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Foreword

The media and communication research associations of the Nordic countries in 
cooperation with Nordicom have held conferences every second year since 1973. 
These Nordic conferences have contributed greatly to the development of media and 
communication research in the Nordic countries. The 20th conference in the series 
was held in Akureyri, Iceland, 11th-13th August 2011. Host for the conference was 
the University of Akureyri and University of Iceland. About 240 scholars from 
Denmark (30), Finland (61), Iceland (18), Norway (58) and Sweden (63) gathered 
to discuss current research and findings. In addition, some participants came from 
further afield, from the Baltic States, Austria, Bangladesh, Belgium, Great Britain, 
Israel, Luxemburg, Switzerland and the USA.

The conference proceedings included plenary sessions with keynote speakers 
and thematic seminars in different working groups. In addition participants enjoyed 
a number of social gatherings and cultural events. The theme of the plenary ses-
sions this year was Media and Communication Studies: Doing the Right Thing? 
This supplement to Nordicom Review No. 1-2012 contains the speeches held in 
plenary sessions.

As usual, the main business of the conference took place in the working group 
sessions. More than 180 research papers were presented in 11 working groups: 

Environment, Science and Risk Communication; Journalism Studies; Media and 
Communication History; Media, Culture and Society; Media, Globalization and 
Social Change; Media Literacy and Media Education; Media Organizations, Policy 
and Economy; Media, Technology and Aesthetics; Organization, Communication 
and Society; Political Communication; and Theory, Philosophy and Ethics of Com-
munication. All papers are listed in this report.

Responsibility for arranging the conferences is divided into two parts. More 
comprehensive questions, such as the theme, keynote speakers, working groups 
and fees are the responsibility of a Nordic Planning Committee, whose members 
are appointed by the national media and communication research associations 
and Nordicom. Members of the Committee that planned the conference were Lars 
Holmgaard Christensen, SMID (Denmark); Juha Koivisto, TOY (Finland); Kjartan 
Ólafsson (Iceland); Audun Engelstad, NML (Norway); Margareta Melin, FSMK 
(Sweden); and Ulla Carlsson (Nordicom). 

Dr. Kjartan Ólafsson, University of Akureyri, acted as Chairmen of the Icelandic 
Organizing Committee

The next Nordic Conference on Media and Communication Research is to be 
held in Oslo, 8-10 August 2013.

Göteborg in June 2012

Ulla Carlsson
Director
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Doing Better 
Struggles around New Subjectivities 

Christina Kaindl

Different perspectives echo in “Doing the right thing”: This can be understood as a ques-
tion of what constitutes a “good life” and how this understanding has been transformed 
by neo-liberal politics. It resonates with “right” in the sense of right-wing politics, as 
they have been increasingly successful in elections and achieved devastating brutality in 
recent years. My concern in this text is with examining how neoliberalism has transfor-
med notions of what constitutes a good life, how neoliberalism has changed ideas about 
adequate working conditions and a suitable work ethic, as well as how it has impacted 
upon understandings of the appropriate balance between productivity as it is subjectively 
experienced, suffering at work and social security. In particular, my focus is on the ways 
in which such transformations manifest themselves in television programmes. More-
over, I am interested in how these processes are related to the rise of the extreme right 
in Europe. At the beginning of the 21st Century, an interview-based research project was 
conducted across Europe. One of its main findings was that the imposition of neolibera-
lism, and with it changes in the mode of production, has forced subjects to “reconsider 
and re-evaluate their position in the social world” (Flecker/Hentges 2004: 141). This 
means that subjects have had to reassess their place in society, ascertaining anew what 
it means to ‘do the right thing’ and how their desires and interests correspond with the 
demands of society as regards the nature of ‘appropriate behaviour’. 

It was the political theorist Antonio Gramsci who further developed the Marxian 
concept of the ‘mode of production’. Gramsci identified how technical-organizational 
changes within capitalism, together with the concepts of politics and ideology that 
emerge to ‘manage’ these changes, crystallize into a ‘way of life’ that informs how 
subjects come to see themselves and understand and interpret the demands placed upon 
them. Mode of production and way of life have to correspond in order for any kind of 
stable hegemony to arise, even if at the same time, these processes are continuously 
contested, both from above and from below. “No mode of production can consolidate 
without opening up new and fascinating possible courses of action in the design of 
subjects’ lives; nor is a generalization of opinions, mentalities and lifestyles possible if 
they cannot be mediated by the technical and organizational requirements of a type of 
production that is able to create the means for them” (Barfuss 2002, 18).

Gramsci develops the concept in relation to the previous period of ‘Fordism’ in the 
1920s. The orientation towards mass production and the assembly line as the leading 
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productive force necessitated particular abilities and dispositions. These dispositions, 
abilities and changed expectations are partially communicated through planned cam-
paigns, political programmes, advertising and the media. Their connection to the requi-
rements of a particular mode of production were nowhere more apparent than in Ford’s 
commission. Set up by the company, this commission sought to ensure that workers’ 
private lives were compatible with their working lives. The commission decided on 
whether workers could be admitted to the Ford Family on the basis of whether, for 
example, only one man and one woman were living together, households were clean 
and tidy, and whether migrant workers – most of them only recently having arrived 
in the USA – abandoned their own traditions and adopted those of their host country. 
These initiatives were accompanied by state, church and civil society campaigns for 
prohibition and against promiscuity: they complimented the high wages intended to 
ensure that people would willingly acquiesce to these new forms of work and that 
their physical and mental reproduction were taken care of. For this it was necessary 
to ensure that workers did not spend their money on alcohol and prostitutes. Gramsci 
stated that, 

The new industrialism wants monogamy: it wants the man as worker not to squan-
der his nervous energies in the disorderly and stimulating pursuit of occasional 
sexual satisfaction. The employee who goes to work after a night of excess is not 
good for his work. The exaltation of passion cannot be reconciled with the timed 
movements of productive motions connected with the most perfected automatism 
(Gramsci 1974: 304/305).1 

We will see later that whilst the specificity of these demands changes with neolibera-
lism, the objective is still to promote a particular way of life. The “dazzle that fills the 
space between reality and projection cannot be developed on the terrain of normative 
discourses alone” (Barfuss 2002, 93), it also requires a political imaginary, a cultural re-
presentation constituted by hegemonic apparatuses of a private sphere and of the media.

The philosopher Walter Benjamin analysed how the mass interest in the rise of film 
was premised on people’s desire to put themselves and their work – or to see themselves 
and their work placed – centre stage. They wanted to converse with one another about 
these things, they took an an interest in themselves and therefore also in the conditions 
of their class (Benjamin 1974, 456). Different from the Soviet film industry in which 
people depicted ‘themselves’, that is, their labour process, the capitalist film industry 
directs its attention to the intimate world of celebrities, where staged kinds of ‘partici-
patory voting’ and beauty competitions obscure the exclusion of the masses.

Gramsci observed that in this situation the USA had not managed to create a group of 
great intellectuals who could lead the people on the terrain of civil society (Gramsci 6, 
§10, 719), and that in the absence of traditional intellectuals the “massive development 
[…] of the whole range of modern superstructures” (Gramsci 12, §1, 1510) had taken 
place. Thomas Barfuss argues that “the organic intellectual is thus joined by the celebrity 
and the celebrity system” (Barfuss 2002: 74). The latter has the function of contributing 
to the development of relatively consensual expectations: “the celebrity is not only a key 
figure of economic rationalization, but equally the expression of a rationalized Fordist 
civil society on the terrain of which desires are bundled and majorities are both produced 
and represented” (Barfuss 2002: 74).
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Fordist television thus followed – at least, I can say this for Germany – a form of 
public broadcasting with close ties to political power. From the period following the 
Second World War to the period of the 1970s, television was particularly dominated by 
Hollywood films, international sporting events, current affairs and programmes with a 
national focus. A nationally focused perspective on reality is produced, with presenters 
and newsreaders zooming in on constructing an homogenous version of the here and 
now. So how has this evolved and changed with neoliberalism? 

The Neoliberal Mode of Production and Way of Life
In many areas, the neoliberal mode of production has demanded a rethinking of one’s 
own position in the world, expectations of work and free time, self-determination, suc-
cess, social security and qualifications. The leading productive force of the assembly 
line has given way to the computer, production is transnationally organized, the factory 
is dispersed, and time is pressured. Qualifications expire as fast as software programmes 
and for many the idea of ‘life-long learning’ becomes a threat. Management techniques 
rely on relaying the pressure of the market onto every individual worker, and increasingly, 
workers are themselves responsible for the individual tasks of a particular job. The new 
forms of production rely much more heavily on intelligence, on the informal knowledge 
of experience, on creativity and even on the emotionality of the immediate producer. The 
precise sequence of the labour process is no longer externally determined in advance, and 
for the most part, employees are left to their own devices; the main concern is to achieve 
a given target or outcome. Employee knowledge is incorporated into the process, making 
the work more interesting and diverse for workers. The fascination with a particular task 
leads employees to work longer hours and to take work problems home with them, owing 
to their desire to find solutions. The ensuing generalization of these practices transforms 
how people live together. Especially – although not exclusively – in ‘highly qualified’ 
jobs these practices are responses to the demands for more self-determination and for 
more personal responsibility on the job (Hochschild 2002). However, forced to remain 
within parameters determined from the outside by the organization, this autonomy exists 
within narrow confines geared towards organizational competitiveness and capitalist 
valorization within the market. Therefore, employees are forced to internalize flexibility, 
efficiency and entrepreneurial thinking in their patterns of thought and behaviour. Ex-
tensive flexibilization through permanent change, precarious employment and freelance 
or self-employed existences produce a general precarization of work and life: an overall 
feeling of being free, flexible and exhausted. These new demands are mirrored in self-help 
and management literature, in a wide-spread entrepreneurial culture, in job descriptions 
and in the particular restructurings of the workplace: flat hierarchies, trust-based working 
time, the job family, the breathing factory and all of those other magical terms that seek 
to capture the flexibilization of workers, their wage structures, their working hours, their 
stress levels and management thereof, as well as their types of qualifications. Work-fare 
regimes in retrenched welfare states also form part of the process of ’educating the work-
force’. In Germany, the most recent social security reforms are named after Peter Hartz. 
He was originally a manager in the auto-industry and an executive board member for 
Volkswagen. In his book ”Job Revolution” he introduced a number of demands, values 
and instruments into the organization of the labour process that were later incorporated 
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into the reforms of the German welfare state. These include ‘reasonability’ (in relation 
to furthering one’s qualifications, working in different places, doing different types of 
jobs, the kinds of hours one might be required to work and so forth) and voluntariness 
(coercive measures imposed by the welfare agent can be rejected but ’the client’ will not 
receive any money).

Neoliberal television in general and Reality TV shows in particular respond to the 
aspiration of each person to be on film (Benjamin 1974: 455, 493). This is a desire that 
is no longer confronted, but is incorporated and subsumed under capitalist valorization. 
Yet these forms of self-knowledge of one’s way of life are utterly removed from any 
understanding of class. The content of so-called ’reality’ TV shows is certainly rooted in 
a sense of the real and also perceived as such, i.e. as ’real life’ (Mikos et al. 2000: 133; 
Goettlich 2000, 185). However, reality TV shows must be seen as part of a particular 
kind of imaginary, as “sensuous mental images imbued with meanings that are at the 
same time immediately experienced perceptions, identifications and interpretations of 
reality” (W.F. Haug 1993b, 143). Reality TV and casting shows proliferated around the 
same time that the neoliberal workfare was imposed. 

Following the principle of casting shows in which everyday life is staged, being a 
celebrity is rationalized in ways that correspond to a highly technological mode of pro-
duction within the ’democracy of the market’: everybody can become a star. Thousands 
of applicants jostle to obey the command to ’live your dream’, all their desires and hopes 
fixated on the monetary prize and the life and work of a pop or media star. 

Class Society Training: Big Brother
The introduction of Big Brother (in Germany) was accompanied by a debate within the 
public sphere about the way in which the minute documentation of everything the Big 
Brother housemates did seemingly compromised their human dignity and the state’s role 
in protecting it. In almost all newspapers, magazines, broadsheets and tabloids alike, 
the relationship between the public and the private was discussed2 in an unprecedented 
breadth, culminating in the decision of the broadcasting authority to turn the cameras off 
for at least one hour a day. Such contested ”boundaries of the public” (Demirovic 1994: 
690) are part of the conflict over hegemonic and contemporary ways of life. Conservative 
politicians and cultural commentators were seen as representatives of ”out-dated” (cf. 
Barfuss 2002, esp. p. 11) ways of life broken by the ‘youthful’ and ‘modern’ willingness 
of contestants to subject themselves to the game of total surveillance and documentation. 
For the contestants it was entirely a matter of fact that they would submit to the neoli-
beral grasp in which the world of intimate feelings becomes unbound, no longer beyond 
the reach of the public that once posed a counterbalance to intimacy (cf. Sennet 1998).

From the outset, social differences were part of the show. At first they were articulated 
implicitly in tensions that played on contestants’ divergent class backgrounds and levels 
of education. Later on in the show, the Big Brother (BB) house was divided into ‘rich’, 
‘normal’ and ‘survivor’ areas. By means of a wire fence, the ‘middle-class’ apartment 
with its stuffy furnishing was separated from the rich ‘World of Interiors Magazine’-
style area, and contestants living in the poor area had to camp out in the open air under 
a simple shelter (the series also ran through the winter months).

In yet another configuration of the show, the BB house is transformed into a village, 
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with the separate areas now turned into ‘houses’; this strict segregation of the inhabi-
tants into different areas is only suspended when they interact with one another in the 
marketplace or in the bar. Thus, the moment of tension is not only produced in a spatial 
separation, but also in the question of what each contestant can afford (e.g. the use of 
the village’s fitness centre). Furthermore, the contestants are allocated to one of three 
different ‘production areas’, each with a three-tiered hierarchy (a farm where the daily 
labour includes caring for the animals; a fashion agency producing t-shirts and other 
kinds of merchandise; a garage producing and repairing cars). 

As part of the show, the attitudes at and towards work become the basis for nomi-
nations and the parameters for viewer voting: if the individual teams do not reach their 
targets, viewers are able to decide who should replace the sacked boss. They therefore 
participate in determining who is to ascend and who is to descend the ladder of social 
stratification. (This is further encouraged by questions in voice-over mode: “how long 
will this incompetence in the ranks of management be allowed to continue?”). All this 
enmeshes both viewers and contestants in a discursively constructed conflict over the 
criteria for justice, adequate ways of living and working, and appropriate ways of deal-
ing with hierarchies. The contestants are supposed to come to terms with the rapid and 
drastic changes they face by deploying their authentic selves: housemates are repeatedly 
prompted to own up to whether they are actually being authentic in front of the camera. 
The assumption that contestants are portraying authentic behaviour increases – at least 
to a certain degree – one’s tolerance of what is happening. Behaviour that diminishes 
group cohesion – comparable to the demands of team work and small group competi-
tion in the neoliberal workplace – are ‘officially’ frowned upon. However, in reality 
– similar to the recent explosions of mobbing at work – they are the daily business of 
being able to express assertiveness within a competitive environment. Given that it is 
practically impossible to be authentic in a situation where everything one does is per-
manently broadcast, the purpose this actually serves lies in producing certain kinds of 
representations. The relationships between the contestants are mediated by the logic of 
the market embodied in the judgemental eye of the audience.

The key competencies inhabitants have to master as they try to navigate social in-
equalities, impoverishment and other changes they are subjected to, are adaptability 
and flexibility. The contestants do not know what might happen (unannounced matches, 
group punishments etc.), meaning that they have to be able to respond very quickly. 
Those who show discontent, or who are grumpy or uncooperative, risk being nominated 
by their cohabitants and ‘voted out’ by their viewers. It is important to be a ‘good sport’ 
in dealing with social inequality or “discomfort about the future” (P. Hartz 2001, 25 
vgl. F. Haug 2003). This is also true of the expectations placed on people in a neoliberal 
society. The German social democratic party, the SPD, has also stipulated that inequality 
must be recognized ‘as a catalyst […] for possible individual (and) social development’ 
(Clement 2000 in: www.spd.de/events/grundwerte/clement). 

Another kind of reality TV show that focuses on the class status of its participants is 
the so-called ‘make-over show’ (see Angela McRobbie 2008). Here, experts – usually 
belonging to the upper middle-class – meet participants who are predominantly from a 
working class or lower middle-class background. The individual styles of contestants 
are depicted as problems to be solved in a mix of good will, irony and degradation. 
Topics include the way they dress, how physically fit they are, how they furnish and 



12

Nordicom Review, Supplent, 33 (2012) 1

decorate their homes, their need/desire for cosmetic surgery and so forth. The individual 
serves as a projection of general goals and desires through the way in which particular 
contestants are shown up for having tastes that are out of date, or are chastised for being 
inadequate in some other way. 

Here too, class mobility is individualized and is based on whether contestants really 
are trying hard enough and demonstrate a willingness to work on themselves. In this 
context, Bourdieu’s observation that the acquisition of a higher class habitus is a strategy 
for social mobility is turned into a pedagogical programme. Given that the social posi-
tion of the contestant remains the same throughout the show, the only way to explain 
why the promise of class mobility is not fulfilled is by concluding that the individual 
person is simply not good enough. They have either not yet figured out how to do the 
right thing or how to dress well or according to the latest fashion dictates. 

Popstars
Despite the inclusion of waged labour in the BB world, real work plays a rather limited 
role. Nobody actually expects a former holiday rep to become a car mechanic. The show 
Popstars is different. Popstars really is about preparing contestants for a particular ca-
reer. Here, the demands of the market (and its risks) are represented by an expert panel 
made up of competent individuals who ‘know the market’ – choreographers or other 
successful popstars, along with the head of the record label the successful candidates 
will end up working for. Contrary to the playful and experimental character of BB, this 
show is about ‘serious work’; it focuses on what the contestants do, how they enhance 
their labour power and how they shape their product with their emotionality and indivi-
duality. Negative aspects (overtime, training to exhaustion and abuse) are legitimized 
by the overriding interest of the contestant in succeeding: If you want to be someone, 
if you really want to make your dreams come true, then you have to be prepared to go 
beyond your limits. 

At public castings in a number of cities, thousands of contestants audition for the 
show. They only have a few minutes to get their personalities across and demonstrate 
their vocal skills and dancing abilities. In order to get to the next round, the successful 
candidates have to attend a series of workshops in which they are asked to perform dif-
ferent exercises (interpretations of songs, combinations of steps for choreographies, solo 
performances, group performances). From the second round onwards, the contestants 
are each given a coach who helps them develop their singing, their dancing and their 
presentation. The basic question is, ‘what can you do with what we offer you?’ They 
are subjected to exactly the same processes people receiving jobseeker’s allowance or 
other kinds of unemployment benefit are confronted with in what Hartz has termed a 
‘steep learning curve’ (2001, 52). 

Performance pressure is repeatedly invoked in the show’s moments of tension: in the 
uncertainty of whether a particular contestant will end up capitulating, in the justification 
for a bad performance in front of the panel, and as the motive for quarrels amongst con-
testants. The whole life of the contestant is at stake, and it is this notion that legitimizes 
the pressure. There is a double-bind to this pressure: it is the challenge to be mastered 
and it is the driving force spurring on contestants to try and achieve their best. A com-
bination of voice-overs and interview sequences create the desired effect. For example: 
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Voice-over: “The panel has given the contestant a difficult task” – Markus: “My 
day today has been an emotional roller-coaster. I was so worried that I wouldn’t 
be able to do it.” – D: Either you let yourself go or you show us what it’s all about. 
Wake up, or else you’ll be doing the others a favour and you’ll be knocked out 
of the game.” 

Moments of conflict always end with the contestant internalizing the manipulations they 
are subjected to. At the core of these interpellations is the demand to decide to achieve. 
Correspondingly, whoever fails to make it did not really decide to make it. This is where 
we see the logic of ‘activation’, one of the main pillars of Germany’s neoliberal social 
security system known as the ‘Hartz legislation’. It rests on an “implicit accusation of 
benefit recipients as passive” (Urban 2004: 471).

There is a blatant similarity between the proposed recipe for success put forward by 
Popstars and the notions of self-management found in contemporary self-help litera-
ture. It is as if the programme were a translation of this management literature for those 
working-class people who do not consume self-help literature. What matters most is 
the emphasis on the individual’s decision to achieve success and the ways in which this 
particular way of seeing things is rehearsed again and again in the mantras propagated 
by the coach. The rhetoric of the decision trumps any substantive problems contestants 
may have in their learning process. Importantly, contestants are subjected to aggression 
and abuse if they show signs of not (yet) having decided to achieve success. 

Another Example: One contestant performed a song as sad that was supposed to 
be done in an angry way. His presentation was loudly interrupted by one of the panel 
members: “Mate, you’re supposed to feel this shit, if you don’t feel it, it won’t work…
somehow you’re coming across totally wrong.” 

The conflict escalates during a later rehearsal in which D. – the coach who is referred 
to as the “drill instructor” – provides support. He provokes the contestant to the point 
where he punches the wall so hard his hand starts bleeding. The next shot is of the con-
testant being interviewed. He is in tears as the coach explains to the viewer:

“He has just completely smashed up the place, all his anger has been released.” 
At this moment there is a flashback to the conflict; D. has his arms around the 
contestant: “I had to be so hard on you, you were like a candle in the wind, you 
would have lost yourself and I don’t see why I should give up on anyone here. 
I really care about you, somehow I have got to break you open.” In a different 
interview with two other contestants, they explain: “We had both lost ourselves, 
we didn’t know any more who we were, and we needed this kick up the backside.” 

This draws attention to another concern within the new workforce: putting one’s emo-
tions to work. The candidates are requested to produce ‘authentic’ emotions, although 
authenticity is by no means determined by their own interpretation (“you come across 
totally wrong”), but tied to the requests and judgements of the panel.

One of the techniques through which the conscious retrieval of emotion can be maste-
red is Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP). NLP deploys a kind of self-conditioning of 
feelings and incorporates a number of different concepts, including techniques from the 
world of theatre, in particular, the ‘method acting’ of Stanislavsky and Strasberg. These 
methods are concerned with developing ways to render one’s actual feelings productive 
when enacting a scene on stage. Their method does not teach you how to pretend to 
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be like the person you are playing in a particular scene. You determine what emotions 
you need and find ways to actually feel them, recalling past experiences to do so. You 
then train yourself to enact the required forms of expression by activating your bodily 
memory and reliving the feeling. Here, emotionality is an indispensable component of 
the product: one has to ‘feel’ an emotion to be able to ‘show’ it; but also, one has to 
know how to put one’s feelings to use.

This new ‘emotionality dispositive’ weaves its way through management literature, 
coaching guides and concepts of cognitive therapy. With Fordism, emotions were 
supposed to be dampened through separation. Feelings were portrayed as detached 
and disassociated from a situation and from one’s particular actions in that situation. 
Moreover, emotions were given a kind of mythical ‘depth’. We can understand this 
as a technique of domination: if I were to connect emotionally to the situations I find 
myself in in my life and at work, I may want to find ways to change them. If emotions 
are ontologized as irrational and as something that ‘exists in me’, then I can sever the 
tie to such judgements about the present and the need for change. The maintenance of 
Fordism’s regime of repressed sexual morality and relatively stupefying work within a 
paternalistic state relied on workers disregarding their emotions. They had to disavow 
their emotions as adequate indicators of wellbeing (or the lack of it) or as an appropriate 
basis for decision-making.

In contrast, the new mobilizing discourses bring all this to the surface – feelings 
are once again ‘profane’: worldly and always deployable. Here too, feelings should 
not be used to evaluate a situation, but they do need to be mobilized as the basis on 
which to act in accordance with externally set targets. They form part of the inventory 
of self-instrumentalization that facilitates the particular dispositions that are required, 
such as being active, being creative or being submissive. This also shapes new forms of 
restrictive motivation (Holzkamp 1983: 411 ff.): it is less about imposing static targets 
and coercing certain behaviours, and more about mobilizing subjects to take problems 
that are not theirs and make them their own. They are supposed to do so by using their 
creativity and individuality to assess the information available to them on the basis of 
which they should determine possibilities for valorization.

The promises the show Popstars makes turn television into a “mirror through which a 
world divided by deep rifts between rich and poor looks in anticipation to an imaginary 
of apparently limitless possibilities” (Barfuss 2002: 187). The ways in which ethnic and 
class stratifications overlay one’s chances of success in life are skipped over effortlessly. 
It is precisely these formulaic repetitions of desired ways of thinking and being that serve 
to justify and explain a generalized ‘disposition’ of expectations, modes of learning and 
modes of working that emanate from the self.

Even the losers propagate the discourse that only those who continuously fight are 
able to realise their dreams: “I won’t be discouraged from my dream”, “I will continue 
to fight”, “I will live my dream”, the hundreds of failed teenagers assure us in tears after 
their singing and dancing abilities have been subjected to damning judgements. The 
permanent repetition of willingness to work hard lays bare the converse argument that 
failure is a result of a personal lack of effort. This is like an answer ‘from below’ to trans-
forming the “security net of entitlement into a springboard of personal responsibility” 
(Schroeder/Blair-Paper)3. “Success is earned; if you don’t have it, you did something 
wrong” (Broeckling 2000: 162). “Lurking [behind this] is thinly veiled and ruthless 
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competition” (Ibid.). Here the social conditions for success or failure are obscured, 
meaning that the projected image is able to “weave (an albeit) brittle thread between 
the ‘integrated’ – and one would like to add: the non-or no longer integrated – and the 
‘new human’” (Barfuss 2002: 90f.). The winners are spurred on to ever-greater heights 
while attempts are made to curb unrest in the ranks of the losers through “appeals to 
those at the bottom using the example of those at the top, as if there were equality” (F. 
Haug 2003: 615). Whoever tries to realize these new demands on the subject is presented 
with a structural infinity – and thus with exhaustion and depression. There are so many 
people who experience every day that there is something wrong with these promises. 
Moreover, the losers on Popstars might not reject the show’s discourse, but the show 
itself has lost a lot of its popularity over the years.

How the Extreme Right Profits  
from a Current Lack of Political Representation 
There are a number of changes that currently produce feelings of injustice and insecurity: 
the restructuring of labour relations in the context of privatization, new organizational 
cultures and the expansion of the low-wage sector, as well as the incorporation of mar-
ket pressures into everyday realities. The social balance appears to be unsettled: The 
failure of the neoliberal promise is evident in people’s everyday experience: despite hard 
work and painful subordination, those affected are not capable of reaching the position 
they feel they are entitled to, generating a sense of injustice and personal injury. The 
survey mentioned at the beginning of the present paper found that today many people 
experience what they view as the termination of a prior social contract of “hard work in 
exchange for social security, a certain living standard and recognition” (see Hentges et 
al. 2003). Many workers express their willingness to work harder and to achieve more, 
but they are forced to realize that their legitimate expectations regarding work, terms of 
employment, social status or living standards end in constant and repeated frustration: 
the termination of the contract is actually ‘one-sided’. Consequently, a sense of injus-
tice is projected onto other social groups – those who appear not to have had to subject 
themselves to the same arduous work regimes, those for whom there seem to have been 
better social provisions, or those who make other (illegal) kinds of arrangements for 
themselves: This resentment is directed ‘upwards’ to managers and politicians with high 
salaries and guaranteed pensions, and ‘downwards’ to people who live off benefits, or 
to refugees supported by the state. This disturbed balance is not just limited to the bot-
tom segments of work and of society. Fears of precarization can have the same effect as 
actual experiences of precarization and exclusion (Doerre et al. 2004, 94). Furthermore, 
the demise of start-up programmes and the economic crisis have led many more people 
to encounter the danger and the reality of sudden decline. With the current crisis, the 
demand on the state to no longer concern itself with people who ‘don’t achieve anything’ 
has increased in particular in the upper segments of (German) society.

In many European countries, it was social democrats who led the shift from welfare 
to workfare and the implementation of a new work ethic. In the 1990s, the move from 
social democracy to neoliberalism created a vacuum in terms of political representa-
tion, now partially filled – or at least exploited – by the extreme right. They present 
themselves as the advocates of ‘good honest work’ and ‘hard-working people’. The 
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social distortions of neoliberalism are “translated as problems caused by migration” 
(Scharenberg 2006: 77). ‘Foreigners’ become the symbol of globalization, channelling 
the conflict into everyday understandings. In this way, problems that affect the whole of 
society can be rearticulated and made tangible. The ‘homogeneity’ of the nation stands 
in opposition to the problems that have been identified and as something that needs to 
be reclaimed. This projects an image of a collectivity that can overcome the real expe-
riences of social division and particularization (cf. 78). The two-fold boundary of the 
nation in right-wing propaganda – above the elites and below are the excluded – finds 
resonance in the feeling that ‘orderly and hard-working’ people are morally superior and 
have been betrayed. The call to workers and to the nation speaks to the experience of 
collective fate and promises some kind of capacity to act. Additionally, the designation 
of national or sub-national units as the bearers of collective interests speaks to feelings 
of disempowerment on both an individual and on a collective level, e.g. regions – the 
Padanians as the true Finns – the working class, or the nation. National identity recovers 
the promise of social security and equality, solidarity and belonging. This appreciation 
unburdens people from worrying about whether they will ‘belong’ and whether they 
can fulfil the demands of ‘activation’. At the same time, the principle of competition 
for increasingly scarce resources is used against those who appear not to belong. Right-
wing extremism thus enables a contradictory movement within neoliberalism’s demands 
on the subject: On the one hand, these demands are rejected and dissolve in right-wing 
extremist models of a welfare state rooted in conceptions of the nation; on the other 
hand, neoliberal forms of exclusion, brutalization and modes of subjectivation are taken 
up and used against those who are socially marginalized. This is conducive of a kind 
of ‘thinking in forms’ – oppositional in terms of its content, nonetheless (re)affirming 
competition and capitalist valorization.

Notes
	 1.	 The role of sexuality today is quite different. It is more liberated, discursive and it is subsumed under 

the market – to such an extent that Michel Houllebeque takes this up in his books with what I think is a 
conservative critique of neoliberalism: sexual productivity is correlated with labour power, where one 
becomes an expression of the other. 

	 2.	 With BB, the TV channel RTL2 was able to increase its market share by a number of per cent, and in 
April 2000 – after series 1 had begun – the channel reported its highest market share since it was founded 
(Mikos et al., 2000: 153). The seeping of BB into everyday normality is even evident in theoretical 
discussions about the show, in that occupants of the house from the first series are referred to by their 
first names without any further explanation, given the widespread assumption that everyone knows who 
they are (Balke/Schwering/Staeheli 2000). 

	 3.	 http://web.archive.org/web/19990819090124/http://www.labour.org.uk/views/items/00000053.html
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Doing the Right Thing
In the Wake of the Explosion of Journalism 

Kristin Skare Orgeret

One thing is certain, the Icelandic Organizing Committee did a good thing in deciding 
on the topic for the 20th NordMedia conference this year: Nordic Media Research – 
Doing the Right Thing?. That was a very timely and opportune choice. In many of the 
presentations during this conference, both in the plenary sessions and in the divisions, 
we have seen how the thematic question of the conference has served as motivation for 
self-reflection. Are we doing the right thing in our different sub-fields of the larger field 
of media studies? Self-reflexivity and self-scrutiny of our own methods and approaches 
are important, and perhaps more today than ever.

The new media technology has definitely opened up the field of media and com-
munication research in new ways. Digital media technology changes the media, as we 
used to know them as research objects, and this has interesting and important effects on 
our multifaceted research field. Alongside the convergence of previously distinct media 
technologies, there has also been a convergence in journalism of the roles of journalists 
and audiences. Where does this leave us as media researchers? In his new book that came 
out this summer with the telling title The Explosion of Journalism – From Mass Media 
to Media of the Masses, Ignacio Ramonet argues that we have all become ‘prosumers’, 
we are producing and consuming our media at the same time (2011). The explosion of 
social media may be illustrated by numbers: There are presently 650 millions subscribers 
to Facebook and 175 million to Twitter. Simultaneously, Ramonet describes a general 
feeling of “information insecurity”, which may explain why only 27% of the French 
trust the media, an even smaller percentage than those who trust the banks.

The possible hegemonic shift between traditional media institutions and actors, me-
dia companies and practicians with a history of producing professional journalism in 
old media, and new media institutions, often with no prior affiliation with professional 
journalism, is core here. While the old traditional media were like suns in the centre of 
the system suns that decided on the gravitation of most communication and information 
around them, Ramonet argues that today’s media are more like space dust, with a strong 
capacity to agglutinate, or stick together, to make giant platforms of information in no 
time. The challenge now seems more to be finding out what the media are or where 
they are. How do we best trace, follow and interpret the developments? Just look at last 
weekend’s North London riots, where Facebook certainly played a role as the first online 
gathering of people mourning the death of Tottenham resident Mark Duggan. However, 
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the most powerful and up-to-the-minute rallying appears to have taken place on a much 
more hidden social network: BlackBerry Messenger. BlackBerry is the smartphone of 
choice for the majority (37%) of British youth, and unlike Twitter or Facebook, many 
Blackberry messages are untraceable by the authorities, which is why, in large part, 
BlackBerry Messenger has come to play an important role in youth activism in some 
Middle Eastern countries, such as the Emirates.

The Arab Spring and Cute Cats
The series of uprisings in oppressive dictatorships in the Middle East and Northern 
Africa, and the role of social media in them, are central to the recent developments. As 
Clay Shirky reminds us, the use of social media tools such as text-messaging, e-mail, 
photo sharing, and social networking does not have a single preordained outcome (2011, 
29). Shirky quotes his colleague Ethan Zuckerman, who says, “Don’t underestimate 
the value of cute cats”. Here he is referring to the fact that, as people use social media 
to exchange images of cute cats and the like, those media actually become politically 
harder to shut down. 

The government can’t go around shutting down pop culture Web sites because 
they’re potential sites of politicization. And yet they are potential sites of poli-
ticization. So, I think that the lesson there is that an environment in which the 
citizens of a country can talk to one another about anything they like, is actually 
a better environment for them talking about politics than specifically designing 
political forums which are easier to monitor and easier to shut down. (www.the-
world.org/2011/01/the-political-power-of-social-media/)

There is clearly a need for more empirical research on the role of the Internet and social 
media as a potential tool of freedom of expression in different local settings, not least 
at this stage, in the wake of the Arab Spring. Social media were used for mobilization, 
organization and information on the political unrest, and together with more conventio-
nal media played a part in informing broader national and international publics about 
what was going on. However, we still know little about the role of both social media 
and other media in the ‘revolutions’ in North Africa and the Middle East. Traditional 
media should also be looked into. In Tunisia for instance, it is considered important to 
analyse the relatively new private radio and television stations, as well as Arab satellite 
media, in addition to the role of social media in the revolution. How mainstream media 
news feeds are influenced by information provided by social media environments is a 
central question that deserves further investigation, in relation to both the Arab Spring 
and other phenomena.

Simultaneously, a trend away from broad public arenas may be witnessed. Arguably, 
there has been a growth in ‘echo-chamber’ tendencies in online communities, where 
members of specific interest groups tend to use the Internet to exclude views that con-
tradict their own beliefs and theories. Cass Sunstein warns against this development in 
his book entitled Republic.com 2.0 (2007) and argues that it may lead to cyberbalkaniza-
tion, where a wide range of publics only discuss issues internally and never with each 
other. Such a development may in the long run injure democracy, as different groups 
avoid contact with one another while gathering in increasingly segregated communities. 
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Since the era of the Enlightenment, tensions between different views have been seen 
as crucial to the continuous development of good sense and the enhancement of human 
intellectual powers, which in turns benefits the common good. What will happen to the 
affirmative effects of freedom of speech on the discovery of truth if only those who 
agree participate in the discussion? It seems obvious that in such closed constellations 
extreme views may more easily gain ground. Although it is still much too early to say 
anything certain about what led Behring Breivik to commit terrorist acts in Oslo a few 
weeks ago, the echo-chamber theory may be part of a possible explanation for how his 
extremist views grew unchallenged.

Another dimension here is that as we talk a lot about the Internet, we seldom ask 
who actually controls it, Today, in 2011, the Internet is a network of 36,500 networks. 
However, it is not obvious exactly how many networks and what different types of net-
works make up the Internet, and the Internet topology is changing due to the dynamics 
between dominant players. Who controls the deep structures of the Net and what does 
this imply for questions of freedom of expression? 

Doing the Right Thing? Structure of Research Divisions and Groups
During the NordMedia conference this year, there have been discussions about the 
division system that was brought into being prior to the 2009 NordMedia conference 
in Karlstad. The previous working groups (24 of them in Helsinki 2007) were left for 
a new system of 12 specific divisions. The new division system has now been tested at 
two successive Nordic conferences, and it is about time to evaluate and reflect upon what 
came out of the changes. One aspect that seems clear is that the ‘top-down’ decision-
making process concerning which groups or sub-fields should continue as divisions 
was dissatisfactory. Research groups will obviously be changing, growing, splitting up 
and even sometimes diminishing and closing down, but these processes should ideally 
happen as naturally as possible, based on the wishes of the members constituting each 
entity. One of the ideas behind the new structure was that the divisions should not be 
centred around a specific medium. However, as Film History, Fiction in Film and Tele-
vision as well as the Visual Culture groups disappeared, many Nordic media researchers 
specializing in film feel they have lost their research network’s history and the alliance 
they naturally belonged to, leaving them without an obvious new group in the Nordic 
conference structure. Hence, there would seem to be a need for the next conference in 
Oslo, in two years, to consider the creation of a new division that can accommodate 
Nordic researchers within the field of film/visual studies. 

Another group that ceased to exist is the one that was entitled Feminist Media Policy 
in Helsinki 2007, and earlier often referred to as the Gender Group. Here there seem to 
be more diverging views on whether or not closing down this group was a good thing. 
Many would argue that in an ideal world gender should be included as a general perspec-
tive in much media and communication research and therefore should not constitute the 
focus of one particular research group. The question is whether the non-existence of the 
gender group leads to a situation where gender as a possible dimension disappears from 
our researcher ‘radars’? In this NordMedia conference, we have seen some examples of 
stimulating gender research. At the same time, it is significant when Nordicom director 
Ulla Carlson, perhaps the person in the best position to judge the Nordic media research 



22

Nordicom Review, Supplent, 33 (2012) 1

scene, expresses her worries about the lack of focus on gender issues in current Nordic 
media research. We might wonder whether this is a result of a situation in which Nordic 
media research reflects the branch we are supposed to be studying. In an interview last 
year, one of the editors in the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation (NRK) stated:

We don’t focus so much on gender anymore. The real and important challenge we 
face as a public broadcaster today is how to include the ‘New multicultural Nor-
way’ in our news and general programming. (interview, editor NRK, June 2010).

Are we as media researchers only able to keep one thought in our minds at a time too? 
Inspiration from the ‘intersectionality’ field of research may be useful in analysing 
how social and cultural categories intertwine. The framework suggests that power 
structures of gender, ethnicity, political orientation, class, and the like, do not function 
independently, but must be understood together (see, e.g., Andersen and Hill Collins 
1992/2007). Such a multifaceted approach makes it clear that it could be counterpro-
ductive to ignore the gender dimension, when for instance focusing on multicultural or 
political perspectives.

The diminishing focus on gender is paradoxical in light of the fact that there is still 
systematic exclusion of women in the media. Under-representation, insufficient media 
coverage, and the prevalence of stereotypical information are all cited as obstacles to 
equal enjoyment of freedom of expression (see, e.g,. La Rue et al. 2010). The Global 
Media Monitoring Project, the largest and longest longitudinal study on gender in the 
world’s news media, in its study for 2009, concludes that women are grossly underrep-
resented in news coverage in contrast to men worldwide (see www.whomakesthenews.
org). On one specific date, 10 November 2009, 1281 newspapers, television and radio 
stations as well as Internet news were monitored in 108 countries worldwide. The results 
indicate that on that day only 24% of news subjects, or rather people in the news, were 
female. Even in the Nordic countries, the gender differences remain highly significant 
in the news media. Thirty-one percent of voices in the news were female in Norway on 
this particular day. As persons interviewed or heard in the news, women remained stuck 
in the ‘ordinary’ people categories, in contrast to men who continued to dominate the 
‘expert’ categories. Only 19% of the Norwegian expert sources were women. 

If we are to encourage new and important perspectives, gender must be included as 
a dimension in media and communication research. The recent terrorist attacks in Oslo 
and on Utøya also spotlight questions related to the mediation of gender perspectives 
and ideals of masculinity in the Nordic welfare states. It appears that the terrorist was as 
much against female equality and female power as he was against his other main object 
of hate, namely multiculturalism. Scholars have shown how racist ideologies are almost 
exclusively misogynist and anti-feminist as well, hence it makes sense to include gender 
as a parameter when examining the acts of terrorism in Oslo/Utøya.

New Wine in Old Bottles or the Other Way Around?
As the world keeps spinning and new technology permeates all aspects of society, many 
old distinctions become problematic or just less relevant: the distinction between mass 
media and personal media as well as between media institutions and business organiza-
tions may be illustrating examples. Also the dichotomies between state and civic society, 
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between the global south and the global north, and between citizens and consumers have 
changed into more hybrid concepts.

The notion of the public sphere, which has traditionally been a core concept in stu-
dies of media in liberal societies, is an example of how a changing context generates 
a need to redefine concepts. The notion of ‘public’ often refers to the division between 
citizen and consumer. Within many theories, the ‘public’ is often seen as isolated from 
the commercial sphere, where viewers as consumers are addressed as individuals in the 
private sphere. At present, however, it might be useful to reconsider this dichotomy. The 
concept of a public has a normative status within media theories. Traditionally the con-
cept has had a great deal to do with ‘what is public’, presupposing a deliberate audience 
coming together as a public. Dayan (2001) argues that whereas the concept of ‘public’ 
traditionally has positive connotations, the concept of ‘audience’ is constructed as its 
“dark doppelganger” and often turns out to be a “bad object” (2001, 746). According to 
Dayan, media publics are both sociable and performative; they are apprehensive to “strike 
some sort of a pose” as a public (2001, 744) and capable of translating their preferences 
into actions. His argument has not become less valuable since it was written a decade 
ago. The active public is largely what characterizes the situation today. As I have argued 
elsewhere, the citizen-versus-consumer dichotomy’s implications for the definition and 
construction of the public itself, and the internal social hierarchies it conceals, often go 
unnoticed (Orgeret 2009). The dichotomy imposes a neutralizing logic on differential 
identity by establishing qualification for publicness as a matter of abstraction for private 
identity. Hierarchies of gender, class and ethnicity are also easily hidden in the shadows 
when the spotlight is exclusively on the citizen-versus-consumer dichotomy. While the 
consumer traditionally belonged to the market, and the citizen belonged to a collectivity 
defined by the principles of universalism and equity (Habermas 1989), the concepts have 
become increasingly intertwined. Hilmes (2007) argues that, contrary to the idea of tra-
ditional writings, ‘public service for citizens’ can suppress some forms of expression and 
marginalize some groups, whereas ‘commercial media for consumers’ can be politically 
and socially empowering under certain circumstances. Furthermore it is argued that new 
communicative dynamics lead to new critical thinking about public and private spheres, 
as well as the shifting linkages between them (Youngs 2009, 128). At the same time, new 
media must also be understood in light of media history. Old and new media are related 
to each other, feed into each other, and are inspired by each other’s modes of expression.

Who Are We?
Interdisciplinarity has always been a characteristic of our field, and a broad range of 
theories are alive and working our field of media and communication studies. It is a 
double edged sword, as it may undermine the power of the field, but it can also open 
the door to fruitful multi-dimensional research. And to meet the increasing complexities 
of the field – of the world around us – we are certainly in need of some intersectional 
approaches. We must be able to maintain several lines of thought at the same time and 
combine different methodologies to obtain more nuanced descriptions and discussions 
of reality.

A couple of years ago, Lars Nyre, editor of the Norwegian Journal of Media Research 
(Norsk Medietidsskrift), wrote that “after 20 years we should now have finished the 
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discipline-creating debates about who we are as media researchers” (2009, 98). Today, 
it is my impression that we have come close to reaching that goal. While our field of 
media and communication studies some years ago was characterized by a division 
(and sometimes even overt quarrelling) between researchers from the humanities and 
researchers from the social sciences, that gap seems less important today. In fact our 
dual background in many ways has become our strength. For many of us, it is absolutely 
normal to live and practice in the borderland between the humanities and the social 
sciences. That space, which has been created by a wide range of traditions coming 
together, is exactly where we belong. The possibility of operating in this crossroads of 
quantitative and qualitative methods was what brought many of us to media studies in 
the first place. This is the double edge: What our field lacks in long and deep-rooted 
traditions, and perhaps sometimes in a clear focus, it gains in having a cross- and in-
terdisciplinary soul. 

At the same time, we must not ignore the danger of getting too self-absorbed and 
forgetting the broader, transnational perspectives. Parts of the world and groups of peo-
ple are still systematically ignored by the media’s structures of ownership and power. 
Universal concepts such as freedom of speech manifest themselves differently in various 
local settings. There is still a great deal to discover from transnational research projects, 
to learn from cooperation with media scholars working in different settings, also outside 
the Nordic countries, and from sharing and discussing. As Terhi Rantanen has shown, 
when we do comparative research, we understand that we need to compare a variety of 
media across borders, including minority and diasporic media, in order to do justice to 
their diversity within a particular nation-state and to see their similarities and differences 
inside and across national borders (2008, 39).

It has been argued that, in Norway, media studies appear to be very national. Trine 
Syvertsen (2010) refers to the University of Oslo’s study of its ex-students (kandi-
datundersøkelsen 2008), and how journalism and media studies candidates (MA in 
2005-2007) seem to be less concerned about international issues than are students in 
the social sciences and humanities. Syvertsen concludes that media studies in Norway 
appear to be very Norwegian. It may seem as though students who recently finished their 
MA in media studies are not particularly interested in ‘the world out there’ Syvertsen 
says (2010, 73), and that the studies rather emphasize than challenge this. However, if 
we take a closer look at the Master’s theses recently written in the field of media and 
communication studies, also at the University of Oslo, and published through the DUO 
library system (www.duo.uio.no), we see a somewhat different picture. Of the 36 MA 
theses from 2010 published in DUO, 21 had a clear Norwegian focus, whereas 15 were 
international/comparative in nature. If we look at Nordicom’s overview of Norwegian 
PhD theses from 2009, among the 18 registered, 11 have a clear Norwegian perspective, 
whereas 7 are internationally or more comparatively oriented.

And if we look at the papers presented at the NordMedia conference this year, national 
research and projects with an international profile coincide. Here again the point of 
view from which this is observed must be taken into consideration. My impression, that 
many Nordic media researchers are highly interested in international and transnational 
perspectives, is of course coloured by the fact that at this conference I have mostly been 
taking part in Division 5: Media, Globalization and Social Change. My departmental 
affiliation might also strengthen this impression, as the Department of Journalism and 
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Media Studies at Oslo and Akershus University College has a distinct international 
profile, with many researchers interested in the world ‘out there’.

And finally, it is of course fully possible to be interested in the world out there and 
(at times) keep a closer, local or national research focus simultaneously. Many Nordic 
media researchers participate in international conferences, publish internationally, and 
share their findings with colleagues from a wide range of different cultures and coun-
tries. Furthermore, the world is increasingly ‘coming to us’ too, and several interesting 
current Nordic media research projects are looking at media and migration, new cultural 
complexities and diaspora media in the Nordic countries.

So – Are We doing the Right Thing? 
The explosion of the media field implies that knowledge on media, mediation and sym-
bolic power cannot be ignored, and we see that media and communication researchers 
have gained in power and in access to power structures during recent years. 

Now we need to use that power well. Some of your research and knowledge have 
direct effects on new laws and political decisions in the Nordic countries. As members of 
diverse national and international commissions and committees, our somewhat diverse 
Nordic media research family is progressively playing a role in developing our societies, 
which has consequences for the future. But also in our own smaller research projects, 
we need to be aware of our potential and actual power. We need to reflect on what we 
find important and to dare to delve into difficult and challenging questions to make sure 
that some topics do not disappear from our societies’ conscience.

We are definitely doing the right thing in meeting like this in a Nordic setting. This 
is in fact quite unique in an international context as well: Media researchers from five 
countries meeting every second year. Hence, the Nordic media research network is met 
with interest outside the Nordic countries, with more than 2000 subscribers to Nordicom 
Review in 140 countries worldwide. Our network provides a unique platform for ex-
change, comparison, self-reflection and interaction. I would like to take this opportunity 
to congratulate Nordicom, for the essential job it does in supporting this network and 
documenting the research carried out within our field.

As media researchers, we are responsible for bringing informed arguments to the 
public debate about the media’s role, not least because media and communication issues 
are topics that most people have an opinion on, without necessarily having the ability 
to base these opinions on good and reliable research findings. We must continue our 
work to provide research that can help those in power understand the pros and cons of 
specific scenarios. We make some crucial choices already at the stage of sketching new 
research projects, as what we focus on as researchers has the possibility to make an 
impact. Christina Kaindl’s keynote speech here at the conference showed the challenge 
of connecting to some difficult issues, such as how the extreme right is able to gain by 
the fact that some experiences are poorly represented in the media, politics and civil 
society. The recent terror attacks in Norway may have actualized the need to problema-
tize and articulate that which is unspoken. There are many questions just waiting for us 
to ask them. And certainly there is not one right thing to do, but scores of them. Let’s 
do the right things!
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Doing the Right Thing
Media and Communication Studies in a Mediatized World

Stig Hjarvard

“Doing the right thing?” was the general theme – and question – of the NordMedia 
2011 conference in Iceland and it provided an interesting opportunity for the research 
community to call for thorough self-reflection about the present status of the field and 
the future development of media and communication studies. The field of media and 
communication studies in the Nordic countries has not only been growing quantitatively 
in terms of numbers of university study programs, researchers, and published articles 
(Koivisto and Thomas, 2008; Nordenstreng, 2011), but also has expanded in a quali-
tative sense: the field has matured through theoretical, historical, and methodological 
contributions and has broadened its scope and embraced the whole palette of new media 
and communication phenomena in almost all spheres of society. Today, media and com-
munication studies deal with everything from early documentary film to geo-tagging in 
mobile media, from political campaigning to web-based learning. 

The story of media and communication studies must no doubt be labeled a success 
story: within a limited number of decades, the field has managed to develop from a small 
and fragmented research area with almost no institutional foundation to a major research 
discipline with a solid institutional basis in most universities. This is not merely due to our 
own efforts and excellence, I hasten to say. A combination of the growing importance of 
media in society and the buzz and glamour of the media industry and technologies has en-
larged media and communication departments’ symbolic capital and in many cases made 
them extremely attractive in the eyes of students and thereby ensured a steady growth in 
departments’ economic funding in an increasingly market-driven higher education sys-
tem. Media is no longer a fringe subject in universities, but has become a key research 
and teaching discipline often providing an economic surplus that allows universities to 
provide subsidies to older and less successful subject areas with declining student interest. 
In other words, we have moved from the periphery to the center of academia. 

So our response to the question posed by the conference theme from an institutional 
point of view certainly could be answered in the affirmative: Yes, we are doing the right 
thing! However, I will not go further down the road of self-acclamatory speech on beh-
alf of our research field, but rather engage in a less festive, yet important discussion of 
emerging problems in our field. I will focus on two developments concerning the field of 
media and communication studies that so far have supported each other, but increasingly 
may come into conflict with one another: the institutionalization of the field of media 
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and communication studies and the mediatization of culture and society. The growing 
importance of media in culture and society has generally provided the raison d’être for 
the institutionalization of the field in higher education and key questions concerning 
the role of media in public life (power over political communication, socialization of 
attitudes and behavior, representation and interpretation of culture, etc.) have provided 
the emerging discipline with a series of common themes, despite the often very different 
theoretical and methodological approaches. 

Today, the processes of institutionalization and mediatization may not work to the 
same extent in tandem and support continuous development towards a coherent and 
shared discipline of media and communication studies. The mediatization of culture and 
society may potentially fragment the institutional framework of the field by broadening 
the range of possible research interests to the point where there are no connections left 
between the various parts. Furthermore, mediatization will gradually make it more and 
more obvious to other disciplines that they should address the role of media in culture 
and society and thereby they will come to compete institutionally with our own disci-
pline. Mediatization, however, may also provide an opportunity to re-address some of 
the fundamental issues that helped constitute the field of research in the first place, but 
now considered in a new cultural and social context of intensified mediatization. Chan-
ging the focus from mediation to mediatization may help keep track of some of the key 
questions and topics that may still render media and communication studies a candidate 
for a research discipline, and not just a plethora of disconnected topics. In the following, 
I will briefly outline the two processes of institutionalization and mediatization and then 
discuss the possible conflicting developments at stake.

A Half-baked Discipline
Media and communication studies as a research field is, obviously, defined by its spe-
cific subject matter, the media and non-mediated forms of communications. As such, it 
differs from major academic disciplines like sociology or biology that deal with more 
general and fundamental aspects of human society or nature. Media and communication 
studies, therefore, was not born as a genuine discipline, but rather as a cross-disciplinary 
venture bringing together people from a variety of existing disciplines and subject areas. 
As one of the American pioneers Wilbur Schramm observed in 1959, communication 
research “is one of the great crossroads where many pass but few tarry. Scholars come 
into it from their own disciplines, bringing valuable tools and insights, and later go 
back, like Lasswell, to the more central concerns of their disciplines” (Schramm, 1959: 
8). The mix of disciplines involved has varied considerably from country to country, 
but in general the social sciences, the humanities, psychology, and technology studies 
have played a role in the development of the field. In the Nordic countries, the huma-
nities have played a more prominent role compared to European and especially North 
American countries, but also within the Nordic countries there have been differences. In 
Denmark and Norway, the humanities have had a more prominent position in the field 
compared to Sweden, where the social sciences and psychology have had a somewhat 
greater influence on media studies. In Finland, independent journalism and mass com-
munication studies were established within universities at an earlier point compared to 
the other Nordic countries (Carlsson 2007). 
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A common feature of Nordic research furthermore has been its focus on mediated 
forms of communication. For instance, Nordicom publications for all practical pur-
poses have been concerned with media, and in earlier times exclusively mass media. 
Non-mediated forms of communication like speech or non-verbal communication have 
received very little attention and been researched outside the Nordic community of 
media research. This is, however, beginning to change, because the proliferation of va-
rious forms of interpersonal and networked media makes such a separation of research 
domains unproductive. As all forms of communication, one-to-many, one-to-one and 
many-to-many, have become not only mediated, but also intertwined with various forms 
of speech and non-verbal communication, there has been a renewed dialogue between 
the two formerly separated domains. 

The general success of media and communication research has not only made the field 
larger, but also transformed the field itself. Besides the various fashion trends in theories 
and methodologies, there has also been a qualitative differentiation and reorganization 
of the field. This is certainly not a particularly Nordic development, but part of a much 
wider international tendency. In an overview of communication studies in the United 
States, Craig and Carlone (1998: 78) observe that the explosive quantitative growth is 
only one part of the story, because “the field has grown perhaps as much by redefini-
tion and expansion of its subject matter as by quantitative accumulation. Central to this 
evolution has been the increasing salience and richness of the term ‘communication’ 
itself”. From a media studies perspective, the term “media” has acquired a similar se-
mantic richness as the study of mass media, like press, radio, and television, has evolved 
into a much more complex research agenda concerning an expanded and differentiated 
digital media ecology. 

Another important consequence of the expansion of the field is a decline in general 
perspectives. As Donsbach (2006: 447) noted in his presidential address to the Interna-
tional Communication Association, ICA, in 2005, “research questions become smaller 
and more remote all the time”. As more and more researchers enter the field and compete 
for distinction, the more detailed studies we get of any particular phenomenon. This 
may, at least in principle, be considered a sign of maturity in the research field, since 
more and more questions are subject to thorough investigation and not only cursory 
attention. However, if such detailed studies are not framed within broader theoretical 
perspectives and general hypotheses, for instance due to a lack of consensus about key 
issues in the field, they may contribute to a fragmentation, rather than consolidation, 
of knowledge. Ulla Carlsson, who has headed the Nordicom cooperation for several 
decades, clearly sees a lack of unity and states that the research area of “media and 
communication is variegated in the extreme, and few syntheses embrace the field as a 
whole [..]. Specialization, which is not always solidly founded in theory or methodology, 
may cause the field to disintegrate into small groups, each a discursive community unto 
itself” (Carlsson, 2005: 545). 

The strong institutionalization of the field in terms of a growing number of media 
and communication departments and study programs has to some degree worked as a 
counterbalance to fragmentation and forced the field to transform itself into a research 
discipline with a defined corpus of preferred theories, methodologies, and dominant foci 
of interest. In actual university politics, to institutionalize very often means to become a 
discipline. In order to establish curricula for study programs and negotiate funding for 
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research with the dean or chancellor, you need the authority of a well-defined research 
discipline. As Koivisto and Thomas (2008: 225) argue, however, the disciplinary unity 
in the case of media and communication studies is more due to institutional pressures 
than achieved through “intellectual and scholarly means”. In effect, media and commu-
nication studies may still be a half-baked discipline. Through institutionalization it has 
been able to construct the external characteristics of a discipline, but it still lacks some 
of the internal coherence of traditional disciplines with elaborated and widely accepted 
theories, concepts, and methodologies. We should be careful, of course, not to overes-
timate the internal consistency of major disciplines like biology or sociology. They are 
also subject to a high degree of differentiation, and new sub-fields and cross-disciplinary 
research areas emerge both inside and on the borders of older disciplines as well.

The paradox is that media and communication research is getting more differentiated, 
specialized and, to some extent, involved in more interdisciplinary work at a point in 
time when the researchers themselves have become more similar in terms of their formal 
educational backgrounds. The field of media and communication research was founded 
by people from a wide variety of disciplines with no formal education in media and 
communication. Today, the majority of researchers do not come from other disciplines, 
but have formal degrees in media and communication studies. A survey among ICA 
members in 2005 revealed that almost 2/3 of the members graduated with degrees in 
communication studies, and ¾ of the younger researchers had been studying in the field 
they are teaching today (Donsbach, 2006: 440). To my knowledge, this development 
reflects the situation in the Nordic countries as well. As a result, younger researchers 
may have a stronger sense of the field’s characteristics than do their predecessors, but 
they may be less capable of deploying theories and methodologies from other disciplines 
for the study of media and communication.

A New Context: Mediatization
In conjunction with major transforming processes of high modernity, like globalization, 
urbanization, and individualization, modern societies are increasingly being influenced 
by mediatization. Mediatization generally refers to the process through which core 
elements of a social or cultural activity (e.g., politics, religion, and education) become 
influenced by and dependent on the media. As a consequence, the activity is to a greater 
or lesser degree performed through interaction with various media, and the symbolic 
content and the structure of social and cultural activities are influenced by the modus 
operandi of the media, i.e., their institutional, aesthetic, and technological affordances 
(Hjarvard, 2008a, 2008b; see also Lundby, 2009). Mediatization implies a change not 
only in the degree of media influence on cultural and social affairs, but also in the very 
way we may conceptualize the media-society relationship. Mediatization involves a 
double-sided development in which media emerge as semi-autonomous institutions in 
society at the same time they become integrated into the very fabric of human interac-
tion in various social institutions like politics, business, or family. 

This provides a new context for understanding media and their social and cultural im-
portance. Media are not outside society exerting an effect on society, but their importance 
may increasingly be understood by their very presence inside society: being simultan-
eously a semi-autonomous institution and integrated into other social institutions. In the 
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research tradition of effect studies, media were often studied as independent variables 
exerting an influence on dependent variables like human opinion or behavior. From a 
very different – and to some extent opposite – perspective, reception studies emphasized 
the powerful media user as an independent agent who could make use of media for his 
or her own purposes. In both cases, the media were explicitly or implicitly considered 
an external factor – either exerting influence from the outside or being instruments 
that human agents are free to use or not to use. These approaches to media research of 
course may still have some validity when studying more isolated instances of mediated 
communication, e.g., diffusion of specific messages or the use of a particular medium 
for specific purposes. But as a framework to understand the general influence of media 
in society, they have become outdated.

The conception of media as being an external factor from the outset may have been 
theoretically flawed, but it may nevertheless have reflected the fact that individual me-
dia in earlier times were not to the same extent part of a general and converging media 
system, but emerged as separate communication technologies to be used for a variety 
of cultural and social purposes. For instance, more than a century ago, the press came 
to serve the political institution as the “party press” and as such the press had not yet 
emerged as a media institution in its own right and politics had not yet become medi-
atized in its internal functioning. In a way, the political party and its affiliated social 
movements were the political medium of those days, and not the press as such. The 
press was one among other communication channels for political messages. Today, 
news media have become semi-independent institutions that co-construct the political 
agenda through interaction with political actors (Cook, 1998) at the same time as the 
political institution itself has become mediatized and influenced by various forms of 
media logic (Strömbäck, 2008). Historical transformations – including the process of 
mediatization – force us to consider the influence of media on social and cultural affairs 
in a new way; i.e., media have become institutionalized in society, and thereby exert 
an influence vis-à-vis other institutions, at the same time they have become embedded 
within other institutions and thereby become appropriated for various new practices.

The process of mediatization has already expanded the field of media and commu-
nication studies and this is likely to become even more pronounced in the future. When 
media become part of nearly all kinds of cultural and social activities, the proliferation 
of still more specialized research fields seems overwhelming: from environmental com-
munication to educational media, from science communication to marketing in social 
media. On the one hand, this looks promising for the future of media and communica-
tion research, but on the other hand, media and communication topics are beginning to 
migrate into other fields and disciplines, such as health communication in medicine and 
political marketing in political science. Increasingly, other study programs are equip-
ped with a media and communication component that covers certain aspects of special 
interest for the field in question. 

The growing specialization both within media and communication studies and in other 
research fields certainly may be useful in many ways, but it also implicates a fragmenta-
tion and instrumentalization of the field. Many sub-fields have developed in response 
to the emergence of particular media technologies and are predominantly involved in 
applied research. In other disciplines, the study of media and communication comes to 
serve the rationale of the particular sub-field in question and may lose sight of general 
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questions concerning the media-society nexus. Other disciplines cannot be expected to 
address fundamental questions concerning media’s role in culture and society and will 
usually think of media in a more narrow sense, i.e., as channels of communications. 
From their perspective, media are often considered from a prescriptive and instrumental 
point of view: e.g., how to use educational media as tools of learning or how media 
may help to increase awareness about major health problems. Even social sciences like 
sociology and political science are reluctant to take up the broader media issues, leaving 
media and communication studies as the sole candidate to perform that task. As Peter 
Golding lamented after reviewing the social sciences’ lack of interest in these matters: 
“If research into the social aspects of the media is not being done within the mainstream 
of the social sciences, who will do it?” (Golding, 2005: 540; emphasis in original) 

From Mediation to Mediatization
The fragmentation and instrumentalization of the field are inevitable, and are healthy 
signs of the importance of media and communication questions in almost all spheres 
of society. But precisely because of this, we need to deepen our understanding of 
fundamental and – in my opinion – discipline-defining questions concerning the role 
and influence of media in contemporary society. One important way to achieve this, I 
suggest, is to refocus our attention from mediation to mediatization. Let me first start 
by making the distinction between the two clear. Mediation denotes the concrete act of 
communication by means of a medium and the choice of medium may influence both 
the content of communication and the relationship between sender and receiver. The 
process of mediation itself, however, usually does not change culture and society. By 
contrast, mediatization refers to a more long-lasting cultural and social transformation, 
whereby society’s institutions and modes of interaction are changed as a consequence 
of the growth of the media’s influence. In short, mediation is about communication and 
interaction through a medium, mediatization is about the role of media in cultural and 
social change. Some researchers do not make a clear distinction between the two terms, 
and some, for instance Silverstone (2007), use the term mediation in a way that resem-
bles the present definition of mediatization. The above-mentioned distinction, however, 
seems to have achieved a certain acceptance, and allows us to distinguish between the 
analysis of instances of mediated communication and the analysis of the role of media 
in cultural and social transformation (see also Livingstone, 2009: 27ff). 

With a shift in focus from mediation to mediatization, we may evoke a renewed 
interest in fundamental questions concerning how media come to influence patterns of 
power, interaction, and representation in culture and society, but now considered in a 
new light. The new context is not simply the advent of new media, although this is of 
course an important component. We are now living in a new media ecology in which 
new media have not only achieved an important position, but the entire media system has 
been subject to change. Old mass media have been renewed and found different niches in 
which they thrive and interact with various forms of networked media and interpersonal 
communication. The new context is also the paradoxical, double-sided development in 
which media have become institutionalized as semi-autonomous actors, as well as in-
tegrated into the everyday practices of other institutions. In the vocabulary of Anthony 
Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, media are simultaneously being disembedded from 
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social institutions (e.g., the party press is succeeded by independent news media) and 
reembedded into the workings of institutions (e.g., the professionalization of political 
communication in political parties). 

A focus on processes of mediatization may help us continue the development of our 
field into a discipline. It will orient the field to a set of key questions that have already 
been examined in the past, but which need to be developed further and not least con-
sidered in a new context. Mediatization studies imply a holistic approach in which we 
consider various dimensions of the media-culture-society nexus, for instance by looking 
at the influences of media in their capacity to be simultaneously channels, languages, and 
environments (Meyrowitz, 1993). Like the study of globalization or individualization, 
the research on mediatization does not entail a fixed set of theories or methodologies, 
but is an agenda for scientific enquiry. Such an agenda is not a call for more inward-
looking studies concentrating on the media themselves. Mediatization studies address 
the transformation of a variety of social and cultural institutions and phenomena, and 
in order to examine these processes we need to talk to other disciplines such as politi-
cal science, sociology of religion, and educational studies. However, as Craig (2008) 
has rightly observed, if we as media and communication scholars want to engage in 
interdisciplinary dialogue, we must be able to bring something to the table from our own 
disciplinary viewpoint “that adds real value to the interdisciplinary enterprise” (Craig, 
2008: 687). In my opinion, mediatization studies may assist our field to develop theories 
and analyses that will help us do exactly this. 

Mediatization, finally, does not imply that media come to influence the various 
spheres of society in the same way, so each of these need to be studied in empirical de-
tail. Mediatization processes may share certain key characteristics across various cultural 
fields and social institutions, but they do not homogenize these fields and institutions. 
As Hepp (2009: 154) has aptly phrased it, the value of mediatization theory lies in its 
ability to “link these different detailed studies to a more general analysis of media power 
within cultural change”. There is not one recipe for doing the right thing in media and 
communication studies, and there are, of course, many ways to help advance the field 
other than focusing on mediatization. In view of the growing fragmentation of the field, 
a focus on mediatization may, nevertheless, help us to make sense of the proliferation of 
media in various sectors of culture and society (which is partly responsible for the very 
fragmentation of the field itself), while we at the same time concentrate our attention 
on a set of issues that has been pivotal for the development of the field in the first place. 
In the previous decades we have been successful in building the external foundations 
of a discipline. In order to be equally successful in the coming years, we may need to 
pay more attention to what constitutes the inner dimensions – theories, methodologies, 
and empirical foci – of our still half-baked discipline. 
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Doing the Right Thing 
Passion, Politics and Plurality

Margareta Melin

Doing the right thing was the theme I was asked to reflect upon as a kind of Vote from 
the Swedish jury on a final reflexive plenary panel putting a P on the NordMedia11 
conference in Akureyri, Iceland. My mission, which I chose to accept, was to peer at 
keynote plenaries, panels and papers presented at the conference and make presumptions 
concerning possible pure paths for Media and communication researchers. 

This topic could become a case of preposterously pompous point-scoring. To avoid 
this, I enlisted the help of many a pal and conference participant and together we scouted 
the Nordmedia11 conference for interesting panels and papers that could enlighten the 
theme of doing the right thing. This was an easy task. 

Using this co-operative scouting as a basis, here I will present thoughts on how we 
– as Nordic, media researchers – can do the right thing. I will focus this reflection on 
three issues, three Ps: Passion, Politics and Plurality. This might sound predictable and 
too PC but is really a personal pondering.

Passion 
Passion, the first of the three Ps is perhaps the most important. The academic world 
seems to me to be in a process of losing its passion. Let me give you two prevalent 
examples.

Swedish media and communication studies are now going through a process of quality 
assessment. I do not question quality assessment as such. Quite the contrary, I believe 
that the internal process of questioning one’s own practices is necessary and productive, 
and can indeed itself ensure quality and serve as the starting point for creative processes. 
Furthermore, I believe that colleagues critiquing each other can induce new ways of see-
ing the familiar, as does Norwegian educationalist Gunnar Handal (1999), who argues for 
the use of critical friends to improve and assure quality in everyday educational practices. 

The problem with the Swedish quality assurance process is, thus, not its existence, 
but its overall political position of seeing quality as a result. And result means honours, 
dissertations/degree work. The problem arises when results per se, and not learning 
processes or quality assurance, are being rated (HSV 2011). And policed. 

Another policing issue is that Nordic scholars are all haunted by pressures of publish-
or-perish! And not just anywhere! Books, political debates in newspapers, national 
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journals – where we can write and express ourselves in our own language – are out! 
Anglo-Saxon peer-reviewed periodicals are in! 

Universities all over the Nordic countries are competing to create scoring systems. 
Again, the problem is not the system, but the pre-supposed principles of what kind 
of publishing in which periodicals are preferable. This has implications on several 
levels. There are disciplines whose publishing tradition relies heavily on monographs, 
and analysis of particular Nordic media, literary or theatre topics are not easily pu-
blishable in Anglo-Saxon journals. But such work imparts important knowledge in a 
Nordic context.

Another problem is that the so-called “third role” of universities, i.e. to communicate 
with the public, to popularize research and to cooperate and collaborate with the relevant 
professional industry, which requires media other than academic peer-reviewed journals. 
These media in turn may also require a different linguistic style, but just as much time 
and professional competence. Still they give no publishing points.

On a personal level this has career implications. A professor pal of mine pronounced 
the other day that he had realized that the point-scoring policy at his university had 
rendered his yard-long list of publications perfectly worthless. With books and articles 
about Swedish topics, published in Swedish or in Nordic journals, his aggregated pu-
blishing points have become almost worthless over night.

My main point is, however, that for many Nordic scholars, expressing oneself in a 
language one has not mastered completely is difficult. Grammar and academic jargon are 
easy enough to manage, but the fine-tuned precision of wording and idiomatic style is 
more problematic. And that is what makes writing passionate and texts a pleasure to read.

I propose, therefore, that we try not to forget our passion! We must not let the pro-
cess of policing and point-scoring stand in the way of us doing the research we feel 
passionately about – that is important, fun or interesting. My point here is not to over-
problematize, but to see positive trends. And at the Nordmedia11 conference, I have seen 
plenty of those. I have heard and read passionate presentations and papers. 

…as to the status for female journalists in the Nordic countries and the world. Maria 
Edström (2011) and Tarja Savolainen and Henrika Zilliacus-Tikkanen (2011) presented 
papers based on the Global Report on the Status of Women in News Media (Internatio-
nal Women’s Media Foundation, 2011). They discussed the fact that Nordic countries 
are at the top of the class, and problematized the patriarchal structures still underlying 
Nordic newsrooms.

…about a Swedish city going digital into Second Life. Stina Bengtsson (2011) del-
ves into development and failure of the virtual city of Malmö through a discussion on 
consumer culture, civic engagement and the logic of capitalism.

…about motherhood being constructed through blogs. Karen Hvidtfeldt Madsen 
(2011) problematizes parenthood by looking at blogs belonging to couples and singles 
as part of an increasingly commercial consumer culture, where conception, pregnancy 
and parenthood are constructed in public weblogs, and where pregnancy and giving 
birth are renegotiated. 

…about social media as sites of social change and global exchange. Political media 
activism or public disobedience in North Africa was discussed theoretically as an im-
perative means for civic society and culture in the process of political liberation and 
democratization for citizens in oppressed states (Krona and Bergknut 2011). 
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All these presentations and papers were relayed with curiosity, interest and passion, 
with powerful and prominent research results. 

That is doing the right thing!
In the different divisions, I also heard commentators giving passionate positive criti-

que and igniting interesting debates, as well as coming up with new research questions. 
They also gave presenters practical input about turning papers into publications. This 
is academic practice at its best, when constructively critical friends (Handal 1999) pas-
sionately discuss research results produced through a passion-driven research process.

That is doing the right thing!

Politics 
The second concern is Politics. I am a feminist researcher and to me all research, all 
knowledge, is political – whether researchers like it or not. Feminist philosophers have 
long propagated for the personal as political, and for the fact that knowledge is always 
situated in time, in space, in bodies. Every object and each person is a bearer of know-
ledge (cf. Haraway 1991). This means, of course, that my personal ponderings in the 
present article are really political point-making, and that the collaborative conference 
scouting was carried out only at certain sessions, which signifies our particular per-
spectives. It also means that we, as media and communication researchers or as private 
persons, cannot free ourselves from our bodies, from our thoughts – and hopefully not 
from our passion. 

To me this means assuming responsibility for one’s research and knowledge and 
the consequences of both. It means being reflexive, being aware of one’s power as a 
researcher and always taking an ethical perspective into every project. For example, 
reflecting on the powered relationship between the researcher and the researched could 
(and I believe should) result in the researcher placing her-/himself on the same plane 
as the researched. That way the research object becomes a subject and the researcher a 
subjective person – with reflexive responsibility for the political knowledge produced 
(cf. Melin 2008). 

This is not pointless PC:ness, but for media and communications researchers doing 
research on – and with – people and the public, this is fundamental to the validity of 
research. This is also not old news. These philosophical and ethical problems are con-
tinuously and critically considered and debated, for example in the Nordmedia division 
Theory, Philosophy and Ethics of Communication, where issues such as the importance 
of epistemology in communication theory (Kirtiklis 2011), conceptions of democracy 
(Karpinen 2011), and the concept of conjuncture and media and communication studies 
(Koivisto 2011) were discussed. Philosophical disputes were debated in other divisions. 
Hallvard Moe and Anders Larsson (2011), for example, discussed new possibilities for 
the study of online public communication and pointed to the fact that media and com-
munication researchers need to critically assess the practices of new methodological 
tools, as well as to ethically renegotiate the borders between private and public.

That is doing the right thing!
Recognizing politics of knowledge does not only mean reflecting on research ethics 

and design. It also means studying problems with political potential. Because with this 
political knowledge, we have a duty to influence and to change! We should not sit com-
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fortably in our ivory tower, leaning against distantly and objectively created pillars of 
statistics, but work with and place ourselves in the midst.

And ask questions. 
But why? 
What are the consequences of my research? 
What happens when we do the right thing?
Whose right thing is it anyway? 
At this conference, I have heard and read papers and listened to discussions that dealt 

with truly political agendas and asked political questions. 
How do we – as researchers – act to change the patriarchal structure of journalism? 
Plenty of papers in different divisions debated patriarchal power in particular – with 

an aspiration to change (e.g., Edström 2011; Savolainen & Zilliakus-Tikkanen 2011; 
Melin 2011). Johanna Mäkelä (2011) expanded these discussions to include gendered 
political communication and how the media, in the present changing political cultures, 
focus on women in political decision-making positions. She showed that the position 
of politicians in political parties is clearly defined by visibility in the media as well as 
how gender affects the quality of publicity. 

What’s this social media hype all about? 
Plenty of papers about the new media landscape were presented, asking political ques-
tions that went beyond the technology-driven and hipster-consumer hype. Social media, 
like Google, Twitter, Flckr, Facebook, were probed and scrutinized in interesting ways. 

Can social media tools in fact be seen as a social innovation per se? This is a question 
that Pernilla Severson (2011) asks, and in her paper she tries to understand social media 
practices in a civicness context. By using Twitter both as a study object and a method, 
her result shows the intricate ongoing weaving of connecting practices, and she discus-
ses social media not only in terms of in-vogue dynamic communities, but turns towards 
traditional feminist thinking and argues that Twitter turns the personal into the political.

Christian Fuchs (2011) critically analyzed the political economy of Google, and posed 
questions about how Google’s commodity production, distribution and consumption 
process works. Google bases its economy on prosumer commodity, i.e. a combination 
of consumers unpaid work and WWW content creators.

In an analysis of social media criticism and accountability based on textual analysis 
of internet newspapers with comments and blogs, Göran Svensson (2011) turned to 
Wikileaks and asked who is watching the new media watchdogs? How do social media 
reflect on their own performance while appraising the performance of other media?

What should journalists actually be for in a new media world?
Changing power relations between producer and consumers (what Fuchs (2011) calls 
prosumers), between professionals and private amateurs, was the focus of several papers. 
One example of this is Helle Sjøvaag’s (2011) critical paper. Her perspective was to ask 
what happens to news producers’ professional ideals when they are forced to balance 
between the demands of journalism as an institutional agency, on the one hand, and the 
structural forces currently presenting the profession with ideological confrontations, 
on the other. 
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And what are the media or journalism anyway?
The so-called new media turn not only the producer-consumer, but also the professional-
amateur relationship upside down. This potentially put into question the very practice of 
journalism, which is the perspective of Christina Neumayer’s (2011) paper. She argues 
for an alternative understanding of online media, basing this on a study of anti-fascist 
protests in East Germany 2010-2011. By doing so she asks critically if the so-called 
social web provides spaces for critical perspectives and counterpublics, or whether this 
leads to so-called mainstream slogans for the mobilization and polarization of radical 
political perspectives?

How can we rethink “proper” journalism from an other perspective?
Asking political questions about new media in a Nordic media and communication 
context does not mean asking questions about Nordic issues. Indeed, to understand the 
new media scene, it is important to take a different perspective, that is, to learn from 
others, which in the NordMedia11 conference meant peering – not towards the west – 
but south and eastwards. In the NordMedia division Media, Globalisation and Social 
Change, political perspectives from developing countries were plentiful, and perhaps 
the most piercing political papers elucidating the so-called new media were presented 
in this division. 

Because the media spotlight was turned on the Northern African process of political 
liberation this spring, it was quite predictable that there would be papers written from 
this perspective (cf. Krona & Bergknut 2011). The public’s political use of new media in 
other non-western parts of the globe, however, has been less publicized. Several papers 
went south of the Sahara. Ekström, Høg Hansen and Boothby (2011) discussed how the 
use of social media in Tanzania has progressed from oral storytelling and traditional 
pavement radio. They explored how popular media practices cope with people in power, 
by engaging with and constructing rumour, public memory and civic spaces. 

There were, however, also papers on the political use of so-called “old media”, and 
how these could bring about political change. This was considered by Helge Rønning 
(2011), who asked questions about the legitimacy of power and the possibilities for op-
position in Africa. Moreover, Hilde Arntsen (2011) looked at whether humour political 
twist could be seen as freedom of expression and a path towards political commentary. 

That is doing the right thing!

Plurality
The third problem is Plurality. 

Kjartan Ólafsson commenced the conference saying that a good conference depends 
on how good the participants are. How true that is!

My first NordMedia conference was in Trondheim in 1993. At that point, the parti-
cipating Media researchers had their disciplinary home in political science, literature 
studies, psychology, sociology and musicology, and journalists and PR officers from 
the media industry attended the conferences. 

Since then, Media and Communication Studies, Media and Culture Studies and Jour-
nalism have become proper academic subjects. And these have, by necessity, gathered 
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force, and distinguished themselves from others – narrowed the field. Thus, there has 
been a period during which we all have been media and communication or journalism 
researchers. This has indeed been a dominant process in Sweden, and has been seen 
as a positive development as well as one of the primary purposes of the past decade 
of FSMK, the Swedish National Media and Communications Research Organisation.

Then look around! At this conference there are also art historians, interaction desig-
ners, law professors, philosophers, and there are researchers from the Baltic countries, 
from Russia, the Netherlands, The US, Austria, Greece, Germany and Bangladesh. The 
three most recently appointed Media- and communications professorial chairs in Sweden 
are from Austria, England and Canada. We are going interdisciplinary and international. 
But still, look around! We are an ocean of white faces with but a few exceptions.

Why is this trend of plurality important?
John Peters suggested in his plenary session at this conference that we should study 

the blind spots. I believe some spots are so blind to us that we cannot see them without 
help. We need new perspectives, new research questions, in order to gain new under-
standings of the media and communication field that is so familiar to us. And we do not 
need to probe into post-colonial theory to realize that doing research with and not on 
people in the developing world generates more valid knowledge. 

Going interdisciplinary is, hence, another way of both expanding and making our re-
search more valid. Thus, a journalism and a law professor together can produce thought-
provoking new knowledge; the purpose of Maria Edström’s and Eva-Maria Svensson’s 
(2011) paper was to study the debate between the pro-freedom and the freedom-under-
responsibility parties on the issue of giving commercial adverting the same protection 
as political speech. They problematized what consequences strengthening the legal base 
for commercial interests in the media would have for freedom of speech. 

This is doing the right thing! 
In Jyväskylä in 1997, a discussion took place on where media studies are (were) go-

ing. The set-up was to pit old professors versus new hot-shot scholars. And the debates 
were heated! One man from the audience (I can’t remember whom) stood up and asked 
passionately, “So if you say the media are not just the press, TV, radio…. soon you want 
to start research on…on postcards!” Johan Fornäs (then one of the young hot-shots, now 
reputable professor) answered: “Yes, and wouldn’t that be interesting!” 

I haven’t seen any post-card studies, but in this conference I have seen analyses of 
far more media than the press, radio and TV. As our ways of mediating communication 
change through new technology, we need to continuously rethink our objects of study. 
At the same time, we must not get hung-up on so-called new media. Innovations and 
technological products come and go. And old media can give new knowledge.

The paper I personally presented at the conference could be an example of plurality, 
playing with the patriarchally powered spaces of journalism, art and academia, at the 
intersection between old media (text and textile) met new media (sms, digital sewing-
machines). The research party behind the paper consists of interaction design, art history, 
journalism, and media and culture studies scholars, PhD students and senior researchers 
– artists with different forms of expression: relational, performance, music, and textile. 
Taking this patchwork of professions and practices as a point of departure, we explored 
what happens in the seams between two particular platforms of storytelling: the editorial 
board and a sewing circle placed in an art gallery. Thus, by using something known and 
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placing it in a different context, in a different space, we challenge the very practice of 
the editorial board, of journalism. We call the method used “an editorial sewing circle”, 
and this should be seen as feminist action research, and an intervention into established 
rooms, concepts and practices. The presented paper was published in two parts: a col-
laborative textual part and a collaborative textile part. The former lies comfortably in 
the hands of our fellow academics. The textile text is, however, yet another way for us 
to cross dichotomies and to challenge powered doxas (Bourdieu 1998). With all these 
methods, we have thus been both working within the power and creating new action 
spaces (Melin, Ståhl, Lindström, and Rosenqvist 2011).

That, I believe, is doing the right thing!

Postscript
I will put a P to these proceedings by pausing to address a question my colleague, 
interaction designer Amanda Bergknut, posed at the conference: “Why do you media 
researchers just ask if you are doing the right thing? You also need to ask if you’re doing 
the thing right!” 

To do the thing (media and communication research) right, I believe we need to 
turn back to the politics of research. We must not forget that we are researchers with 
responsibilities, and we need to probe into philosophical, epistemological, and ethical 
problems and constantly carry this with us when we do research. 

We need to pose pertinent, political, passionate questions that are fun and interesting 
to probe into. 

We need to step down from our ivory tower and do research with people. And we 
need to involve a plurality of people coming from a wide variety of perspectives and 
places in the production of knowledge. 

We should open up to new practices, allowing doing to inform thinking and thinking 
to inform doing. 

Passionate, political media research from a plurality of perspectives! 
That is doing the right thing, and the thing right!
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Doing the Right Thing
Movin’ on Up – at a Price

Juha Koivisto

In our book Mapping Communication and Media Research: Conjunctures, Institutions, 
Challenges (Tampere 2010), Peter Thomas and I monitor developments in several 
countries and present some general conclusions. In this presentation I will focus on 
some of these conclusions.

As Craig and Carlone have maintained, this field has witnessed an “explosive growth” 
that is almost unrivalled by any other field in modern universities (1998, 67). In our 
book we present some impressive figures, statistics and graphics depicting this growth, 
with curves pointing higher and higher. 

However, the expansion of the field has led to what some scholars in Germany have 
described as the ‘Unübersichtlickeit’ of the field, perhaps best translated into English 
as a ‘lack of clarity’, or the inability to gain a comprehensive overview of the entire 
field, with its internal unity and contradictions. Similar voices are increasingly heard in 
other countries as well. In the US, Craig and Carlone felt the need to confess that “we 
no longer understand the field very well ourselves” (Craig and Carlone 1998, 67). They 
concluded that the field has “amorphous”, perhaps even menacing “contours” (Craig 
and Carlone 1998, 68). Pfau (2008, 598) cited Craig’s (2003) statement that field’s 
core and intellectual focus remains “radically heterogeneous and largely derivative”; 
“Nonetheless”, commented Pfau, “the communication discipline’s growth continues 
unabated” and is “accompanied by fragmentation and increasing specialization”. In 
the UK, Boyd-Barrett has argued that any overview of contemporary communication 
and media research has “to accept at the outset that the ‘field’ of communication media 
research is somewhat nebulous” (Boyd-Barrett 2006, 235).

Japan provides perhaps the most extreme example of the difficulty of establishing 
even a sense of a ‘field’ of communication and media studies. There, media and com-
munication research has been and still is dispersed in different universities and into 
different disciplines, rarely having a department or faculty of its own. Consequently, 
in Japan the ‘field’ is in reality constituted only at the level of academic and scholarly 
associations that create a space for dialogue for researchers who can now be understood 
– in retrospect, precisely on the basis of their participation in these associations – as 
working in the same ‘field’.

French communication and media research presents an even more heterogeneous 
picture, despite its firmer institutional bases. The combination of information, docu-
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mentation, and library sciences with communication and media studies, including all 
of its various approaches, can make the field seem like a patchwork when viewed from 
an international perspective. Should the French scholars of Infocom move into the 
international Anglo-American world, they would probably be dispersed among such 
disciplines as information science, media studies, communication science, cultural 
studies, sociology, political science, literature studies and semiotics (cf. Jeanneret 
2001, 5).

Indeed, there has been an ongoing protracted debate regarding the precise status of 
communication and media research. Is it a ‘discipline’ in a strict and traditional academic 
sense, or a more loosely defined ‘field’, an amalgamation or maybe only modus vivendi 
or variety of disciplinary approaches? This is an old debate – perhaps the foundational 
debate – of academic communication and media research. As Donsbach notes, 

This identity crisis has been with us for as long as we have existed in academia. 
When claims were made to establish communication (then called ‘press research’ 
or ‘Zeitungsforschung’) alongside sociology in the German academic system, the 
president of the German Sociological Association , Ferdinand Toennies, said at 
the association’s 1930 annual conference , ‘Why would we need press research 
within sociology? We don’t need a chicken or duck science within biology’. His 
point really hit communication researchers hard and still does today (Donsbach 
2006, 439).

Neither a ‘discipline’ nor even a clearly demarcated ‘field’, communication and media 
research seems to be followed by a permanent question mark. 

The fundamental ‘vehicles’ for creating coherence in the field – which have been 
used historically, particularly in the USA but also in many of the other countries, to a 
greater or lesser extent – have been the concepts of ‘communication’ and more recently 
‘media’ and ‘mediatization’. Indeed, they are the terms most commonly used as ‘um-
brella categories’ to group together different strands of the field.

However, there are various problems with notions of both ‘communication’ and 
‘media’.

There are many variations of the ‘technical’ model of communication, conceived a 
‘transmission’ by a ‘sender’ of a ‘message’ that then encounters a ‘receiver’, but they 
all share the feature of abstracting from the ensemble of social practices and contested 
social production and circulation of meanings they entail. A similar reduction – though 
in a somewhat ‘milder’ or ‘softer’ form – occurs also in more humanistic or herme-
neutic approaches to communication that focus solely on shared ‘language’, ‘codes’ 
‘discourses’ or ‘culture’, etc. Yet meaning as such – the act of signification and its social 
diffusion and acceptance – pervades all social relations. In both cases, the very attempt 
to specify the concept of communication, in order to define a discrete field of academic 
inquiry, results in making it more – not less – amorphous and incapable of providing a 
distinct object of academic study.

The concept of media functions as a ‘meta-concept’ for a means of communication 
and the communicative relations that structure it. It thus allows ‘communication’ to 
return to its previous wider meaning, while it isolates and valorizes the particular in-
strumentalist sense that had been ascribed to communication in the sense of a regulated 
system of transmission. In fact, there can be no communication without corresponding 
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‘media’ that constitute its ‘material or social form’, just as there can be no society or 
culture without communication. Thus, when investigated rigorously and coherently, 
‘media’ turns out to be a concept just as wide as that of communication, potentially 
capable of including a range of practices and institutions that are not limited to the 
transmission of ‘information’, ‘meanings’ or ‘codes’, but which also includes such ge-
neralities as language (conceived as a medium for the creation of human community) 
or even money (conceived as the concrete medium for establishing a relationship of 
exchange of values). As in the case of an ‘instrumentalist’ or ‘technical’ – or ‘herme-
neutic’ – concept of communication, the more widespread ‘common sense’ notions of 
‘media’ (or ‘mediatization’) usually end up obscuring precisely that which they should 
have clarified, namely, the social reality that underlies the various institutional forms 
assumed in concrete historical conjunctures. Its usefulness in establishing a rigorous and 
critical field of social scientific research, beyond temporary and ultimately inessential 
questions of institutional concurrence, should therefore be treated with some caution, 
if not scepticism.

Every attempt to establish a theoretical foundation for the field, in terms of basic con-
cepts, soon runs up against its own limits and contradictions; indeed, even the notion of a 
‘field’ itself, insofar as it presupposes a basic conceptuality, is revealed to be much more 
problematic than it appeared at first sight. Indeed, we argue that the ‘field’ is defined 
on a social and institutional level, not at the level of ‘basic concepts’ or disciplinarily, 
and not even in terms of a supposed common object of study. After examining different 
possible conceptual tools (‘discourse’, ‘institution’, Bourdieu’s ‘field theory’), we pro-
pose Antonio Gramsci’s notion of a ‘hegemonic apparatus’ as a particularly efficacious 
concept that has the potential to include conceptually all the elements we believe are 
necessary to comprehend the articulations of contemporary communication and media 
research in different countries, in their national particularity and international interac-
tions. The materials gathered in our study show clearly that the short-term pressures and 
temptations to compromise in instrumentalist versions of scholarly inquiry are many 
and that they have been growing in the neo-liberal regime. Equally, however, a closer 
analysis of the different constellations in which communications and media studies is 
conducted has indicated that they are not written in stone: they are the historical products 
of identifiable political and social processes. The critique of these processes, including 
the proposition of alternative forms of institutional organization and paradigms of intel-
lectual investigation, is a legitimate and necessary element of the overall field of forces 
that go to make up communication and media studies and research in its present form.
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20th Nordic Conference on Media and Communication Research 
August 11-13, 2011, Akureyri, Iceland

Programme 
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NordMedia 2013 
Welcome to Oslo!

2013 marks the 40th anniversary of the NordMedia conference. In 1973, the first 
NordMedia conference took place in Oslo, and we are happy to bring the confer-
ence back to the Norwegian capital for the first time ever since. The 2013 confer-
ence will be hosted by the Department of Journalism and Media Studies at Oslo 
and Akershus University College of Applied Sciences, which is located downtown 
Oslo. The conference dates are 8-11 August.

We promise you interesting discussions on important topics, new divisions, and 
an exciting social program including an original venue for the 40th anniversary 
conference party. 

Conference Theme
The conference will be devoted to a timeless, yet currently much debated topic, 
namely the relationship between media and democracy. The conference title is 
“Defending democracy. Nordic and Global diversities in Media and Journalism”. 
This theme points to the central role the media play in democracies and processes 
of democratization. However, democracy is not necessarily a precondition that 
allows journalism and media to play a significant role in societies. This ambigu-
ous relationship between journalism/media and democracy has today been further 
complicated by the increasing importance of unedited, personal and social media. 
Traditional media institutions, and with them professional journalism, are no 
longer by default the main stewards of freedom of expression and hence demo-
cratic principles in a modern society.

Equally important is the fact that Nordic societies and hence the Nordic media 
are becoming increasingly globalized. The Nordic countries today represent a 
diversity of different cultures, social groups and ethnicities, and they are charac-
terized by increased migration and transnational interaction and cooperation. The 
media field’s political economy and the increasing diversity of the various media 
practices and media cultures are also more and more influenced by global trends. 
This makes it essential to view media and journalism’s relation to democracy and 
free speech in a transnational perspective, which not only includes the Nordic 
countries, but also other parts of the world.
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Keynotes and Panelists
To discuss this theme the conference organizers will invite internationally re-
nowned media scholars and practitioners who are particularly interested in the 
relationship between media, journalism, democracy and free speech – for example:

•	 Stephen JA Ward (Canada/USA), James E. Burgess Professor of Journalism 
Ethics and chair of the School of Journalism and Mass Communication, the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison.

•	 Natalie Fenton (United Kingdom), Professor of Media and Communications 
at Goldsmiths, University of London. Fenton chairs the Goldsmiths’ Lev-
erhulme Media Research Centre and Centre for the Study of Global Media 
and Democracy.

•	 Kamel Labidi (Tunisia), chairman of the Tunisian Human Rights Commis-
sion, and president of the National Authority for Reform of Information and 
Communication (INRIC) in Tunisia.

Division Structure
The NordMedia 2013 conference will extend the number of divisions from 11 to 
14 (new divisions in bold):

1.	 Environment, Science and Risk Communication
2.	 Journalism Studies
3.	 Media and Communication History
4.	 Media, Culture and Society
5.	 Media, Globalization and Social Change
6.	 Media and Migration
7.	 Media Literacy and Media Education
8.	 Media Organizations, Policy and Economy
9.	 Media and Technology 
10.	Media Aesthetics and Visual Culture (or similar)
11.	Film Studies
12.	Organization, Communication and Society
13.	Political Communication
14.	Theory, Philosophy and Ethics of Communication

In addition, the NordMedia2013 conference will allow for the establishing of 
temporary working groups. Please consult the web site for additional information.
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PhD Pre-Conference
We intend to organize a pre-conference for PhD-students on 6-7 August 2013. The 
theme of this pre-conference will be in line with the conference theme, and a call 
for participants will be announced together with the general call for papers to the 
conference. Please consult the NordMedia2013 web site for additional informa-
tion (see below).

Deadlines
These are the deadlines to be aware of (might be revised – please consult web site 
for updated information):

•	 15 October 2012: Proposals for temporary working groups

•	 15 February 2013: Abstract submission

•	 End June/beginning July 2013: Paper submission

More Information
Please consult the NordMedia2013 website – http://www.hioa.no/ NordMe-
dia-2013 – where updated information will be available. Call for conference 
papers/panels/posters will be announced in October 2012.

Please do not hesitate to contact the chair of the organizing committee, Steen 
Steensen (steen.steensen@hioa.no), or the vice-chair Anne Hege Simonsen (anne.
hege.simonsen@hioa.no), if you have any questions.

See you in Oslo!

mailto:steen.steensen@hioa.no
mailto:Anne.Hege.Simonsen@hioa.no
mailto:Anne.Hege.Simonsen@hioa.no
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