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Rethinking Global Communication in a
Multipolar World: Epistemic Inequality,
Digital Sovereignty, and the Future of the Field

Discussants: Daya Kishan THUSSU * Yu HUANG b, Anilesh KUMAR "
Translators: Kun FANG b, Jingshu LIU °
*School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon, Hong Kong

’ Department of Communication, Beijing Normal-Hong Kong Baptist University, Zhuhai, Mainland China

Abstract

In this academic dialogue, Professor Daya Kishan Thussu reflects on the
intellectual development of international and global communication as a field,
revisiting key concepts such as de-Westernization, de-Americanization, contra-
flows, and digital sovereignty. The interview explores how historical power
asymmetries continue to shape academic knowledge, why the rise of China and
India matters for theory-building, and how platforms, artificial intelligence, and
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geopolitics are reshaping the communication order. It also considers the
changing patterns of journalism, epistemic communities, and the need for more
historically grounded and globally plural forms of scholarship. The conversation
argues that the future of the field depends not only on responding to
technological change but also on rethinking its conceptual foundations beyond
established Western frameworks.
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Academic Dialogue with Daya Kishan THUSSU, Yu HUANG,
and Anilesh KUMAR

Rethinking Global Communication in a Multipolar
World: Epistemic Inequality, Digital Sovereignty, and the
Future of the Field

DT: Daya Kishan THUSSU
YH: Yu HUANG
AK: Anilesh KUMAR

YH: Professor Thussu, you have been studying global communication
for several decades, and your work has traced the shift from
Western dominance to the emergence of new media powers. In
the current moment, marked by digital platforms, geopolitical
tensions, and the growing visibility of Global South media, how do
you make sense of the global communication order today? Are we
really moving toward a more multipolar media landscape?

DT: In some ways, I have always been a rather unusual figure within
communication studies, largely because my background is not in
communication as such. I was trained in history, political science,
and international relations, and I also worked as a journalist. That
combination proved very useful, because it led me to international
communication from a rather different direction.

When I was working as a journalist, I was on the foreign desk in
London for the Press Trust of India, then the largest news agency in
India. At the same time, as a student of international relations, I was
reading widely in the field, attending seminars, and following global
conflicts in real time. This was the 1980s, so one was, for instance,
observing the Iran-Iraq war and comparing how the Iranian and Iraqi
news agencies covered it. That was a very instructive experience. |
came from international relations background, but I was working on
international communication, and at that time there were very few
scholars who combined the two.
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When I was appointed Professor of International Communication
at the University of Westminster, I was only the second professor
of international communication in the United Kingdom. The first
was Philip Taylor at the University of Leeds, a historian by training
and a distinguished scholar of propaganda studies. That fact is also
significant in understanding my trajectory. As far as I know, I was the
first professor in that field in Britain who was not from the West.

I was educated entirely in India, from school to Ph.D., and I
remain proud of that. In the 1980s, India was much poorer than it is
today, but academic standards were very high. The infrastructure was
often poor, but the professors were excellent. That training shaped
the way I looked at the world. I was not seeing the world through a
Western prism, but through a rather different one, informed by India’s
history, its democratic politics, and its position as a non-aligned
country. Even when India was not a major power, the discourse of
foreign policy stressed independence and non-alignment. I think all of
this influenced how I understood the world.

That perspective is reflected in my widely used book International
Communication: Continuity and Change. Even the title was deliberate.
It suggests that there are very clear continuities in international
communication from the nineteenth century to the present. Certain
countries continue to dominate, and corporations based in those
countries continue to dominate. But there is also change. We are
sitting here in China, and if we had this conversation thirty years ago,
China would not have figured in it the same way. Today, of course,
that is entirely different.

The first edition of International Communication appeared
in 2000. I have since published three further editions and am now
working on another, partly because publishers are keen to include
newer debates, such as artificial intelligence and its implications
for communication, global communication, and international
communication in the traditional sense of state-to-state interaction.
There has therefore been enormous change, not only in technology but
also in culture, infrastructure, and information systems more broadly.
That is why I still think the theme of continuity and change captures
the field rather well.
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On the question of international versus global communication, I
think this distinction is important. Traditionally, especially during the
Cold War, international communication was understood primarily as
communication between governments. Hence the term “international
communication.” Most people simply did not possess the means
to communicate across borders. When I was growing up, there
were no telephones where I lived. Today, by contrast, most people
have smartphones. Communication is therefore no longer simply
government-to-government; it is also people-to-people. Social media,
TikTok, and other platforms have made cross-border communication
part of everyday life. In that sense, it is now more accurate to speak
of global communication. It encompasses not only intergovernmental
communication but also corporate and interpersonal communication.
Governments remain powerful, but they are no longer the sole major
actors in the communication system.

Another formative aspect of my intellectual development was
that, although I was trained in international relations, communication
was rarely treated as a major concern in that discipline, except perhaps
through the study of propaganda. That was true in the West as well as
elsewhere. In the United States, for example, propaganda was often
taught in political science departments, and it did not necessarily
carry the pejorative meaning it later acquired after the Second World
War. So there were very few scholars in international relations who
seriously engaged with communication.

After finishing my Ph.D. in Delhi, I received a postdoctoral
fellowship to go to the United Kingdom. Most people with such a
fellowship would have gone to Oxford, Cambridge, London School
of Economics (LSE), or University College London (UCL). But I
wanted to study media and communication. In 1988, very few British
universities were teaching communication seriously. I eventually
went to the Open University, which had a programme in Third World
Studies. That was still the era in which “Third World” was current
terminology.

There, I began to see how supposedly progressive and Marxist
British scholars conceptualized the so-called Third World. The Open
University was a progressive institution, and Stuart Hall was there;
indeed, I first met him there. Yet, I gradually realized that there were
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basic problems with the category itself. Under that rubric, Singapore,
already a prosperous city-state, and China, a vast continental society,
could simply be grouped together. That seemed absurd. As a young
scholar and an outsider, I argued against such formulations. It gave me
an early form of intellectual resistance to dominant ways of thinking.

Soon after, I took a job in London with Gemini News Service,
a small news agency oriented toward the developing world and now
defunct. That experience gave me remarkable access to journalism
beyond the West. We had correspondents in around one hundred
countries, and reading copy by Brazilian, African, and Chinese
journalists was intellectually eye-opening. Although the organization
was based in London, its orientation was very much toward the
developing world.

Taken together, this background gave me what I would call an
intellectual infrastructure that was, by definition, critical of the status
quo. It was different from the experience of many scholars from
developing countries who went to American universities, were taught
within a particular framework, and then reproduced that framework
because it was the route to professional success. Thankfully, I was
somewhat removed from that. If one looks at my work over the last
three decades, there has been a certain consistency for precisely that
reason.

So, to return to your question, I would say that we are indeed
moving toward a more multipolar media landscape, but with
qualifications. There is undoubtedly more plurality than before. The
Global South is more visible, and new media powers have emerged.
But multipolarity should not be mistaken for equality. The system
remains deeply uneven. The global communication order is now more
complex, more layered, and more contested, yet it is still structured by
powerful asymmetries.

I also want to ask you about de-Westernizing media studies. You
have been part of that conversation, together with major scholars
such as James Curran, and the debate became especially visible
roughly two decades ago. Looking back now, how do you reflect on
this key concept of de-Westernization? Do you still see it as valid
and productive? And do you also see limitations in it today?
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DT:

Yes, this is an important issue. I used to teach an MA course called
“Global Media and Transnational Communication” at Goldsmiths,
University of London and it was the first of its kind in the United
Kingdom. I partly got that position because of my work on
international communication. Around the same time, James Curran
co-edited De-Westernizing Media Studies in 2000, which was later
translated into a number of languages.

In the final session of my course, I often invited James Curran to
speak to my MA students, and we would discuss, among other things,
what de-Westernization actually meant and why it mattered. James is
a dear friend, a remarkable scholar, and an admirable human being.
But he himself would sometimes say, half-jokingly, that it was a “sexy
topic.” The phrase clearly had appeal.

If you actually look closely at the book, however, apart from
the introduction, there is not that much sustained theorization of de-
Westernization. It is largely a collection of country-based studies.
So, in that sense, it did not really theorize the concept in a systematic
way. Yet it remained important because it was one of the first
moments when a major scholar placed the phrase so prominently into
circulation.

I became interested in the issue because I already had basic
objections to dominant Western discourse. Its generalizations were
often unacceptable. Its representations were deeply problematic and
frequently carried colonial undertones. So I began by asking a very
simple question: what exactly is meant by “the West”? Is Bulgaria part
of the West? Is Eastern Europe part of the West? The category itself is
much more unstable than people often assume.

In practice, when people use the term, they usually mean a very
small group of countries, primarily the United States and the United
Kingdom. Even Germany often does not matter very much in that
conversation. That was my first concern: what exactly is to be de-
Westernized, and from what?

The phrase gained currency because it was intellectually
attractive. People cited it, repeated it, and often embraced it, but
very few actually deconstructed it. In 2008, I tried to contribute to
that discussion by organizing a major conference at the University
of Westminster on Internationalizing Media Studies. We had around
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250 participants and some forty professors from around the world. I
later edited a book with the same title and subsequently established a
Routledge series under that title.

My argument was that “de-Westernizing” is a negative
formulation. It risks dismissing a great deal of important scholarship
produced in what is called the West. I do not mean only practical
communication research, but also major work in psychology,
propaganda studies, and many other areas. So I asked: why de-
Westernize rather than internationalize? “Internationalize” seemed
to me the more constructive term. That was the line I advanced in
the related title published in 2009, and it is one I have continued
through the book series and through the journal Global Media and
Communication of which I am the co-founder and managing editor
since 2005. The principle was that the field ought to be genuinely
global, rather than simply organized around West and non-West.

One of the key points I made at that time was that the most
consequential media transformations were taking place in Asia,
especially in China and India. At that stage, I did not yet know China
very well, though I know it much better now. But even then I was
fortunate, at Westminster, to be associated with both the China Media
Centre and the India Media Centre. I regularly attended seminars
organized by China Media Centre. Often I was the only non-Chinese
person in the room, and Chinese students would jokingly ask me
whether I was working on India or China. I would tell them that if one
is genuinely interested in the global, one has to understand China.

In retrospect, that argument was correct. The most significant
transformation in global media and communication has clearly been
the rise of China. The second major transformation, which is still
unfolding, is the rise of India. In terms of scale and significance, these
are global developments. So my intervention was not only a critique of
de-Westernization, but an attempt to offer an alternative framework.

Let me build on that. In your work, you also use the phrase “de-
Americanization.” How should younger scholars understand the
relationship between these terms? Is de-Westernization really de-
Americanization? Or is it closer to decolonization? Or are these
overlapping and potentially confusing categories?
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That is a very interesting question. As I suggested earlier, “the West”
is already an imprecise category. By contrast, “de-Americanization”
is more precise, because whether one likes it or not, the United States
remains the single most important country in the global media system.
One can see that in hardware, software, infrastructures, and global
narratives.

If we genuinely want to generate an alternative account of the
world, then we have to move beyond the American view of the world.
That is why I have used the phrase “de-Americanization.” I have used
it in different contexts. In my work on soft power, for example, I
devote a whole chapter to de-Americanizing the concept. Soft power
originated in the United States, and then scholars around the world
repeated it without adequately interrogating it. To me, that is a form of
intellectual dependency.

With the arrival of Al, I suspect that this tendency may become
even stronger. So yes, in many respects de-Americanization is a more
precise phrase. In our field, the form of domination is overwhelmingly
American. If one looks at how international issues are covered,
one finds that much of the content people consume emanates from
American. The United Kingdom is also influential, but often British
foreign-policy discourse aligns quite closely with the American one.
What is missing, more often than not, are Chinese, Indian, Brazilian,
or Russian perspectives. If one traces the dominant narrative at its
source, one gets a very different picture. That is what I mean by de-
Americanization.

Related to that, and also to artificial intelligence, you once referred
to AI not only as artificial intelligence, but also as ‘“American
intelligence.”

Well, where did it come from? That is the point.

But is that necessarily a valid conclusion? Something may
originate in a particular country and still become universal.
Modern medicine, for example, developed in Western contexts, but
it is now global knowledge.

Certainly. I agree. It is partly a phrase, of course. But if one looks at
the global landscape, American companies still dominate. DeepSeek
is a very interesting exception, and perhaps we can return to that. Yet
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broadly speaking, the infrastructure, platforms, and governing logics

still come from the United States.

There is also a more serious issue here. If one has the capacity

to influence how people think, how they write, what concepts they

adopt, and even what they are able to imagine, then one possesses a

very significant form of power. I remember that in the 1990s, in the

early days of the internet, I once typed the word “imperialism” into a

Microsoft dictionary function, and the response was that the word did

not exist. There are therefore subtle ways in which narratives can be

regulated.

When I look at many younger people today and the way they

write, I often feel there is less originality, because more and more

of the thinking and research are being done by machines. And this

is still only an early stage. Once these technologies become more

sophisticated, we may begin outsourcing our intelligence to machines

altogether. So yes, it is a dramatic phrase, but I do worry about it. I am

in fact giving a talk soon entitled “Intelligent Imperialism: Artificial or
Real?”

Intelligent imperialism?

Exactly. It is exceedingly intelligent. You do not even feel that you

are, in effect, surrendering your intelligence to the machine. And of

course, this raises broader questions about surveillance and new forms

of control.

Before moving on, I want to raise a broader historical issue.
Roughly fifty years ago, there were at least two influential ways
of dividing the world. One was the mainstream ‘“‘three worlds”
model: The First World as the Western capitalist bloc led by the
United States, the Second World as the Soviet-led socialist bloc,
and the Third World as the rest. Later, Chairman Mao proposed
a different framework, in which the First World consisted of the
two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union; the
Second World referred to advanced capitalist countries such
as those in Western Europe; and the Third World referred to
developing countries. Compared with the mainstream model,
Mao’s framework seems to be based much more on domination
and power than on ideology or social system.
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DT:

This brings us to the question of the South and the Global
South. Some scholars on the Chinese left, such as Zhao Yuezhi,
have shown sympathy for this way of thinking, and you also seem
at least partly sympathetic to it. So I would like to ask: when
you think about these categories, do you take ideology and social
system seriously as the basis of division, or do you put them aside
and focus more on power, material capacity, and global influence?

That is, again, a very good question. As you know, the phrase “Third
World” itself was coined by a French sociologist in the 1950s, and
it was always highly inaccurate. One simply cannot place everyone
outside the two dominant blocs into a single category.

In that sense, Mao’s categorization was in some ways closer
to geopolitical reality than the broad binary of liberal capitalism
versus communism, with the remainder grouped together as an
undifferentiated Third World. The conventional framework obscured
important differences within each camp. The Soviet model of
communism, for instance, was never simply adopted wholesale in
China. The Sino-Soviet split itself emerged within a decade of the
founding of the PRC. The Soviet model did not fully work in China
because the basic revolutionary unit in China was the peasantry,
not the industrial proletariat in the classical Leninist sense. So even
Marxism had to be adapted to Chinese conditions.

Similarly, within the so-called West, the Western European
model of capitalism has always differed from the American one. That
remains true. Even now, in parts of Europe, one still finds welfare
arrangements that are quite different from the United States. These
large categories therefore conceal significant internal variation.

As for the North-South, this was also a Western formulation,
associated with Willy Brandt and the North-South Commission. It
emerged partly because the old East-West framework was no longer
adequate. More recently, the phrase has returned in the form of the
“Global South.” “Third World” became unusable because it was too
offensive, while “developing world” is too broad and vague, so “Global
South” became the fashionable substitute. I use it as well, though I
sometimes prefer “Majority World,” because demographically that is
what it is.
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Yet even within the Global South, the differences are vast. So if
we return to your earlier question about multipolarity, yes, the world
is more multipolar, but that multipolarity also exists within the Global
South. Different countries have distinct interests, trajectories, and
spheres of influence. It is not a unified bloc. Even within formations
such as BRICS, there are enormous disparities. The difference
between the South African and Chinese economies, for instance, is
obvious. There are also deep political differences between India and
China. Russia, too, is a special case.

So my basic point is that “Global South” is itself a problematic
term. It may be useful, but it must be deployed carefully and precisely
rather than simply because it is fashionable.

YH: Let me push the issue a little further. You have long argued for
moving beyond Western centrality. Yet many of the structures that
shape academic knowledge—journals, citation systems, research
evaluation, and the circulation of scholarship—remain deeply
centered in the West. How do you see the possibilities for building
a more genuinely plural and global communication scholarship?

DT: The problem is structural. It is fundamentally structural. The
organization of knowledge continues to privilege knowledge produced
in one particular part of the world, and there are historical reasons
for this. Universities such as Oxford or Heidelberg are very old
institutions. They embody research traditions that predate what we
now call the Global South by centuries. Then, of course, there is
colonial history. Those countries were present globally, and they
accumulated archives, institutions, and authority on a world scale.

If one wants to study the ancient history of India, for example,
one may still have to go to Oxford rather than to an Indian university
to locate key materials. Similar patterns exist in relation to Africa and,
to some extent, Chinese studies. So history matters.

Second, if one begins with access to power, one also acquires
the ability to define standards. One decides which journals are “top-
ranked,” which presses count, which citation practices matter, and
which language becomes the medium of recognition. Why are almost
all the so-called top journals in English? Does that mean that Italians,
Germans, Scandinavians, Russians, and others lack intellectual
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DT:

originality? Of course not. But if they want recognition, they often
have to publish in English.

So there is a historical context and a linguistic one. The dominant
colonial power was Britain, and its language became global. That
linguistic dominance was then amplified by the rise of the United
States. American power now structures much of the system. I work
very closely with major publishers, and from that vantage point I can
say that the system remains deeply distorted.

Distorted in what sense?

Distorted in the sense that what we know about countries such as India
or China is often mediated through third- or fourth-hand sources. The
flow of knowledge is vertical rather than horizontal. There is still far
too little horizontal scholarship. That is the real problem.

To put it bluntly, there remains a deeply ingrained assumption
that authoritative knowledge is associated with the white scholar. I
have seen this in many contexts. In Chinese academic spaces, for
example, one sometimes senses that when a white scholar speaks,
people assume that something inherently important is being said, even
if the content is banal. Authority attaches not only to the argument, but
to the historical prestige of the speaker and the system behind him or
her.

In India, this works somewhat differently, perhaps because we
know the language and discourse well enough to see through them
more easily. But the larger point remains: these historical hierarchies
have been continually reproduced.

Let me give one example. In 2005, I founded the journal Global
Media and Communication. From the beginning, I wanted Chinese
scholars on the editorial board. But at that time it was very difficult to
identify Chinese scholars who were visible in the English-language
academic world. So I had to work with people who were often based
in Hong Kong or elsewhere and were already visible within English-
language scholarly networks.

If you fast-forward twenty years, however, the picture has
changed dramatically. Chinese scholars are now publishing in English
in very large numbers. If someone conducted a proper statistical study,
I would not be surprised if China ranked among the top countries
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globally in terms of sheer output. The quality may vary, but the scale
is undeniably large.

So the structure I am describing is historically understandable,
but it must also be historically challenged. The first step is to move
beyond the assumption that serious knowledge comes only from one
part of the world. That is not easy, because the hierarchy is tied to
metrics, rankings, and institutional gatekeeping. Promotion panels ask
how many articles one has published in certain journals. But why are
those journals the benchmark? Why not Chinese, Russian, African, or
Latin American journals?

So my answer is this: unless we get beyond that hierarchy of
value, the problem will remain. At the same time, one has to work
within the system as it exists, because the system is still controlled
elsewhere. One must make inroads into it while also challenging it.

That is why I often say to my Chinese colleagues: how long
can one continue with a derivative discourse when China now has
such immense resources and so much to offer? China has the scale,
institutions, and intellectual capacity to do more than reproduce
existing frameworks. So the challenge is not only structural; it is also
intellectual.

A follow-up question, then. You have just described the dominance
of communication scholarship as a structural problem. You often
talk about epistemic communities. Could you please elaborate on
how epistemic communities help sustain this structure? And how
should younger scholars think about their own role in shaping
knowledge and theory within it?

Epistemic communities are fundamental. They are part of the
intellectual infrastructure of the field. They set the agenda. They define
the threshold of legitimacy. They tell us what counts as theory, what
counts as evidence, and which cases are to be treated as central and
which merely as examples.

This is not a trivial matter. Why are certain universities treated as
inherently authoritative while others are not? Why do some institutions
automatically confer legitimacy even when other universities may be
better resourced? Consider Hong Kong Baptist University. In financial
and material terms, it is better equipped than many institutions I have
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known. Yet resources alone do not guarantee internationally recognized
scholarship. The issue lies in intellectual standards, scholarly culture,
and the ability to generate a genuine epistemic community.

When I was at Goldsmiths, for example, it was not a wealthy
institution. But almost everyone I worked with was known in his or her
field. They had intellectual presence. So the issue is not simply money.
It is whether one is able to build a community that sets standards of its
own rather than simply deferring to standards established elsewhere.

That is why epistemic communities matter so much. They shape
the field. They define what theory matters and what conversations
scholars must enter. Then people in India, China, or elsewhere are
often brought in only as empirical illustrations rather than theoretical
producers. They remain at the margins. But then one has to ask: why
are they at the margins? Who decides where the center is? Those are
the real questions.

Let us move on. Your idea of cultural flows has been highly
influential for scholars trying to move beyond the traditional
West-rest model of media flows. In today’s platform-driven
environment, where companies such as Google, Meta, and
TikTok shape global communication, do you think the idea of
cultural flows still holds? Or do we need new ways of thinking
about how media power now operates globally? I would add
that there are now major Chinese platforms, such as WeChat,
that are increasingly visible internationally, especially among
younger users. So this is no longer only a story of Western media
dominance.

Yes, absolutely. This goes back to a book I published in 2007, Media
on the Move: Global Flow and Contra-Flow. But the idea itself goes
back earlier. From my own perspective, the phrase “contra-flow”
first appeared in work I did in the early 1990s with Professor Oliver
Boyd-Barrett. In 1992, we published a UNESCO volume entitled
Contra-Flow in Global News. That grew out of research on how news
agencies outside the major global players—Reuters, AFP, and others—
were collaborating through what UNESCO then described as “news
exchange mechanisms.” That was really the origin of the term.

The later book was more concerned with television, and the
point I made there was that the conventional globalization thesis—
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that everyone was simply watching American television—was too
simplistic. That was not actually the case. There were other players,
other circuits, and other forms of movement. So I distinguished not
only dominant flows, in which familiar American players still figured
strongly, but also what I called subaltern flows: movements that
remained marginal or peripheral, but were becoming more visible.

If one now fast-forwards to the age of social media and platforms
such as TikTok, the picture has become even more complex. Just
consider China and India. Internet access in India now reaches roughly
a billion people, and something comparable is true in China. Most of
them have some form of social media access. That obviously generates
enormous volumes of content. Both countries also have large diasporas
across the world, which means these are undeniably global flows.

Then consider entertainment. The Korean Wave, which was once
primarily a regional East Asian phenomenon, has become genuinely
global. TikTok is global. WeChat, while not universal, is increasingly
global in many contexts where China has substantial economic or
infrastructural presence. These are not Western platforms, yet they
now participate in global circulation.

This does not mean that the major players have disappeared.
Globally, most of the largest platforms are still based in the United
States. Even when Meta’s largest audiences may be outside the West,
Meta itself is not an Indian or Chinese platform. That is precisely
why the Chinese case is so interesting: China has developed its own
platform ecology, and as China globalizes, some of these platforms
are moving outward as well. We are therefore dealing with a far
more layered and complex environment than when I first wrote about
contra-flow.

The one caution I would add is that contra-flow should not
be romanticized as pure resistance. These media industries still
operate in market environments. They have to build audiences, sell
products, and generate value. So while contra-flow signals movement
beyond dominant Western circuits, it does not necessarily mean total
opposition to them.

If T may follow up, countries such as China and India now

have not only large user bases but also, increasingly, their own
platforms. I would like to ask you to reflect further on resistance
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not only through content, but also through infrastructures and
content providers. A phrase that is especially popular now is
“digital sovereignty.” Could you explain that idea and perhaps
relate it to your earlier work on contra-flow?

Yes, that is a very good question. China has already achieved a
substantial degree of digital sovereignty. It handled the Googles and
Metas of the world very strategically. The basic approach was: yes,
you may enter; we will observe how you operate, learn from your
business and technical models, but in the end you will not dominate
this space, because we will develop our own systems. India, by
contrast, has not done that in the same way. So despite having one of
the largest communication markets in the world, India does not really
possess digital sovereignty in any substantive sense. There, it exists
more as a slogan or aspiration.

If Meta were suddenly to withdraw Facebook from India, hundreds
of millions of users would be left without a domestic alternative of
equivalent scale. And this is not simply about consumption. These
infrastructures matter for strategic communication, intelligence,
and many other purposes. If one does not own the communication
infrastructure through which information travels, then sovereignty
becomes a very real issue. India has the technical capacity to develop
such systems, and in some areas it has begun to do so, but it still has a
long way to go. China, by contrast, provides a very important model of
how digital sovereignty can actually be built.

So from the Indian perspective, China is a model?

In terms of digital sovereignty, yes. If we are speaking specifically of
digital sovereignty, then China is an important model. The Chinese
internet is Chinese in a substantive sense: the infrastructure is
Chinese, the platforms are Chinese, and for almost every platform
used elsewhere—Google, Amazon, Facebook, and so on—there is
a domestic Chinese equivalent. And these are no longer confined
to China itself. Some of them are increasingly being exported, for
example through the Belt and Road Initiative.

But then do you still hold to a global-versus-local framework here?
In China, one could argue that the state has maintained such a
high degree of control that the country has effectively become
closed to outside platforms while sending its own platforms
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outward. Can that really serve as a model for other countries,
unless they are highly exceptional cases?

I would not frame it that way. With respect, that remains a rather
Western interpretation. In a book I co-edited in 2018 on China’s media
globalization (China’s Media Go Global), 1 made almost the opposite
argument. [ suggested that precisely because China regulated and
restricted large foreign platforms, it was able to cultivate its own. In
the 1990s and early 2000s, China was not yet as globally powerful as
it is now, but it already possessed the vision that it needed autonomous
systems.

Many Indians today are beginning to ask exactly that question.
India has a huge IT sector, highly capable scientists and engineers, a
massive domestic market, and a very large youthful population. So
why does it not have platforms of its own on the same scale? Often
the answer is political, because sections of the political class remain
closely aligned with American interests.

My argument, therefore, has been that the standard Western
discourse—China equals censorship, China equals regulation—misses
something crucial. Precisely because there was regulation, China was
able to build its own platforms. Otherwise, that would never have
happened. Very few other countries have done this at a comparable
scale.

Let me push that further. Some other countries have also tried
to regulate and isolate their media systems, yet only China has
succeeded at this scale. Why? Is size the key reason? China is now
the world’s second-largest economy, but the Soviet Union was also
huge in its time. So size alone does not seem sufficient.

There are several reasons. First, of course, one needs technological
capability. One needs scientists, engineers, and technicians capable of
building systems that can operate at the scale of a billion users. India,
for example, has achieved something significant in digital payments.
Its public digital payment system has been very successful, and it was
built by the state rather than by American corporations. That too is a
form of digital sovereignty.

Second, in China’s case, there was a highly strategic regulatory
vision: the idea that although China could not yet compete directly
with the American giants, it could create the conditions under which
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domestic systems could grow strong enough to challenge them. That
is precisely what we are seeing today. China now operates at a very
advanced technological level.

Not every country can do what China has done. Iran cannot.
Russia has moved toward greater autonomy more recently, especially
after the war in Ukraine. Other countries may achieve partial autonomy,
but I am speaking here about major powers. So yes, scale matters, but
so do capability, state strategy, and long-term vision.

But how does this connect back to your original theory of contra-
flow? Can digital sovereignty be understood through that prism
as well? Can scholars of international communication use digital
sovereignty as a framework connected to contra-flow?

The problem is that if you look at what we teach in communication
schools, these issues are still not taken seriously enough. Students
ought to be introduced to concepts such as sovereignty. Why should
every country not aspire to digital sovereignty? Of course, not
every country can achieve it, because many lacks the necessary
infrastructures. Some will remain dependent on larger powers. But
that dependence is precisely why the concept matters.

If one says the word “sovereignty” to many communication
students, they will simply stare blankly. That tells us something
important about the state of communication studies. The field has not
developed the intellectual depth it ought to have. It is an interdisciplinary
subject and should be drawing more systematically from politics,
economics, and international relations. Too often, it does not.

Even international communication itself is not widely taught as a
rigorous field in many places. In China, it has become more fashionable
in recent years, partly because the Chinese government is concerned
with China’s image abroad. But international communication cannot
be reduced to the question of how a country improves its image. It is a
much broader and more complex field than that.

Let me move to another issue. In recent years, international
communication has become much more closely tied to geopolitics,
whether in debates about digital sovereignty, information warfare,
or strategic narratives. From your perspective, how has the
field responded to these developments? Are scholars engaging
adequately with this geopolitical shift?
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The short answer is no. I recently published a book (Changing
Geopolitics of Global Communication) on precisely this issue, and
as far as I know it was the first book explicitly to link geopolitics and
global communication in this way. So I would say that the field has
not responded adequately.

These questions are still often treated as though they belong to
another discipline altogether. That is why I earlier emphasized the
gap between communication and international relations. Because of
my role in the field, including within International Association for
Media and Communication Research (IAMCR) as its President, I
have a fairly good sense of what is happening internationally, and
there are still very few places where these issues are being addressed
systematically.

There are some exceptions. In India, one major institution in
mass communication has recently launched a Master’s programme
in strategic communication. The argument is that India is a major
country but still does not know how to shape and project its narratives
effectively. I visited and spoke there. But that is one institution. By
contrast, the university where I did my Ph.D., Jawaharlal Nehru
University, still has many people doing what one might call “hard”
international relations—nuclear strategy, military affairs, conventional
geopolitics—with very little connection to communication. My
response is: the world has moved on.

So yes, this remains a neglected area. For countries such as China
and India, there should be much more strategic thinking that connects
communication and international relations.

Let me turn to journalism. Your work on global information and
entertainment has shown how journalism increasingly intersects
with entertainment and commercial media logics. Today, with
algorithmic news feeds, influencers, and highly polarized
information environments, the boundary between news and
entertainment seems even more blurred. How do you see the role
of journalism evolving in this context?

Yes, I wrote an entire book on that subject (News as Entertainment:
The Rise of Global Infotainment), and it included a substantial
historical discussion of infotainment. In fact, the phenomenon is not
new. It goes back a long way and originally emerged from the United
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States. What has happened in the age of social media, and especially
in the age of TikTok-style content, is that the trend has intensified
dramatically.

That is clearly affecting journalism, because journalists are now
competing with a twenty-four-hour stream of content that is shorter,
faster, more visual, and more immediately appealing. Under such
conditions, there is less time and less space for journalists to provide
context, depth, or original analysis.

At the same time, there is also a reaction to this trend. One
sees this, for example, in the context of long-form journalism.
The Guardian has its “The Long Read,” and many people do read
those pieces. So there is a counter-movement. This may partly be
generational. People of my generation may still be willing to read
several thousand words, whereas some younger readers may find even
fifty words too much. But in any case, journalism is clearly under
pressure, and this is a global development.

What worries me even more is what Al is likely to do to
journalism. As a research tool, Al can be extremely useful. But in
terms of employment, professional authority, and journalistic function,
it raises much bigger questions. If machines can increasingly perform
these tasks, then what happens to journalism as a profession? That, to
me, is the more serious challenge.

Let me ask a quick follow-up. Precisely because AI can now
write news stories, generate documentaries, and produce all
kinds of visual and textual material, people increasingly ask why
journalists are needed at all. But journalism is not only about
writing; it is also about thinking. If you were advising younger
scholars of international communication, what would you say
about the importance of thinking itself?

I would say, first of all, spend less time on social media and more
time thinking. But thinking is not simple. It requires reflection, and I
suspect that an entire generation is growing up with less capacity for
sustained reflection, partly because of lifestyle and media habits.

That is why conversations such as this matter. We agree and
disagree; we put different dimensions of a problem on the table; and
that, in turn, encourages counter-arguments and better questions. It
cultivates thinking.
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I think this is especially important in this part of the world,
because there is often a very strong instrumental orientation: publish
four articles, obtain the job, and move on. Under that logic, one does
not need to know anything more deeply. Yet if one looks at the people
who genuinely make an intellectual impact—in academia, art, or
public life—they are almost always those who think more deeply.
Reflection matters.

This also relates to the earlier discussion of epistemic communities.
Why do some communities generate so much theory and conceptual
innovation? In India, for instance, I am proud that there has long
been a culture of argument. You know the phrase “The Argumentative
Indian.” People debate, disagree, and work things out through
contestation. If one looks at Western intellectual history, one also sees
strong traditions of argumentation. That, to me, is what thinking is. It
is not something one learns from a short online tutorial.

If I may still return briefly to journalism, could you state more
directly what you think its role is today?

That depends on the country and the political system in which
journalism operates. Journalism in China is very different from
journalism in the United Kingdom, for example. In the British case,
journalism is ideally understood as a fourth pillar of democracy,
holding power accountable. In China, that is clearly not the case in the
same way. So context matters: political context, cultural context, and
institutional context.

In textbook terms, journalists are supposed to provide information
in the public interest and to interpret that information. That is the
ideal. In practice, however, journalism is also a business; it is also
entertainment; and increasingly it exists alongside bots, synthetic
content, and automated circulation. In conflicts such as the current one
involving Iran, one can already see large numbers of bots producing
fake videos and false narratives. So the journalistic field is becoming
more unstable and difficult.

Let me come to the final substantive question. Having helped shape
the field of international communication over many years, what do
you see as the key intellectual questions scholars should be paying
attention to today? In other words, where do you think the field is
heading, and what kinds of research do we need more of?
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That is a very important question. The simple answer is that the field is
becoming increasingly technology-driven and data-driven. My advice,
therefore, would be to take a step back and not forget the larger
context—not forget history, ideology, or politics.

There is, I think, a growing tendency, including within international
communication, to focus more and more on micro-level questions
of gender, identity, and sexuality, often at the expense of the larger
picture. Those are important issues, certainly, but one should not lose
sight of broader geopolitical developments. What is happening in
Iran right now, for example, is of major global significance. It could
reshape the world. Yet we do not teach enough of these political
questions in our classes.

If we think about the origins of international communication as
a field, it emerged within the broader subject of international politics.
Politics lies at its core. Yet increasingly, under the wider umbrella
of global communication, the field is becoming more culturally and
identity-driven. So I would remind younger scholars not to lose sight
of context and history.

I would also repeat what I said earlier: we need a kind of
decolonization of the mind, especially among scholars from the Global
South. We need to draw intellectual resources from our own histories.
That in turn means bringing more history into our courses.

Let me give a small example. When I first came to China in
2004, I visited the Summer Palace with two of my Chinese students.
At one point I saw a statue with the word “Rahul” written in English
and Chinese. I asked them whether they knew what it meant. They
said no. I recognized it because Rahul is the name of my nephew, but
it is also, of course, the name of the Buddha’s son. So I asked them:
how did this word travel here? How did such a concept move across
space centuries ago? Is that not also a communication process? And
if so, why do we not have communication scholars studying these
long histories of movement, translation, and exchange? That, too, is
international communication.

This is only one example, but one could multiply such cases many
times over. Indeed, one of the projects I would still like to pursue is a
more historical and civilizational approach to communication. It brings
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us back, once again, to continuity and change. Continuity matters
profoundly, especially now when many societies are rediscovering and
reasserting their civilizational pasts.

Let me ask one final question, returning to something you have
emphasized throughout: the importance of the “big question.”
Over the years, you have worked on large concepts—flows,
infotainment, and others. If we compare the present moment
with the period when you first entered the field of international
communication, do you see fundamental similarities? Has
realpolitik remained so constant that expecting entirely new
theories may be unrealistic?

Theory-building takes time. It always emerges from a particular
historical and geopolitical context. But I would say that the present
moment is precisely one in which new theoretical work becomes
possible, because, like it or not, the West is declining. That decline
is demonstrable. As a result, there is a growing need for alternative
perspectives.

Those perspectives will have to come from countries that possess
not only material power but also intellectual capacity. China has that.
India has that. Parts of the Islamic world have that. Iran, for example,
is an important intellectual and historical civilization. Once such
perspectives begin to speak more confidently from their own histories
and experiences, one will see a more substantive de-Westernization of
discourse.

Take India. In the region where I come from, there existed
between the sixth and twelfth centuries what was arguably the largest
university in the world, and almost no one outside India knows
anything about it. Who is responsible for that absence? Or take
Morocco: the oldest surviving university in the world is there, not in
Europe. Why are Moroccans not writing about it more forcefully?
So yes, the context is changing. Western domination, in my view, is
declining—not disappearing, but declining. And because other powers
are emerging, opportunities are opening.

That is why I keep emphasizing history. There is so much to draw
from. But it requires imagination and sustained work. Western theories
did not emerge overnight. They were built over decades, by many
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scholars, refined over time, and stabilized through epistemic advantage
and global teaching structures. The same process will take time
elsewhere. But I do believe it will happen. Younger scholars, including
those in your generation and beyond, have an enormous contribution
to make. So yes, I am optimistic—very optimistic. I think the moment
is now.
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