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A short description of the initiative 

The role of popular media in the construction of late modern citizenship – be it defined politically or culturally – is one of the most debated issues in media studies. However, many of these debates have been condected with concepts – like that of the ’Citizen’ or the ’Consumer’ – that are largely emptied by recent media transformations. Classical ’culturalist’ concepts like media myths or media rituals have been facing a similar challenge. Commercialization, tabloidization, fragmentation, audiences segmentation, digitalization, globalization, transnationalization, as well as international migration and diaspora audiences radically changed contemporary media landscapes. Cultural and political citizenship in late modernity cannot be grasped without re-tailoring our classical notions regarding the commercial and fragmented realities of popular media. An uneasy task, which however, may be facilitated by the opportunity to consider Eastern and Western perspectives at the same time.

The notion of ’cultural citizenship’, originally representing the ambiguities of collective belonging in multicultural societies, has been recently removed from its original context and transferred to the field of popular culture and political communication. In our era when public affairs discourses and popular culture are intensely amalgamating, and the eminently ’political’ significance of many issues of private life cannot be simply overlooked, this hybrid concept may give a new impetus to the long-standing debates on the constitutive role of popular culture in the practice of democratic/political citizenship.

Our discussion group and workshop may open a place for developing new ways of understanding popular media and cultural citizenship. We propose the following issues for discussion, but of course the list is open for other approaches: 

● How has the symbolic power of television to maintain citizenship and belonging survived the weakening of two ’classical’ myth-creating actors: national broadcast television and the nation state?

● How have popular media and the intense mediatization of politics destroyed the authoritative ’aura’ of political leaders; and how have they created even more forceful auras and mythologies?

● What are the limits of the power of popular culture to „re-enchant” the political world for the alienated (the ’non-citizens’)? How could these limits be conceptualized in a more complex way than by one-sided critical rationalist arguments? 

● Could ’symbolic imagination’ triggered by popular media orient people towards communal mentality and responsibility? Or would they reinforce the trends of individualisation and prompt people to form self-fashioned, do-it-yourself political mythologies? 

· What is the changing meaning of ’political’ vs. ’apolitical’; ’democratic participation’ vs. ’cultural expession’; ’political marketing’ vs. ’cultural experiences’; and ’political knowledge’ vs. ’(sub)cultural knowledge’ and where are their limits in the context of  massive multiplication of hybrid and interactive media genres?

· What could be considered as ’relevant political knowledge’ and what are its major media sources? What are the policy implications of the normative positions on ’relevant political knowledge’? 

· Given the political relevance of popular media, how could classical political science concepts of political and voting behavior (from rational choice to political cleavages and political marketing) be related to the concept of cultural citizenship?

● Consuming new television genres -- like reality shows -- increasingly differs from classical patterns of ‘fandom’. Audiences often do not identify themselves with actors and co-viewers, on the contrary, they keep distance from the programs and disdain its actors. How new TV genres change the dynamics of self-identification and self-differentiation?

● How does popular television enable people to reflect on issues of ’politics’ and ’life politics’? How talk shows, testimonial and infotainment genres, song contests, talent shows and other reality programs raise people’s awareness of the politics of Good Life, the politics of happiness?

· How these popular television genres represent and affect the formation of political and ethnic communities, national, minority and diaspora identities?  

· How could we relate the notion of cultural citizenship (as well as new conceptualizations of the ’Citizen’ and the ’Consumer’) to the environmental crisis, one of the great narratives of our age? How could environmental and social sustanability as a key value, and risk society as a conceptual context be linked to media theory of the 21st century?

Cultural citizenship: Eastern and Western perspectives

Classical approaches to culture and politics have highlighted that people’s constant hunger for the Symbolic – myths and rituals of media and politics – enables them to practice citizenship, and maintain membership and belonging to the political community. Accordingly, people’s engagements with the cultural symbols produced by national media and political actors play a positive and constitutive role. The ’culturalist’ approach has defined itself as complementing the two -- themselves heavily symbolic -- figures drawn by previous research on politics and culture: the Citizen and the Consumer. Originally, both figures were regarded as active and self-conscious actors, whose relation to politics is characterized either by the will of information acquisition and democratic participation, or by the urge to maximize ’cultural well-being’ (be it defined as personal cultural needs or as particular, local cultural practices). However, the classical culturalist understanding of media, community and citizenship has been undermined by the radical transformation of media structures and genres in the last two decades.

Western perspectives

Media researchers have long-ago highlighted the quintessential role of television – its ’ritual’, ’mythical’, ’aesthetical’ or ’bardic’ character – in cultural integration. Political discourse has also been widely interpreted as creating community, identity and knowledge through its symbolic, rhetorical and narrative power. However, what we know about, and expect from ’Citizens’ is also embedded in classical theories on media and democracy. Most  concepts of modern democracy are rooted in the period of the elite print press, and most concepts of  modern culture and citizenship originate from the previous media era, before  commercialization, tabloidization and the rise of digital media radically changed the world of television and politics. The cultural and technological shifts from the 1990s onwards, including  increasing media commercialization, fragmentation as well as audience segmentation have outdated many of the classical presumptions on the cultural power of television. New rituals of body politics (e.g., makeover shows), individualist patterns of stylish self-fashioning, the rise of disconnected ’tribes’ and ’public sphericules’ – all these phenomena suggest a significant shift in the cultural politics of popular media.

We have been left with no solid clues as for what role popular culture, with its myths and rituals, plays in the constitution of late modern citizenship. The concept of ’cultural citizenship’, with its potential to grasp common belonging, may be helpful in rethinking how people form their imaginary alliances with collective (media and political) symbols in an era increasingly shaped by intense commercialization and fragmentation of media.

Eastern perspectives

In postcommunist societies, the concept of ’cultural citizenship’ may have even more relevance. Although the trends of commercialization, tabloidization and digitalization are rather similar in East and West, this resemblance cannot efface the fact that the political and media systems preceding media deregulation had been extremely different in the two regions of Europe. Media deregulation in Eastern and Central Europe was part of those cultural transfers through which the legal models of democracy and capitalism were imported to the region. For-profit global media actors were welcome by many democratic intellectuals, media experts and journalists who believed that only market forces are able to keep the state from using media as a channel of propaganda. In Eastern and Central Europe, the admission of market actors has contributed to the political emancipation of the media system. But has it enhanced the political emancipation of citizens? Answering a passionate ’No’ would be tempting, but also highly incautious.

In Eastern and Central Europe, the democratic emancipation of people in 1990 has not included their economic and cultural emancipation. This calls for a careful use of the normative concept of democratic citizenship which tacitely presumes the co-existence of all three forms of emancipation. Media analysts in Eastern and Central Europe have to be doubly aware of this warning. Before media deregulation, the political elite had almost entirely controlled the media and the public sphere, exploiting the low economic and cultural capital of new born ’Citizens’. Then, new commercial television channels gave voice to actors, discourses and themes unheard and unseen in the elite controlled public sphere. They have suddenly and irreversibly turned the term ’public interest’ into plural. 

The appearance of biopolitical issues in infotainment programs and magazines has been extremely important in Eastern and Central European societies where issues like patriarchal gender roles, domestic violence, proper parenting, personal well-being, health or alcoholism were traditionally treated as ’private’ and, thus, secluded from public reflection. The focus of commercial media on these issues as well as homosexuality and alternative notions of sexuality had a liberating, and one may argue emancipatory, character. At the same time, political actors introduced state-of-the-art political marketing methods utilizing tabloid and infotainment genres that were imported by western campaign communication advisers (governments also continued to use political pressures on state and private media, as well as partisan propaganda).

In Eastern and Central Europe, private media have been triggering a new awareness of ’life politics’. The transformation was vivid and radical, and therefore relatively easy to empirically document and analyze. In a historically short period Eastern and Central European popular media have imported Western genres and programs in huge quantity, investing people with new forms of cultural capital. This media-enabled ’cultural citizenship’ cannot be simply opposed to the democratic duties of the political Citizen. For, as it is common sensical now in both Eastern and Western Europe, in the era of popular media political participation originates not only from people’s long term political affiliations but also from their tangled, shifting and ’popular culture saturated’ personal commitments.
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