
Der Kontakt zu Henry Jenkins, DeFLorz Professor für Humanwissenschaften und Direktor des ‚Comparative Media Studies Program’ 
am Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), entstand während des Forschungsaufenthalts von Univ. Prof. Dr. Christina 
Schachtner am MIT. Im Anschluss an diesen Aufenthalt hat sie per e-mail das folgende Interview mit Henry Jenkins geführt.  
 
 
 
 
Schachtner: What are media? 
 
Jenkins: For someone who has spent much of his life studying media, I still find  
this a surprisingly difficult question. It is easy enough to list kinds of  
media from oral culture to print culture, from modern mass media to the new  
digital technologies, and feel like we know a medium when we see one. But  
it is much harder to define what these media have in common. Some give up  
and only speak about a single medium at a time -- studying film and not  
media. But I want to argue that throughout human history, we have tended to  
tell the most significant stories in our cultures across the full range of  
available media and so it makes little sense to me to study a single medium  
in isolation from the other media that surround it. Lately, I have been  
drawn to the work of Lisa Gitelman who defines a medium as both a  
technology which facilitates communication and the set of cultural or  
social practices which grow up around that media. So, when we think about  
cinema, say, it is both a system of recording and projecting images, and a  
whole set of norms which vary over time and over cultures but which shape  
our experience of that technology. So, in the case of cinema, we might  
think about things like the public consumption of moving images and the  
social norms about how much we may participate in that experience or to  
what degree the technology of projection is on display or meant to recede  
from our consciousness. 
 
Schachtner: What role do play media in our everyday lives? 
 
Jenkins: People living in contemporary cultures become both media consumers AND  
media producers. We consume an extraordinary amount of media -- we listen  
to music, we watch movies and television, we play games, we read books and  
magazines and comics, we guide our movements through signs. But we also  
become participants in this new media space -- communicating to friends via  
the internet, the cellphone, or text messaging, taking family photographs  
and home movies, writing our thoughts in journals or letters, and  
increasingly creating our own extensions of the entertainment properties  
that matter to us via fan fiction or amateur video or game modding or...  
Through this process, media touches every aspect of our lives -- how we  
choose our leaders or our lovers, how we communicate with our children or  
our coworkers, how we do banking or worship God. 
 
Schachtner: Can you imagine modern society without media? 
 
Jenkins: There are certainly people or socieities which function with minimal access  
to modern mass media or digital media. There are no human cultures which do  
not find some medium through which to share their thoughts and feelings and  
fantasies with others or to pass them down to the next generation. And  
there are probably no truly modern cultures which pre-recorded sounds and  
images do not play a significant role. Benedict Anderson talks about the  
role of newspapers as helping to create the imagined community of  
nationhood, linking people who do not know each other together through the  
circulation of common thoughts and narratives. We could argue that the  
modern global society is shaped by the multidirectional circulation of  
media content across national borders -- connecting those who migrate to  
other places back to their mother lands, preserving cultural traditions in  
a era of high mobiltiy, and at the same time, allowing people in one part  
of the world to feel an emotional connection to people living elsewhere. We  
see this connection in terms of third world children experiencing  
liberation from the constraints of their parents cultures by consuming  
western popular culture or western youth escaping the unilaterialism of  
their parent's culture by consuming anime and Bollywood films. 
 
 
Schachtner: What happens to well-established media when new media appear on the scene? 



 
Jenkins: One of the strengths of the definition of media that Lisa Gitelman offers  
us is the idea that media are always in flux. Because media operate on so  
many different levels, change is occuring all of the time. And so the  
mediascape evolves moment by moment, not simply when one new medium is  
introduced but also in response to a range of other social, technological,  
economic, legal, political, and cultural changes. Most of the time the  
assumption is that a new medium kills off its predecessor media. But I  
don't history shows us very many examples of that occuring. Once a medium  
enters a culture, it tends to continue to operate on some level. So, once  
we have recorded sound, we continue to have ways of recording and  
transmitting sound though the specific delivery mechanisms change  
dramatically over time. A new medium may take over some of the functions of  
the old medium; it may gain greater centrality within the culture pushing  
the other media aside; it may force the older media to change some of its  
fundamental practices to remain competitive, but the new medium does not  
kill what came before. It simply redefines it. 
 
 
Schachtner: What  is the social and cultural impact of computer-based media? 
 
Jenkins: You don't ask small questions, do you? Where do we start? The new media are  
creating new kinds of social connections or affiliations between people. In  
the 1960s, Alvin Toffler had predicted that we would invest less and less  
of ourselves in social relations as the mobility of American culture  
increased. As people move from one end of the country again and again in  
their lifetimes, old forms of face to face community and local  
identifications will break down. Yet, what he did not predict would be the  
ways that the internet would create new forms of social affiliation which  
feel grassroots and immediate to their participants but which are not  
geographically local in the traditional sense of the term. We now have the  
ability to carry our friendships with us as we move from place to place  
like a turtle carries its shell. And it is possible for people who feel  
socially isolated in their immediate surroundings to form bonds with  
like-minded people anywhere in the world. That said, we still have to  
acknowledge that those online communities which maintain strong social  
bonds are those where at least some of the core participants also interact  
through other channels -- meeting face to face or speaking on the  
telephone. There is still a primacy of real world contact in terms of  
shaping the level of trust or intimacy we feel towards people. It is still  
necessary in an age of wikis and conference calls for people to physically  
travel from time to time to deal with each other up close and personal. so  
here as well, online communities supliment rather than displace traditional  
forms of social interaction. 
 
 
Schachtner: What do you think about the potential capability of the new media  
technologies to introduce more democracy into our lives? 
 
Jenkins: The potential certainly exists and we are more and more learning how to use  
these technologies to mobilize groups for political action -- whether it is  
the use of cellphones to mobilize smart mobs in Europe or the use of the  
web to pull together activists in North America. In the last election here  
in the United States, there was dramatic evidence that the web was  
reshaping how candidates run for office in a way which, for better and for  
worse, put more power in the hands of the public. To some degree, what  
happened was that John Kerry lost control of his own campaign as activists  
on both sides sought to define what he stood for in ways that profoundly  
shaped public perception of this candidate.And at the same time, the news  
media was under day by day challenge by bloggers of all political  
persuasion who would challenge what they saw as biased or inaccurate  
representations. We still don't fully know what hit us. For a time, the  
Democrats were convinced that they knew how to use this media more  
effectively and that they would get out the youth vote to topple Bush. What  
they didn't see was that the Republican's appeals to cultural conservatives  
also exploited the new media environment but were more closed off from  
public view. The Republicans mobilized church communities to vote in Ohio,  
for example, in ways that had escaped much journalistic attention. The  



result was one of the highest levels of voter participation in any recent  
American election. Democrats were disappointed in where the votes fell but  
they should not have been disappointed in the trend towards having more  
people of all ages casting their votes. 
 
 
Schachtner: Do the new media technologies support new social structures? 
 
Jenkins: I already addressed this somewhat above, but let me explore another aspect  
of this issue. I am more and more interested in what Pierre Levy describes  
as collective intelligence or knowledge communities. Levy argues that the  
internet allows large-scale problem-solving and collaboration among  
scattered people on an ad hoc and evolving basis. Rather than seeing  
expertise as a property of fixed hierarchies and disciplinary boundaries,  
Levy is describing a world where everyone knows some things, nobody knows  
everything, and what is known by one group member is going to be accessible  
to the group as a whole. We are still learning the ethics and politics of  
living in such communities; we are still developing skills in collaborating  
within these emerging knowledge collectives; but there is no question that  
considerable power can emerge from tapping such an information network. In  
my new book, Convergence Culture, I argue that right now, we are playing at  
being members of knowledge communities through our affiliations in and  
around popular culture. Fan communities, I suggest, may be prototypes for  
other kinds of large scale collaborations. And even in that space, we see  
media consumers exerting greater pressure on media companies and greater  
influence over the media landscape. But in the fall campaign, we saw those  
tactics start to migrate into forms of political activism. The Democrats,  
for example, relied heavily on Meetup.com, a website which made it easy for  
collections of like-minded individuals to find each other and arrange to  
connect in physical space. This site emerged not with any political  
function but rather as a means for Beanie Baby collectors to trade their  
wares or for X Files fans to rally behind their series. But, in the end, it  
was the secret behind Howard Dean's rise in prominance and a key to the  
fall strategies of both parties. 
 
 
Schachtner: Which ideas led to the Comparative Media Studies Program being set up? How  
would you describe the goals of the program? 
 
Jenkins: In the American context, there are a wide array of medium specific programs  
and disciplines. The study of literature, say, is distinct from the study  
of journalism let alone the study of digital expression. In some cases, the  
study of film is seperate from the study of television. We wanted to create  
a center which would encourage students and faculty to think across media.  
For us, a lot is suggested by the word, comparative. First, the program is  
comparative in the sense that our students are encouraged to explore the  
interactions between different media. We are ideally situated to keep up  
with the ongoing process of media convergence, say, or to respond to the  
emergence of new forms of transmedia storytelling. Second, the program is  
comparative in the sense that we encourage global perspectives on media  
change, bringing together specialists who deal with media in different  
national contexts, and exploring how those national media systems impact  
each other. Third, the program is comparative in the sense that it  
encourages us to understand the present moment of media change in a broader  
historical framework, to see what we can learn about the digital revolution  
by looking at the Guttenberg revolution. Fourth, the program is comparative  
in the sense that we encourage interdisciplinarity with faculty coming from  
more than ten different departments and students arriving with diverse  
educational and professional backgrounds. Fifth, we are comparative in the  
sense that we encourage students to combine making and thinking, theory and  
practice, as they seek to understand how media operates from the inside  
out. We want media studies to be an applied field of the humanities, one  
where students are encouraged to respond pragmatically to real world media  
developments. 
 
 
Schachtner: What should the students learn and how should they learn? What do you  
expect them to be able to do after participating in the program? 



 
Jenkins: A key goal of the program is to develop a share vocabulary for talking  
about media change which is accessible enough to be shared amongst all of  
those groups which regularly interact with media technologies as they go  
about their daily life. MIT attracts students who will be future leaders  
for industry or government, education or the arts, journalism or policy. If  
we can teach these groups to communicate with each other, we think this  
will have a huge impact on the future of media. More than anything else, we  
try to bring together students from different backgrounds, give them some  
common social and intellectual experiences, give them the flexibility to  
pursue their own interests, and then turn them back into the world to see  
what will happen. And so far, it seems to be working. Our students are  
doing everything from teaching media literacy to Mayan kids to consulting  
on Madison Avenue with major corporations, from designing games to  
reporting on media change. 
 
Schachtner: Do the new media technologies offer new ways of learning? Have any special  
learning projects been developed in your department? 
 
Jenkins: The one thing I had never anticipated when we created CMS was how much of  
our work would come to focuses on issues of education. Right now, we have  
one research team which is focused on exploring how computer and video  
games can be used in the classroom to enhance learning cultures (the  
Education Arcade), another exploring how networked computing and digital  
databases of rich multimedia content can allow new kinds of learning in the  
Humanities (the Metamedia Project), and a third, which we are about to  
launch, exploring how we provide resources to support the mastery of  
traditional literacy, mass media literacy, and digital literacy. Each of  
these projects either exploits the new potentials represented by digital  
media (in the case of educational games or humanities databases) or  
conversely, respond to the educational challenges and opportunities  
emerging in a world where more and more kids have direct access to tools of  
media production and circulation (in the case of our media literacy  
initiatives). 
 
 
Schachtner: What is the relevance of theory and practice and the relation between  
theory and practice within the program? 
 
Jenkins: We try as much as possible to integrate hands on experience making media  
with larger conceptual frameworks provided by history, theory, and  
criticism. Two key ideas animate our approach to media production: the  
concept of applied humanism, the desire to mobilize what the humanities  
teaches us about social and cultural change to respond to real world  
challenges confronting a range of different institutions at a moment of  
profound and prolonged media change and the concept of vernacular theory,  
the recognition that all of those other institutions and communities are  
also trying to think through the changes which are impacting their daily  
operations through they pose their theories in different terms or through  
different processes than those we associate with academic theory. Both of  
these concepts push us towards trying to expand the dialogue between the  
academy and the rest of the world. We try to bring practioners into our  
classes and we try to get our students, even or maybe especially those who  
want to go on to get doctoriates and teach, into internships which place  
them on the front lines of media change. 
 
 
Schachtner: To what extent do Media studies require cooperation with other departments  
at MIT like the Media Lab or information sciences in terms of teaching and  
research? 
 
Jenkins: My ideal would be a program which had no disciplinary or departmental  
borders. Our students choose their electives among any courses offered by  
MIT, Harvard, Wellsley or the Mass. College of the Arts. Our research  
collaborations bring our students and faculty into contact with almost  
every other segment of the institute. More and more, scientists and  
engineers are seeking our help. They used to talk about the two cultures  
problems - the isolation between those interested in technology and those  



interested in culture. Increasingly, though, there is a recognition that  
the two can not be so readily seperated. So, we are involved in a project  
to teach scientists how to become radio producers in order to better  
communicate their findings with the public and we are involved in the  
development of games which teach electromagnetism and environmental science. 
 
 
Schachtner: What are the necessary conditions for productive interdisciplinary  
cooperation? What results can be expected from successful cooperation? 
 
Jenkins: The first step is to suspend traditional hierarchies and borders. Everyone  
has to be prepared to learn from everyone else in the communities. Every  
student who comes to CMS teaches me and the other faculty members something  
vital about the present moment of media change. Faculty have to be  
encouraged to teach and learn from each other. You have to be ready to go  
into a classroom and recognize that you are not the expert or the  
authority; you have to become a facilitator which lets the group share its  
knowledge and not the person from whom all knowledge flows. In that sense,  
the department becomes something like the collective intelligence or  
knowledge community we described above. The most important thing for us was  
the realization that individual faculty were trained as specialists and  
that none of us could expect to fully realize the goals of the comparative  
media studies program by ourselves. But our students would move from  
faculty member to faculty member, learning what they could from each, and  
creating a unique intellectual synthesis of what we had to offer. Each of  
our students became a comparativist, though no two students will have put  
together the pieces in the same way. The hardest thing our students face is  
to realize that there is not some bounded body of knowledge they are  
expected to master. Rather, there are an infinite range of possibilities  
they are encouraged to explore and learn to map their own course through.  
What we hope in the end is that their time with us will be the beginning of  
an intellectual process which will last them the rest of their lives. We  
don't promise answers; we simply offer a space where questions can be asked  
and explored. 
 
 

 


