
think the kind of analysis we did is valuable, not to try to “apply” it
to other contexts, but to instead follow our example and develop new
frameworks rooted in the careful analysis of other contexts, and then
compare those contexts with the ones we studied.

You have demonstrated how one can fruitfully apply the ideal-
type analysis to a number of countries sharing some of the key
features in your book. But the book was criticized for using too
small a sample. The suggested alternative is to apply statistical
analysis to countries in order to more accurately estimate the
generalizability of one’s observations. What is your response to
such observations?

Our observations—a very great many of them, anyway—weren’t
meant to be generalizable outside a particular scope. They were
meant to conceptualize particular historically situated developmental
patterns of media systems. Statistical analysis of many cases can
certainly be useful in comparative analysis for certain purposes. In
our view, though, it can easily lead to superficial or misleading
analysis, particularly when the field of scholarship is at an early
stage, and where there isn’t much rigorous scholarship on most of
the cases you will be including in the analysis. Charles Tilly makes
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this case strongly, so allow me to quote him here:

On the whole, comparative studies....yield more intellectual
return when investigators examine relatively small numbers of
instances. This is not because of the intrinsically greater value of
small numbers, but because large numbers give an illusory sense of
security. With small numbers, the student of a structure or
process has little choice but to pay attention to the historical
circumstances and the particular characteristics of the cases at
hand and thus to work harder at meeting the commonsense
conditions for effective comparison. With large numbers, critical
defenses and familiarity with context decline. Little of long-term
value to the social sciences has emerged from the hundreds of
studies conducted during the last few decades that have run
statistical analyses including most of the world’s nation states.'

His conclusion is very strong, and I don’t know whether he
would have made it in the same way today, thirty years later. But in
my view, large-N statistical analysis is most useful in a field that is
quite mature, in which there are strong theoretical reasons to
expect certain relationships between variables across systems,
and where there is a strong reason to think that you know how
to measure the variables in question across systems. I don’t
think that is where we are right now in the comparative study of
media systems.

By size and by nature, China is an important case that students
of comparative media systems have to consider when typifying
media systems. Does China constitute a unique ideal type? Do
you think the dimensions and the logic of media systems you
have identified in your book can adequately explain the
transformation of the Chinese media system?

China certainly should be conceptualized on its own, perhaps in
comparison with certain other systems with which it might have
some similarities, and some differences (perhaps other “market
authoritarian” systems such as Malaysia or Singapore?). The
Chinese system is clearly very different from the three we
analyze, and has its own logic, as do each of those three systems.
Some elements of our analysis may still be useful. In a way, in
contrast to our three ideal types, the other part of our conceptual

17



18

Communication & Society, 24 (2013)

JC:

DH:

framework, our four dimensions for comparing media systems
are very general, even if the particular conceptualization of them
in our analysis are particular to Western Europe and North
America. The structure of media markets, the role of the State,
the forms of “political parallelism,” and journalistic
professionalism, as Katrin Voltmer points out, are basically
conceptualizations of the relationship of the media to the
economic system, to the State, to the system of political conflict
and contestation (this means above all political parties and civil
society in the West, but it can take other forms in other systems),
and finally the internal structure of journalism. These probably
have their equivalents everywhere. The real work of theorizing
then involves figuring out what particular forms they take in
particular contexts, and why, and how they are interrelated.

Although the advancement of information technology is often
cited to account for the transformation of the media environment,
it is not included as a dimension in your analytical framework.
What considerations have led you to omit what might be an
important factor in the interplay between the media and political
systems? Do you think that information technology should form
a significant dimension of your analytical framework? If so, how
can the interaction patterns between the media and political
systems be changed? If not, please explain.

We talked about technology a little in the chapter of Comparing
Media Systems on convergence. Technology certainly does matter
(though it may not differ as much from system to system as some
other kinds of variables), and there is no question that
technological changes have played important roles in destabilizing
existing media systems, and bringing about change in their
structures—for example, by undermining the separateness of
national media systems. But technology doesn’t develop
independently of social, political, and cultural systems. In part,
television developed in the way it did because it was introduced
at a time when the States played a central role in economic
development and nation-building. The Internet is developing in
the way it is in part because it was introduced in the age of
neoliberalism when market forces are more dominant. Of course,
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it is being developed differently in some ways in systems such as
China’s, where the State still plays a bigger role, compared with
the US, Italy, or Brazil.

Before the turn of the century, comparative studies were often
discussed but seldom undertaken. Do you think that comparative
studies in communication have come of age? Why or why not? If
not, what can be done to boost the study of comparative
communication?

I do think comparative studies in communication have come of age,
or are in the process of doing so. I think this is true, partly because
of the globalization of academe, and because of the development of
critical masses of scholars working in a larger range of countries who
participate in global academic exchange. But of course, this is still
very uneven, and there is a great need to develop academic
infrastructure and encourage scholarship in many parts of the world
where there is still relatively little.

You are now widely recognized as an authority on the study of
comparative communication. How important is the comparative
perspective to you as a communication scholar? Can you please
trace the developments that have led you to and prepared you
for making what may be called a “comparative leap”? Will
implicit comparison form an integral part of your analytical
perspective even when you return to work on the media of a
single system?

I think the days are past when anyone can study a single national
media system in isolation, without reference to the scholarship on
other systems. In my home discipline of political science, in the
United States, there is a strange division between the subfields of
American Politics, where scholars feel no need to know anything
about other systems, and Comparative Politics. More and more,
though, I think this is seen as a naive form of scholarship, and
there is a growing awareness that the US political system, like any
other, has to be thought of as a particular case, not as “politics” in a
generic sense. In other parts of the world, I think there has been a
tendency to either do essentially descriptive work, without any
theoretical framework or without integration of the theoretical and
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empirical parts of the scholarship, or to import and uncritically apply
theoretical frameworks from Western scholarship to other contexts,
without asking, “are they applicable?” And “how might they need to
be reformulated?” This is beginning to change.

You were trained as a political scientist in your doctoral
program. How do you evaluate the importance of social sciences
in general and political science in particular in your
communication studies? Do you think it is preferable for young
scholars to include one or more social science subjects as a
significant part of their doctoral curriculum?

Media scholars need to be in dialogue with scholars of politics, of
society, of culture. Media institutions interact with and intertwine
with other social and political institutions. This is true even in
the West, where their degree of “differentiation” is relatively
high in many ways, and no doubt is even more true in most of
the rest of the world. Media systems develop in the context of a
wider sociopolitical system. This means that media studies
scholars need to know the scholarship on the State, on political
culture, on social stratification, and so on. Media studies
scholarship has historically suffered from its isolation from social
science and social theory more generally. Of course, it would also
be good if political scientists and other social scientists began to
study the scholarship on media—this is also beginning to happen
to some extent.

You drew on studies of individual media systems for data for
your book. The approach is basically institutional analysis and
historical. For students of media systems, do you think the
understanding of history and the historical method should have a
more prominent place in the curriculum of media studies?

Yes, again, I think this is part of the comparative method, part of
what it means to understand how social relationships are shaped
by a systemic context. Media systems develop and change over
time. They are path-dependent. That is, they are shaped by the
historical context in which they develop, and it is impossible to
understand their logic, or to give convincing explanations for
their structure, without paying attention to history.
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JC: Thank you for taking the time to share your views with our
readers.

Selected Works by Daniel Hallin

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Daniel Hallin’s
selected works.

Note

1 Tilly, C. (1984). Big Structures, Large Processes, Huge Comparisons. New
York: Russell Sage Foundation.
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