
LETTER FROM THE
CHAIR

The ASA meeting in New
York saw excellent
sessions as well as our
wonderful mini-conference
at Brooklyn College. I  want
to thank last year’s chair
Pam Paxton for all  her
work in organizing those
sessions along with the
other work of our section,
and Tom Janoski,  the
previous year’s chair,  for
formulating and organizing
the mini-conference. In
addition to Tom, Bart
Bonikowski,  Carlos de la
Torre, and Delia 
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Baldassarri contributed
much work to making the
day such a success. Our
section treasurer
Stephanie Mudge, in
addition to the regular
work of that position,
handled the finances for
the mini-conference. Our
newsletter editors, Maria
Akchurin, Sara Compion,
Nathan Katz, Julia Miller
and J Sterphone, and our
Webmaster Jennifer
Dudley, make essential
contributions to the
section.
 
It is already time to begin
thinking about the 2020
ASA. I encourage you to
submit papers to our
section's sessions as well
as to the regular sessions,
many of which address
topics central to political
sociology. In this moment
of heightened political
action in the US and
elsewhere in the world, our
work as political
sociologists is vital.  Those
who wish to act to prevent 
 
 
 



S Y M P O S I U M :

Politics and the Media

In more recent years Habermas’s The

Structural Transformation of the Public

Sphere  has become a staple for
scholars of politics, media, and critical
theory. These intellectual traditions
with a strong focus on the public
sphere, content control,  and questions
of how format influences knowledge
have found much more attention in
media sociology programs, often tied
to communication and journalism
schools, than in sociology. But the role
of media in politics is vital and ever
changing. As both technology and the
state have evolved, so have the
purposes, forms, and roles of media.
Social media, artificial intelligence,
and hyper-targeting have all  been
sources of recent contention within
politics, not only in terms of questions
of censorship, but also the spread of
accurate information. These changes,
among others, result in the
reformation of the public sphere at
local,  national,  and global levels.  For
this symposium we asked multiple
scholars: “What recent changes in the
media landscape do you consider to be
the most influential for political l ife
and engagement?” We are delighted to
have three very different and
compelling answers. 

Media and communication are central
to political action. Media not only
allows for coordination and activism,
but also for an informed public, and
control over media itself is perhaps
one of the greatest sources of political
power. Sociological thought has long
wrestled with the role of media and its
public involvement. Both de
Tocqueville and Martineau highlighted
the importance of both media content
and control.  In terms of volume, Marx
produced far more journalistic works
than academic ones, and Ida B. Wells is
known far more for her journalism
than for her sociological
contributions. Perhaps Weber put it
best claiming that media shaped both
the subjective experiences of
individuals and the objective nature of
culture by helping people understand
how their personal experiences fit
within a broader social reality. 
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Introduction: Why

Media Matters for

Political Sociology



Ya-Wen Lei analyzes the role of the
state in Chinese media as the
government struggles with external
forces. Steve Barnard focuses on the
role of the internet and social media,
and how it influences structural
changes in political knowledge. Sylvio
Waisbord reviews many of the changes
made challenging what it truly means
to discuss “the media” at all .  If  there is
one overarching theme to point out in
each submission, it is the challenge of
fragmentation of power: how does
media power fragment, what are the
implications, and how do people
attempt to stop it? These, and many
other questions, show that the world
of media politics is ripe with
opportunities for sociologists to make
empirical and theoretical
contributions to the field.
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In the last empirical chapter of my
first book, The Contentious Public

Sphere  (Princeton University Press
2018),  I  detailed how the Chinese state
struck back to contain the once-
prospering public sphere. Techniques
that the Chinese state employs include
consolidating the Chinese leviathan,
upgrading techniques of surveillance
and censorship, attacking the “black
group,” turning the “gray group” into
red, and asserting China’s cyber-
sovereignty. The black-gray-red
classification was proposed by
propaganda officials in China. The red
group refers to patriotic citizens
supportive of the Chinese state; the
black group refers to those critical of
the Chinese state; and the gray group
refers to the silent majority. This kind
of classification scheme tends to
equate people critical of the Chinese
Party-state with traitors or enemies of
the Chinese nation.
 
In the domestic setting, the Chinese
state relies on its monopoly of physical
and symbolic violence to contain and
control the national public sphere. The
state’s governance techniques have led
to the punishment, exclusion, and
silencing of people who publicly
criticize state agencies—from human
rights lawyers to journalists, activists,
and people of all  kinds who want their
rights to be restored. These Chinese
governance techniques have also
created fear, self-censorship, and the
false appearance that there is only 

China's Transnational

Impact

I  would argue that the Chinese Party-
state’s extraterritorial influence in and
beyond the media landscape has
important consequences for political
life and engagement outside of China.
This important trend can be clearly
seen in the recent NBA-China
controversy and the influence of the
Chinese state’s censorship on fi lm and
TV show production, as well as on
academic publications. 



one voice—a “red” voice—among
Chinese people. Moreover, censorship
at home has transnational impacts.
Censoring controversial scientific
practices in China not only creates an
information black hole within China,
but also affects the availability of
information for people around the
world more generally [1].
 
What has been changing rapidly in
recent years is the Chinese state’s
exercising governing techniques
outside of China. On one hand, the
Chinese state has applied the strategy
of attacking the “black group” to
people who are non-PRC citizens
outside of PRC territory; for example,
non-PRC citizens who express their
views on Twitter—which is blocked by
China’s Great Firewall .  The
implementation of such a strategy is
evidenced by the threats and
punishments imposed by the Chinese
state on foreign business actors, such
as the NBA and Cambridge University
Press, due to their forms of speech and
publications [2].  Most organizations in
this position remain silent and even
act according to the Chinese state’s
requests because of their economic
interests. On the other hand, however,
the Chinese state has also attempted
to turn the “gray group” into red.
Although Twitter is blocked in China,
Chinese propaganda officials produce
and disseminate their information and
viewpoints on Twitter, even though
Chinese citizens cannot. As Jaw-Nian 
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Huang demonstrates in his new book
The Political Economy of Press Freedom

(Routledge 2019),  the Chinese state has
influenced media outside of China to
shape public discourse in its favor.
 
Although the Chinese state does not
enjoy a monopoly of violence outside
of China’s territory, it is able to
leverage the dependence of foreign
individuals and entities on China and
Chinese actors. The state threatens to
limit Chinese outbound capital and
tourists, controlling one of the world’s
largest domestic markets. Foreign
individuals and entities can easily be
held hostage by the Chinese state due
to their dependent relationship. For
instance, in 2012, when a civil  rights
activist escaped from China after years
of imprisonment and detention, the
dean of Fordham Law School
attempted to rescind the School ’s
decision to host the activist as a
visiting fellow because the dean of
Fordham’s business school was worried
that the activist ’s presence would
cause a decline in Chinese applicants
[3].  A recent study by Sheena Chestnut
Greitens and Rory Truex, based on a
survey of Chinese scholars in North
America, Western Europe, Australia,
New Zealand and Hong Kong, finds
that 68% of respondents consider self-
censorship to be a concern in the field
of Chinese studies [4].
 
The Chinese Party-state has 



extraterritorial influence on media—
including but not l imited to media
outlets, social media, production
companies, and academic publishers—
and a variety of other actors and
institutions outside of China. This
influence has enormous effects on how
people exercise their freedom of
speech, expression, and association, as
well as how they engage in political,
civic, and intellectual l ife.

The rising extraterritorial influence of
the Chinese Party-state points to the
need for sociological research in this
area. There has been little research on
how the Chinese state influences the
understanding and exercise of freedom
of speech, expression, and association
in liberal democracies. We also know
little about the relationship between
nationalism and the Chinese state’s
extraterritorial influence. Finally, we
need more research to understand how
people who do not depend on China
perceive and respond to China’s
extraterritorial influence on their
political and civil  l ife. 
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 Ya-Wen Lei is Assistant Professor of

Sociology at Harvard University .

Power and Politics in

the Age of Hybrid

Media

I  doubt anyone who has been paying
attention would disagree with the
assertion that our media and their role
in politics have changed significantly
over the past decade. Of course, the
aphorism “the only constant is change”
might be read as an apt description of
practically any social institution from
a bird’s eye view. So, what makes this
past decade any different from
previous ones?

This may be answerable by accounting
for how media have changed in recent
years. One obvious change is the
growing influence of digital media. Lee
Rainie and Barry Wellman (2014) have
referred to the rise of the internet,
mobile phones, and social networks as
a “triple revolution” due to their
combined significance in social and
political l ife .




