Culture Meets... Media: “Media Rising”

Rodney Benson, New York University

Eliku Katz and Jefl Pooley (2008) maintain that sociology
abandoned mass communications research. This may have
been truc at one point, but in recent years increasing numbers
of sociologists are claiming back this territory as they realize
how obviously central media are to (heir research questions,
Just months ago, at the initiative of three enlerprising young
sociologists — Ciasey Brienza (PhD Cambridge), Andrew
Lindner (PhD Penn State), and Matthias Revers (soon to be
PhD at SUNY-Albany) -- media sociology gathered enough
signatures (o gain status as an official section-in-formation of
the ASA. In August, Brienza, Lindner, and Revers organized
a well-attended preconference on media sociology and
another is in the works for next August in San Francisco, The
drive for institutionalization is moving forward at a rapid pace
and scale, exceeding initial expectations,

What is also needed, however, is the intellectual
claboration and explanation of what media sociology can or
should be. At the New York media sociology pre-vonference, 1
was privileged to be able to address this question along with
my distinguished colleagues Michael Schudson, Andrea Press,
Eleanor Townsley, and Dhiraj Murthy. Although there were
many points of convergence among us in our visions of'a
revilalized media sociology, there were also not surprisingly
some differences in emphasis. At the kind invitation of the
Culture editors, I will happily seize this opportunity to elaborate
my remarks and make the case for a particular kind of critical
media sociology attentive to social structures and political
consequences. I will conclude with some suggestions related to
the particular challenges and opportunities for media
sociology in relation to interdisciplinary media studies.!

In his book The Media and Modernily, John Thompson
(1995) perceptively identified three major threads of media
and communication research — a critical institutional tradition
he primarily associates with the Frankfurt School and
Habermas {but would incorporate in principle field theory and
various critical political economy approaches), a
hermeneutic/cultural tradition, and a media technologies or
medium theory approach inspired by Marshall McLuhan.
Tnterest in media as lechnology has sparked the creation of an
official American Sociological Association section in
Communication and Information Technologies (CITASA),
though this section cerlainly goes well beyond McLuhan. In
the tradition of Raymond Williams (2003 [1974]) and Claude
Fischer (1992), CITASA-afliliated sociologists are conducting
outstanding research that situates technologies in their social
contexts of production and use (see, e.g., Hargittai 2010; Earl
and Kimport 201 1; Neff 2012; Murthy 2013). The
hermeneutic tradition is well represented in the section on
culture, or “cultural sociology” as it is increasingly referred Lo,
while the production of culture focused on the arts and music
and often inspired and mentored by Richard Peterson is
enjoying a renaissance (Peterson and Anand 2004) in both
cuitural and economic sociology.

What is left for media sociology? At the outset, it’s
important to stress that there is room for more: the pie is
growing. This proliferation of sections is yet another sign of
strength of our related fields of inquiry. Media sociology

would supplement and enhance rather than supplant
comntunication and information technologies, cultural
saciology, and economic sociology, I can imagine at least two,
non-mutually exclusive, roles for media sociology. One role
would be media saciology as the biggest of the big tents: it
could be the place where the institutional, hermeneutical, and
technological schools cone together to engage in debate and
mutual critique. In this big tent role, media sociology would
also serve as a crucial interlocutor with disciplines ouiside
sociology. 1 will return to this point, but in most of my limited
remaining space I want to advocate a second role that would
focus on expanding the eritical institutional component of
Thompson’s tripartite model, which is arguably currently
underserved,

To suceinctly express what I mean by such an
approach, | will quote the famous money manager John Bogle.
Asked to account for why the Vanguard company he founded
has substantially lower fees than other mutual fund companies,
Bogle pointed to its mutual ownership model that prevents
profits being siphoned away to pay investors or shareholders: in
other words, he explained, “strategy follows structure.”! 1f
conlemporary niedia sociology is in need of a new raison d’étre,
i cannot think of a belter one. There are at least three distinet
propositions embedded in Bogle’s claim that “strategy follows
structure” worlh underlining; First, there is such a thing as
struclure, it is pervasive, and it has an important social
component. Second, both structures and strategies are multiple.
And third, perhaps more controversially, some structurat
arrangements are normatively preferable to others (e.g., an
egalitarian or social justice ethos inherent in the effort to keep
fees low for non-elite investors). Returning to fundamentals, I
will briefly elaborate and illustrate each of these claims.

To speak of the structural is to emphasize the
patierned character of human action and to thus create
categories that group together various patterns. Struclure,
however, gencrally refers to something more than persistent
patterns. It also suggests the importance, if not indeed the
primacy, of the social. Even if all social reality is discursively
constructed, the concept of social siructure calls attention to
inequalities in the distribution of resources, material as well as
symbolic. The cultural turn was a wrong turn, and arguably
complicit with neo-liberalism (see, e.g., Sewell 2005), to the
exient that it often acted as if social structure no longer existed.

If the mere existence (and persistence) of social
structural constraints is thus a first premise of siructural media
sociology, the second is that these constraints shoutd not be
understood in a holistic, all-or-nothing fashion. Fundamental to
this sociological approach is the search for and explanation of
variaiion, in marked conirast to the totalizing claims common
in much contemporary work influenced by the Frankfurt
School or Foucaull, For example, in their research on “creative
labour,” David Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker (2012)
successfully identify the variable structural factors that make
creative autonomy more or less achievable. Under certain
conditions, of course, institutional lorees may produce cultural
homogenization (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), but there are
always counlervailing forces of dillerentiation (see, e.g.,
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Boczkowski 2010 for a compelling analysis ol both processes in
online news production}. Homogenization should be understood
as a variable not a destiny,

The third normative element perhaps sits less easily
with sociological orthodoxy, even though normative concerns
obviously underpin some of (he most frequently studied aspects
of media, Why do we study sensationalism, diversity, inclusion,
and critique, or tack thereof, if we did not think that these
somehow contribute (o or detract from the good society,
however defined? Media sociologists ought to set an example to
other saciologists — as well as non-sociclogists -- by always
clarilying “what’s at stake.”

Perhaps the most important single thing to do is banish
all relerences to “the media,” The word is plural. There is no
single media logic. Media may vary across mediums, across
various types of commercial versus non-commereial ownership
and funding, across nation-slates, and across social class
locations: linding out exactly how and when and why is a
research program lor several lifetimes. For example, as even
Herbert Marcuse (1998 [1941]: 58) once acknowledged, in an
otherwise sweeping denunciation of bureaucracy, there con be a
real difference between private and public: “In the democratic
countries, the growth of the private bureaucracy can he
balanced by the strengthening of the public bureaucracy....
power of the public bureaucracy can be the weapon which
protects the people from the encroachment of special interests
upon the general welfare.” Marcuse added one caveat; the
public bureaucracy “can be a lever of democratization ... as
tong as the will of the peoptle can effectively assert itself,” (This
passage, though schematic, is a fine example of variable
structural sociology: Marcuse affirms that structure consists of
institutional forms, that these forms vary, that variations in these
forms produce different outcomes, and that these different
are normatively consequentia Smniariy' a5 my
ican comparative resear

The

and stylistic distinctions betw
social circuits of production/reception,

In sum, much like George Steinmetz’s (2004) “critical
realism,” a variation-oriented structural media sociology
acknowledges complexity and contingency while doggedly
searching for the patterns that help explain elements of social
order. It continues 1o insist on the stark reality of the social, even
i ' onstructcd And it ENgages poliﬁeally not

There’s littte chancc that sociology will ever regain its once
dominant position, but how could it given that this growing field
is now crowded with anthropologists, historians, computer
scientists, comparative literature scholars, and inter-
disciplinarians of all stripes? These disciplines, both within and
across departments, are already fiercely fighting for institutional
resources for media research, from grants and fellowships to new

faculty positions. Moreover, as Michéle Lamont {2010)
convincingly shows, there remain sharp dillerences in criteria
of excellence across the disciplines. Where sociologists are not
already present in foree, their disciplinary compatriots may
have real difficulties gaining entrée. Yet we have no choice but
to enter the fray. In the long run, media sociology’s future lies
outside as much as inside sociology departments.

On the one hand, media studies will be stronger il
sociologists are paying attention to the work produced in other
disciplines. Against the ever-renewed fervor about how this or
that new technology is going to change the world, the
sociological impulse is ever skeptical, With Raymond Williams
{2003) blasting away, Marshall McLuhan’s formalist probes
about the inherent logics of media technologies are brought
crashing back to carth, Media studies often imagines itsell on
the cutling edge. Sociology is there {o help bring it back from
the abyss.

On the other hand, media sociologists should be open
to other approaches and (o critiques of their own models and
assumplions, For example, American sociology is still
remarkably western-centric, with Western Europe usually
marking the outer limits of'its international aspirations, As
media saciology moves “beyond the western world” (Hallin
and Mancini 2012), postcolonial theories (Shome and Hegde
2002) can help comparative researchers be more reflexive
about the fit of their ontological categories as well as their
broader epistemological and political preconceptions.
Likewise, in his own poelic analysis of the unique aesthetic
qualitics of television itself as a medium rather than as the
purveyor of any particular content, even Williams (2003: 76)
effectively concedes some ground to McLuhan and gracefully
acknowledge the lmits of scientific analysis: “When, in the
past, I have tried to describe and explain this, I have found it
significant that the only people who ever agreed with me were
painters.”
just right: argue your case,
pen mind, Media
ed by yoiv well we adhere to this
onally anchor it, both
seipliric. The (renewed) battle

Rodney Benson is associate professor of media studies and
sociology at New York University and the author of Skaping
TDnmizration News: A French-American Comparison (Cambridge
2013).

References
Benson, Rodney. 2013. Shaping Tmnigration News: A French-
Aietican, Comparison. Gambridge, UK: Cambridge
niversity Press,
abloj 2010, News at Work: Imztahon in an Age of
: ity of Chicago

alter Wi Powell. 1983; “The Iron
Cage Rewsnted. Institutional Isomorphism and
Collective Rationalily in Organizational Fields.”
American Sociological
Review 48(2), 147-160.

Fischer, Claude. 1992, America Calling: A Social History of the
Telephone. Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press.

21




Katl, Jennifer 8. and Katrina Kimport, 2011, Digitally Enabled
Social Change: Activism in the fnternet Age. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press,

Hallin, Daniel C, and Paolo Mancini, eds. 2012, Comparing
Media Systems Beyond the Westem World. Cambridge,
UK.: Cambridge University Press.

Hargittai, Iszier. 2010. “Digital Na(t)ives? Variation in
Internet Skills and Uses Among Members of the ‘Net
Generation’.” Sociological Inquiry 80(1): 92-113,

Hesmondhalgh, David and Sarah Baker. 2011, Creative Labour:

Media work in three cullural indusiries. London: Routledge.

Katz, Elihu and Jefferson Pooley. 2008. “Further notes on why
American sociology abandoned mass communication
research.” Foumal of Communication 58, 767-786.

Lamont, Michele. 2010, How Professors Think: Inside the Curious
World of Academic Fudement. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Marcuse, Herbert. 1998 {1941]. “Some Sacial Implications of
Moedern Technology.” In Douglas Kellner, ed,,
Collected Papers of Herbert Marcuse, Vol One: Technology,
War and Fascism, 41-65. London: Routledge.

Murthy, Dhiraj. 2013. Tawitter: Social Communication in the Twilter

Age. Cambridge, UK: Polity.

Nefl, Gina, 2012, Venture Labor: Work and the Burden of Risk in
Tnnevative Industiies. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Peterson, Richard and N. Anand, 2004, “The Production of
Culture Perspective.” Annunal Review ¢f Sociology 30: 311-
34

Sewell, William H., Jr. 2005, Logics of Hisioy. Chicago:
University ol Chicago Press,

Shome, Raka and Radha S, Hegde. 2002, “Posteolonial
Approaches to Communication: Charting the Terrain,
Engaging the Intersections.” Communication Theory
12(3), 249-270.

Steinmetz, George. 2004, “Odious Comparisons:
Incommensurability, the Case Study, and ‘Small N’
in Sociology.” Sociological Theory 22(3), 371-400.

Thompson, John B. 1995, The Media and Modernity: A Social

Theory of the Media. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Waishord, Silvio, 2014, Ed. Media Saciology: 4 Reappraisal.
Cambridge, UK: Polity.

Williams, Raymond. 2003 [1974]. Television: Technology and
Cultural Form. London: Routledge Classies.

Zubrzycki, Genevigve. 2013, "Aesthetic revolt and the remaking of national identity in Québec, 1960-1969."

Theory and Society 42:423-73.,

Ever since Durkheim, iconic symbols have long served as conduils through which to theorize and empirically study the
relationship between meanings and materiats. Geneviéve Zubrzycki’s recent essay makes an imporianit contribution to this
intellectual trajectory, and more broadly the growing interest in materiality among cultural sociologists (e.g. Alexander 2008;

Griswold, Mangione, McDonneli 2013; Mukexji 2011).

Drawing heavily on the visual and material turns in the socia sciences, Zubraycki explores the perfirmativity of icons, that
is, the capacity of icons to actively constitute and configure, rather than merely reflect, social and symbolic relations. And yet,
Zubrzycki’s ambitions are not simply to generically assert that materiality malters, or even that it shapes meaning-making, but
rather to demonstraie how, and under what historical and social dynamics, “the aesthetic and material form of an icon can...alter

its ‘inney’ conlend, its meaning” (p. 427).

The historical case study at the heart of Zubrzycki’s essay is well suiled for her theoretical agenda. Zubrzycki offers an
empirically rich and thoroughly researched account of the rapid transformation of French Canadian national identity during the
“Quiet Revolution,” a nearly ten-year period of popular upheaval between 1960-1969. At the heart of maitters was the biblical
figure of St John the Baptist and his lamb, the hegemonic emblem of the dominant Catholicized French Canadian national

imaginary that came under attack from a growing secularist Leftist movement. Zubrzycki interprets this emergent iconoclasm as an
example an “aesthetic revolt,” which she defines as a “dual process whereby social actors conlest and rewark iconic symbols in the public sphere;
those symbols acquiring, through those material manipulations, significations that push forward the arliculation of new identities and provide momentum for
institutional reforms” (p. 428, italics in original},

As Zubrzycki narrates, the acsthetic revolt against the icon of 8t. John erupled most powerlully in annual parades, which
had traditionally served as key sites for the articulation and elaboration of French Canadianness. Opposition leaders charged that
the popular depiclion of 8t. John the Baptist as child and the lamb respectively connoted dependence and passivity — and thus were
unfit representations for a modernized, self-suflicient Québéeois “nation.” Interestingly, attempts by the Catholic Church and parade
organizers to modify — in light of eriticisms — the material {eatures of the icon only led to further destabilization. Ultimately,
Zubrzycki argues that the emergence of a secularized and separatist Québécois identity cannot be fully understood without
altending (o the acsthetic revolt unleashed during annual parades, which eventually, both figuratively and literally, “decapitated”
5t. John the Baptist.

Attentive to the complex interaction between material affordances, cultural understandings, historical conjunctures, and
political movements, Zubrzycki offers evidence that “the force of symbols resides not only in their content, but also in their form
and the stages on which they are displayed and contested” (p. 465). Indeed, the case of the “Quict Revolution™ and its aesthelie
revolt over iconic representations of the “nation” uncovers a useful epening for a “cultural sociology of historical change™ (p. 424).
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American Sociological Association Section on the Soiogy of Culture Newsletter

Chair’s Message:
Here, There and Everyiwhere

Mabel Berezin, Cornell University

Letters from the Chair are a peculiar genre of writing.
What might one or should onc say in a 1000 to 1500 word
allotment? Here, There and Evepyrohere for some reason popped into
my mind as I was contemplating this missive while sitting cramped
in the not so friendly skies of United! As Chair of the Guiture
section, a section that started with many members who were
interested in the arts, I report with some chagrin that I actually
googled my title because I was not quite sure that I remembered its
origin. And yes, it is a Beatles’ song; and yes, I should have known
that cultural fact. Moreover, culture is really not akin to love—but
maybe, in fact it is—as culture’s ontological status is here, there and
everywhere, So my fiee association at 30,000 feet, my “blink”
moment to invoke Malcolm Gladwell, is not so far off the mark,

But alas, I had something slightly more mundane in mind
when my title hit me—metaphorically of course. | was thinking
that I wanted to cover more than ene topic in my initial message
from the health of our section to the planning for next year’s ASA
to some of the highlights from our New York meeting. 1 will close
with some commentary on the collection of essays from the panel
that I organized on politics and culture that appears in this
newsletter.

Section Membership is at an all ime high of 1208
members again making Culture the largest ASA section. Students
represent 37% of our membership. Attendance at our panels at
ASA was strong. Some session sessions had overflow crowds. We
had nine regular sessions and six section sessions.

{Continued on page 2)

WANTED

New Newsletter Editor(s)
Beginning of Term: Fall 2014
Pleasc direct any questions to our Section Chair, Mabel Berezin




