Media studies. Evolution and per spectives

- Hem Raj Kafle

An interdisciplinary field of studies involves atalst three
concerns. The first is the question of its evolutfoom more
than one origin. The second is its eclecticisms—+d@aches and
scopes — the types of subjects, teachers, andnssudend, the
third is the general skepticism about its usefignes the
guestion of professionalism and employability. Téssay is an
attempt to address these fundamental concerns lyimdethe

discourse on media studies as an interdiscipliﬁawl. | first
outline the academic and theoretical roots of tieilsl. Then |
discuss its major disciplinary dimensions and eaitissues.

Thefoundations

The roots of media studies are traceable in thaiiigg about
the relationship between media and culture. Thiy edtempts
to this direction started during the 1920s follogvithhe rise of
mass media forms like radio networks, newspaperd an
magazines of mass circulation, and after mid 198k the
advent of television media. The initial studiesimedia were
influenced by the Eurocentric obsessions on hightuiei
claimed by many to be “the best that has been saidl
thought.” The media of the time were assigned thle of
representing that high culture ignoring the worldtside
Europe and colonies of European powers. The pewed
marked by widespread British hegemony in media ypctdn
and circulation with news agencies like Reuters BRI,
which projected the image of “media as powerful and
influential, media as vehicles of nation-state olass
propaganda, media as exemplars of modern techocalbgi
sophisticated professionalism” (Boyd-Barret and tRaen,
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2002, p. 217). Development of academic media disegu
nevertheless, was remarkably slow during thesedtive years
because it lacked a specific theoretical direcasma result of
what Denis MacQuail (2002) calls “the absence dfixad
disciplinary base” (p. 7).

Formally, media studies emerged from sociology Bndlish
studies and later took on vocational media trainikRgom
sociology, as Thornham and O’Sullivan (2004) repmame a
focus on patterns of social production and consiampand
their relation with power and ideology, and corasging
empirical research skills” (p. 719). From Englishdies “came
an emphasis on the skills and methods of textualyais...”
(ibid.). Sociological researches initially ignorednedia
considering it to lack sufficiently ‘serious’ subjematters to
justify special attention (McQuail, 2002, p. 6),preference to
common social problems like crime, poverty, radatiens and
family dislocations. But when the television mediegan to
face unfriendly responses in Europe and Americh e rise
of soap operas and horror shows during 1950s a6@s]1&nd
when scholars in educational psychology warned &afdad
being a deterrent to child rearing and family relahips,
sociologists began to pay attention to examining th
relationship between media and society. This geag to the
development of functionalist empirical study model.
Researches under this model supported the vievooéty as
“voluntaristic and self-directed, rather than ... mpaated and
controlled by media” (McQuail, 2002, p. 7). In othsords,
researches within this model stood in defense adsnmaedia
and thus formed a kind of resistance against thesv vof
renouncing media from domestic use. Media studiesjever,
departs from sociology in its “insistence on acklemlging the
centrality of texts and modes of cultural represton”
(Thornham & O’Sullivan, 2004, p. 719).

Media began to get more scholarly attention wittemtual
studies since the 1960s. The textual-linguistic el®df literary
studies such as formalism, semiotics/semiologyrearcatology
had influenced the study of the nature and straafitinguistic
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signs and codes used in media texts. Scholarsisfniode
defined the nature of narratives and observedrifieence of
cultural codes in constructing social reality. Aetsame time,
reader response criticism saw the existence of @tanley
Fish called the “interpretive community” of readexfsliterary
and media texts. This helped in the emergence adpten
research and ‘audience ethnography.” Receptionareises
“sought to understand in depth the personal andurall
significance of particular genres for particulasijuated sets of
audience members that could be characterized &spnetive
communities™ (McQuail, 2002, p. 11). In additiorgtuart
Hall's 1974 article on encoding/decoding model of
communication was foundational for the ‘recepti@rgaigm’

in media studies. Hall's model was an approach to
communication as a process whereby ‘encoded’ |[ist®y
messages are received and ‘decoded’ by the awdignc
experience ‘certain effects’ (2002, p. 303). Haltlea of the
chain of encoding and decoding suggested the mtiegr of
production (technology/process), content
(message/representation) and reception
(effect/discourse/reception) in the study of media.

The advent of cultural studies in early 1970s bhdugedia to
the arena of academic studies within English studie
programmes. A significant contribution in this ditien was the
establishment of the Birmingham Centre for Conterapo
Cultural Studies in University of Birmingham in B6by
English Scholars Richard Hoggart, Stuart Hall ared/rRond
Williams. The Centre, later known as The Birmingh&athool,
introduced cultural studies in literary discourgading to a
shift from textual reading to cultural reading. twhl studies
integrated media with literary studies and expantted|atter
into an interdisciplinary field with a wide varietf other areas
like sociology, anthropology, postcoloniality, gend race,
ethnicity among others. As a critical movement aglaiany
specialized disciplinary standpoints, it exploreleraative
possibilities in the scholarly inquiries of socioltiral issues.
Cultural critics examined the role of any socialgiforce like
mass media, “constantly asking new questions, fapfer new
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ways of theorizing and understanding cultural pnesmoa and
their social implications” (Jordan and Weedon, 2006251).
Pop culture studies, for example, was the piongestrand of
media studies during the 1960s.

Media studies that emerged from English throughtucal

studies took on an extended departure from traditititerary

studies that advocated the canonization of Euroceatlture

as ‘the best that has been said and thought."Heratords, the
break from English studies came “with the intertaga and

displacement of notions of the canon, and the tesécure an
institutional space in which new, politically engag and

theorized kinds of textual analysis could take @lg@hornham

& O’Sullivan, 2004, p. 719)In connection with sociological
and cultural inquiries, media studies transcentledspecificity

of disciplines. Consequently, attained “two key qualities: its
interdisciplinarity and its politically ‘engaged’ommitment”

(ibid.).

Two major stimuli to this direction are poststruetist and
postmodernist approaches. Poststructuralsim, Wétlirtfluence
of deconstruction, challenges the traditional gyste of
meaning and message. Poststructuralists questobdlef in
“seeing the world in terms of specific, fixed andncrete
entities,” and consider the worldview as a “dynamiocess of
differentiation” (Thomson, 2006, p. 300). They nebano
philosophy, nor meaning, as absolute. In its pcactti
dimension, deconstruction suggests the need toclsear
alternative meanings through a text's inherentlyflicting
codes and expressions. Applied in the study of ajesiich
approach seeks the possibilities of multiple andiniie
meanings in mediated messages. More broadly, igbri
awareness that any communication process is naiwbsin
itself, nor are the communicated messages.

Postmodernism in the similar vein stands for mlitty,
chance and play of ideas. It comprehends the préisee as
the information age in which dominance of powebased not
necessarily on the “politics of space,” but on tpelitics of
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speed.” Postmodernism promotes the worldview thad t
present is the age when identities are determinetivbhose
information is disseminated fastest” (Snipp-Walms2006, p.
410). It further recognizes the role of mass méadiategrating
people by reducing boundaries of space and time. It
acknowledges the presence of multiple technologgegehicles
creating more spaces and more possibilities ofckiriy across
them.

Media studiesasa discipline

According to Carl Eric Rosengren (2000), “As newdiaefor
communication have been created, the old ones baseme
specialized, but none have been completely eliradiafp.1).
This notion fully applies to media’'s evolution wiith
academies. Media studies, for example, is a spscimid
where societal changes and developments in media
technologies merge continually.

It is difficult to say how long it takes for a sebf to evolve
into an academic discipline. Nevertheless, a feundiational
factors can be traced behind the evolution. Irfitlseplace, the
subject has to emanate sufficient amount of thealeteritage
through reasoning, experience and conceptualizatier a
stretch of time. Theories form actual bases fothirrinquiries
and practices leading to the development of sydiema
disciplines. In other words, birth of theories Islgiore the
knowledge of past and prepares guidelines for éutnquires.
Furthermore, the subject calls for simultaneouseligment of
its related science and scholarship, which means th
development of the actual subject matter along with study
of human aspects -- ideas, action, artifacts, hisamd so on
(Rosengren, 2000, p. 4). This is more so with mexiaa
discipline. The study of media is the study of titechnology
along with their socio-cultural implications.

Next, the subject should prove sufficiently sciBat@nd human
for universities to show readiness for its formatian as a
discipline. In the process of formalization, acadeimstitutions
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often look towards its intellectual and professiomalue for
individuals and societies. Media as academic dis&p in
general, emerged through a combined effort of ipalit
scientists, psychologists and sociologists, whoudind forth
media and communication into the mainstream unityers
discourses. And, they did it “often joining forcesth the
vocationally oriented schools of journalism whictadh a
somehow longer history” (Rosengren, 2000, p. 24).

Today media studies has become an eclectic academic
discipline with a closer orientation to the aredshomanities
and social sciences. It enjoys both inter- and
transdisciplinarity. Within it integrate as manyeas as come
under the rubrics of English studies and cultutadies, its
parent disciplines, including hands-on exposurthaexisting
and emerging media technologies. Media studies can
encompass a wide range of subjects from such faiomaé
fields of studies as language, literature, histaygpgraphy,
economics, political science, law, ethics, psycgplo
philosophy, sociology, anthropology, human rights,
globalization, information management, entreprestap;
public policy, tourism and sports, to core vocadioareas like
computer technology, new media technology, peohhology,
television studies, radio studies, journalism, tpboaphy,
reporting, advertising and public relations. In tfathe list
continues to expand provided universities plancmanmodate
any areas that have direct bearing with media laeid tisers.

What media studies curriculum can cover equalsugpasses
what students and teachers in this discipline shknbw about
social sciences, communication, journalism and taigi
technologies. The incorporation of the uses anectffof new
media like internet and mobile technology makdarger than
cultural studies itself, and positions it as a te&oally rich
technical field of studies, or vice versa. On thbheo hand,
media studies programmes anticipate the producfomedia
persons who have a commitment to independent melia
bear a professional strength to help establish anadihealthy
contributors to the socio-economic developments.is Th
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discipline equally aims to help develop quality maethat can
stand the test of time and counter unfriendly falitshifts.

The scope of media studies is broader than thptajéssional
journalism and communication studies. Journalisraisically
focused towards the production and broadcastingneflia
contents, whereas communication studies centethestudy
of the various communication techniques and pr@&sesshe
thrust of media studies is to study the natureedfetts of mass
media upon individuals and society thereby acqggiamdistinct
status within humanities and social science. Atstme time, it
encompasses the more professional areas like media
production, mass communication and journalismhla sense,
media studies can be taken as a broader umbreljauimalism
and mass communication studies.

Media studies adopts at least two semantic dimassi®he
first continues the traditional notion of criticalcholarship
focusing on the study of form and effects of medihis still
takes media studies as a component of culturaiestuglving
precedence to critical inquiries into the contefitse second
dimension has a wider range of integrations of tilogory and
practice. Media studies in this sense is not lichite the study
of contents produced elsewhere, but also sets dsmops to
produce and prepare for critical inquiries withire tstipulated
university space and time. As a result, it acquaefrust on
producing employable graduates who have the skihsl
training to work in and across all major media folans.
Balanced within cultural studies and emerging media
technologies, media studies in its contemporaryedsions has
potential for constant modifications and thus masatp meet
the needs of the convergence.

Besides training people for convergent media scemavithin
a technically sophisticated context, media studees serve in
other areas more applicable in a developing coastri
Foremost, it prepares media educators for secondiegper
secondary and university levels. The programmeligstron the
balance of theory, productivity and practice allovise
preparation of professionals who have relativelyarextensive
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exposure on research, production and practice ofliane
Consequently, it reduces the politics of precedemewveen
professors and professionals by virtue of the pdggi of
developing the qualities of both in individuals. gther
contribution would be in the preparation of potehtnedia
entrepreneurs. In both cases above, a developingtrgois
more benefitted. A full-fledged course in Media dsas, if
managed properly with the best theoretical and timaic
grounding on the major media platforms, may do Igeas
much as the courses on journalism, communicationdiess,
media science, computer science and literary studéan do
jointly.

Three trends of media studies education are intengs at
present. First, it is taught as a corollary to BiglStudies as a
part of literary theory. English studies programsitt{in
Tribhuvan University and Pokhara University in Nepfr
instance) include an elective in media either adiastudies or
as English for Mass Media. Such course aims atlifaizing
the students with the common writing trends in foramd
electronic media. The second trend is of offeringrdegrated
course like Film and Media Studies (as in Univgrsit Florida
and University of California, Irvine, in the USAh@ bringing a
diversity of practical options. The third trendtisat of a full
degree program in Media studies (such as in Katldonan
University, Nepal; University of San Francisco, USAnd
University of Malaya, Malaysia, among others). Tgregram
in this category takes on a confusing disciplindogation.
Current practices show them as integral to the aslfaculties
of humanities and social sciences. But given indl and
interconnection of disciplines — both theoreticald ahighly
technical -- it can be established as separateandiyn and
accommodating interdisciplinary programme.

Media studies often elicits a general anxiety oplayability.
Traditional media studies is questioned for notuasg job
opportunities when there has been “an increasingertration
on vocationalism and the discourses of ‘employahili
(Thornham and O’Sullivan, 20045.717). Universities and
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colleges may therefore be hard pressed addresdieg t
dichotomy between preparing scholars, or ‘products’'the
media market. The anxiety of employability, howewvier the
byproduct of the notion that university educatidvowd cater
to the changing needs of media industries, whersatiéity
may pay less than specialization. Besides, unaofate nature
and scope, people often equate media studies wtlitional
journalism training. Thus those who have joinedfgssion
after attending short-term diploma, may see littterth in
struggling under a four year long degree programweéler,
modern universities are not only the centres fardmg and
generating ideas, but also the manufacturers of anum
resources competent to work in the global scenafioe
standard and quality of universities are judgedtanbasis of
whether their graduates are able to enter into raecawith
potential for fast promotion. There is no quibbiethe fact that
universities should remain to be the centres ofnieg and
research though sometimes market needs come asnprdm
agenda.

The pervasive influence of media in the way we kherct and
identify ourselves continues to make them subjettiurther
critical studies. Recent systems of communicatik internet,
mobile phones and video games are believed to teedhe
face to face communication and increase feelingsradliness
and isolation” (Rosengren, 2000). Besides the psand fear
of digital divide, these systems are making sosigdtification
even wider than before. Media studies gets firmeugd at
such critical developments. It helps dispel theegahstigma
traditional societies have attached to journalism, training
people with more critical as well as accommodatmgntality
and skills.

New research paradigms in the academic discourseedia
stem from invention and usage of new forms of media
technology. So, wherever society complains of mniedia
unfriendly influence, or adopts it as an inevitablement of
everyday living, the field of media discourse exgmnThis
expansion presupposes the inherently positive ablmedia in
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human life. It is easy to say that future directioh media
discourse will be influenced by the developmenheiv media
forms, but difficult to predict what new forms wiimerge in
the days to come. Given the technological boorh@recent
years, especially in information and communicatibwe, future
of developed countries seems to be imperceptibleyets
Developing countries, however, will still have maooedo.

Conclusion

Given the nature of the development of technologesl
discourses, we can say in line with Rosengren, “alum
communication will remain much the same, but theiik be
more of it” (2000, p. 199). There will be more ragges on
media processes and effects in the future, unddlybigith
greater focus on the computerized communicatiortesys
Technological developments will make researches emor
dependent on computerized data, disseminated otfinoeigh
digital libraries and networks around the globeogte will be
required to devise new techniques of research; thmaeries
will emerge through these researches thereby adting
greater storage of knowledge.

The present trend in the education and practiceetfia shows
that well-trained graduates with concentration ohe t
convergence show greater adaptability in workingoss
platforms. Taken form the standpoint of developraeit
technologies and alternatives, media studies gtadugopear to
secure more opportunities. A very optimistic ppiimt the
words of Quin and Filak (2005), is this: “The fuguis bright
for journalists and journalism, and that futureeo$f multiple
possibilities for people who are prepared” (p. 20Biktle
noticed at present is the potential of media stud@aduates to
work both off-screen and on-screen, or say, thagacity for
omnipresence.
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