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Interview with Friedrich KROTZ

ABSTRACT:
The interview focuses on Friedrich Krotz’s views on the mediatisation of communication and culture and 
its consequences for daily life and social relations, culture and society. While discussing the topic Friedrich 
Krotz mostly addresses the negative aspects of mediatisation and outlines possible solutions to counter them.  
The given topics also refer to technological and cultural development of the society in the light of the influen-
tial notions proposed by Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer or Marshall McLuhan as well as from the view-
point of specific traits of today’s communication via cyberspace. The interview therefore covers the issues 
concerning Internet security and privacy. The discussion specifically reflects on our dependence on online 
search engines, especially Google, and Internet social networks such as Facebook or WhatsApp.

KEY WORDS: 
communication, media, media culture, mediatisation, social networks

Hana Pravdová (H. P.): The so-called new media force us to live a new form of totality; they control us.  
In Slovakia, there is a saying: “The one who does not work, should not eat.” But today, we start to replace it with: “ 
The one who does not communicate, does not exist.” The processes of mediatisation, globalisation, individuali-
sation, and mainly commercialisation cannot be stopped. The borders between the individual and the public 
have been eliminated. Everyday life is commercialised. Cultural and economic processes are legitimised through 
political concepts. Isn’t it time to come back to Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s critique?

Friedrich Krotz: Nowadays, we cannot refer only to Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s conclusions, as things have 
changed in a fundamental way. Because of this, we must start with our own critical studies. What we can learn 
from Adorno and Horkheimer, is about their methodology: “critique” for them is coming up from comparing 
the existing conditions of human life and culture with the potential conditions for human life and culture. 
This is what we can also do today. For example, today there is no data privacy on the Internet, but the Internet 
with data privacy would be possible. Thus, we can ask what decisions were relevant for the disappearance of 
data privacy, what interests are behind them and how we can change that. The rules on how to develop critical 
insights are as crucial now as they were before. We have to remove the ballast, we have to start thinking in a new 
way and we have to apply rules for critical thinking in a new way. Moreover, we should integrate the upcoming 
new generations in our critical discussions.

Ľubica Hulajová (L. H.): Do you believe the situation will improve? Do you think we will manage it?

Friedrich Krotz: In my mind, today there exist a lot of interesting conclusions of critical studies, a lot of good 
ideas and a lot of concrete proposals how to change the situation. We must now bring all these things together, 
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develop convincing programmes, and start changing the situation. Moreover, we must create specific political 
concepts and apply them to the community we live in.
 If we want to understand contemporary media development, we should not only consider what we can 
do with the upcoming and changing media. To understand the digital media of today, we also have to take into 
consideration that they have a long historical background: for example, the invention of the Internet, or the fact 
that a lot of specific hard- and software for communication has military roots with constraints and dominant 
structures. The same is true with robots, satellite communication and so on. Nevertheless, in the time of the 
development of the nets, there have also been periods of time when nets have been quite free – for academic 
work, for use of all, and in those times, many new ideas had come up. Nowadays, economic interests dominate 
the Internet. Thus, the digital media of today are the result of complex social processes, of social and political 
negotiations in culture and society with reference to economic and other powers. 
 At some point in time, for example, so-called hackers played an important role in trying to create the 
Internet that allows access for all, independent of power and income. However, they did not succeed. Today, 
many people recall hackers as those who wrote the first software and computer programmes for all, without 
demanding money and control. However, the term “hacker” is currently used for criminals, and their histori-
cal role is forgotten. For example, most of my students do not know anything at all about these issues. Instead, 
they just use the Internet for everyday purposes; it has become part of their life. Our reality of today came into 
existence as a product of prior developments, decisions and negotiations, and if one wants to understand what 
is taking place, it is important to understand the basic developments and to be able to think critically in the 
sense of Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s thoughts. Thus, the most crucial step we need to take is to make people 
aware of these issues, to talk to them about that, to ask people not only to use those technologies but to find out 
what they want and how we all can succeed in creating free and democratic media, deprived of any influence 
which follows the economic interests of great enterprises. Thus, we together must find out, what can or must 
be done for a democratic future. I believe that even today there are ways to handle it and to influence the paths 
of media development and mediatisation, which are not natural, but which are the results of human decisions 
and practices. 
 If one looks at actual developments, it will be clear that they follow mainly the interests of economy and 
technology, and this frequently generates problems for democracy and human rights. For example, I did some 
research about robots, and about the whole technology concerned with that. I do not know whether you have an 
idea what an AIBO is: it is a Japanese robot and an everyday companion of the people. We studied 10 years ago 
how people communicated, played, worked and lived with them. The AIBO was an invention of the 1990s; it 
had an Internet connection, but did not collect data about the human beings. However, the robots of today, the 
dolls and artificial animals for the children collect data and send them to the producer. We see that the control 
and exploitation of appliances is growing. In addition, most robots of the 21st century, including self-driving 
cars and similar machines, are designed to make money and to reduce salaries, as they should bring income to 
the producer. Though robots and the Internet services like Facebook or Google may help people, today they are 
in each case organised to exploit and control the clients they work for. If we do not stop these huge capitalistic 
enterprises, then we will become more and more dependent on them. As the AIBO is showing, other robots as 
human companions are possible.
 Similar processes had already happened after the invention of the periodical press, but at a slower pace 
than today. It caused many conflicts in Europe, there were farmer wars, the Reformation took place, there was 
the Thirty Years War in Europe and later the French Revolution creating a new form of political culture. At the 
end, everyday human life, economy and culture, forms of living and political conditions have changed radically, 
not only because of the press, but also because of mass media in general. Today, those media developments, 
which are basic for human life, as they may change communication, are taking place much faster, but are also 
demanding radical new forms of life and politics. We or at least our children will experience a lot of upcoming 
unrest, wars and social movements, until the digital media and especially the nets of computers are integrated 
into culture and society in such a way that it will be good for all. 

L. H.: So you are optimistic.

Friedrich Krotz: I am working on that and you are working on that as well, otherwise you would not have asked 
me. We are at least two optimists and I hope many people have the same opinion. According to Habermas, any 
civil society, to which we belong, must learn to control government and bureaucracy, and the economy, too – 
this is the goal, which we must fulfil.

H. P.: It becomes evident that McLuhan with his ideology concept of technological determinism was right.  Tak-
ing into consideration this assumption, what are the limits now, in your opinion? Will robots replace homo 
sapiens or do we have any other means at our disposal to prevent that development?

Friedrich Krotz: With the mediatisation approach, we of course refer to McLuhan. Nevertheless, I do not 
think McLuhan was right with his theory. Let me say, he described long-term technological development and 
he described it in a very creative way but he was not a researcher who did empirical studies. Instead, he created 
concepts, ideas and theoretical pieces. In addition, if one reads his texts in a careful way, it becomes evident 
that McLuhan presented many contradictory statements, e.g. once he proclaimed teachers were the most im-
portant people in the world and teachers would exist forever and then he stated that even teachers would also at 
some point be replaced by other forms of learning. Of course, I would not blame him for that, as thinking may 
change over time, but this is often difficult to understand.   
 Researchers of the mediatisation approach learned a lot from McLuhan, but we also tried to avoid some 
faults of McLuhan. For example, McLuhan’s way of theoretical thinking was mono-causal and reduced to tech-
nological developments. Like Innis, he considered only one cause. To explain the development of the world by 
considering only one cause is difficult. The mediatisation approach considers many more contexts. Another 
open question is what are the differences between human-based and robot-based communication. The idea of 
the mediatisation approach here is that robots and humans communicate in different ways, but that robots are 
able to translate their conclusions into human language. Robots thus will play an important role, but they will 
not substitute human beings – at least, if the economy and military industry will stop producing robots that kill 
humans.     
 The mediatisation approach starts with the study of media changes – from mass media to more and 
more other media like individually produced ones, interactive ones, like human communication with machines 
and computers, and so-called social media. Mediatisation research then asks for changing forms of communi-
cation, changing forms of everyday life, economy, culture and society. The problem here is that all these pro-
cesses depend on the respective culture and on social, political and economic influences and must be studied 
in a reconstructive way – nobody knows today where and when these processes may end. As soon as mediatisa-
tion research consists of historical research, the actual developments also depend on former developments; 
in actual research it is necessary to reconstruct the actual developments and in critical research to support 
democratic and human rights based development of media. All three forms of research are necessary. 
 Consequently, we can learn a lot about the actual developments. For example, if we would go back in 
time we would realise that up to the 20th century all the knowledge of humankind was stored either in a spo-
ken or written language or in the heads of people. Hence, all kinds of knowledge were accessible for human-
kind, i.e. for every human being who could read and talk, and then learn from others. However, today this has 
changed. In what way? Today all the human knowledge is not saved in books or language, but rather in digital 
databases. In addition, we as human beings are not able to read the data stored in these databases; we cannot 
use them without a computer, hardware, software, providers. We always need a computer that collects the 
answers to our questions from the databases and translates them for us. In this way, we are becoming depend-
ent on the organisation of data stored in computers and the owners of it, in a new way, compared with former 
times. If we for example want to know something we go to Google or any other search engine and they give us 
around 560.000 responses. The first five responses of Google are not answers, but paid advertisements. The 
real answers, which we need and want, come much later in the list, and often it is difficult to find them. Thus, 
Google with its algorithm is a machine in order to confuse and to manipulate people – but again, in a critical 
sense other developments are possible. In fact, we must bring this under control, as it is unacceptable that 
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one enterprise manages all human knowledge. Similar problems take place with Facebook. It is unacceptable 
that an algorithmic business manages social relations for a billion people and deals with it in any way it likes. 
Therefore, we are committed to say: we do want to change that. 
 However, we are coming to a further problem. Today we cannot say anymore, as we did before, that the 
Government and bureaucracy should help us and that such important services should become nationalised; 
Government and bureaucracy are also part of the problem, as the NSA and other secret services do the same as 
huge enterprises: they collect data and manipulate the people.
 What we need instead are cooperative solutions, like those through which civil society in the under-
standing of Habermas controls the conditions under which monopolies operate. An example: Today, the mo-
nopolist is Facebook. Ten years ago, there were many such networks in Germany, regional ones, for example in 
Munich, or topical ones like SchülerVZ for pupils. They all cooperated, but then Facebook appeared and it got 
a monopoly, as it does not cooperate with others. Instead, Facebook did not allow its clients to communicate 
with members of other networks. Facebook did so from the very beginning, and then the former existing net-
works disappeared over time and Facebook got its monopoly. This gives the power to manipulate and that is the 
point, which we must take into consideration.  Consequently, we must avoid such monopolies, and to be able to 
fight against them we should try to establish responsible committees of elected people independent of politi-
cal parties who can be trusted by most citizens. They must represent civil society and they cannot represent  
the Government or the economy.  

L.H.:  Do you mean academics, for example?

Friedrich Krotz:  For example, academics, as far as these people are independent, but also other independent 
people. These people should be experienced within this field and come from different perspectives: for exam-
ple, a hacker from the German Chaos Computer Club, who is popular and who has criticised upcoming monop-
olies based on her or his experience, also people engaged in NGOs working against data misuse, academics, 
etc. The committees task would be to force Google (or Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, etc.) to disclose all the 
internal information and the rules Google uses and follows. That would be the first step. From that point, civil 
society and all users of Google would really get access to every piece of information. Afterwards, these issues 
should be discussed and if it is necessary, changed.  These are the processes I have in my mind. Consequently, 
we must choose the means to compel Google and other great enterprises to accept that. Boycott could be one 
of them in order to force Google, for example, also by boycotts against advertising enterprises. Such processes 
work often in the United States, as there is a broad movement of community communication and it can make 
processes like this happen. In former history, such processes took place also in Europe. Thus, our task is 
to build something like European community communication, or other types of community networks from  
the bottom up that would be able to cooperate.

L. H.:  So the process can be started only from the bottom. We should defend ourselves only from the bottom.

Friedrich Krotz: Only from the bottom. There is no other way.

H. P.:  Media vs social reality, the social reality will be replaced by media and modelled by so-called new media. 
What impact can this reality have on the forms of political campaigns? 

Friedrich Krotz: Social reality and media reality are interlinked together. We see what we know and we know 
what we see. Thus, with the development of the media our view of the world is also changing. The problem 
here again is, who or what organisations and institutions are relevant for shaping media reality. Is it a dem-
ocratic process controlled by civil society or is it determined by economic and power relationships? At the 
moment, this problem seems to be the case, and this is what we cannot tolerate, what we must change. We 
must fight against rules we cannot accept. For example, if I want to become a member or a client of Face-
book, I can do it only as an individual. You can never access Facebook as a group. You can only form a group 

of members of Facebook without any further members from outside of Facebook. This is what Facebook en-
forces, as Facebook wants to know everything about its clients and wants to get everyone as a client. How-
ever, such processes should be prevented, as it is in the interest only of Facebook and not of the people. It 
should not be possible that a programme can establish such rules. At the same way, we have to fight for our 
individual rights in the area of privacy, data protection, network neutrality and all those areas that are rel-
evant for the forms of our communication. Similar problems come into existence for example with WhatsApp 
–  it started as a new software, it was successful and then it was bought by Facebook that started collecting 
data about all these hundreds of millions of users against all other promises. Perhaps, this may be general-
ised. Nowadays, if an entrepreneur wants to be successful, she or he must not use any content, but has to 
construct a new medium where certain forms of communicative acts may take place: communication with 
friends, communication by pictures in the case of Instagram, communication for the moment as with Snap-
chat. It is very important to inform people about all these issues and to talk about them with them. In this way, 
all people become more and more aware of the fact that actual forms of life will change rapidly, and that they 
should not just follow what happens, but search for what they need and are interested in. I think, we are in  
the very early stages of this process and people do not know exactly what is going on.

L. H.: But there are people who say Facebook should be boycotted in case they undertake steps people do not 
agree with.

Friedrich Krotz: Sure, there are such people. Again, there is a problem; in this case a generational one. It 
concerns mostly elder people who have problems with Facebook and these problems usually are of such a kind: 
we do not need that, it is nonsense to use that. There are discrepancies between the different age groups and 
generations. The elder ones refuse to see the advantages; the younger ones just use what appears to them to 
be useful. The elder people do not see that such forms of communications may be helpful and sense making, 
and the younger ones do not see that centralised forms of communication as on Facebook may generate seri-
ous problems. Between these different groups, there are no close contacts. In addition, here I would like to 
mention the critique concerning parents who always say that they do not need these IT technologies, that they 
are not interested in all modern appliances and their possibilities. As parents do not have any experience with 
them, they do not know what can be done with them; and then they can even not speak to younger people about 
that, as they will not take them seriously. Then five years later the parents use these media too, but the oppor-
tunity to get into contact with the younger generations is lost. We must do something to change the situation, 
as elder people and younger people need an exchange. 

H. P.: Who decides on the standpoints and ideas in the wholly centralised Internet? Who are the forces behind 
the Internet? Does the medialisation of social reality, in your opinion, represent a danger for humankind, or not?

Friedrich Krotz:  Mediatisation in general is not a danger for people. Only specific paths and decisions of 
mediatisation may be dangerous for human rights and democracy. The forms in which new media are imple-
mented and controlled may also be dangerous. The process of mediatisation includes chances and risks, and 
it is the job of academic research to find out: risks for whom, chances for whom? Software for being in contact 
with friends such as Facebook or WhatsApp – this may be organised as a chance for people and an enforcement 
for democracy, but at the moment Facebook and WhatsApp are against human rights and democracy, as they 
try to control and exploit human communication. This is what we must change. 
 In order to change that we must do everything possible, I guess; it may even be necessary to break the 
rules set by Facebook or WhatsApp and similar portals. Let me explain that. Facebook wants to sell our com-
munication to advertisers, and thus they try to collect all data they can get. In order to evaluate her or him, 
Facebook wants every person to have only one account. I, for example, have two accounts; thus, Facebook 
cannot put different data about me together. These are effective forms of civil resistance, and such forms are 
necessary. Hence, in order to get ownership of our data back, it would be good if many people would do that or 
start with similar activities of civil resistance. 
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H. P.: What is in your opinion the meaning of the term “media culture”?

Friedrich Krotz: There are many types of culture: anthropological, aesthetic, philosophical, etc. For the 
purposes discussed here, the answer is simple. Everything that belongs to, let us say, the production of mean-
ing and that belongs to symbolic forms of interaction is what people understand under culture, and media 
culture today means that culture is heavily influenced by media. This in addition is the reason why the former 
media culture more and more becomes a mediatised culture, which consists of a computer-controlled digital 
infrastructure of communication and symbolic interaction. That is why I use the term “mediatised”. Without 
referring to media, it is impossible to explain what is going on with culture. Therefore, we live in a mediatised 
society and when we do not consider media then we cannot understand and explain anything. Media are not at 
the periphery of society, they are at its core and everywhere. This is what we must explore and this is what we 
must change in order to support human rights, democracy and the interests of a civil society. 

H. P.:  Do you mean culture in general?

Friedrich Krotz: Yes. Even the church has become in-between a part of media, the TV set in the church, media 
calling Islam believers to pray. Even schools and parliaments are mediatised. All fundamental parts of society 
are mediatised. And our task is to regulate this process.

L. H. and H. P.: Thank you for the interview.

The interview was given at the international conference Megatrends and Media that took place on 19th– 20th 
April 2016 at the Smolenice Castle and elaborated on the base of the verbal version.
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