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Abstract

In this interview, Gitlin explains his fundamental views on the media’s role
in society. Media producers, for their own interests, direct people’s lives and
attitudes toward political and social issues. Meanwhile, the media satisfy
people’s wants derived from their lives without media. Gitlin also suggests
examining media and human communication with a holistic view and critical
sociological approach. Gitlin grounds his intellectual practice in social and
political movements. He has credited his academic achievements to his previous
political experiences. In his research agenda, Gitlin keeps focusing on the
politically engaged public. By actively participating in movements and
continuing to write, Gitlin wants to further his critical study of media and
communication for people’s rights and freedoms in their political and social
lives.
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Academic Dialogue with Todd GITLIN

TG: Prof. Todd Gitlin
HY: Yu Huang

HY: We would like you to describe your research interests and your

TG:

political participation. We understand you were involved in many
U.S. political movements. What are your experiences?
I was involved in the New Left movement throughout the 1960s, at a
time when I didn’t have any particular career ambitions. I didn’t even
anticipate working at a university. I simply moved from one political
project to another, feeling my way. (This sort of life was pretty
widespread in those years. There were many thousands of us who
were willing to live without much income.) My experience in those
years was so rich, complicated, and intellectually challenging, that
after I went back to university to obtain a PhD, in 1974, T could
fruitfully spend a lot of my time working with the material that had
come before me in the New Left experience. In a sense, my political
life was also the ground of my research. In the late 1960s, I thought
of myself as a movement intellectual—an intellectual whose primary
public was the movement itself. I wrote articles and essays for
magazines and newspapers. I came to be interested in television
when I sensed, around 1968, that television was a factor in political
developments, however strange that seemed. I had read Marshall
McLuhan in 1967 and was provoked by his thinking. I had a few
rudimentary ideas about how television was playing a part in how we
see the world. When I went back to university to pursue my PhD, in
the mid-"70s, one of my professors suggested that I further develop
an article I had written in 1968 about media and social movements.
That became the framework for my dissertation, which I wrote in
1977 and later became my book The Whole World Is Watching. This
was a departure from my original intention when I re-entered
graduate school. I had at first intended to trace the history of the idea
of scarcity and its impact on social thought, a project that nobody has
undertaken since then. That was a rather grand and almost impossible
idea, and I'm glad I abandoned it.

I always saw myself as someone who wanted to write for the
public, in particular, a politically engaged public. Writing for the
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public was my abiding aspiration. I didn’t want to confine myself to
sealed-off academic language, even after I decided to undertake
professional studies in sociology.

As I looked into media as a field of study, I came to understand
that they are present in so many ways, in so much of social life, that
they could serve as a point of entry into a vast array of topics. By
studying media, you could study everything in society and history.
You could study the inter-connected universe of economic, social,
culture, ideological, moral, and spiritual questions. You could use
media as windows to a larger world. That’s what I was looking for.
In The Whole World Is Watching, the center was the interaction
between media and a social movement. But I gave myself permission
to roam a larger territory.

Having publishedThe Whole World Is Watching, 1 then wanted to
see if I could apply a similar framework—Ilooking at the dynamic of
interaction between those who produce media and those who have
political commitment—to the world of entertainment. My next
research project concerned how the Hollywood television industry
compresses, directs, and channels political conflicts in society. Then I
discovered I couldn’t write how the TV industry processes political
conflicts without understanding how the entertainment media industry
worked in general.

The book I ended up writing about that is called Inside Prime
Time. It went beyond my original interest in the domestication of
political conflict. It turned out to be a general analysis of how the
industry made decisions. There are still a few chapters addressing the
question of domestication of political conflict, but the book turned
out to be a more general industrial analysis.

This piece of research turned out to be my introduction to the
inner dynamics of cultural studies. It was very much an education for
me. The world of Hollywood entertainment was more alien to me
than the world of movement politics. I didn’t start with the same
quality of intuitions based on my own experiences. I started learning
from zero, and that was extremely interesting for me.

Over the years, I would say through the mid-eighties into the
nineties, I became increasingly dissatisfied with the line of argument
that I had developed to that point. This is not to say it was mistaken,
but I needed to ask a different question. Up to that point, I'd been
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HY:

looking into questions of ideology, assuming that the media work by
impressing themselves onto people’s cognitive apparatus. Over the
years, I became persuaded that the ideology of popular culture is not
the only way in which it makes itself manifest in people’s lives.

I came to think that the missing element has to do with human
emotion. The most important thing about media was not the lessons
that were to be learned. What was more important was how the
media affect people’s desire to have certain kinds of emotions. These
emotions [ came to think of as disposable emotions, shallow
emotions—emotions that arise quickly and then vanish. In that sense,
the most important question to ask about popular culture was not
what its ideological message is, but why there is so much of it. Why
are we embedded collectively in a torrent of media? Why does
modernity want so much from popular culture? What does it do for
us? I became interested in the phenomenology of media. I became
interested in the experiences people have with media. I had a few
intuitions about them and tried to rethink Marshall McLuhan’s grand
assumptions about the relation between media and people’s nervous
systems. I incubated some ideas about the place of emotion and
sensation in the modern world. I became interested in sociologists,
starting with the great German Georg Simmel, who studied the
phenomenology of everyday life. From that came that book Media
Unlimited, which was published in 2002, my last substantial piece of
thinking about the media environment. That is more or less my
trajectory in media studies. Along the way, I’ve written many
appraisals of particular media, such as films, coverage of news
events, popular culture in wartime, and many other media-related
topics. The ideas that have stayed with me the longest, and appeal to
me as the most central, are ideas of what people make of and how
they experience media. Those are the ideas I work with now.

You are an intellectual, a political writer, a sociologist, and so on.
At the same time, you also studied media and communication. In
1978, in Media Sociology, you sharply criticized mainstream
communication research. Why do you call yourself a sociologist,
rather than a communication scholar? In another way, how do
you view the communication discipline? So far, it is controversial
whether we should establish communication as a discipline. Or is
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communication still an inter-disciplinary social phenomenon we
enter to study? In the UK, for instance, scholars do not regard
communication as a discipline. They prefer people to use
different approaches to study it. How do you view this big issue
of our field?

I don’t think that communication can be a discipline of its own. I
think it is a field, because communications are a mode in which
people are acting in the world. Cultural and social life should be
understood in many dimensions, of which communication is one.
Communication should be understood as a form of human interaction,
as predicated on philosophical assumptions, historically evolving
cultural forms and knowledge, as an element within a political life,
as a human process, perhaps as a natural process. There is no single
method, or even a group of methods, that is distinct to
communications. I think there needs to be one. To me,
communication is a subject. So it’s not only inter-disciplinary but
also trans-disciplinary. It is a privilege to use a wide range of
disciplines, but we need not be confined to any or even a group of
them. There are, as in other fields, paradigms that assume prominence
at different times. It is certainly not my objective to move toward a
master paradigm. I don’t think there is a central spine to the field.
Communication is the study of humans communicating. There are
many varieties, requiring many different methods and underpinnings
to understand.

I would like to ask you more about the critical school of thought
of communication in the United States. In the past years, since
the sixties, many scholars, such as Schiller, developed critical
studies vis-a-vis mainstream communication studies. What kind
of achievements have U.S. scholars obtained? What is the current
status and possible future research agenda for a critical scholar
in terms of media studies?

In some way, Schiller and his group did something important when
they reminded us consistently that communications media are
accountable to commercial and state interests. They brought
communications studies out of the cloud that they shouldn’t have
been in. They reminded us that there were political and economic
structures that created a framework within which media operated.
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HY:

That was their value. On the other hand, Schiller and his group were
not critical enough. They didn’t take seriously that people live in
culture. They had a mechanical idea, premised on an old-style
Marxist base/superstructure division. I think this is an insufficiently
critical idea about what media are and cannot possibly address the
question that interests me, why we are living so much of our lives
with media. I understand how it benefits media institutions that we
do so. But I am not a functionalist. The experience of human beings
matters. It’s worth attention, description, analysis, proficiencies,
approaching in a number of ways. It is the texture of life that people
have with media that gets my attention. Yes, I understand very well
the foundation for much of the development of media rests on
capitalist interests, services to advertisers, and so on. But why is it
that people welcome, like, and even cherish these offerings from the
media industry? This remains to be explained. It requires a more
comprehensive, more thorough, and more open-minded approach to
how people live with media.

The United Kingdom developed a political economy approach
and cultural study for media, while France also formed semiotics
and culture studies of media. In the United States, you are one of
the representatives of critical scholars for media sociology. Can
you summarize the distinct feature of the critical sociological
approach to study media?

I suppose I am thought of that way. But it is an interesting question.
What I provided in Media Sociology (1978) were reasons to be
skeptical about the existing approaches. I had to move on from there
to what ought to be done, rather than simply confining myself to
criticism of work already done. This is elementary. Media are part of
social life. There are human institutions. People who work in media
have motivations, and one is therefore called upon to try to enter into
the worlds of the people who produce media. This is where
ethnography and interview come in, attempting to reconstruct
historical fact, trying to understand how a certain article got written,
how a certain television [program] or movie was produced. To me,
my approach to the sociology of media is always looking at
institutionalizations and the activities, the techniques, the motives,
the styles of people who actually produce artifacts.
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The second element of my approach is to be equally interested
in the life-world of the people who are using media, who are
immersed in media. Media is an element of living that entails
psychological elements, phenomenological elements. One has to enter
into an imaginative way, if I can use Max Weber’s term, of Verstehen,
trying to understand what media are to people. Thus, what media are
to the producers is the first component of the critical study. The
second critical component is what media are to the people who are
the holders or the users of media.

There is a third element that also matters to me. I never wanted
a study of media to be completed without considering the biggest
forces operating in the world. I don’t want to confine myself to media
industries. I want to look at media industries within an ensemble that
includes financial industries and forces of national and globalized
inter-connection. In other words, I don’t want the study of media to
be confined to media. This is what I mean by a critical sociological
approach.

Nowadays, the Internet and online social media are not only
transforming our studies of communications but also changing
the entire social sciences. We know it transforms our research
agenda. What is your predication for, or understanding of, the
future media research agenda, the trend in research?

To me, media’s place begins with recognizing people. By the way,
this is not a thought original to me. I think it derives chiefly from the
British scholars Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams, really the
founders of cultural studies. People who use media are also living
their lives, which are not completely involved with media. That is to
say, the life with media is a dimension of life. The people who live
with media also live outside media. We should always try to
remember one when we study the other. That is my general bias,
which is to view general humans in as holistic a way as possible. I
want to try to understand, at least to speculate on, the place of media
in their total lives. What is their connection with family life, with
migration, political experience, their ways of making a living,
attitudes toward religion? This is my own orientation.

What is your own research agenda?
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TG: My research agenda always surprises me. The next item on my
research agenda is the place of media in the recent upheavals,
including Madison, Wisconsin, Tunisia, Egypt, and so on, up to
“Occupy Wall Street” here. There is something interesting here.
These upheavals involve intense use of social media, but also,
crucially, face-to-face communication. You can see this most clearly
in the gatherings in Tahrir Square. People receive a message through
a Facebook group, go to Tahrir Square on January 25, 2011, and
proceed to immerse themselves in public manifestations there. The
event consists of an element that is electronic and another element
that is material—they are in the square together. Obviously, that was
also true in the case of the “Occupy Wall Street movement” here, and
the police evictions from public spaces set the movement back. The
movement cannot be contained within the electronic networks or
within inter-personal spheres. It operates through both.

I developed this idea in my latest book Occupy Nation. 1 became
interested in the phenomena of assembly as a form of interaction that
obviously has proved rewarding to many people. If you look at
people’s gatherings and mobilizations, you can see there are network
communications that bring people there, but then there is a quality of
experience taking place there when people are talking face-to-face,
talking with each other, interacting with each other. One thing I am
interested in the form of assembly the “Occupy Movement” calls
horizontalist. That is to say, it is built on lateral networks and not
hierarchies. It cannot be reduced to either the electronic dimension or
the face-to-face dimension. It offers a political challenge, and a
philosophical one. Can it sustain itself? Can it grow?

I became interested in the concept of the “Freedom of
Assembly,” and I am doing research on this now. The First
Amendment [of the U.S. Constitution] mentions four rights, the
freedom of religion, speech, press, and assembly. Assembly is little
understood or discussed in the legal literature, and there is very little
written about it. I think it is extremely important. It actually moves
the world. The desire to achieve assembly, whether in Tunisia, Egypt,
Libya, Syria, Spain, or Greece, is something that many people feel
passionately about. It is a deep human desire. Yet if you look at how
the authorities address it, the infringements upon assembly are very
severe now in the United States. There is a militarization in the
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official approach. The right of assembly has been very casually and
arbitrarily dismissed, and is not taken seriously by political
authorities, as if it has only a derivative place. In other words, the
state is entitled to establish “free speech zones.” You can have “free
speech” over there, but you cannot have it here. But that is an
infringement of the freedom of assembly. The authorities decide that
assembly is a confined activity. I think this is actually a denial of the
spirit of freedom of assembly, which is extremely important. Anyway,
that is my hypothesis. The subject of freedom of assembly is actually
very important in its own right.

Thank you for taking the time to share your views with our
readers.

Selected Works by Todd Gitlin

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Todd Gitlin’s

selected works.
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