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CS: Communication & Society

EK: Elihu Katz

CS: You were a participant of the Columbia School’s research program.

How would you tell the story of that research program? Some have

characterized Lazarsfeld as “a tool maker” and others have criticized

“the dominant paradigm” in media sociology that he shepherded. What

was Paul Lazarsfeld like? Over the years, you have written about

Lazarsfeld’s “media effect matrix” (2001) and included an appraisal of

Lazarsfeld’s seminal 1948 paper with Robert Merton in the edited

volume on the “canonic texts in media research.” What in your view is

the long-lasting legacy of Lazarsfeld and the Columbia School? How

do you think our understanding of this legacy help the discipline of

communication move ahead?

EK: Paul Lazarsfeld’s pioneering research in mass communication even

before he left Vienna in the 1930s — consists of four interlocking

elements: (1) an interest in individual decision-making, whether

consumer choices, occupational choices, etc.; (2) a fascination with the

potential influence of the then-new medium of radio; (3) a

methodological tool kit for the empirical study of these processes; and

(4) the need for an academically-based “laboratory” to assure the

continuity of such work. The culmination of these elements may be

seen in Lazarsfeld’s panel study (with Berelson and Gaudet) of how a

sample of American voters made up their minds during the 1940

presidential campaign in the U.S. Thanks to the establishment of the

Interdisciplinary Studies in Communication
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Bureau of Applied Social Research — his academic “laboratory” at

Columbia University — the 1940 study led to a whole series of

subsequent studies, each building on its predecessors, aimed at tracing

the flow of influence in different realms of decision-making. This was

a rare case of continuity and cumulation in social research that is

recognized as foundational for the study of communications.

Ironically, this achievement was also criticized by those who

thought that the power of the mass media was diminished thereby, as if

Lazarsfeld and his Bureau were attributing the limited role of the media

in “persuasion” and “diffusion” to the whole of the problematics of

mass communications. In fact, Lazarsfeld himself agreed with these

critics. Even while he focused his work on the interplay of mass and

interpersonal communication in the making of short-run decisions, he

was perfectly aware of the full gamut of media effects — including

those he had not studied. His early papers with Merton, and others of his

writings, make this clear. Fifty years later, the Columbia School is one

of the important legs on which the field stands, both theoretically and

methodologically. Competing Schools have flourished alongside.

CS: You published the classic work with Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence

(1955) at an early stage of your life. Subsequently, you continued your

sociological work on diffusion with James Colemen and others. In

1957, you wrote to update the two-step flow of communication. How

do you think the diffusion model depicts the images of society and

communicative activities that constitute a society? How do you think

we should conceptualize the relationship between large-scale media-

sustained or media-enabled information flow and interpersonal

networks? What do you think are the theoretical insights that we can

make use of in studying communication in today’s multi-media age,

when the distinction between mass media and person-to-person media

is increasingly blurred?

EK: Lazarfeld’s discovery that the mass media networks are intersected by

interpersonal influence was a major step — not fully recognized even

now — in reconnecting communications research with the rest of the

social sciences and the humanities. It shifted attention from study of the
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direct, persuasive effects of the media to the idea that influence takes

time and travels through social networks that both filter and interpret.

Diffusion processes of this kind are of high interest to disciplines

ranging from the history of religion to medical epidemiology and all the

social sciences in-between. It is true that the new media technologies

are now (rightly) claiming a share in these mappings of diffusion, but it

is also true that the computer enables students of diffusion to simulate

and trace the flow of influence in ways that could hardly be imagined

forty or fifty years ago. Some of these new media are indeed cloning

the mass media; others are perhaps enhancing interpersonal

communication. The Big Question is whether the array of new media,

and the segmentation of audiences for the traditional media, will

ultimately undermine the nation-state in favor of “local” or global

communities. It is long-run processes of this kind which technological

theorists of communication have rightly kept in focus and now demand

the attention of all of us, whatever our favorite theories of “effect.”

CS: In 1974, you worked with Jay Blumler to usher in the uses and

gratifications perspective. Where are we with this research tradition?

Does it meet the criteria for being a “paradigm” in the research on mass

communication? How have this perspective and the “new audience

analysis” growing out of the British Cultural Studies tradition enriched

our understanding of “active audiences”?

EK: Gratifications research took center stage at the moment when the

balance of power between media and audiences was called into

question. When it became clear that audiences have “agency” — that

they proact as well as react — attention turned to processes of uses and

interpretations. The Columbia School made room for these studies —

notably in the series edited by Lazarfeld and Stanton — and the

tradition has continued to flower, although it is still largely unformed

theoretically. Again, critics of the Columbia School saw these studies of

audience agency as relieving the media of moral responsibility, as if it

were no fault of the producers that some young people freely chose to

model their behavior on behavior portrayed in the media. Ironically,

some of these very critics have turned their attention to a similar set of
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problems under the heading of “reception studies” or “audience

research,” claiming to have (re)discovered the active audience.

Personally, I fail to discern any basic difference between the traditions

of “gratification” and “reception,” although Sonia Livingstone has

proposed — with some justification — that the emphasis of

gratification research is on “uses,” while the emphasis of reception is on

“meaning.”

CS: In 1990, you collaborated with Liebes in carrying out the “reception

analysis.” One of the products that came out of this line of work is your

1990 book The Export of Meaning: The Cross-cultural Readings of

Dallas. In what ways do the resources utilized, scripts invoked, and

rules applied by the viewers of Dallas in different cultures tell us about

the interactions between a culture and a globally marketed media

product? How do you see the values of this line of work in our

understanding of globalization as a multi-faceted process? How would

you talk about the tensions between indigenous and imported cultures,

between cultural preservation and openness, between cultural diversity

and homogeneity?

EK: The concept of “reception” does seem a felicitous one, and so Liebes

and I adopted it in our study of the “uses” and “meaning” and, of

course, “gratifications” associated with viewing of the world-wide hit,

Dallas. We were interested in whether “cultural imperialism” was in

evidence here, in the sense that one could show that an ideologically

American message was being propagated. While we found near-

universal awe over the standard of living portrayed in this nighttime

soap opera, we also found considerable resistances to the values

embodied in the program; indeed, the businessman — hero of the story

is hardly presented as a model of virtue by the producers themselves.

We found the more traditional viewers were especially resistant, even

to the glamour. There were also examples of differentiation in the very

understanding of the program, and — most interesting of all — a

sophisticated critical ability among certain groups in the interpretation

of the program, and its intent.

It must be added, however, that the virtual “trying on” of roles and
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relationships — practiced by almost everybody — may have served as

a wedge through which the values of the program (whatever they are)

unconsciously invaded the minds and lives of viewers. The lesson of

Dallas is that globalizing media content does not automatically impose

uniformity on diverse viewing communities. On the other hand, it is

also true that imported American programming has, from the outset,

dominated the television and movie screens in very many countries.

Once producers make the inevitable (and unwise) commitment to

broadcasting around the clock, they find it far less expensive to import

materials from abroad. Moreover, indigenous talent is often in short

supply. In our book, Broadcasting in the Third World, George Wedell

and I expressed particular concern over the problems of translating

traditional art-forms and values into the medium of television, and

anticipated the major tensions that arise in programming imported

culture alongside indigenous creativity, especially when the latter is so

much more expensive to produce than the former. There appears to be

greater openness, nowadays, to the incorporation of indigenous

programming and to making such programming available to expatriate

and diaspora communities. There are also many more centers of

production than there used to be, and many more outlets of distribution.

CS: In the 1970s, you worked with Michael Gurevitch and others to study

media and social change. One of the many publications resulted from

your work is the 1976 book entitled The Secularization of Leisure:

Culture and Communication in Israel. Why should communication

scholars study “leisure”? Or, in what ways leisure constitutes a fruitful

analytical point of entry? Do you think “secularization of leisure” tells

us something that goes beyond the experiences in Israel? What

theoretical insights can we gain from such research about the process of

social change and human experiences in transitional societies such as

Eastern Europe and China?

EK: Culture may be said to be “content” of leisure. If the media occupy

some two-thirds of available leisure time in most societies, it seems

obvious that media scholars should be interested in the ways in which

culture is transmitted and experienced during these hours. Additionally,
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there are interesting questions to be asked about the relationship

between leisure and work, especially about occupational and class

differences in the selection of media content and leisure activities

generally.

Gurevitch and I called our book “The Secularization of Leisure”

because we thought of modern leisure as offering a choice of activities

to displace the holidays, rituals, etc. which were prescribed form of

leisure in traditional societies. The question, for example, of how

Western television coped with the Sabbath — in an effort to attune its

programming to the traditional culture of the Day of Rest is especially

interesting to me.

CS: In 1992, you published the collaborative work with Dayan entitled

Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History. In what ways

“media events” constitute our historically conditioned socio-cultural

experiences? In what ways do you think studying media events helps us

understand (1) the nature of globalization, and (2) the heuristic values

of McLuhan’s dictum, “The medium is the message”? In what ways do

you think studying media events helps to reproblematize the

relationships between media and society (as well as culture)?

EK: “Media events” are television’s way of celebrating national or

international “contests,” “conquests,” and “coronations.” They embody

television’s promise to bring historic occasions to “everybody” both

simultaneously and without other mediation and they live up to

McLuhan’s idea of “global village.” They prove that television

broadcasting is, indeed, capable of this feat — even though no other

genre — even best-sellers like Dallas — have ever done this. In this

connection, it should be added that, recently, disruptive events such as

terror, disaster and war, are catching up with the more ceremonial ones

(See “No More Peace” by Katz and Liebes in Vol. I of the new on-line

International Journal of Communication).

Media events also serve as an ideal example of how traditional

forms of ceremony can be translated, creatively, into the language of

broadcasting. The gesture of peace that Anwar Sadat brought to

Jerusalem, or the gesture of defiance that the Polish Pope brought to
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Warsaw changed the world, because they were broadcast live on

television. The Olympic Games or the World Cup do have the power to

unite the world, in shared mutual appreciation and in shared acceptance

of the rules of the game. These are indeed globalizing forces. Their

content, as amplified by broadcasting, is what counts, and their effect is

not technological alone as McLuhan seemed to be suggesting.

CS: One of your long-term interests has been in Gabriel Tarde’s work. In

1992, you published a piece entitled “On Parenting a Paradigm: Gabriel

Tarde’s Agenda for Opinion and Communication Research.” In 1994,

you wrote about “conversation as a building block of democracy.”

Then, you published several empirical studies with Robert Wyatt and

others on political talk, opinion expressions, and their inhibitions. What

do you think are the contributions of Habermas’s concept of the public

sphere? What do you think about the frenzy in recent years over

“deliberation” and “deliberative democracy”? In your thinking along

this line, how do you see the ways in which public’s thinking, talking

(deliberative or not), and acting may be conceptualized in an integrated

fashion for us to understand our experiences of the public life in a

democratic society (including citizenship and democratic experiences)?

EK: Habermas’s “public sphere” echoes much of what Gabriel Tarde said

some fifty years earlier. Tarde conceived of the press as delivering a

current-affairs “menu” to the coffee-houses of Western Europe, thereby

provoking myriad conversations which led to the structuring of public

opinion, and its feedback on democratic governments. Habermas

bemoaned the decline of equal access to the public sphere, and his

analysis provoked widespread debate over the current state of informal

political talk (Putnam) and second thoughts about its centrality in

democratic politics (Schudson). In a national survey in the United

States, Kim, Wyatt and Katz attempted an empirical test of the actual

workings of the Tarde/Habermas model (media-conversation-opinion-

action), finding that political talk and attention to political media are

highly correlated, that talk leads to the holding of political opinions

(though not necessarily consistent ones), and that having opinions and

awareness of others’ opinions lead to political participation. The
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question left open in these models is how public opinion feeds back to

government and other decision-makers; this process urgently needs

study. And, yes, I agree that the debate between “deliberative” and

“representative” democracy needs to be reconciled.

CS: As a distinguished scholar, you intellectual work encompasses many

substantive areas and methodological traditions. We see your very

fruitful intellectual journeys that brought you to connect and integrate a

number of dichotomies, including humanistic and social scientific

orientations, quantitative and qualitative methodologies, explanatory

and interpretive modes of scholarly discourses. Would you talk about

how to work with and through the intersections between each of these

pairs based on your research experiences? To what extent do you

consider communication to be an interdisciplinary study?

EK: Communication is definitely an interdisciplinary enterprise, and, in my

opinion, is in constant danger of splitting apart. Thus, cultural studies is

oriented towards the humanities and anthropology and is no longer

focused on the media; mainstream studies of influence are anchored in

social psychology and political science; and institutional analysis is

gradually finding its way back to sociology. The challenge of

communications research is to hold these elements together and educate

students who can integrate them rather than keep them apart. The worst

of these centrifugal pulls comes from the confusing belief that these

different problems call for different methodologies, as if cultural studies

are inherently qualitative and influence studies inherently quantitative.
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