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How the New World Order and Imperialism Challenge Media 
Studies.  

Kaarle Nordenstreng 

University of Tampere, Finland, kaarle.nordenstreng@uta.fi, 
http://www.uta.fi/cmt/en/contact/staff/kaarlenordenstreng/index.html 

Abstract:  This article first reviews the notion of the New World Information and Communication Order 
(NWICO) and lessons that can be learned from it. It then discusses how to best conceptualize a) im-
perialism and b) media and cultural imperialism today, mainly based on the works of Christian Fuchs. 
The paper takes issue with Colin Sparks’ article “Media and Cultural Imperialism Reconsidered”, pub-
lished in the Chinese Journal of Communication in 2012.  Both Sparks and Fuchs argue that we have 
to reconsider the concept of cultural and media imperialism, but they do it in fundamentally different 
ways. The article exposes the problems of a revisionist approach, as taken by Sparks, but it also ad-
vocates a radical approach that is analytical and reflective rather than straightforward and action-
oriented. 

Keywords: New World Information and Communication Order, International communication, History of communi-
cation research, Critical school, new imperialism. 
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1. The New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO)  
 
The concept of a New World Information and Communication Order, known as NWICO, be-
came a leading theme in global media policy debates from the 1970s until the 1990s, cover-
ing the period from heights of decolonization to the collapse of Soviet communism. The de-
bates started in diplomatic forums of the developing countries, particularly the Non-Aligned 
Movement (NAM) in the 1970s, and extended to professional and academic circles so that in 
the 1980s NWICO was part and parcel of the discourse on the media’s role in society and 
the world at large. By the new millennium, however, it disappeared from the agenda, to be 
replaced by concepts such as media globalization. In the 2010s, NWICO already belongs to 
the history of the field of media and communication studies – a history that keeps re-
emerging under a different aegis. 
In brief, the concept was born in an aggressive wave of decolonization spearheaded by the 
NAM in the first part of the 1970s. It was consolidated during an information war, with a coun-
terattack by the Western powers in the mid-1970s, followed by a diplomatic truce in the late 
1970s. Then it was shunned by another Western corporate anti-NWICO offensive in the 
1980s, and finally frozen in the turmoil of the 1990s. Yet its idea carried over to the new mil-
lennium, no longer as a pervasive concept but embedded in a number of key issues in global 
media policy and study. 

NWICO is quite a hot chapter in the history of the field. It connects the media, and the 
study of the media, to the geopolitical struggles between the American-led “West” and the 
Soviet-led “East”, on the one hand, and the industrialized “North” and the developing “South”, 
on the other. NWICO became the buzzword for media controversies in the final period of the 
Cold War and in the transition to a post-Cold War world. However, NWICO did not only serve 



tripleC 11(2): 348-358, 2013 349 

CC: Creative Commons License, 2013. 

as a political context to media and their policies at the time. It was also a catalyst for a para-
digmatic shift in international communication studies.  

I have reviewed the history of NWICO several times since the 1980s (the latest contribu-
tions are: Nordenstreng 2011, 2012, 2013)1. The narrative is largely the same in other re-
views, notably that by Ulla Carlsson (2003). The overall picture of NWICO remains the same 
in a leading textbook on international communication by Daya Thussu (2006). Another text-
book on global communication by Thomas McPhail (2006) includes several passages on 
NWICO, but it is covered with a Western bias as a scheme for government control of the 
media. Such a perspective misses the development of NWICO in the 1990s whereby non-
governmental organizations and the so-called civil society at large became the main promot-
er of NWICO in platforms such as the MacBride Round Table2.  
In this context it is worth recalling what I wrote in the early 1990s: 

 
In general terms, NWICO should be seen not just as high politics by governments but 
first and foremost as a project of what is called the citizens’ organizations. Media 
scholars and professionals have their natural place in these constituents of civil socie-
ty – more natural than among politicians and government bureaucrats.  
Parallel to a shift from governments to citizens there is a new emphasis in looking at 
NWICO as a matter of national rather than international concern. In the beginning – in 
the 1970s – the causes and remedies were mostly spotted outside the Third World, 
typically among the Western imperialists. This global view, while still valid to a point, 
tends to overlook the role of national collaborators in maintaining the undesired struc-
tures. As a matter of fact, blaming imperialists is often a politically convenient way to 
preserve the status quo – not to do anything at home even if a lot could be done, and 
thus actually to work against NWICO. (Nordenstreng 1992, 40-41)  

 
It is also important to note that at the same time the civil society perspective was extended to 
international relations – next to globalization – and the concept of “global civil society” 
emerged as a framework for studies in international communication. As shown in the post-
script of a reader on international communication in the 1990s (Nordenstreng and Schiller 
1993), three historical shifts can be seen in the evolution of the concept of a state: first there 
was the feudal state, second the capitalist state and third the civic state, with the cornerstone 
of this new paradigm being no longer national sovereignty but rather global civil society (p. 
463). 

In general, NWICO no longer occupies a central place in contemporary media studies and 
policies, but nevertheless it remains an indispensable chapter in media history as a highlight 
of the global media debates3. For example, in their study on media policy and globalization, 
Paula Chakravartty and Katharine Sarikakis (2006) name the call for NWICO “the most sig-
nificant struggle over international communication policy in the Fordist era” (p. 30), while its 
demands for redistribution of communications resources and cultural sovereignty were swept 
aside in the post-Fordist era by “a kind of ‘reregulation’ of neoliberal governance” (p. 36). 

Colin Sparks (2007) presents a more cynical view of NWICO in his synthesizing work on 
globalization, development, and the mass media, where NWICO and the MacBride Commis-
sion appear in a chapter on “the failure of the imperialism paradigm” (pp. 105-125). Admitted-
ly, Sparks has a point in placing NWICO in the second cycle of the intellectual history of the 
field: the first dominant paradigm of propagating modernity was followed in the second stage 
by the paradigm of cultural and media imperialism as well as the paradigm of participation. 
After these followed the third paradigm of globalization. But Sparks closes his eyes to the 
fact that NWICO also included elements of the participatory paradigm as part of civil society’s 
orientation.  

                                            
1 See also Nordenstreng 1984; UNESCO 1986. 
2  A book-size account of the MacBride Round Table is given in Vincent, Nordenstreng and Traber 1999. 
3 See Gerbner, Mowlana and Nordenstreng 1993; Mansell and Nordenstreng 2006; Padovani and Nordenstreng 
2005. 



350 Kaarle Nordenstreng 

CC: Creative Commons License, 2013. 

Moreover, the paradigm shifts from modernization to imperialism and further to globalization 
were much more complex than suggested by customary cycles of intellectual history. In this 
puzzle, NWICO continues to serve not only as historical reference but also as a ground for 
lessons. 

The present article moves forward from reviewing the NWICO history to listing the lessons 
that this history offers for today’s media and communication specialists. A particular aspect 
discussed is the concept of media imperialism that has often been related to NWICO as a 
slogan but seldomly examined in depth. Finally, this article reflects on the relationship of the 
idea of NWICO to the so-called critical school of communication research.  

2. Lessons from the NWICO’s History 
There are several lessons which can be learned from the NWICO’s history. I suggest the 
following four as most evident:  

First, the NWICO was more focused on politics than on media and communication. The 
determining factors boosting the concept into such a high status were socioeconomic and 
geopolitical forces rather than intellectual and moral arguments. In other words, power rather 
than reason set the rules of debate. The lesson is that however impressive your facts, and 
however persuasive your arguments, you will not gain recognition in the arena of global de-
bate unless you are backed by significant forces – and respectively opposed by significant 
forces. The rise of the NWICO in the 1970s was facilitated by a combined force of the so-
called Second and Third Worlds of the socialist and developing countries, staged against the 
First World of Western countries. Likewise, the fall of the NWICO in the 1990s was a conse-
quence of the disintegration of the Second and Third Worlds – the socialist East and the de-
veloping South.  

The anti-NWICO campaign waged by the Western countries serves as an instructive case 
of Orwellian double-talk: the NWICO was attacked as a curb on media freedom, whereas in 
reality the concept was designed to widen and deepen the freedom of information by increas-
ing its balance and diversity on a global scale. For its initiators, NWICO was an idealistic in-
strument of diplomacy, and Third World dictators did not need it as an excuse for suppress-
ing media. The anti-NWICO campaign was an ideologically apologetic exercise by private 
media proprietors, and it became effective only because of the extraordinary power with 
which it was waged. In this sense it is justified to call the campaign a “Big Lie”. 

The second lesson is that the NWICO was more on debate than on changing media reali-
ty. In other words, the significance of the process lay mainly in the debate on media policy 
rather than in the actual phenomena of communication. The whole history of the  NWICO 
offers little in terms of changing media structures and flows – except, perhaps, “in reverse” 
with increasing concentration, imbalance, etc. – whereas it offers a lot in terms of conceptual 
thinking and awareness about the role of the media and their relation to global forces. 

To be sure, some media realities have changed toward the NWICO objectives. For exam-
ple, alternative news and feature agencies have emerged and survived; regional and sub-
regional centres have somewhat diversified the global patterns of one-way flow; and journal-
ists in the North have become more sensitized to appreciate foreign cultures. Thus one can-
not cynically conclude that the NWICO did not change media realities at all. It did have some 
consequences in the media world, but they remained limited compared to the loud and high-
level debate on media policy ranging in political, diplomatic as well as professional circles. 
Accordingly, the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), convened at the United 
Nations in 2003-2005, can be seen in part as a product of the NWICO, but it was all more 
about policy debate than media reality. 

In general, it is safe to say that the issues raised by the NWICO debate by and large re-
main valid in the contemporary world. Take the very title of the 1978 Mass Media Declaration 
of UNESCO “concerning the Contribution of the Mass Media to Strengthening Peace and 
International Understanding, to the promotion of Human Rights and to Countering Racialism, 
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Apartheid and Incitement to War”.4 All aspects, except apartheid, are still relevant. In point of 
fact, the question of racism and xenophobia in the media is much more topical today than 
three decades ago, as shown by the Council of Europe and the European Union which have 
passed declarations with a less liberal tone than provided by the UNESCO compromise. 
Ethnic and religious “hate speech” as well as war propaganda are not just words in political 
resolutions but bitter realities around the world – not only in pockets of war and terrorism but 
also in the centres of the North. 

Likewise, the issue of information sovereignty – a central element of the original call for 
NWICO – is far from resolved or obsolete in the contemporary world. The difference is only 
that it is no longer a simple confrontation of the US-led West with the Soviet-led East and the 
NAM-led South, but today it is a much more complicated trajectory of confrontation within a 
multipolar world with new constellations such as the rising economies of the BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China, South Africa). Similarly, like the world itself, also the scholarly para-
digms are more complicated than suggested by a simple division between Western and non-
Western research camps. 

The third main lesson deals with the dynamics of the policy debate: the NWICO survived 
under political pressure the better, the more articulated the idea was. It seems that a global 
idea is the more forceful and persistent, the more thorough and clear its substance in a pub-
lic discourse. In other words, conceptual clarity fuels resistance to changing political winds. It 
is essential, then, that a progressive idea should be articulated not only as a political slogan, 
but as a resolution, law, or even as a scientific theory. Conceptual clarity contributes to re-
sistance against ideological destabilization, whereas a poorly conceptualized idea can easily 
be suppressed once the political forces behind it decline. An idea that is grounded in in-depth 
analysis and is widely known to the general public is quite resilient. For example, environ-
mental issues would have been removed long ago from the public agenda by the strong 
forces of finance and commerce, if environmentalism were not such a well-articulated field 
(thanks to Greenpeace, etc.).  

The fourth lesson finally brings us to the macro structures of our thinking about media and 
communication: the NWICO demonstrates the importance of a paradigmatic approach to 
global communication. The very concept of world order invites a holistic view with a big story 
and a deep structure going beyond particular aspects of international communication such as 
the bias of news coverage or the regulation of telecommunications. Although the NWICO’s 
surface has been mainly made up of political and policy discourses, the idea of the NWICO 
compels one to consider also hidden philosophical paradigms behind the manifest expres-
sions. This is vital and healthy in a field that tends to be overwhelmed by a fascination of 
novelties and technologies.  

After these lessons learned from the NWICO history we shall now turn to the broader is-
sue of imperialism that can be seen as a paradigm behind the concept of NWICO. 

3. The Notion of Imperialism in Media Studies 
The NWICO was part and parcel of the developing countries’ drive to emancipate them-
selves from “structures of imperialist power”. Even the President of Finland – a capitalist 
country pursuing neutrality between East and West – highlighted the structural inequalities in 
the media field in the 1970s: “Just as within Finland there is a situation in the press described 
as a bourgeois hegemony, on the international arena there is a state of affairs called com-
munication imperialism”5. With critical Western scholars such as Herbert Schiller (1976), the 
phenomenon became known as media and/or cultural imperialism. However, as the NWICO 
debate gradually declined towards the end of the 1990s, and by the early 2000s was re-
placed by perspectives of globalization, including the World Summit on the Information Soci-
ety (WSIS), also the politically flavoured buzzword “imperialism” disappeared from the de-
bates. 
                                            
4 http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13176&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html  
5 President Urho Kekkonen’s famous address in Symposium on International Flow of Television Programmes, 
held in Tampere in 1973, is reproduced in Nordenstreng and Varis (1974, 43-45). 
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Now in the 2010s the concept of media/cultural imperialism has suddenly reappeared on 
the scholarly agenda. This comeback is signalled by two authors’ academic journal articles: 
Christian Fuchs6 wrote about the new imperialism in general as well as its media dimensions 
in several journals, such as in the journal Global Media and Communication in 2010. Colin 
Sparks7 published the article “Media and Cultural imperialism Reconsidered” in the Chinese 
Journal of Communication in 2012. 

3.1. Christian Fuchs on Imperialism 

Fuchs published in 2010 three articles (2010a, b, c) that examine the notion of “new imperial-
ism” used in recent Marxist theories8. In Science & Society (Fuchs 2010a) he regrets the lack 
of a precise theoretical notion of imperialism and suggests: 
 

This absence can be corrected by connecting the notion of new imperialism to the 
classical theory of imperialism, as found in Lenin’s canonical work. Empirical analysis 
of data from recent decades shows that Lenin’s approach remains broadly correct, 
and that adaptation of his method to new realities strengthens the theoretical founda-
tion of recent work on global capitalism (Fuchs 2010a, 215). 
 

He reminds of the five characteristics on imperialism in Lenin’s theory: 
 
1. The concentration of production and capital developed to such a stage that it creates mo-

nopolies which play a decisive role in economic life. 
2. The merging of bank capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of ‘fi-

nance capital’, of a financial oligarchy. 
3. The export of capital, which has become extremely important, as distinguished from the 

export of commodities. 
4. The formation of international capitalist monopolies which share the world among them-

selves.  
5. The territorial division of the whole world among the greatest capitalist powers is complet-

ed. (Fuchs 2010a, 222). 
 

Fuchs (2010a) presents to each of these dimensions a set of macroeconomic data9 and with 
their support concludes that “contemporary capitalism is an imperialistic capitalism in Lenin’s 
sense, and that Lenin’s five characteristics of imperialism can be reformulated for contempo-
rary capitalism” (p. 242). He makes a comparable argument in Critical Sociology (Fuchs 
2010b), where one of his conclusions is: 

 
Based on Lenin’s notion of imperialism, the results of this article allow the conclusion 
that contemporary capitalism is a new kind of imperialism. The most significant 
change in the spatial structure of the world economy in the past 50 years has been 
the deterioration of North America in the areas of capital exports and commodity ex-
ports and the rise of China as an important location for FDI inflows and as an im-
portant trading country, especially in exports. Other new qualities of the new imperial-
ism are the decline of the economic importance of the USA that has benefited coun-

                                            
6 Austrian social scientist with Marxist orientation who moved in 2010 from the University of Salzburg to Uppsala 
University in Sweden and in early 2013 to the University of Westminster in the UK. 
7 British media scholar with critical orientation who moved in 2011 from the University of Westminster to Hong 
Kong Baptist University.  
8 As summarized by Fuchs (2010a, 34), contemporary theorists of imperialism form a continuum where at one 
end are those who argue that imperialism no longer exists in today’s world and that a post-imperialistic empire 
has emerged (notably Hardt and Negri 2000), while at the other end one finds those for whom contemporary 
capitalism is as imperialistic as a century ago, appearing just with a new face (notably Harvey 2003). A concise 
historical overview of the research tradition of cultural/media imperialism is provided in Marko Ampuja’s critical 
examination of globalization theories (2012, 78-83; 2010, 68-72). 
9 A full report of the data and analysis is available in a larger research report: Fuchs (2009).     
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tries such as China, France, Italy, and Spain in certain areas of economic activity, 
while at the same time there is an unquestioned military hegemony of the USA, as 
well as the new importance and new methods of financialization. The analysis of con-
temporary capitalism requires returning to and reloading Lenin for critical globalization 
studies (p. 864). 

 
The third article was published in Global Media and Communication (Fuchs 2010c) where 
Fuchs repeats the theoretical and empirical analysis along Lenin’s five dimensions of imperi-
alism, this time with a focus on the information economy – testing the role played by the in-
formation industries in new imperialism. His conclusion is that they are important but not 
dominant: 
 

One cannot conclude that the new imperialism is a media imperialism or informational 
imperialism because this would have to mean that media and information are today 
the most important features of capital concentration, capital export, world trade and 
warfare, which clearly is not the case. Media and information do play an important 
role in new imperialism, but they are subsumed under finance capital and the contin-
ued importance of fossil fuel, which is a resource that motivates imperialist warfare. 
Media are characterized by qualities of imperialism such as concentration and trans-
nationalization, which allows us to speak of the imperialistic character of the media 
within the new imperialism, but not of the existence of media imperialism. (Fuchs 
2010c, 56) 

 
Accordingly, Fuchs (2010c) reminds us that media and communication should be situated in 
the broader context of new imperialism, without raising them too high in the academic and 
political agenda – something that often happens among media scholars who by their profes-
sion are inspired by notions such as the information society and mediatization. Yet Fuchs is 
determined to defend the feasibility of imperialism as an adequate notion to describe and 
understand the overall state of affairs in the contemporary world, including the media world.   

In another article, Fuchs (2010d) extends a Marxist analysis of informational capitalism to 
the Internet, suggesting that the notion of class needs to be expanded beyond capital and 
labour “to include everybody who creates and recreates spaces of common experience, such 
as user-generated content on the Internet” (Fuchs 2010d, 179). Accordingly, he elaborates a 
Marxist class analysis of new media and the “knowledge society”, introducing a new ap-
proach to knowledge labour and class (Fuchs 2010,, 185-190). Referring to his book on In-
ternet and society (Fuchs 2008) he reminds that “informational capitalism is an antagonistic 
system that by transnationalization and informatization produces at the same time new po-
tentials of class domination and class struggle”, concluding that “the exploitation of unpaid 
knowledge workers, such as Web 2.0 users, has the potential to be channelled into political 
demands, such as the demand for a wage for all unpaid knowledge workers, which is equiva-
lent to the demand for the introduction of a universal basic income guarantee” (Fuchs 2010d, 
194)10. 

3.2. Colin Sparks on Imperialism 

The other author singled out here is Colin Sparks (2012). In his recent article in the Hong 
Kong-based Chinese Journal of Communication he joins a number of other scholars who 
view media and cultural imperialism as being more or less outdated and even discredited. 
However, he does not suggest to dismiss the notion but rather to revise it – to advance a 

                                            
10 This article solicited a critical reading by Adam Arvidsson and Elanor Colleoni (2012), to which Fuchs (2012) 
immediately responded. These scholarly accounts demonstrate how lively and topical are the contemporary Marx-
ist studies of communication. Indeed, “Marx is Back”, as highlighted by the special issue of tripleC in 2012 
http://www.triple-c.at/index.php/tripleC/issue/view/25 that was edited by Fuchs and Mosco (2012). 
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redefined theory of cultural/media imperialism. His starting point is cultural imperialism as 
presented by Herbert Schiller (1976) against which he lists a number of objections, leading 
him to conclude: “taken together the evidence against the concept of cultural imperialism 
advanced by Schiller is simply overwhelming” (Sparks 2012, 286). He then reviews alterna-
tive perspectives suggested by the literature as well as world realities on the basis of which 
he turns to “reframing cultural imperialism” (Sparks 2012, 291-293).  

The revision rests on three cornerstones: first, cultural imperialism no longer depends on 
one centre in the world but there is a competition between different states; second, the com-
petition is between the states of the developed world and not a matter of domination of the 
developed over the developing world; and third, international cultural exchanges must de-
pend on state power instead of being simple economic transactions. Sparks concludes that 
“it is possible to advance a viable and coherent concept of cultural imperialism” by investigat-
ing “the ways in which state power and cultural power are intertwined in the production and 
circulation of cultural artefacts” (Sparks 2012, 294). In practice, he foresees several conflicts 
ahead: rivalry between states in terms of their propaganda efforts and conflicts over the na-
ture of news and journalism, over the regulation of international media flows, over the control 
of the Internet, over the protection of intellectual property as well as over the nature of popu-
lar culture (Sparks 2012, 294-296). Academically, however, he sees that “imperialism, cultur-
al imperialism, and the cultural consequences of imperialism are once again an essential part 
of the theoretical framework for the study of international communication” (Sparks 2012, 
296).  

Consequently, Sparks, like Fuchs, flags for imperialism as a paradigm in media studies. 
However, the angles of these two colleagues are fundamentally different. For Sparks (2012, 
290) the term imperialism “must be used to describe actions of states, rather than what are 
essentially private economic activities”, whereas for Fuchs imperialism covers all the five 
dimensions analyzed by Lenin. In light of these, Sparks focuses on only the fifth dimension of 
Lenin’s definition of imperialism. Surely the struggle for hegemony can be political rivalry 
between states (such as the USA and China, as Sparks observes), but it is also a rivalry be-
tween state and non-state organizations (such as USA and Al Qaida), or rivalry between 
transnational corporations in their competition for profits and political influence. 
The lack of economic, financial and corporate dimensions in Sparks’ notion of imperialism is 
striking and has led him to a misleading presentation of other scholars’ works. For example, 
referring to Alex Callincos (2009) and David Harvey (2003), he writes that “it is the existence 
of competing large, developed, states that is the condition for imperialism” (Sparks 2012, 
289), while these authors stress the imperialism of both the state and the market, with capital 
striving for its own “empire of capital” that tries to commodify everything and to accumulate 
by dispossession. Regarding Schiller, Sparks misses the revision of his original notion of 
cultural imperialism that resulted in the concept of “transnational corporate cultural domina-
tion”11 – something that makes Schiller’s idea compatible with the notion of “commodification 
of everything”, a leading theme of the concept of the new imperialism as elaborated by Har-
vey and others. It is also interesting to note that Sparks’ article does not have a single refer-
ence to Fuchs, whereas Fuchs (2010c) has Sparks (2007) in his references12. 

In any case imperialism in general and media imperialism in particular occupy intellectual-
ly a vital place in international media studies. As shown by Ampuja (2012), imperialism is 
more solid and fruitful an analytical tool than globalization has proved to be. Approaches and 
paradigms differ, with academic schools of thought clashing, but it is important to keep an 
open mind in considering the lessons from the NWICO process. 

 
  

                                            
11 This revision was made in Schiller (1991) and later elaborated in Schiller (2000). 
12 Fuchs’ important article (2010c) in Global Media and Communication is also missing from the extensive bibliog-
raphy of Ampuja’s book (2012), showing that Fuchs with his Marxist approach to imperialism has still some way to 
go to be properly recognized. 
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4. The NWICO and the Critical School 
As an excursion into the history of ideas in the field, I conducted soul-searching around the 
relationship between the NWICO and critical scholarship – two tracks of a historical move-
ment, political and intellectual – in the Festschrift for Dallas W. Smythe (Nordenstreng 1993). 
I traced four aspects common to both sides: 
 
• A holistic view of the world with communication as an integral part of it, whereby commu-

nication and power are inseparable and media are seen as an omnipotent factor in society 
– for good and bad. 

• Equality as a predominant value both within society and between nations, whereby imbal-
ance and domination should be countered and pluralism and equal opportunity guaran-
teed – not just in principle (as libertarians do) but also in practice (as social liberals do). 

• Objective truth as the mission of mass communication, based on epistemological realism 
(common to both bourgeois and Marxist traditions), whereby it is justified to speak about 
right and false consciousness and about manipulation by the media. 

• A normative approach to reality, where at issue are not only supposedly value-free empiri-
cal observations but also ethical and ideological positions. 

 
With such components central to both the political and intellectual tracks of the movement, 
each growing out of its own roots, it was natural that the two tracks at some point met and 
blended in a mix where it is difficult to tell where science ends and politics begins. The testi-
mony of my participation in the political NWICO movement, while simultaneously active as a 
scholar of international communication, serves as a lesson that such a mix may promote 
both science and politics. 

But the history of ideas provides us with another lesson, which is more intriguing: the par-
adox that politicization beyond a certain level turns from a creative ferment into a repressive 
paralyzer. An instructive case is UNESCO’s approach to communication research and poli-
cies, examined in my contribution to the Festschrift for James D. Halloran (Nordenstreng 
1994). First, from the late 1960s on, UNESCO approached communication research and 
policies with a critical paradigm, calling for social relevance rather than methodological so-
phistication, which in practice led to politicization of research. Then, just when such a policy 
orientation had gained momentum and the message of critical scholars was taken up by cru-
cial forces in the international community, politics became so pervasive that science was left 
with no proper breathing space – it became a hostage of over-politicization. 

In my reflections on the delicate relationship between the political and intellectual tracks of 
international communication, I first concede that all social phenomena are political in nature 
and that it is therefore misguided to suggest that a truly scientific study of social communica-
tion could ever be free of political implications. Then I point out that high politics may exert a 
restrictive influence on the intellectual sphere in two respects: 

 
(1) the political forces interfere directly in intellectual inquiry by institutional moves such 

as allocating resources in accordance with the prevailing political balance, typically 
muzzling anti-hegemonic progressive scholarship; and  

(2) the political atmosphere indirectly influences scholarship through political conflicts 
and controversies, dominating the intellectual sphere so that the analytical arsenal 
may become a mere copy of political power configurations. 

 
The latter syndrome was commonly associated with the Cold War, whereby the East-West 

conflict was so dominant that it left hardly any intellectual space for other considerations be-
yond the perpetuation of controversies such as freedom vs. censorship. In both camps the 
end of the Cold War gave hope for the release of much intellectual potential repressed by 
political expediency. However, the experience has been otherwise, beginning with the vindic-
tive attitude – even persecution mentality – towards those associated with the old socialist 
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regimes, including the very reformers instrumental in bringing them down, and ending up with 
the sale of mediocre neo-libertarianism to the new free market in Eastern Europe. 

My conclusion in the 1993 and 1994 articles was that over-politicization may indeed im-
peril a sound and creative intellectual movement. In the 1995 article I went on to warn that 
the media scholar operating in the contiguous no man’s land between science and politics 
should keep a safe distance from both. In other words, I saw the ideal media scholar as a 
dialogical partner in relation to social practice – in a similar way that an anthropologist ap-
proaches his/her object. And I elaborated: if we are to follow the good advice of Karl Marx by 
not merely philosophizing about the world but by going and changing it, the way to do so 
today is not to get too much involved in dirty politics. 

Such an unorthodox position for a son of the 1960s was based on the historical experi-
ence – of the struggles around NWICO and beyond – that media scholars cannot after all 
make much difference on the barricades of the day, but that their contribution can make a 
great deal of difference by guiding the intellectual orientation of the real political forces and 
operations in society. In other words, I had become convinced that it is better to focus on a 
long-term and indirect influence on the paradigms prevailing in society than on a direct inter-
vention in the policy process. 

These reflections, made in the early 1990s, seem to me today, two decades later, still 
quite valid. The world has changed from a unipolar order – with the USA as the number one 
country and ideologies converging around neoliberalism – towards a multipolar order with 
China and other rising powers challenging the traditional Western hegemony. In this situation 
media scholars continue to be faced with the two tracks – political and intellectual – but both 
are today more complex than they used to be right after the Cold War. The new world order 
challenges us more than before both as activists and as academics. 
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