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1
INTRODUCTION

Georgette Wang and Jan Servaes

When communications satellites and computer networks took off in the early
1990s, the world found itself faced with a new generation of communications
technology which not only undermined geographical distances but also national
borders. Fueled by a wave of communications policy deregulation, changes in the
communications industries soon led to the belief that the whole world was now
linked by global media which transmit messages in split seconds to audiences
everywhere, including those living in the most remote corners of the world. The
era of “global” communications thus pronounced itself arrived.

While the expansion of transnational media is quite obvious for us to see, to
many, media globalization remains a myth as a concept (Ferguson, 1992).
Whether we should be satisfied with the growth of a few transnational as sufficient
evidence for globalization has been a question begging for answers.

As researchers are still grappling with the true meaning of globalization, the
world television industries, generally perceived to be an important dimension of
globalization, seem to have increasingly drifted away from the idea of a singular,
united global marketplace, although globalization remains an important
competitive strategy in the media business.

One runs the inherent danger of simplifying matters by making such
statements. There is no telling whether what one can observe at this stage marks
the beginning of, or the temporary transition to, a new era. In fact changes in the
world communications industry in recent years have been so rapid and drastic
that observing it is like observing a bullet train in motion—we all know it is
going very fast, heading somewhere, but that is about all.

However, even bullet trains make stops. In recent years we have come to
witness interesting, albeit somewhat puzzling, developments in the world of
communications: the transnationalization of national, or even local, television in
several parts of the world, local appeal as a success formula for television but not
for cinema, and media globalization and localization as concurring phenomena.
These developments have painted a communications landscape that is quite
different from what we were familiar with. They pointed to new directions for
changes and exposed significant inadequacies in the framework of analysis that
was employed in the past. It is only with a good look at the industry, the



audience and the policies that we may finally be able to demystify some of the
theoretical clouds surrounding media globalization.

The meaning of global communication

The vision of an era of global communications seems especially pertinent when
changes in other spheres of human societies are taken into consideration. The
1990s, with the fall of the Berlin Wall as a prelude, have been marked by the
collapse of both the physical and institutional barriers which had kept people
apart over the previous several decades. The ever closer trade relationships among
nation-states, the growing number of transnational corporations, the emergence
of global health and environmental issues and a common style of consumption of
material and cultural products have all helped to bring about what is described as
the “globalization” of our world.

As an idea, globalization is not a product of the 1990s, or even the twentieth
century, as some researchers have been quick to point out (Robertson, 1990;
Hall, 1995). However, over the years the word has increasingly been used to refer
to a process through which the entire human population is bonded into a single
society (Albrow, 1990), or “the concrete structuration of the world as a whole,”
as described by Robertson (1990:50). This “single society” then forms the
framework for individual activities and nation-state operations. It is conceived
both as a journey and a destination—with arrival at the globalized state a finality
(Giddens, 1990; Featherstone, 1990; Ferguson, 1992), which constitutes a unit of
analysis in its own right.

While globalization as a trend of development has been recognized by many,
whether it necessarily brings a unified, homogeneous global culture remains a
contentious issue. From a neo-Marxist and functionalist point of view
(Wallerstein, 1990; Chew and Denemark, 1996; Hirst and Thompson, 1996),
globalization, a product of capitalists’ drive to expand markets and maximize
profits, only serves to perpetuate the hegemony of the few Western powers.

Others, especially those with a sociology and cultural studies background
(Featherstone, 1995; Hall, 1992; Robertson, 1990, 1992; Said, 1978, 1993;
Smith, 1990; Waters, 1995), have emphasized the plurality of cultural
development as a result of the anti-colonialism movement. Instead of losing one’s
“sense of place” because of increasing global influences, the importance of locality
was underlined in the constructing and deconstructing, embedding and
disembedding of social forces.

As pointed out by Featherstone (1995), globalization suggests simultaneously
two views of culture. The first, taking a monoculturalist point of view, treats
globalization as the “extension outward of a particular culture to its limits, the
globe,” through a process of conquest, homogenization and unification brought
about by the consumption of the same cultural and material products
(Featherstone, 1995:6). The second one, adopting a multiculturalist stand,
perceive globalization as the “compression of cultures.” 
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While the meaning of globalization remains ambiguous, “media globalization”
or “global media” have quickly become clichés in communications studies. Two
questions can be raised about the use of such terms, however. First, what is meant
by a globalized communications industry, and secondly, can we assume that a
genuine globalization of the industry has already taken place? More precisely,
what is the direction of changes that we can observe now—globalization,
localization, or something else?

All too frequently when the term “global” is used in conjunction with the
communications media or industry, it refers primarily to the extent of coverage,
with the popularity of satellite television and computer networks serving as
evidence of the globalization of communications.

Indeed, never before in human history has a single television channel been
available in over 150 nations, nor has there been any communications medium
which managed to attract hundreds of million of users. However, as Ferguson
(1992) has pointed out, the linkages brought about by the so-called globalization
process are largely confined to OECD and G7 member countries, which
constitute one-third of the world population. And even when a medium, e.g.
CNN, can put over 150 countries on its map, the rate of penetration and actual
consumption can present rather a different picture. As Street (1997:77) has said,
the fact that a product is available everywhere is no guarantee that it achieves the
same level of popularity, let alone acquires the same significance, meaning or
response (Featherstone, 1990:10). It is no secret that CNN’s audiences normally
account for only a small fragment of a nation’s population.

But even with its conceptual flaws corrected, coverage is merely one of the
important dimensions of the communications industry. The meaning of a
globalized industry would be seriously distorted if other dimensions were left out
of the discussion. These dimensions, including the dynamics of the market,
modes of production, the contents and messages transmitted, are closely related to
the perception of the role and function of communications in the globalization
process, the direction of change in the industry, and ultimately, the cultural images
presented by the theories of globalization. What roles and changes, then, should
we expect to see in the communications industries according to the
monoculturalist, and, contrastively, the multiculturalist, point of view?

The “local” factor in the emerging communications
landscape

The monoculturalists’ interpretation of globalization is often noted for its resem
blance to the modernization and media imperialism theories. Both focused on the
economic and technological forces in change, and suggested a one-way unilinear
impact of Western—or American, to be specific—media on their audiences.

Economic incentives and technological developments have also been believed
to be the major driving forces for globalization (Featherstone, 1995:7; Robertson,
1990:22). For the communications industry, the purported globalization
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process was fueled by yet another factor: policy deregulation. Although many
would argue that nation-states are still capable of keeping things under control,
this control is undeniably much less than it used to be (Wang, 1997; Chan, 1994).

With a significant number of institutional barriers removed, there seems to be
very little left to obstruct profit-seeking ventures now that technological
development has rendered distant transmission of audio and visual signals
affordable to entrepreneurs. The world of communications has become a perfect
stage for the workings of capitalism, finally on its way to becoming a genuine
“single system,” to borrow Wallerstein’s expression (1990, 1997). Once a single
system, global division of labor—as seen in other industrial sectors—is expected to
emerge (Mittelman, 1996a) in the global communications industry. No longer
will there be a need for every nation to maintain its own communications
industry, just as there is no need for each one to have an automobile industry. A
similar point of view was adopted by several communications researchers, e.g. Ito
(1990), Cantor and Cantor (1986), in examining the internationalization of
television programs.

There is no denying that competitive pricing is a major reason for the
availability of American and Japanese programs in most parts of the world.
However, if prices were the single most important factor at work, those
companies which produce the cheapest and most attractive products, with the most
extensive global distribution networks and best promotional skills, would have
become the sole suppliers for the global market, leaving very little to the smaller,
less competitive national and local players.

To critical theorists, communications media can be viewed as industries which
commercialize and standardize the production of culture (Kellner, 1989). This
definition highlights an important property of the media: a business that produces,
distributes and sells marketable products. But the recognition of this property is
not to overlook the media’s other equally important characteristic: its being
cultural.

Cultural products, more than any others, reflect the cultural values of their
producers and the social reality in which they were produced. Viewing a
television program or listening to the radio, therefore, cannot be seen as a simple
act of consumption; these acts involve a rather complex process of decoding
cultural meanings. Although competing prices may contribute to the wide
availability of certain cultural products, the purchase of cultural products differs
from the purchase of typical consumer goods in that considerations such as
product quality may bear little significance in the decision to watch, or not to
watch, a television program.

The cultural products market, therefore, does not operate on economic forces
alone. Following a similar logic, communications technologies, the other
purported major force for globalization, also have their blind spots in explaining
all changes —a conclusion which we can derive, without too much difficulty,
from the discussion of the significance of “place” and “local cultures” in the
literature on globalization. 
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Compressing, but not eliminating, time and space

According to neo-Marxists, who advocate a homogeneous world view, one of
the major characteristics of globalization is that everyone has the feeling of being a
member of one single society. The feeling, as described by Albrow (1990:8–10),
is the sense of “the whole earth as the physical environment,” where all are
citizens, consumers and producers, possessed of a “common sense interest in
collective action to solve global problems.”

The increasing interdependencies of nation-states has been cited as a major
cause for nurturing such a feeling. Today the international community can no
longer afford to ignore problems such as deforestation, economic crisis or the spread
of AIDS; issues that used to concern only national governments. One’s livelihood
can easily be affected by events that occur thousands of miles away, and the sense
of a shared, common destiny for human-kind has begun to affect the way people
conduct their daily lives. As Giddens (1990) has argued, the comforts and
assurances of local communal experience are now undermined by distant social
forces.

A factor of equal or greater importance in the compression of time and space is
believed to be communications media (Harvey, 1990; Giddens, 1990; Mittelman,
1996b)—television in particular—which constantly brings distant events and
concerns to the homes and minds of people around the world as they happen. To
Giddens, this constitutes an intrusion of distant events into everyday
consciousness. Because of the media, we are now better acquainted with the
president of the United States than we are with our next-door neighbor; it is the
media which bring our “imagined,” “phenomenal” global community to life.

This compression of time and space, however, is not without its limits. As
pointed out by Mittelman (1996b:229), flows of capital and technology must
eventually “touch down” in distinct places. These places, in contrast to the global
phenomenal world, are where everyone lives his or her “local life.”

To human beings, wanting a place where one feels a sense of belonging is
natural. However, such a “sense of place” is cultural, as has been pointed out by
Hall (1995:178). Despite the intrusion of distant social forces, our feelings and
perception of places remain closely associated with the memories and personal ties
we have, together with the social, cultural, and even geographical and climatic
setting of these places. As described by Bourdieu (1977; Featherstone, 1995:92),
the emphasis on what we call a “local culture” is “the taken-for-granted, habitual
and repetitive nature of the everyday culture of which individuals have a practical
mastery.” This and the cultural forms, the common language, shared knowledge
and experiences associated with a place, are, according to Featherstone (1995), the
essence of the concept of local culture.

The “local,” or what is associated with a “place” where one feels a sense of
belonging, therefore, is unique in its own right. In his study of localism and
cosmopolitanism, Hannerz (1990) found that some people who travel widely are
actually local at heart, often reluctant to leave home. We may, therefore, be led to
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attend to matters of global concern or to venture outside our local setting by
a need to more efficiently and effectively achieve a task or to protect our own
self-interest, a desire to learn, or just plain personal preference or curiosity.
However, to a great majority of the world population, the importance,
significance and relevance of the global do not come near to that of the local. As
pointed out by Tomlinson (1994), the world may be the ultimate determinant of
our local experiences, but it is certainly not the center of most people’s everyday
awareness.

Also different is the nature of our familiarity with distant and nearby events and
personalities. McLuhan (McLuhan and Power, 1989) has said that the media are
the extension of man; experiences acquired from these extensions, however,
cannot be the same as those acquired by man her- or himself. Tomlinson (1994:
156–7), in a discussion of immediate and mediated experiences, made the
following observation of “familiarity” with a media personality: “…the extension
of individual lifeworlds offered by the television screen is categorically different
from the extension provided by direct social interaction. …people routinely
distinguish between television and ‘real life.”’

It is true, perhaps, that we ‘know’ a media figure better than our next-door
neighbor, but the nature of this mediated knowledge is different; it is generated in
a different way, in a different context, encompasses a different depth and scope,
and carries a different meaning.

Global economic and political factors and communications technologies
therefore do serve to compress, but not eliminate, time and space; and the sense of
place, something associated with the essence of a local culture, has become a major
determinant in the restructuring of the world communications industry. To suggest
that media globalization is no more than a part of a process of domination by
Western, or American, media, and ultimately of the Westernization, or
Americanization, of world cultures not only conflicts with the ethno-nationalist
revival in Europe (Schlesinger, 1993; Servaes and Lie, 1997) and the advocacy of
Asian values in Asia (Wang, 1997), but is, in Ferguson’s (1993) words,
“reductionist and fails even on a continental North American basis.”

To modify the monoculturalist image of culture, Featherstone (1995:6)
suggested that globalization may be better considered as a “form, a space or field,
made possible through improved means of communication in which different
cultures meet and clash,” or simply “a stage for global differences.” According to
him, this conception points directly to the fragmented and de-centered aspects of
the globalization of culture, and in the mean time suggests greater cultural
exchanges and complexity.

For the study of changes in communication, this role of communications as a
field or space for different cultures to meet and clash suggests media globalization,
but also localization. In recent years the few transnational media which have been
labeled “global”, e.g. CNN and HBO, have made special efforts to localize their
program content and presentation format. What remains to be seen is whether
localization did make any significant differences in the content delivered by the
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transnational. According to Street (1997), there may have been changes in the
way to package the products, but their substance largely remained the same: 

While it is true that Anglo-American products are modified to appeal to
their international audience, the product itself still retains the hallmarks of
its origins. There may be concessions, ways of ‘tailoring’ an original design,
to suit certain markets, but these are small compromises within the main
framework.

(Street, 1997:80)

A similar criticism was directed at “global multiculturalism” in that the diverse
cultures emerging into the global airwaves were selected according to marketing
strategies (Frith, 1989).

The criticism raised a crucial question in the study of communication: can a
genuine “association with a place” be achieved by localization of the global media
content? Is it possible that the fact that a medium’s being global has precluded, in
the first place, the possibility of it also serving the needs of the vastly diverse local
audiences?

One may argue that a multiculturalist view of globalization does not advocate
the localization of transnational media as the only venue for communication as a
platform for cultures to meet and clash. But powerful as the idea may be, this view
does not offer a clear picture, nor an indication of, how the structure of the world
cultural industries has, and will, change; how different it is from what we used to
have, and how the ideals of “meeting/clashing points” may be achieved and
professed.

In fact the picture would be highly incomplete if only the global media—
regardless of how localized they may be—are considered in a discussion of global
versus local communication. What has happened to the media which are “local,”
not “localized?” When Hollywood movies conquer the global market, when
transnational media take up to seventy, or even eighty percent of the global trade
in terms of volume in audiovisual products (Hoskins et al., 1995; Barker, 1997), is
there no longer a need for us to look at the cultural industries that are local?

According to cultural and media imperialism theories, the demise of local
cultures and cultural industries was something predictable, as a consequence of the
importation of television programs. By the 1990s it has become evident that the
theories have suffered from a lack of evidence. However the non-American
cultural industries, including the local, the national and also the regional cultural
industries, continued to remain outside of the limelight, largely swept aside in the
globalization debate, attracting little interest from the academic community.

The non-American, including many of the non-transnational, cultural
industries, however, do constitute a vast and important area for the study of
communication globalization. The audience’s preference for local programs, the
prospering local television industries, the rise of cultural-lingual markets, and the
decline of the national film industries all point to the inadequacy of political and
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economic factors alone in explaining changes in the market place, let alone the
implications of these changes on media strategies, policy formulations and other
important dimensions of globalization, e.g. identity, public sphere and, ultimately,
the role and nature of culture. 

The world television industry: a shifting scene

Obviously there can be no answers to the above questions until we have a better
understanding of the nature of change in global communications industries and
the forces that are driving such change. In short, we need to find out how the
world’s communications industries have changed before we can determine the
role they play in a globalization process such as that defined above.

Before the 1990s, the world media market was dominated primarily by
national enterprises, public or private. This dominance was quickly eroded by
transnational satellite television channels in the early 1990s. But it took the
academic community a while to grasp both the direction and nature of the
change, especially changes in the developing world.

Latin America, for example, is faced with a new way of thinking about the
constitution of the mass society, according to Martin-Barbero (1993). He noted a
profound influence from transnationalization, but also from the emerging new
social actors and new cultural identities. Communication, in this light, has
become “a strategic arena for the analysis of the obstacles and contradictions that
move these societies, now at the crossroads between accelerated
underdevelopment and compulsive modernisation (Martin-Barbero, 1993:187).”

It is perhaps due to this interplay of transnational and cultural forces that led to
the formation of geolinguistic markets which, as Sinclair noted, include small and
dispersed diasporic communities as well as groups of nations such as those in the
Middle East and Latin America. These communities and nations, linked by a
common language and similar cultural background, soon became a new frontier
where local and national television programs have prospered. In Latin America,
Mexico and Brazil have been, but are no longer the only, “net exporters” of
television programs. Venezuela and Argentina are “new exporters,” and
Colombia, Chile, and Peru are seeking to join their ranks.

The Latin American case demonstrates the strength of the cultural-linguistic
factor in market changes. However, this is not to deny the power of the other
factors. Sinclair (Chapter 2) saw the dominance of American programs in the
1960s and 1970s as the initial phase of television development, and the rise of
cultural-linguistic markets as the second. But he suggested that this phase will also
pass, for the comparative advantage of language may be threatened as more
transnational begin to dub their programs in different languages, or even produce
programs for a particular audience group.

Latin America is unique in its language and cultural homogeneity; in Europe,
where a diversity of languages is found, de Moragas-Spá and López (Chapter 3)
noted not the rise of a single cultural-linguistic market nor the dominance of global
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media, but a decentralization of the television industry. Triggered by policy
deregulation and the rediscovery of autonomy by communities within a state, e.g.
the Welsh and Gaelics in the UK, and the Catalans and Basques in Spain, local
and regional programs—which the authors described as “proximity television”—
became increasingly popular. 

Many of the proximity television programs are part of a public system. In the
long run, market forces are expected to play a decisive role in their further
development. But as it is only in those “nations without state” that proximity
television has enjoyed the most powerful support, whether the market will work
for, or against, the further development of proximity television will depend upon
the strength of the cultural and linguistic factors.

Cultural and linguistic factors have helped to develop a market niche for local
and national television programs from former “cultural colonies” and minority
communities; Wang, Ku and Liu (Chapter 4) found the same competitive edge to
have kept them prospering in their own turf despite growing competition from
outside their borders. But to secure and expand markets, there is increasing
hybridization in program production as the transnationals localize and the
national and local globalize. A similar development has been observed with
Hollywood production as it captures the global market.

Hybridization has led to increasingly blurred distinctions between the domestic
and the foreign, the local and the global, which, the authors argue, may not have
been clearly delineable since the inception of the television medium.

Public sphere, nation-state and cultural identity

Given the drastic changes in the media industry, one crucial issue in the discussion
of media globalization is the existence of a public sphere, at the local, national or
global level, and how it has been affected by the process of change.

Sparks (1998), who in his earlier works refuted the idea of a global public
sphere, found evidence for a public sphere in state-based localities, but not in
localities which were defined by ethnic identity and diasporic self-consciousness
(Chapter 5). With the power of the state circumscribed by global forces, many
believed the public sphere at the state level to have suffered. Sparks, on the
contrary, suggested that the state still is the most powerful of social actors; the
state-oriented public sphere remains crucial and defending it should be a central
democratic task.

Sparks’ notion echoed a recent re-recognition of the power of the state.
However, the relationship among nation-states, cultural identity and media
remains to be an open issue. In his book Imagined communities (1983) Benedict
Anderson argued that: “Nation-ness is the most universally legitimate value in the
political life of our time” (Anderson, 1983:12). His notion of imagined
communities emphasizes the centrality of the idea that nationhood exists as a
system of cultural signification.
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Imagining communities is a lengthy process of forging links between social
groups, of inventing community and suppressing differences, of establishing the
context in which the members of the community under construction can develop
common experiences, and interpret past experiences in similar ways. It involves
the organization of collective memory—and, thus, of collective forgetting—and of
the rituals and institutions that support such projects. Therefore, the discourse of
nationhood can best be understood in relation to boundedness, continuities
and discontinuities, unity in plurality, the authority of the past, and the
imperatives of the present.

Though the relationship between identity and nationalism is ridden with
paradoxes, it is also at the heart of the narrative of cultural modernity. This means
that any investigation into this topic situates us at the center of some of the vital
and invigorating debates taking place within the domain of modern cultural
studies.

In other words, such a search moves along two important axes: space and time.
While there was a time not so long ago when the media landscape and cultural
identity were congruent, today’s electronic communication environment allows
for disconnection of medium and geography.

Various cultures manifest different and fragmented identities. There are at least
two possible ways of conceiving cultural identity: one essentialist, narrow and
closed, the other historical, encompassing and open. The former thinks of cultural
identity as an already accomplished fact, as a “product.” The latter conceives
cultural identity as something which is being produced, always in “process.”
Furthermore, the term cultural identity refers to two complementary phenomena:
on the one hand, an inward sense of association or identification with a specific
culture or subculture; on the other hand, an outward tendency within a specific
culture to share a sense of what it has in common with other cultures and of what
distinguishes it from other cultures (for an elaboration, see Servaes and Lie, 1997;
Servaes, 1999). The studies by Ubonrat (Chapter 6) and Schlesinger (Chapter 7)
have both successfully demonstrated the complexity of the issues involved.

In Thailand, Ubonrat found consumerism, rather than democracy, to have
become the new emphasis of communications media and also new forces in
forging identities. The importation of foreign films, television programs and
publications has brought down the revenues of the local communications industry
and transformed their audiences into global consumers. The new electronic media
map, while making and shaping the “imagined Thai state,” is at the same time
breaking it.

The contradiction is demonstrated by the simultaneous use of media to place
citizens into an imagined public space by offering information, civic education
and open democratic fora during elections, and advocate “un-Thainess” by
featuring actors, singers and fashion models with Western names and appearances
with stories and locations set in foreign lands.

Undoubtedly there are global factors at work in culture and communication,
but Schlesinger also noted instances of “localism,” which has become a more
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significant framework of meaning and identity for distinctive communities. In
Scotland, it may be difficult to determine the extent to which the Scottish media
have promoted a sense of Scottishness among the public, but a reciprocal
relationship between media consumption patterns and Scottish identities could be
assumed.

By examining the role of media after the 1997 referendum on Scottish
devolution, Schlesinger found the reconfiguration of politics closely related to
media and communication. On the other hand communication and political
spaces are being shaped from above and from below, as increasingly
communication and cultural policy debate are played out at three levels, instead
of one: the EU, the UK, and the Scottish.

Content and strategy: localization, globalization or
something else?

As communication becomes the meeting point of so many conflicting and
integrating forces, the center of the debate “has shifted from media to mediation,”
as Martin-Barbero noted, especially “the articulation of different tempos of
development with the plurality of cultural matrices” (1993:187). Martin-Barbero
analysed this mediation process from a historical perspective and eloquently
described the process by which the narrative discourse of media adapted to the
popular narrative tradition of myth and melodrama, and the way audiences
learned to recognize their collective cultural identity in media discourse. Similarly
Dissanayake (1994) has nicely explored the relationship between nationalism and
media in Asia, and between the genre of melodrama and the development of
Asian film genres.

Tsai’s study on Taiwanese prime-time soap operas was not designed as a study
of media mediation (Chapter 10), however, the implications are strikingly similar.
With the intention to find the content structure of popular local cultural
products, Tsai discovered that certain themes and structural elements may be
universally juxtaposed across cultures. However, the lifestyle, behavioral pattern,
perception of the cosmos and human relations depicted in these soap operas are
visibly traditional.

Tsai noted that, contrary to the propositions that international cultural
industries would help promote an integrated culture across national boundaries,
local tradition remains a major plot subject of Taiwanese soap operas.

Cultural lingual factors were shown to have helped the formulation of new
market niches in different parts of the world; however, in some instances they
may bring about a negative effect. According to Iwabuchi (Chapter 8), Japanese
corporations, one of the major exporters in the international market, found
success in globalizing, or more precisely, “de-Japanizing” their game and cartoon
programs, for traces of Japanese culture may trigger unpleasant memories of the
Second World War, especially in Asian nations. Another strategy that proved to
have worked with Japanese corporations was localization in the form of
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hybridization and creolisation, a strategy which heavily involved local producers.
A combination of globalization and localization, therefore, proved to be the best
strategy for Japanese transnationals.

But however successful Japanese corporations may be, in order to expand their
market, they often relied on transnationals from other countries—American or
Australian—for distribution, or even production. The rise of non-Western
transnational media corporations, therefore, has not so much countered West-
centric power relations as co-solidified it by coopting it to join the alliance,
according to Iwabuchi. 

Also faced with the strategic question of “globalization” or “localization” are
advertising companies, but here the decision seems to have become a natural
outcome of the organizational structure. As pointed out by Wang (Chapter 9),
the number of international media organizations—organizations which are
characterized by international allocation of resources, management and ownership
—is outgrowing that of transnational media—nationally-based organizations
extending business overseas. With decentralized management, expatriates in these
companies advize and supervize production of advertisements, but they need to
rely on local staff to supply cultural information to produce messages that have
resonance with their local consumers. During this process, Wang argued, the
“export of meaning” is giving way to collective production of culture.

Wang suggested that “glocalization,” a dialectic process between universalism
and particularism, and homogenization and heterogenization, be a viable means
of analysis to address the questions of the content and context of cultural
hybridities, their personal and social impact, and process of formation,
maintenance and transformation.

Consumption: different patterns of program diet

Markets may be sought, created and maneuvered by capital holders, however, it is
consumer demand that holds the key to ultimate success. In recent years the
image of audience has undergone drastic changes, from that of passive, fragmented
individuals manipulated by media to that of autonomous social groups which
select and interpret program content according to their own interest and cultural
background.

Research findings from ethnographic studies on audience behavior, however,
failed to dispel the fear that transnational media may foster a homogeneous global
culture, while the availability of American cultural products everywhere
continued to bring back the concerns over cultural imperialism. Although major
changes in the television industries are evidence of the popularity of local and
national programs, not much is known about the consumption pattern of foreign
vis-à-vis domestic products, or the nature of the impact from transnational media.

In a survey of 602 teenagers in Taiwan, a former Japanese colony, Su and Chen
(Chapter 13) found local variety shows to be the most popular programs, but
Japanese cartoons, Taiwanese, Hong Kong and American films were also quite
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high on the viewing list—a hybrid consumption pattern that was found in
Straubhaar’s study in Latin America as well (1991).

The finding shows the importance of shared language and cultural background
and supports the cultural proximity theory; however, other factors, including
program genre, scheduling and parents’ education, also accounted for differences
in viewing behavior. Su and Chen warned that unless there is sufficient
information regarding audiences’ overall consumption of cultural products, it is
dangerous to draw a conclusion by looking at just the origin of the program. 

Straubhaar (Chapter 12), using Brazil as an example, took a closer look at how
class and cultural capital may affect the viewing pattern of different social groups.
The study found that middle and lower classes preferred cultural products closer
to their local cultures, while the higher classes, those who also had access to the
new and expensive television systems, tended to be open to products from
industrialized nations.

While language, culture and class can both facilitate and provide barriers against
cross-border flow of television programs, Straubhaar pointed to the fact that in both
Brazil and the Dominican Republic, the two countries where empirical data were
available, groups across the cultural spectrum watch national television programs.
Brazilian elites tend to have multiple layers of taste for American and European
cultural products, but unlike what was suggested by the cultural imperialism
theory, they seem to heavily identify with Brazilian culture.

The chapter by Lee (Chapter 11) sought to answer the nature of the impact of
transnational media by presenting a three-tiered model of television consumption.
Despite negative values carried by global television, it was found to have positive
impact by providing an opportunity for the audience to broaden their outlook,
absorb foreign culture and tolerate difference in others.

As to the emergence of a global culture as a result of a common pattern of
consuming material and cultural products, Lee argued that global television at best
affects the material cultural realm by demonstrating and encouraging consumerism.
The spiritual realm of indigenous culture would remain rather intact and
autonomous because global television touches only superficial rather than
entrenching values of society. Lee, therefore, suggests that “global identity” is a
misnomer.

For too long we have seen culture as a kind of zero-sum game in which the arrival
of the foreign was equated with the defeat of the local. The challenge now is to
understand how people negotiate between these different levels to produce new
kinds of identities for themselves.

Policy: at a crossroads still

Communication policies and regulations were met with serious challenges when
transnational television and computer networks began sending signals across
national borders. Although there has been little evidence supporting neither the
cultural homogenization nor the cultural imperialism theories, deregulating
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domestic media was a realistic solution many national governments reluctantly
settled with, rather than a reflection of a change of heart. Therefore, as
communication technology and global forces continue to develop, the battle to
defend cultural integrity and national sovereignty seems to keep on.

One major battleground is found at the international level. Pogorel in his
chapter focused on the February 1997 agreement at the World Trade
Organization (WTO), an agreement which included a set of liberalization
principles to be implemented in domestic regulations on telecommunications
(Chapter 14). 

At heart is the issue of market dominance when vertical and horizontal
convergence of computer, communication and telecommunication industry
seems to be crashing through the gate. Focus of attention is placed on competitive
dynamics, fairness and social and also cultural considerations, although media-
related issues have been kept aside in the WTO agreement. Pogorel called for the
articulation of the domestic, regional and international levels of institutions, as the
trend towards globalism conceptually confronts cultural considerations.

The WTO agreement may have brought about a unique set of concerns and
considerations to policy makers at the state level; however, it is not the first nor
the last one to touch upon issues sensitive to national interests. As Goonasekera
pointed out in his chapter (Chapter 16), market competition coupled with ethnic
and communal conflicts has set the stage for conflicts: conflicts between political
elites and transnational media, and also among national leaders when they fail to
agree on issues of mutual concern, as evidenced in the North-South debate on
the New World Information and Communications Order (NWICO).

To allow for objective research when different countries are pursuing different
policies, each with cogent arguments, Goonasekera calls for the construction of an
“Ideal Type,” a model to understand social structures and processes from a
sociological perspective.

An “Ideal Type” can be constructed, but as Goonasekera pointed out, it is not
found in pure form in reality. Indeed there can be no “Ideal Type” for policy
making, for the political, economic, social and cultural context of policy
formulation may be vastly different from one instant to the next, not to mention
from one nation to another. However, despite such differences, there are
underlying attitudes and philosophies for policy making that can be examined,
and the chapter by Chan questions one philosophy which is rather popular among
policy makers nowadays: protectionism (Chapter 15).

While technological advancement has made protective measures extremely
difficult to implement, it is standing on false ground. Chan’s analysis showed that,
protectionism presupposes powerful media effect, the ideological nature of
cultural products and an elitist cultural perspective which does not expect the
mass to have a good sense of cultural judgment. It is deeply rooted in the fear of
influence from foreign culture and the loss of cultural identity. These premises,
however, failed to hold when confronted with high ratings of domestic programs
and the rise of cultural-lingual television markets.
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Using Hong Kong as a case for open policy, Chan argued that the fear that an
open cultural policy will result in radical transformation of a culture is not
warranted; it will not lead to the domination by foreign media, and Western
influence can be positive. Domestic competition, Chan suggested, will be the key
to preparing media for global competition.

Perhaps very few nations could be more used to Western influences than Hong
Kong, a Chinese society placed under British colonial rule for ninety-nine years.
At the other extreme of the spectrum would be China, a country which was
closed to the outside world until the early 1980s. 

To Chinese policy makers, an open policy may be realistic if economic growth
is to be achieved; however, it is implemented not without hesitations. According
to Hong (Chapter 17), China began to marketize and corporatize its television
industry in the early 1990s, and soon Chinese television found itself competing
against foreign programs which “entered the country unofficially.”

Until now direct operation of transnational television has not been allowed in
China, but the loosening of satellite dish control posed a serious challenge to both
the authorities and the industry. In an attempt to reconcile between the need to
continue its open-door policy and resisting Western influence, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) has adopted several measures, including the promotion
of domestic production and expanding exports, setting a quota system for
imported programs, and the further decentralization and depoliticization of
television. Despite these efforts, Hong noted these new policies reflected little
change in the CCP concept of media and culture as a political tool and ideological
state apparatus.

Future research directions

The theories of globalization have been challenged, criticized and modified, but
few would deny that they do offer a fertile ground for research. The chapter by
Lie and Servaes (Chapter 18) adopted a convergent and integrated approach in
studying the complex and intricate relations between globalization, consumption
and identity. Such an approach, the authors argue, would allow problems to
converge at key crossings or nodal points. Researchers then are rid of the burden
of studying linear processes in totality, e.g. production and consumption of global
products, and instead are allowed to focus on the nodal points where processes
intersect.

Several such nodal points were identified by the authors, including production,
regulation, representation, consumption, action and local points of entry into the
communications flow.

The nodal points approach highlights the richness of globalization as an area of
research; however, it is also important to note that all these dimensions do rest on
certain axial principles. Similarly, chapters in this book discuss the emerging
communications landscape from quite different perspectives and at times present
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seemingly contradictory findings. Nonetheless, they do point out important
features of the world cultural industries and converge on several points.

In this purported era of global communications, culture remains an important
factor, either facilitating the transnationalization of national or local cultural
industries, or impeding further growth of global media. Global media may be
largest in terms of coverage; however, their size shrinks significantly if measured
in terms of viewing rate. In many regions of the world the most important
development in the communications industry has not been the further dominance
of global media, but the emerging cultural-linguistic television markets. As the
influence of transnational television tends to rest on a quite superficial level of
cultures, no global culture or global identity—not in the fullest sense of the words
—has been fostered. 

As Hall (1995) indicated, it is human nature to want a place to which one feels
he or she belongs; however, it is perhaps also human nature to want to reach out
to the strange unknown world outside of this “place.” Audiences may prefer home
programs, but these are not all they watch. While some national programs are
successful because of their distinct cultural characteristics, others may achieve
similar success by promoting foreign values. It is the capitalist nature of the
industry that made American products available everywhere. But this capitalist
character failed to make them accepted everywhere.

It is difficult still to determine if communications has helped to offer a “place,”
as suggested by Featherstone (1995), where cultures meet and clash, or has in fact
enhanced the cultural context in which individuals find the “place” that they feel
attached to. Perhaps a closer analysis will show that here again, communications
serves as a double-edged sword; and which of the two roles becomes more
prominent will be extremely variable, from situation to situation.

The danger here is treating culture and language as another set of powerful,
determining factors in communications studies, thus undermining the importance
of others, including global forces, which seem to have been downplayed in this
volume. In fact, no single factor, nor a group of factors, can fully explain what
has, is, or will, take place. Globalization may be inadequate to describe the
current process of change, but neither would localization nor regionalization
suffice. As co-production further blurs distinctions between the global and the
local, it is important to note that the two are dialectically opposed conceptually,
but not necessarily in reality.

During a dynamic process of change, it is the interaction of factors that brings
about endless possibilities.
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2
GEOLINGUISTIC REGION AS GLOBAL

SPACE
The case of Latin America

John Sinclair

In order to understand how the globalization of television production and
distribution has developed and assumed the ever more intensive and complex
forms it has today, it is necessary, though not sufficient, to take language and
culture into account as primary “market forces” which enable the major
producers and distributors of television programs and services to gain access to
markets outside their nations of origin. In this context, it becomes helpful to
discard the metaphor of the "worlds" which share a common language in favor of
the concept of “geolinguistic region.” Such regions have been the initial basis for
the globalization of the media, notably in television programs and services. It
should be emphasized that a geolinguistic region is defined not necessarily by its
geographical contours, but more in a virtual sense, by commonalities of language
and culture. Most characteristically, these have have been established by historical
relationships of colonization, as is the case with English, Spanish, and Portuguese.
However, in the age of international satellites, not only do former colonies
counterinvade their erstwhile masters with television entertainment, but
geolinguistic regions also come to include perhaps quite small, remote and
dispersed pockets of users of particular languages, most often where there have
been great diasporic population flows out of their original countries, such as
Indians now living in the Gulf States, Britain, and North America, or the unique
case of the Spanish-speaking minorities of diverse origin who inhabit the US.

The paradigm case of a geolinguistic region is Spanish, which is the “mother
tongue” of some twenty countries in Latin America. The Portuguese situation is
different, in that all the speakers of Portuguese in Latin America are in the one
country, Brazil. Just as the United States contains about four times as many native
speakers of English as does the UK (Crystal, 1997:30 and 60), Mexico’s
population of 96 million is more than twice that of Spain, with its 39.7 million,
and Brazil has sixteen times as many people as Portugal. Yet as well as Spain,
there is one other major Spanish-speaking nation outside of Latin America but in
that geolinguistic region to be taken into account, even if it is one in which
Spanish is not the dominant language: if we take the current estimate of 26
million people of Hispanic origin living in the US, which is nearly ten per cent of
its total population of 265.8 million, the US would be the fifth-largest Spanish-
speaking country in the world (El Estado del Mundo, 1996:614–9).



In the geolinguistic regions of Spanish and Portuguese, certain media corpora
tions have arisen which have been able to exploit the massive size of the domestic
markets for which they produce as the key to the opening up of foreign markets
in other nations that speak the same language. These other countries have
provided them with a “natural” constituency for their output, and in spite of the
fact that all of them also import English-language television programming and
other media products such as films, the crucial fact is that the most popular
programs, indeed entire television genres such as the Latin American soap opera or
telenovela in particular, are in the same language and cultural ambit of the
countries which so avidly consume them as imports.

Latin America as postcolonial space

Mil cuatrocientos noventa y dos: 1492 was the year which marks the beginning of “a
major extended and ruptural world-historical event…the whole process of
exploration, conquest, colonisation and imperial hegemonisation” (Hall, 1996:
249). The same year in which Christopher Columbus landed on the islands of
Cuba and Hispaniola, and claimed them for the Spanish Crown, saw the
beginnings of the creation of the “proto-modern” nation-state of Spain (Galeano,
1973:22; Williamson, 1992:61–3). Soon after, an agreement to regulate territorial
rivalries with their neighboring kingdom of Portugal, the Treaty of Tordesillas in
1494, established a dividing line between the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking
nations of the Americas just as existed in Iberia (Schwaller, 1987:69; Bakewell,
1991:57– 80).

While it is not the intention here to provide a potted history of the Iberian
nations and their American colonies, it is important to establish the main features
of their colonial relationships. In this regard, it is significant to note that, although
Latin America is the oldest postcolonial region outside the Mediterranean and its
nations have had their independence for the longest period of time, relative to
Asia and Africa, it also had the longest period under colonization, for
independence did not begin to happen until some 300 years after settlement.

However, the banishment of Spain from Latin America ushered in an era in
which other European powers and then the US could set up neocolonial
relationships with the new nations through trade and investment. This initial trade
with Europe laid the basis for the indebtedness and dependency which have
continued to characterize the region. René Chateaubriand, French foreign
minister at the time, observed, “In the hour of emancipation the Spanish colonies
turned into some sort of British colonies” (quoted in Galeano, 1973:216), referring
to the considerable investments which Britain was able to make throughout the
region, once the main barrier to its unconcealed ambitions there had been
removed. Yet within a few decades, France also was involved: indeed, Fernand
Braudel records that the name “Latin America” was in fact first used by France in
1865, expressly to further its own interests at a time when the French emperor
Napoleon III was attempting to establish a European monarchy in Mexico (1993:
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427). Thus, although “Latin America” since has been adopted universally as a
neutral cultural-linguistic descriptor referring to all those nations which share a
“Latin” language, either Spanish or Portuguese, in a a region stretching from the
US border with Mexico in North America to the tip of continental South
America, as a concept it has highly politicized and tendentious origins in
European colonial rivalries.

As to the present century, the US government has a long history of direct and
indirect interventions; support for client states led by repressive dictatorships and
juntas; and “covert operations” and “low intensity conflicts.” These tactics have
been motivated by a desire to protect the massive private investment by US
corporations in Latin America, often denounced as “US imperialism,” and its
determination to maintain the “security” of the region against whatever forces the
US government has perceived to be inimical to those interests. Proceeding with
both force and diplomacy (as in the Good Neighbor Policy between the World
Wars, or the Alliance for Progress in the 1960s), the US has clearly and
consistently asserted its political as well as economic hegemony over the entire
region in the postcolonial era (McClintock, 1992:89–90; Williamson, 1992:322–
7).

Language: “the perfect instrument of empire”

The story is told that when, in 1492, Antonio de Nebrija presented Queen Isabel
of Spain with his grammar of Castilian, the first of any modern European
language, she asked him what such a work was good for. “Language,” replied the
scholar, “is the perfect instrument of empire” (Williamson, 1992:62). Castilian is
the language that we now recognize as “Spanish”, which became a world
language in the process of colonization, but the name serves as a reminder that
although Spain was the first nation to have a national language (Klee, 1991:1),
even in Spain itself today, there are several other languages still widely spoken in
distinct regions, not to mention a surviving range of native languages and
imported linguistic influences in the Americas over which Spanish was imposed.

Relative to the other languages of the Iberian peninsula, Castilian was a
“language-of-power” (Klee, 1991:1), not just as the language of administration
for a vast empire, but the language upon which a “national print-language” could
become standardized, and so create the “imagined community,” the cultural
dimension of nationhood, in Benedict Anderson’s influential formulation. In fact,
Anderson sees the nation-states of the Americas as the first independent nations of
their kind (1991:45–6), models for the postcolonial world. He makes the point
that all the new American nations established in the independence era, whether
Spanish, Portuguese, or English-speaking, were “creole states,” that is, the
colonial-born shared the same language and cultural heritage as the metropolis
from which they had to free themselves. At least for these Creole elites, there was
no issue of an alien language, as there would be later with the new nations of the
twentieth century in Asia and Africa. The outcome is that, compared to the other
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postcolonial continents, Latin America exhibits a unique linguistic homogeneity,
for the most part at the level of a first language, and at the very least at the level of
a lingua franca, a common tongue, amongst native peoples. Even the differences
between Spanish and Portuguese are not so great as those which exist between
the different languages of most neighboring countries in Asia or Africa. However,
this homogeneity is tempered by some heterogeneity which should not be
ignored.

English speakers are familiar with sometimes considerable national variations in
English, such as between British, American, Australian, and Indian English, and
furthermore, with regional variations within a nation, such as English as it is
spoken in New York compared to Atlanta or Los Angeles. Such variations can be
differences in grammar and vocabulary as well as of pronunciation and accent,
some of which might be particularly difficult to understand, or carry a negative
status. Just so are there the same kinds of variations in the Spanish-speaking
world: the characteristic lisp of Iberian Spanish is not used in the Americas, for
example. Similarly, national groups such as Argentinians and Mexicans can be
sensitive about each other’s accents, in the same way as an American accent might
still grate when heard on British or Australian television. Yet, although not all
English speakers are exposed to a wide range of variations, by and large English
speakers the world over can understand each other. This is one of the factors
which makes English the world’s principal geolinguistic region, and the basis for
its development as a global television market. The point here, however, is that
this also has been true for the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking geolinguistic
regions, although the traditional predominance of Latin American companies is
now challenged in the age of international satellite transmission and globalization
by US-based services transmitted in the region’s languages.

In such an era, we have to think of how viewers might relate in different ways
to television programming from various sources at distinct levels. For example, at
the local level, viewers get the local news and sport in their city or district and at
the national level, networked news and entertainment programming produced in
and for the national market. There are two transnational levels: the world-regional
level, at which telenovelas and other entertainment from the major producers in
Latin America circulate; and the global, which usually means subscriber services
like CNN—all in Spanish or Portuguese, of course. So, viewers in Lima, for
example, can enjoy watching a local league sporting match and then the national
news, affirming their identities as Limans and Peruvians respectively. However,
watching an Argentinian or Mexican telenovela reminds them of the similarities
they share with neighboring countries in their region (and perhaps also the
differences), while flipping over to CBS Telenoticias or a Hollywood film dubbed
into Spanish might make them feel more like privileged citizens of the globe.

This is not the place to speculate on whether any of these levels is becoming
dominant over the others, as theorists of cultural imperialism and globalization
have tended to fear. Rather, the point is that even though viewers in other
regions of the world have access to all these levels, including the world-regional,
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only in Latin America are audiences in a whole host of nations able to be
addressed by virtue of their more or less common linguistic and cultural heritage
as a kind of “imagined community” on a world-regional scale, a feature of the
region which the larger television producers have been well-placed to exploit.
Furthermore, we are talking here not just of the geographic region of Central and
South America and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, but of the whole
geolinguistic entities created by Iberian colonization: that is, the nations of Spain
and Portugal themselves have to be included as part of the region in which their
respective languages are spoken.

In the absence of comparative audience studies, it is not possible to say how far
viewers, and which kinds of viewers, might be drawn in by the idea of a common
Hispanic (Spanish) or Lusitanian (Portuguese) identity, or alternatively, how far
the submerged differences between and within the Latin nations might provide a
counterweight of resistance against being addressed as a member of such an
international imagined community (Waisbord, 1996:24–5). What is clear is that
there is a demand for local, national and regional programming, that Latin
America has developed its own television programming and genres which are
popular at all these levels, and that a small number of producers have been able to
seize a strategic advantage out of emphasizing similarity at the expense of
difference, and so build themselves hegemonic positions over the
commercialization of cultural similarities within their respective geolinguistic
regions.

Now that many countries have had almost fifty years of television, it appears
that passing through an initial stage of dependence to a maturity of the national
market is, if not universal, then certainly a common pattern, of which the Latin
American experience is paradigmatic. Crucial in the transition is the growth not
just of the audience size, but of domestic program production, the emergent
consensus amongst observers being that audiences come to prefer television
programming from their own country, and in their own vernacular, or if that is
not available, from other countries which are culturally and linguistically similar.
Joseph Straubhaar calls this “cultural proximity:” “audiences will tend to prefer
that programming which is closest or most proximate to their own culture:
national programming if it can be supported by the local economy, regional
programming in genres that small countries cannot afford” (1992:14).

The development of Latin American national markets for television
programming bear out this hypothesis, including the pre-eminence of Mexico
and Brazil as “net exporters” within the region, to follow Rafael Roncagliolo’s
(1995) classification. Venezuela and Argentina are “new exporters”, with
Colombia, Chile, and Peru seeking to join them, but coming from far behind,
while the rest of the nations in the region, most of which are the smaller nations
of Central America and the Caribbean, are “net importers” (1995, p. 337).
However, the last decade has seen rapid growth in the number and variety of
channels available, due to the expansion of cable and satellite modes of
distribution, which has brought in new service and content providers, including
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US corporations. Indeed, the age of Westinghouse’s CBS Telenoticias and Time-
Warner’s HBO Olé, and other such special Latin services provided by the major
US cable channels, is already moving into a further stage defined by the advent of
digital direct-to-home (DTH) satellite delivery. This new “postbroadcast”
technology has encouraged the major Latin American producers and distributors
to enter strategic alliances with US satellite and cable services. These alliances,
with their plans extending to Europe as well as Latin America, mark the
beginning of a phase which brings Latin American television into the mainstream
of globalization.

The consumption of television is related in the globalization literature to
questions of cultural identity. In counterpoint to the evident trend towards
cultural homogenization, a trend towards heterogenization is also recognized:
“Culture is a multi-layered phenomenon; the product of local, tribal, regional or
national dimensions, which is anything but a single national culture” (Richards
and French, 1996:30). Rather too often, however, the “local” becomes a catch-
all category set up in contrast to the global, and tends to become equated with the
“national” (Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1991). It was argued earlier that we can
usefully think of different kinds of television addressing audiences at local,
national, world-regional, and global levels. In the debate about globalization, and
cultural imperialism before it, there tends to be a static, zero-sum conception of
culture, or at least, the assumption that global or other foreign cultural influence
carried by the media somehow necessarily drives out the local, national, and
regional identities, rather than just adding another level of identification which co-
exists with them in any given individual. As Morley and Robins have observed,

every culture has, in fact, ingested foreign elements from exogenous
sources, with the various elements gradually becoming “naturalised” within
it…cultural hybridity is, increasingly, the normal state of affairs in the world,
and in this context, any attempt to defend the integrity of indigenous or
authentic cultures easily slips into the conservative defence of a nostalgic
vision of the past.

(Morley and Robins, 1995:130)

It is in this context that the Latin American theorization of mestizaje or hybridity
has much to contribute, a perspective in which cultural identity “is not simply an
object that is acted upon by external forces, but rather has been rethought as a
complex field of action” (Schlesinger and Morris, 1997:8–9). Although rejecting
the concept of postcolonialism as not applicable to Latin America, Nestor Garcia
Canclini is also explicit in his rejection of the dichotomies of dominator and
dominated, center and periphery, and sender and receiver. This leads to a post-
modernist view of identity as deterritorialized and decentered (1997:23–4). Jesús
Martin-Barbero also draws attention to the deterritorialization of identities, in
particular, as attributable to international television. He argues that Latin
American television production and distribution on a regional basis is
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deterritorializing to the extent that the local is lost, and that it subsumes the
cultural differences between Latin American nations, at the same time as it shapes
a commercialized Latin American imaginary (Schlesinger and Morris, 1997:10–
11). 

Silvio Waisbord is more agnostic. While accepting len Ang’s view that
subjective identities are “dynamic, conflictive, unstable, and impure” (quoted in
Waisbord, 1996:27), he also argues that “Perhaps the death notices written for
national identities were premature” (1998:389). Apart from this reminder that
nation-states are still legitimate and effective units of political, economic, and
sociocultural organization in a globalising world, Waisbord poses the question of
identities as an empirical one, a matter of audience research to ascertain “how
citizens actively build a sense of national identity beyond the interpellation of
authorities and the shared consumption of mass culture.” Even if we accept that
Latin America is one of the world’s eight great “civilizations” (Huntington, 1997),
just because Latin American nations share a similar linguistic and cultural heritage
does not ensure that pan-Latin American television programming is going to be
uniformly accepted and interpreted—a program might have the right language
and commercial properties, but the wrong cultural resonance (1997:24–25).
Evidence from regional programming executives suggests that this is indeed the
case: programming “must be flexible enough to accommodate quite distinct
national market contexts” (Wilkinson, 1995:207), It follows that the sensitivity of
such differences would be heightened in program exchanges between Latin
American and Iberian nations.

Television markets of the Latin world

In Mexico, the development of television has been very much formed by the
entrepreneurship of two generations of patriarchs from the one family, the
Azcárragas, and by the emergence of their company, Grupo Televisa, as a quasi-
monopolistic, cross-media conglomerate which not only has dominated the
Mexican television market, but has been actively pursuing its ambitions in most
of the rest of the Spanish-speaking world. This international drive has been most
consequential for the structures which television has assumed both in the Latin
American region, and to a more restricted degree, within the US.

Historically, Televisa has been able to exploit the “competitive advantage” of
its market dominance in the world’s largest Spanish-speaking nation as the basis for
this international expansion. The fact that Televisa itself produces most of what it
broadcasts means that it has vast stocks of programming available for international
distribution which has already proven and paid for itself in its domestic market.
However, a recent downturn in its fortunes has seen Televisa in crisis: it is almost
a billion US dollars in debt and has been desperately selling down prime assets; its
management has become unstable; it is facing real competition in its domestic
market for the first time, and it is being subordinated to foreign-based partners in
its international ventures.
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At the end of 1995, Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation Limited announced
that it would lead a pan-regional DTH satellite subscription service consortium,
DTH Sky, which included not only Grupo Televisa, but also its counterpart in
Brazil, Organizações Globo, and the major US cable corporation TCI
(Telecommunications Inc). This was a response to the advent of Galaxy, an
initiative announced the previous May by the US-based satellite division of
General Motors, Hughes Electronics Corporation, which incorporated Televisa’s
cable competitor in Mexico, Multivisión, along with TV Abril (Globo’s main
cable competitor in Brazil), and Grupo Cisneros, owners of Venevisión, a major
television producer and distributor based in Venezuela, another key market of the
region (“Country Profile: Mexico,” 1996:7). Both services had begun
transmission by the end of 1996.

Ironically, Televisa had been instrumental in the establishment of PanAmSat,
the world’s first private international satellite television corporation, but the
subsequent merger of PanAmSat with Hughes, in September, 1996, effectively
meant that Hughes acquired most of Televisa’s interest in the restructured
company (Grupo Televisa, 1997:73). However, the growth of DTH depends on
the recovery of the Mexican economy as a whole, and if the market proves too
small to be profitable for both competing services, the company which controls
the distribution of both of them at a global level, the new PanAmSat owned by
Hughes, can either close one or the other down, or oblige them to merge. Either
way, Televisa has become most vulnerable to the strategies of both its global as
well as its regional collaborators: it might be added that Venevisión is a partner of
Televisa in the US, although its competitor in Latin American DTH.

Globo in Brazil shares a number of historical and structural similarities with
Televisa, notably a high degree of vertical and also horizontal integration of their
various media activities. Each of them is the largest producer and distributor of
television programming not just in their respective domestic markets but their
entire geolinguistic regions. In terms of broadcast television in their domestic
markets, Televisa is facing commercial competition for the first time (with TV
Azteca), while Globo is much more experienced at keeping rivals at bay (notably
SBT). In cable television, where the exploitation of their own domestically-
produced material is less of an advantage, Globo has found a more difficult
competitor in TV Abril, just as Televisa has with Multivisión in Mexican cable. In
their export activities, Televisa has found it much easier than Globo to penetrate
national markets in the rest of Latin America, but Globo has been much more
successful in gaining entry to the market in Portugal than Televisa has been in
Spain. In fact, beginning as a supplier of programming to Portuguese television,
Globo has been able to acquire an interest in one of the privatized channels, and
drive it on to market leadership (Sousa, 1997). It also has assumed an influential
position as the major investor in the development of cable television in Portugal
(Lusomundo Joins TV Cabo, 1998). By contrast, not only has Televisa been
unsuccessful in joining up subscribers to its Galavision service in Spain, but it
failed to acquire a share in any of the private broadcast channels which were
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created at the beginning of the 1990s (Martinez, 1996). However, it has been able
to join Spanish broadcasting and telecommunications entities in the less successful
of the two DTH ventures in Spain (Peralta, 1997).

Convergence and the challenge to geolinguistic
monopolies

Like “globalization,” one of the great buzz-words of the 1990s is “convergence.”
The communications satellite, in both symbolic and practical terms, is one of the
most significant instances of this epoch-making fusion of broadcasting,
telecommunications, and data transmission. Much of the discourse about
convergence presents it as a technological phenomenon, but that needs to be kept
in perspective: it is not the technologies as such, but the commercial infrastructure
sustaining them which is so consequential (McAnany, 1984:188–9).

That is, as well as at the technological level, convergence is also occurring
within the structure of the communication and information industries themselves,
as telecommunication companies take up strategic holdings in more
entertainment-based cultural industries such as subscription television, and enter
into joint ventures with national and regional companies to do so. Vertically-
integrated structures for content production and distribution formerly were
amongst the more distinctive features of the Latin American model of corporate
organization, of which Televisa and Globo are the paradigm cases, but now this
mode of integration is becoming globalized. As is apparent in the case of both the
Murdoch and the Hughes’ Galaxy DTH ventures in Latin America, these
integrated structures can cross the former divide between hardware or “carriage”
(in that case, satellite design, manufacture, and management), and software or
“content” (television program production and distribution). This kind of
convergence has also transformed the international television business from an
import-export trade in programs as products, to a postbroadcast industry which
provides not so much particular products but continuous transmission of services,
whether delivered via cable or delivered direct to subscribers.

Such immense technological and structural transformation has consequences for
how we understand communications theoretically, and this includes the
implications for language and culture. Following the Spanish geographer Manuel
Gastells, Morley and Robins argue that what Harold Innis called the “space-

Table 2.1 Ownership of Latin American DTH consortia formed in 1995–96 (percentages)
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binding” properties of communications media now are redefining space in terms
of flows, rather than of places as such, although with key economic and cultural
“nerve centers” in the network of flows (1995:26–9). We can think of
geolinguistic regions as prime examples of such virtual restructured spaces, in
which new centers have emerged. These include not just Mexico City and Rio
de Janeiro, the home bases of Televisa and Globo, but also Miami. More than a
strategically-located center for television production and distribution to serve both
Americas, Miami has assumed a mythical place in the Latin American “collective
imagination” (Monsivais, 1994:124), a virtual “capital of Latin America”
(Whitefield, 1997).

But while respatialization, understood in this way as a dimension of
globalization facilitated by convergence, seems to be overflowing geographical
barriers to create global markets, the barriers of language and culture seem more
resistant. They have substance as “market forces,” or as Gollins observes:

Although new communication technologies have reduced the costs of
transmitting and distributing information over distance (space binding),
distinct information markets remain; here the most important differentiating
factors are those of language and culture.

(Collins, 1994:386)

Thus, while paradigmatic of global respatialization, the transcontinental niches
which the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking television markets have carved out
for themselves are also emblematic of the reassertion of linguistic and cultural
difference which is taking place in the face of globalization. Even within those
geolinguistic regions, there is further linguistic and cultural differentiation. Just as
in Asia, where Sony first elaborated its strategy of “global localization”, and
Murdoch’s Star TV tailored its offerings to the major linguistic groups rather than
seek a pan-Asian audience, some of the US-based cable channels in Latin America
have found it necessary to adapt and differentiate their services to the local
market. This is a significant trend because it shows how the drive for global
economies of scale, a force towards homogenization, is attenuated by the
heterogenising factors of language and culture, although as Morley and Robins
note, “the local” is usually not more specific than national, regional, or even pan-
regional differences (1995: 117).

The technical properties of the new digital compression on the current
generation of satellites not only allow the satellites to transmit many more
channels than ever before, whether from the US, Europe, or elsewhere, but
facilitate the provision of multiple audio tracks. This means that one image, say a
Hollywood film on HBO Olé, or a Discovery channel travelogue, can be made
available to cable operators and DTH subscribers dubbed into Spanish or
Portuguese, as well as in the original version. Clearly for the Latin American
market, the provision of at least dual audio tracks is elemental, but there are now
much more culturally-sensitive bases for differentiation, such as musical taste
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cultures. Viacom’s MTV not only has a separate service for Latin America, and
within that, one for Brazil, but has created special programming feeds for Mexico
at one end of the Spanish-speaking zone, and Argentina at the other. Based in the
mythical space of Miami, so as to be seen to be above national partisanship, the
core international material is augmented with distinct Mexican and Argentinian
segments for those respective feeds. As well as increasing its total subscribers in the
region, this strategy has also attracted local advertisers, in addition to the global
ones that one expects to find everywhere on MTV (Goldner, 1997). MTV Latin
America represents the kind of challenge which Televisa, Globo, and the other
major producers and distributors of the region now face on their home ground in
the era of convergence.

Thus, the comparative advantage of language difference which the Latin
American companies once enjoyed as a kind of natural monopoly is under threat.
It is not only the new satellite technologies of digital compression and
conditional-access DTH reception which have brought this about: several of the
global channels have gained their experience in the US with the potential
audience of over 26 million Spanish speakers there, and the move into Latin
America represents immense opportunities for them to exploit. At the very least,
it is well worth their while to dub programs which have been produced in
English. It could even be said that the prospect of the 300 million or more
Spanish speakers of Latin America gives US producers an incentive to develop
programming for the Latino market in the first instance, with Latin America, and
Spain, as aftermarkets.

The development of the CBS Telenoticias news channel from a US domestic
to an international service is a good case in point. A CBS executive observes that
Latin America is more attractive than Europe for such ventures because the whole
region only requires channels in two languages, as against the several languages
needed for Europe (Francis and Fernandez, 1997:38–40). As Mexico City and
Rio surrender their traditional monopoly as centers of dubbing from English to
Spanish and Portuguese to Los Angeles and Miami (Wilkinson, 1995:22), US
capital flows into new channels: one US investment group has joined with the
Cisneros Group “to create a pan-Ibero-American media network” based in Miami
(Sutter, 1997/98:34).

As well as CBS and MTV, there is Turner’s CNN, the Time-Warner/Sony
venture HBO Olé, Murdoch’s Fox Latin America, Spelling’s TeleUno, ESPN,
Discovery, and other US-based global channels providing satellite and cable
services in Spanish and/or Portuguese to Latin America, so it is not surprising that
as of 1996, 90 percent of television services (that is, satellite and cable signals
rather than programs) imported into the Iberoamerican region were found to be
from the US (Media Research and Consultancy Spain, 1997:14). The same study
found that the export of such services from the region mainly (70 percent) came
from Televisa and Multivision in Mexico, especially by virtue of their
involvement with the Murdoch Sky and Hughes Galaxy DTH ventures
respectively. Even though 90 percent of the services exported from Iberoamerican
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countries went to other regional nations of the same language (the rest mainly to
the Spanish-speaking networks in the US), evidence of the geolinguistic cohesion
of the region’s trade, it also shows that the US services have been able to cross the
language barrier without much movement back in the other direction. This trend
is likely to consolidate if, as the study predicts, the trade in services rather than
programs soon becomes the major form of audiovisual exchange (1997:17–18).

Given that the US-based and other global corporations such as Hughes not
only have taken over the technological vanguard in the region once held by
PanAmSat, but also faced up to the content issue by extending themselves into
the provision of services in the regional languages, if postbroadcast services do
come to eclipse programs as the core of the television trade, then much of the
comparative advantage once enjoyed by the major Latin American companies
would be undermined. This will depend greatly on the level of cost of the
subscriber services, which at present are such as to keep DTH out of the reach of
mass audiences in most Latin American countries. In the medium term, it is likely
that the subscriber services will remain the preserve of the more affluent and
already more cosmopolitan elites who can pay to receive the global
programming, while the mass audiences for broadcast television will continue to
form a loyal market for the national and regional producers and distributors
(Sinclair, 1999:166–70).

It has been argued in this paper that the era of cultural imperialism in the 1960s
and 1970s, when television program imports from the US reached their high-tide
mark, has proven to be just an initial phase of television development. It was
overtaken by a phase in which audiences learned to have more appreciation for
programs which came to them out of their own language and culture. Beginning
in the late 1970s, this has been the era in which Televisa and Globo have
exploited their advantages to become the market leaders in their respective
geolinguistic regions, but the indications are that this stage also will pass. As
McAnany predicted, the fact that a nation can develop a strong cultural industry
“may be no guarantee that the threat of external influence will not surface at a
later date” (1984:196). By the same token, the reassertion of US corporate
dominance should not be interpreted ideologically, that is, as the always-already
inevitable victory of American capitalism, but analytically, as the logic of a cultural
industry in which the US has a unique set of advantages able to overcome those of
its competitors, ultimately even in their own national and regional markets.
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3
DECENTRALIZATION PROCESSES

AND “PROXIMATE TELEVISION” IN
EUROPE

Miquel de Moragas Spà and Bernat López

In this chapter we intend to present some interim results of the research on
“Proximate television and the information society in the European Union,”
carried out by a team of European researchers under the coordination of the
Institute of Communications of the UAB (InCom).1 It was finished in July 1999
and published in late 1999 (Moragas, Garitaonandía and López, 1999).

This text also incorporates some of the main conclusions of our earlier research
on “Television and the regions in the European Union,” finished in 1994 and
fully published in the volume Decentralization in the Global Era (Moragas and
Garitaonandía, 1995).

Both studies have been possible thanks to the participation of an extensive team
of European experts, to whom we owe some of the data provided in this chapter.
Our gratitude to all of them.2

Thus the focus of this chapter is on the processes which have lead to the present
situation of the proliferation of regional and urban television stations in almost
every European Union (EU) country.3 Not only the processes and their causes are
reviewed, but also the results of those processes—this takes the form of a tentative
typology of “proximate” television stations in Europe—the financial viability of
those small- and medium-scale broadcasters and its future in the light of the so
called “digital revolution.”

The unification process and the solid image the European Union offers
nowadays to the world (strengthened by the process of adoption of a single
currency, which will run from now to the year 2002) shouldn’t make us think
about it as a homogeneous entity, with little internal cultural and linguistic
variations: on the contrary, not only is it constituted by fifteen sovereign
countries, with a long history behind it and the respective cultures and languages
(there are not less than eleven official languages in the EU institutions), but by a
much wider diversity of “regional” cultures and languages (not less than 30
different languages are spoken today in the EU).

Certainly, only a few of those cultures and languages are the “dominant” ones,
those which have succeeded to become official in the respective contries. During
more than 200 years, those cultures have expanded at the expense of the
neighboring cultures, linking themselves with the emergent nation-states, a
relationship of which France and the French language are often quoted as a



paradigmatic example. In this expansion, broadcasting played a central role in the
decades following World War II, when the waves brought the dominant culture
to every corner of each country.

Nonetheless, the crisis of the centralized nation-state and the generalization of
political regionalization in Western Europe in the 1970s and the 1980s, side by
side with the deep economical and technological changes in broadcasting and the
cultural industries, have led to the rebirth of the “minority” languages and cultures.
Many once “peripherical” communities, like the Welsh and the Gaelics in the
United Kingdom, the Catalans and the Basques in Spain, the Frisians in The
Netherlands, the Bretons in France, and many more, enjoy nowadays a recovery
and “normalization” process, to which television, as we will see, crucially
contributes.

In addition to this regional vitality, Europe also hosts a myriad of cities and
medium-sized towns, many of which enjoy their own local or urban television
station.

Conceptual tools: “decentralization,” “television in the
regions,” “proximate television”

In our research we use some concepts, which may need clarification. First of all,
we talk about decentralization as a process, which means that in almost all the EU
countries there has been a switch from Unitarian, state-wide and highly
centralistic public service broadcasting structures to a more decentralized
organization, in the geographical sense.

Another important concept is regional television, a term widely spread and used
in English academic literature on the media, or the preferred term, television in the
regions. It refers to the television activities of specific and deliberated regional
coverage (lower than state-wide and higher than local), both in the geographical
and journalistic (contents) sense. In the European recent tradition, “regional
television” refers to the off-the-network and minoritarian broadcasts of the
regional centers belonging to the national broadcasting corporations. Nonetheless,
in the 1980s and the 1990s there has been a proliferation of independent
television stations with specific and exclusive regional coverage, which themselves
reject the term “regional television” as a description of their activities, because
they consider it derogatory. Therefore, the more descriptive “television in the
regions” seems to fit better with the wide diversity of experiences in this field,
ranging from the urban televisions with regional spill-overs (the case of Barcelona
Televisió, Rete 7 in Bologna, Italy, Paris Première in Paris, TLT in Toulouse,
France…) and the regional centers of the nation-wide stations (France 3, BBC,
TVE, RAI, RTF…), to the relatively huge broadcasting corporations of the
Spanish regions of Catalonia or Andalusia (with a higher turnover than
corporations of some small European countries).

It is worth pointing out that we make a distinction between the local and the
regional levels, according to the empirical situation in Europe. Local television is
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mainly urban, because it is aimed at and only covers the city in which it works.4

Television of regional scope covers a wider area, including several cities and its
hinterlands, which constitute a “unit” in the administrative, historical, cultural,
linguistic and geographic senses, in any combination. Nonetheless, our research
has showed that this distinction is not so clear-cut as it seems, as we can identify
many European TV stations which would primarily fit into the category of “local
television,” but which extend their (journalistic as well as geographic) coverage
beyond the limits of the city. There is even the case of a TV station born locally,
but which at present has reached an international coverage because it is distributed
by satellite (Paris Première, the TV station of the French capital city).

These and other considerations have led us to coin the new (and problematic in
its English version5) term “proximate television,” first used in France (“telévision
de proximité”) in the late 1980s to name the new urban disconnections of the
nation-wide public channel France 3. This is probably the main conceptual
innovation we propose in our research, and it is aimed at overcoming the
contradictions posed by the previous distinction between local and regional, so as
to provide the communications policy makers with a new analytical tool.

Communication spaces

Indeed, research on television and communication policies is showing that the
concepts used during the “broadcasting era” to analyze the various television
models are becoming more and more worthless in the new era of diversity,
fragmentation and decentralization of television.

In order to analyze the “old” era, the concept of “communication spaces” seems
quite useful (Moragas, 1988). This term has allowed us to interpret the various
television models according to their area of coverage, beginning with the most
evident and simplest typology, the one which categorizes the different channels
according to their transnational, national, regional or local-municipal coverage.

However, it was soon discovered that this typology contains several gaps and
contradictions, such as the one identified above for the regional-local distinction,
or the one expressed in the case of some European regions with a strong identity
which claim the title of “historical nationalities” and promote new models of TV
stations more relevant to the nation-states than to the old “regional television”
model (these would be the Spanish cases, for instance, of Televisió de Catalunya
in Catalonia and Euskal Telebista in the Basque Country).

This complexity of the typology of the “communication spaces” will be
broadened due to the influence of the communication technologies in the
creation or reshaping of those spaces. In the Internet era, local communication
can be not only “local,” and becomes global due to the worldwide reach of the Net.

Thus, the concept of “communication space” is a good starting point, but does
not suffice in giving account of the extreme diversity of television experiences
from the geo-cultural point of view, and needs to be enriched with other criteria
which refer more directly to the uses, functions and contents of the different
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television models. The answer to this consideration is addressed in our proposal of
“proximate television.”

This proposal is not exactly aimed at naming a new kind of television, but
more properly a new form of thinking about the issue. Our goal is not to set
criteria which allow us to define which are and which are not “proximate
television stations,” but to ask ourselves about the new forms of television which
try to give answers to the new links among broadcasters (or “narrowcasters”),
geographical spaces and communication demands arising from the concrete
experience of the citizens.

Producing and experiencing “proximate television”

The concept of “proximity” applied to television has to do with the idea that
between the station and the recipients a “scene of shared experiences” can exist
which, in the end, is reflected in the programming contents.

The main and more evident example of this proximity, of this “shared
landscape,” is reflected in the case of the news programs of the regional and local
stations which refer to the close environment, available in the day-to-day
experience of the viewers. Thus, for instance, the case of a snowfall in Barcelona,
which very seldom occurs, seems to be a perfect subject for a “proximate” news
program, as, in addition to the novelty and spectacular factors it embeds, it has
direct effects in the core of this “scene of shared experiences.” Not by chance,
one of the most popular programs of the “proximate” TV stations is, precisely, its
news programs.

Nonetheless, the demand for “proximate programs” is not limited to news,
but, in a more complex way, spill over into other genres offering different
interpretations and perspectives of reality: sports, talk shows, debates and, more
recently, even fiction.6

With the multiplication of channels and the decentralization processes,
television begins to be able to do what, until now, only other forms of media (the
press, radio) were able to do: to interpret the reality from a set of cultural values
shared by a small community.

Political factors in the decentralization of television

It is clear that the analysis of changes in communication should take into account
the internal causes peculiar to each system, with special reference to technologies
and their implications. But these circumstances are not enough to completely
explain all of these changes: we have to consider as well the political and
economic causes that support, or hinder, them. These are external factors to the
television system in itself with a powerful, although indirect, influence.

Indeed, the development of the decentralization processes of television in
Europe is the consequence of a more general process of decentralization, that has
affected so many levels of European societies in the last twenty to twenty-five
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years. The process of European “unification” has also meant—to the surprise of
some experts —the recovery of the autonomy for many regions and cities. In the
modern Europe, regions have never been talked about as much as now, and the
regional institutions are more present than ever in the political field or in the
resources management. The united Europe has meant, in fact and historically, the
political and economical emergence of regions. So, for example, the Maastricht
Treaty (1992) created an institutional figure called Committee of the Regions, a
consultative assembly integrated in the institutional body of the EU in which the
regions and municipal powers of the EU countries are represented. Apart from
the EU, some organizations of regions and cities of Europe have emerged or have
been reinforced in the last ten years, such as the Regions of Europe Assembly or
the Council of the Municipalities and Regions of Europe, which constitute
powerful lobbies in Brussels.

The initiatives of television decentralization are parallel to numerous legal
initiatives of political-administrative decentralizations undertaken by many
European states in the last twenty years: Spain (1978–84), Italy (1972–77), France
(1982–85), Greece (1994), Portugal (1974–78, 1998), Belgium (different times),
United Kingdom (1997–98)…

In fact, the “proximate television” projects which are more competitive, those
which reach a cultural and communicative presence that is more influential, even
in terms of audience, have been produced in those regions which enjoy powerful
supports—political and social—to their autonomy and specially in those
communities that can be called, not without internal and external conflicts,
“nations without states,” as Wales (2.8 million habitants), Scotland (5 million),
Catalonia (6 million) or the Basque Country (2.5 million). The federal German
Länder have also ample competences in audio-visual matter, due to their high
grade of political autonomy. The new regional political elites have been in many
cases the main supporters of TV decentralization, seeing in the new stations a
powerful platform for political communication.

But this political logic also has another side: the states are distrustful about the
transfer of competences to the regional and local levels, and as a result, often
create barriers and difficulties to the development of regional and local televisions
inside their territory, even reimposing hurdles that have dissapeared among the
countries due to the internal liberalization resulting from the directive “Television
without frontiers.”

Among these restrictions it is necessary to speak, for instance, about the strict
obligations imposed on local and regional television in some national regulations,
the precariousness and short duration of the licences given, the restrictions, or
even the prohibition, of local and regional advertising on tv, the imposition of
severe conditions for program planning or for the origin of productions. 
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Media deregulation: decentralization processes in the
redefinition of the regulatory role of the state

Not only politics has to be dealt with when analysing the causes of TV
decentralization. One also has to look at the processes which have heavily affected
media systems in the last twenty years, and very specially, deregulation.

This is a process which has been widely documented and discussed in media
research and media policy literature of recent times. It refers mainly to the
changes in the role of the state and public administration in the regulation,
operation and control of the electronic media and telecommunications during the
last fifteen to twenty years. Even though those changes don’t mean a complete
loss of influence and control of the states over the media systems and
communication policies, it is clear that their dynamics and logics of intervention
have greatly changed and that they are no longer the single actors of the scene:
they have to share now their protagonism. This loss of influence of the states has
four main “leaks:”

• Privatization and commercialization of television
• The transfer of competences to the supranational level, mainly to the European

Union
• Decentralization, with the regions and the local institutions emerging as main

actors in the communication and television policies
• The rise of huge and worldwide telecoms operators which, thanks to the

technological convergence allowed by the digitalization, overcome their
traditional role as mere carriers to become true multimedia and global
enterprises.

In the classical analysis on deregulation the role of liberalization and privatization
aspects is usually stressed, even the impact of technology, but very seldom is
decentralization seen as a phenomenon which integrates the whole deregulation
process, at the same time as a cause and as being a consequence of it.

Those different dimensions of deregulation interact in a very complex way.
Sometimes they complement each other, reaching synergies and strenthening its
joint effects, as is clearly the case of liberalization/privatization and
internationalization. In other occasions they can oppose each other, giving rise to
tensions and contradictions. This may be the case of the relationships between
privatization and decentralization.

The private sector still shows little interest in “proximate
television”

Nowadays, names such as Springer, Bertelsmann, GLT, Mediaset, Hachette,
Kirch, Murdoch or Canal Plus are as important in the European communication
arena as the BBC, RAI, RTVE, ORTF, etc. could have been in the past. This
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presence of the private sector leads to new logics in the production and control of
information and culture. The participation of the financial sector, the utilities
enterprises (distribution of water, gas, electricity…), the big construction
conglomerates, in the new communication businesses, provokes a move of the
communication systems’ core from the political arena towards the commercial
and financial ones.7

Nevertheless, the majority of the initiatives in the field of “proximate
television” have been launched and supported by the public sector. The private
initiative has been until now quite shy in participating in “proximate television”
ventures at a regional level, as they are much more interested in competing with
public television for the national and international spaces.

To this consideration we should add the fact that the regulations standing in
many countries have posed multiple hurdles to the presence of the private sector
in “proximate television,” as they impose several forms of centralized regulation
which have prevented the access of private initiatives to local and regional
television. For instance, the Spanish Private Television Act doesn’t allow the
creation of private TV channels with regional coverage. In France, the launching
of private local TV stations is subject to a strict centralized control by the Conseil
Supérieur de I’Audiovisuel.

Instead, the private initiative has been more active in local and urban
television. There are two different reasons for two cases: the TV stations of the
big metropolitan areas, and those of the small and medium-sized towns. The
interest of the private initiative in TV stations aimed at the big cities is due to the
concentration of audiences and the possibility of distribution through cheap
infrastructures (over the air or cable networks). A paradigmatic case could be Paris
Première, a channel broadcasting only to the French capital city in the first stages,
but which became international (through the satellite) due to its success and the
worldwide appeal of the “Ville des lumières.” Another important cause of the
involvement of the private capital in local (metropolitan) television is the fact that
national television is yet “occupied” by public and private conglomerates, and the
local space is the only “niche” left to find a place in the audiovisual landscape
from which to prepare the “jump” to the national and international market (this
could be the case of some German or French metropolitan channels).

Instead, the case of the TV stations of the small and medium-sized towns
involves the participation of commercial initiatives which are also local, whose
“social” benefits compensate the financial investments in the station, even if
“small” local television is still a predominantly non-profit venture (supported by
the municipalities and other local institutions, or by the most diverse
organizations of the civil society).
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Transfer of competences towards the European supranational
organizations

A second and important loss of power of the states in the audiovisual sector is
towards the supranational institutions, mainly the European Union.8

The communication policy of the European Union has assumed an
extraordinary leading role in the last ten years, integrating the member states in a
new and bigger regulatory setting that involves a transfer of sovereignty from the
states to the Union in such a delicate field as is communication.

In this new context, the emergent idea has been the necessity to create a common
market of production, distribution and audiovisual goods consumption, capable of
guaranteeing, simultaneously, the survival of the European cultural identity and
its industrial competitiveness (Vasconcelos et at., 1994). The EU audiovisual
policies have been defined as a form of resistance against the “audiovisual powers”
(USA, Japan) whose industries not only question the supremacy and cultural
identity of Europe, but also impoverish its economy and limit the possibility to
create new jobs in this important sector (European Commission, 1993).

According to the data provided by Vasconcelos et al. (1994),

the exports of the American industry to Europe have increased
exponentially in the last decade: from $330,000m in 1984 to $3,600,000m
in 1992. In 1991, the European Community represented 60 percent of the
exports of the American audiovisual programs; the commercial deficit of the
EU with the US has been calculated as approximately $3,500,000m per
year.

(Vasconcelos et al., 1994:16)

But at the same time, the EU media policies placed a bet on the liberalization of
the internal market and the rupture of the national monopolies. There has been
talk of two main ideologies in the EU broadcasting policymaking: the
protectionist-interventionist against the neoliberal (Collins, 1994).

After this first phase of community audiovisual policies, defined by the desire to
create and promote an “European audiovisual space” to support the rise of a
common cultural identity, step by step it seems to impose the idea that, from the
cultural and communication point of view, the real European patrimony is based
on its diversity and the values of coexistence among cultures, developed as a result
of a necessary (and many times troubled) coexistance among different peoples.
For that reason, the debate about the “common” in Europe seems to be opened
to a third way in favour of decentralization and the transfer of competences from
the states to the regions in the field of communication. The creation of a
common audiovisual arena allows the rise and consolidation of other different
audiovisual spaces in addition to European and state ones: the regions and cities.
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Decentralization coincides with the changes in
telecommunications

The processes of television decentralization coincide with the phase of
deregulation and privatization of television, but also with a significant change in
telecommunications that involves numerous consequences: generalization of the
use of communication satellites, implantation of the new cable networks with a
large capacity, expansion of the number of conventional channels by ether, new
forms of webcasting, etc. 

The main technological cause of these changes is digitalization (Negroponte,
1995; Majó, 1997), which probably constitutes the origin and the essence of the
rest of the changes, because it has altered the autonomy of the different phases of
the manipulation of information, linking them much more closely: from
production and transmission to reception and archive of information.

One of the clearest consequences of this process is the multiplication of
channels and offers of communication, that extend the possibilities and
competences of local communication.

Digitalization is determining the end of the “broadcasting era,” to pass to a new
phase of communication in which—although it seems paradoxical—there is a
revalorization of the “local,” not only in the “classic” audiovisual space, but also
in the new setting of technological and communicative convergences of the
“cyberspace” (Internet). In this sense, some experts have spoken of the “glocal”
communication era: with local production and contents, but with a global
diffusion.

Decentralization of television in Europe: historical
evolution and main stages

Even though television in Europe in its first stages was a clearly centralized and
state-wide venture, the early manifestations of decentralized activities can be
traced back to the 1960s, and even to the 1950s in the case of the United
Kingdom, in the form of regional centers which start to broadcast off-the-
network short regional news bulletins. Nonetheless, those activities are clearly
secondary, as the declared goal of the public television stations is to “re-
nationalize” the severely damaged postwar European countries. In this sense, it is
highly significant that the Allies imposed on the defeated Germany an extremely
decentralized state structure, which had its correspondence in a completely
regionalized broadcasting system (Kleinsteuber and Thomass, 1995, 1999).

The historical development of decentralization processes of television in
Europe can be divided roughly into three main stages (sometimes overlapping) to
which we could add a fourth one which seems to emerge in recent times.

In the 1960s and the first half of the 1970s, some of the big public corporations
(BBC in the United Kingdom, RTF-ORTF in France, RTVE in Spain) created
their regional structures. It was what could be seen as a “natural” process, in the
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sense that those broadcasting corporations, which enjoyed a monopolistic
situation, developed regional centers without any external pressure, only
following the dynamics of a strategy of expanding their coverage “from the center
to the periphery.” Once they had attained an entrepreneurial solidity and had
expanded their coverage to the entire country with one or two channels, and
often coinciding with those processes, created centers outside the capital cities,
where the headquarters of those corporations were always located. The
monopolistic situation and the sustained increase in income (as the coverage and
thus the licence fee extended to more and more people) allowed them to plan
long-term investment. 

Nevertheless, as pointed out above, those regional centers performed a
secondary role, acting as newsgatherers for the national channels and broadcasting
only some minutes per week of off-the-network local news programming. Only
slowly did they gain minutes of disconnection and expand the genres of the local
programs, and in some cases began to act as producers for the network, although
without questioning the hegemony of the central headquarters. As pointed out
above, only Germany counted on a truly decentralized audiovisual system (in the
German case, it is more appropriate to talk about “centralization processes,”
instead of “decentralization”), and in the United Kingdom, who were pioneers in
the introduction of commercial television in Europe in 1954 with a formula based
on a regionalized organization (Cormack, 1995, 1999).

The second stage can be placed between the mid-1970s and the mid-1980s.
During this period, the issue of decentralization was placed in the forefront of the
media policy agendas and public debates, in the frame of a more general debate
about the reform of the public broadcasters, which suffered from the financial and
ideological crisis of the 1970s. The new techniques of production and diffusion,
which decreased the costs of broadcasting and made it more and more available for
smaller communities and enterprises, stimulated this debate. During those years,
the leftists made pleas for a decentralization of the existing television systems, both
in the political (taking them away from the executive power) and territorial
(opening-up to the territorial peripheries) senses. This debate is specially lively in
France, Spain and Italy, but applies as well to the United Kingdom, Germany, The
Netherlands, Denmark, Belgium… During this period, many important
decentralizing experiences were carried out, from the open public access channels
in Germany and The Netherlands, to the regional corporations in Spain
(Jankowski, 1995; López and Corominas, 1995).

From the mid-1980s and the mid-1990s the debate concerning the
decentralization and democratization of the public corporations was overriden by
the emerging and much more tense debate on deregulation and, more recently,
digitalization and globalization of television. The new private channels were
interested in reaching the biggest audiences possible, to optimize their
commercial incomes, thus rejecting decentralization, unless they were obliged to
do it by law (like in Germany). On the other hand, the “old” public
corporations, which had developed expensive and complex regional structures in
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the previous stages, tended to concentrate on the national level to compete with
the new private channels. The presence of the regional element as a whole in the
televisive systems lost visibility, faced with the avalanche of commercial channels
and “popular” programs.

Nonetheless, amidst this panorama some initiatives seem to point at a fourth
stage in the evolution of television in the regions, in which there can be seen
symptoms of recovery and even of consolidation of local and regional television in
the multichannel and fragmented audiovisual landscape of the near future. For
instance, some public channels have relied increasingly on their regional
structures and on “proximate programming” as a competitive strategy (as could be
the case of France 3). On the other hand, many local televisive ventures have
been launched in recent years, with the support in many cases of private
initiative, even if public support stemming from the local political elites seems to
be a never-ending engine for new “proximate television” initatives, as can be seen
in the last five years in countries as The Netherlands (Jankowski and
Schoorlemmer, 1999) and Denmark (Tufte, 1999).

From the market point of view, the existence of a real demand (and a growing
one) for “proximate television” is clearly documented in the majority of the
researched countries. Thus, in Spain the nine regional channels have increased
their market share in Spain from 15 percent to 17 percent between 1995 and
1997, a specially meritory performance, taking into account that they don’t cover
the entire Spanish territory and that this has happened in a period of consolidation
of private and satellite television. In France, the regional and local news in France
3 usually command more than 40 percent of the market share in their time slot,
and up to 60–70 percent in some specially successful cases. In Germany, the seven
regional public channels, produced by the regional public corporations, have
resisted competition from private television much better in terms of market share
than the two nationwide public channels.

In short, as we should see below, the “digital era” does not seem to necessarily
convey the end of local and regional broadcasting: to the contrary, proliferation
of channels and communication spaces seem to strengthen the competitive
position of “proximate television.”

A typology of “proximate television”

In contrast to what happened with national television during the early television
epochs, of the 1950s and 1960s, local and regional television is far from being
homogeneous or uniform. On the contrary, what is observed nowadays in
Europe is a panorama of multiple forms and models of stations trying to adapt
themselves and give an answer to the existent diversity (cultural, linguistic,
political, demographic, geographic).

“Proximate television” is, by its own nature, the television of diversity. For this
reason, in our comparative study we have elaborated a new typology of television
models that could provide an answer to this diversity.
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It should be taken into account that regions in Europe are not only the result
of simple geographical or administrative divisions, but in many cases are the result
of long historical processes, of the inheritance of feudal structures, of the
romanization or even of earlier periods, which have resulted in important and
deep cultural and linguistic differences in the continent.

The last 200 years of the history of Europe have seen a strong process of
centralization that now, with the arrival of the twenty-first century, seems to give
ground to the decentralization and the revival of local and regional cultures and
languages, which become apparent in communications and in the European
television. The typology of “proximate television,” logically, will reflect this
complexity. 

Various classifications by typology can be proposed,9 based on the criteria
adopted: according to legal-organizational criteria, to the regime of ownership, to
their dependence or independence in relation to superior territorial structures
(“mirror” television versus “window” television) and according to the language
used (minority or not).

A basic first distinction, useful for future analysis, sets the difference between
“mirror” televisions and “window” televisions, according to the terminology
proposed by Musso et al. (1991):

“Window” television refers to the classic disconnection from the national
broadcast schedule, regional-specific programming offered in different territories
simultaneously. These are produced by the organism regional delegations of the
national broadcasting, or by independent regional corporations that collaborate to
produce them. These disconnections are normally quantitatively short (between
half an hour and one hour and a half per day) and they are focused on the
information and current affairs macro genre (so, they can include hard news,
current affairs, debate, documentary, talk shows…). Some of the examples of this
type are the regional broadcasts of the BBC (UK), RAI (Italy), TVE (Spain), France
3 (France), ARD (Germany), ITV (UK), Antena 3 TV (Spain), RTL (Germany),
TV2 (Denmark), and ORF (Austria).

“Mirror” television refers to complete schedules of the channels specifically
addressed to concrete regions, made by television organizations of regional or
local-metropolitan implant, independent from national broadcasting corporations.
Often these channels attempt to imitate schedule models from the large national
and international generalistic channels, even in the broadcast of programs of
external production or imported material (telefilms, documentary, features,
serials…). They fundamentally differ by having a concrete region as primary
reference territory, although in practice they may broadcast beyond that territory
(even extending internationally due to satellite). Moreover, with regard to
content, “mirror” television schedules are constituted by an important contingent
of “proximate” programs, that is programs specifically addressed to attending the
tastes and the needs of audiences with contents close to their everyday
experience.
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In this category are included the nine regional channels, corresponding to the
autonomous communities of Spain; Sianel Pedwar Gymru in Wales (UK), the
regional channels of the German Länder’s corporations and a plethora of local
channels with regional intention in almost all the EU states.

At a deeper level of analysis, the most useful typology for the study of
“proximate television” experiences considers the legal personality of the television
station, its level of institutional independence, its involvement with television
institutions of a superior territorial range.

In this classification we can distinguish between:
Delegations or centers belonging to a national corporation In this type we can make

the distinction between regional centers of public corporations (BBC in the UK,
TVE in Spain, RAI in Italy…) and delegations of private broadcasters. 

In the first case they are always delegations without their own legal personality
and with limited autonomy in budgetary and decision-making processes. In the
second case, the “associated center” model is normally used, a company that has
its own legal personality and that can incorporate in its shareholding shares
external to the national broadcaster they work for (this is the preferred model by
German private channels RTL and SAT.1; in Spain there are also some similar
cases, as in Antena 3 TV).

Another substantial difference is that regional centers are part of the public
channel basic structure, and they divide the territory in a more or less uniform
way, following the division of the country in political-administrative regions.
Instead, private television centers have a more contingent character, in the sense
that they respond more to legal duties imposed on the channel (RTL and SAT.1
in Germany) or to tactical approaches in order to penetrate the territory (Antena 3
TV in Spain), so they are not created in all the regions, but in some important
cities and corresponding hinterlands that can provide significant audiences to their
disconnected broadcasts.

Nevertheless, the broadcasting activity of these centers or delegations, public or
private television, is always “window” type. Moreover, they can produce
programs for national diffusion, and generally act as correspondents for the news
programs of the national corporation they are part of.

Independent organism of regional implant There are television organisms with their
own legal personality, officially independent, that operate in a regional reference
territory. This doesn’t mean, however, that their main activity consists only and
mainly of the production and broadcast for their geographical scope. In fact, in
this category we can find “window” broadcasting stations (as the regional
companies of ITV in the UK) and “mirror” broadcasting stations (as the
“autonomic” stations in Spain) and “mirror-window” broadcasting stations (the
corporations of the German federated states, that at the same time jointly produce
a national channel, named ARD, in which they insert their own disconnected
programs, as well as regionally specific channels).

In this category we can also distinguish between public and private organisms.
Of particular interest is the Welsh fourth channel (S4C): organically and legally it
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is an entity independent from a national channel, with its own legal personality
and with a strictly regional implant. However, 75 percent of its schedule consists
of programs in English, taken from the schedule of the national English Channel
4, with whom they have important institutional and technical bonds (S4C
broadcasts for Wales through the same frequency as Channel 4 for the rest of the
English territory). On the other hand, the Welsh channel does not legally depend
on Welsh political institutions (non-existent until very recently), it depends on
the central government, through the Welsh Fourth Channel Authority, a
collegiated organism appointed by the central government in London. Therefore,
it can be considered a broadcasting station “mirror” and “window” at the same
time. 

Television entity of a “small state” that extends its coverage to one or more regions from
a neighbouring state This modality, which has almost disappeared, was developed
during the first half of the 1980s in special circumstances (taking advantage of the
situation with public monopoly in France to broadcast a “popular” schedule with
substantial amounts of commercial advertising). This regional character was not
intentional and derived from the hertzian spill-over from the country of origin,
and is almost untraceable in the contents of the broadcasts (most of them being
imported entertainment).

Due to the deregulation of the audiovisual spaces of the large states, they have
lost their raison d’être, and now they look for the internationalization of their
broadcasts through cable and satellite.

The clearest examples of this were RTL TV (generated in Luxembourg but
watched in the French region of Lorraine) and TeleMontecarlo (generated in
Monaco but watched in the East of France).

Local television with regional outreach (metropolitan television) It is the case of TV
stations of local-urban character, but which extend their coverage beyond the
strict borders of the urban center, in the technical sense (hertzian coverage) as
well as from the journalistic point of view (interest in all the realities surrounding
the city). They are mainly “mirror” televisions, in the sense that they produce and
broadcast complete schedules of local-regional scope, but we can also find cases,
specially in Italy, of “window” local TV stations, associated to networks and
broadcasting network programs for most of the time of the schedule, relegating
the programs specifically local to punctual disconnections.

This category is difficult to quantify, because borders between local and
regional in the audiovisual sphere are not clearly defined and are moving all the
time. However, with the progressive implant of cable networks, “local” channels
with extralocal diffusion are more common, and sometimes become even
international, as is the case of Paris Première.

“Small” local television It is the biggest category in quantitative terms, as it
includes thousands of small local channels from Italy, Spain, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Denmark, Germany… They are broadcasting stations of local scope,
from small and medium cities, even boroughs and small villages.
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Since 1974, when the first local stations appeared in Italy, this sector has grown
steeply, but is permanently unstable due to the general precariousness of means and
to the voluntary character of many initiatives.

These televisions can be subdivided into two groups, according to means of
diffusion utilized: hertzian channels and cable channels. The first are generally the
most succesful, because they can reach almost 100 percent of the population and
they do not need to compete with the broader offers of cable networks. For a
more detailed analysis, see Jankowski, Prehn and Stappers, 1992. 

The difficult question of viability in the “digital era: the
tendency to a public-private mixed model

We can conclude from the above that all of the analyzed changes seem to favor a
new flowering of “proximate television,” but they are so quick and involve
factors so diverse that it would be wiser to speak, for the moment, about
tendencies. It is certain that in the future we could see the failure of some
initiatives that today seem solid, and on the contrary, we could see how other
initiatives will be consolidated that today seem precarious. In any case, these
forecasts would not be possible with the viability criteria of the old “broadcasting
era.”

The most important fact is that these new processes of decentralization could
not be considered as “marginal” phenomena, because they are produced—
although in a different way and with many variants and versions—in nearly all the
countries of the EU. Neither could they be qualified as a phenomenon of
“minorities,” because the concept “minority” for the audiences of “proximate
television” is an anachronism. The idea that television audiences have to be
massive, such as water or electricity consumption in the homes of big cities,
should be rejected in the new era of audience fragmentation.

In this new “ecology” of communication, contrary to the first forecasts, the
demand of “proximate” communication is manifested as an emergent demand, not
marginal, and especially competitive with the offers and programs of the national
and international channels each time moving further from the immediate
experience of the viewers.

Nevertheless, the existence of a market for “proximate television” and its
economic viability constitutes, logically, a factor that becomes everyday more
decisive for the consolidation of this television model.

Although in the future the support of the public sector is still maintained, it
won’t be possible to imagine exclusive financing from this sector. At best, the
public sector only seems to be in the position to guarantee the co-financing of
television, in any of its levels.

With regards to this situation, the European communication policy has an
important “methodical doubt” caused by the necessity of promoting a common
market, also for the audiovisual industry, and the fact that one of the main assets of
this cultural industry could be, precisely, its diversity.
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The unification principle of the market is applicable, of course, to numerous
communication areas, above all to the technology areas in which homogenization
of standards is vital for European competitiveness. The desideratum consists in
amortizing the production costs in broad interior markets, in the new big
Common European Market. But this need for homogenization and harnessing
the synergy of a new big common market does not seem so evident in the cases
of cultural sectors and of television.

For example, must we keep seeing the multiplicity of languages existent in
Europe as a handicap or can we start seeing it as a potentiality of its cultural and
communication industry? Does speaking Catalan, for example, as in our case,
constitute a problem or rather an advantage for our cultural industry? 

From our point of view and thinking in the long term, there can only be one
correct answer: diversity is wealth, not only cultural but economic. In the “post-
broadcasting area” diversity should not be considered as an economic handicap,
but as a market good, especially if all the possible synergies between different
sectors and communication services are used.

Decentralization should stop being considered as a handicap or as a minor flaw
needed for the defence of identity, and should start to be considered as a new
opportunity of the audiovisual European market. To articulate the binomial
“space of identity” and “cultural market” now constitutes the principal challenge
of communication policies in Europe, in all its dimensions.

In this sense, the European experience demonstrates that the survival of these
forms of television—basic for the global development of all communication
systems —depends on a mixed support system: of its financing from the public
sector and of its implantation in the market. Various examples exist that illustrate
the benefits of a balance between public and private financing: the cases of
Televisió de Catalunya (Catalonia, Spain), of Sianel Pedwar Cymru-S4C (Wales,
in the UK), the multiple local and urban channels…

Finally, the analysis of the functions and the conditions of viability of television
in the regions cannot be done without consideration of the important changes
that the communication systems are undergoing in the transition to what is know
as “information society” or “digital society.”

The extensive influence of those changes stands out, affecting not only politics,
culture and education, as it is known, but also other new sectors such as finances,
industrial production, work, science, social welfare, health, etc.

Modern communication policies should promote the relationships between the
sectors involved in the development of the “information society:” the audiovisual
sector, cultural sector, management and economic organization, education, health
and social welfare programs.

This process not only affects the European Union and its states in an general
sense, but also affects, more concretely, its regions and cities. Its economic
development depends of this interrelation (communication, culture and
telecommunications). New communication technologies, far from eliminating
spaces, increase its differentiation.
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Notes

1 Under the direction of Prof. Miquel de Moragas Spà and the codirection of Prof.
Carmelo Garitaonandía (University of the Basque Country).

2 The team is constituted by national correspondents: Austria: Hans Heinz Fabris and
Gabrielle Siegert, Universität Salzburg; Belgium and Luxembourg: J.-M.Nobre-
Correia, Université Libre de Bruxelles; Denmark: Thomas Tufte, University of
Copenhagen; Finland: Tapio Varis, University of Helsinki; France: Isabelle
Pailliart and Sylvie Bardou-Boisnier, Institut de la Communication et des Médias,
Univ. Stendhal, Grenoble; Germany: Hans J.Kleinsteuber and Barbara Thomass,
Universität Hamburg; Greece: Roy Panagiotopoulou, National and Capodistrian
University of Athens; Ireland: Ellen Hazelkorn, Faculty of Applied Arts,
Dublin; Italy: Giuseppe Richeri, Centre di Studi San Salvatore, Venice; Renato
Porro (†1998), Università degli Studi di Trento; The Netherlands: Nick
Jankowski, University of Nijmegen; Portugal: Francisco Rui Cadima and Pedro
Jorge Braumann, Universidade Nova de Lisboa; Spain: Maria Corominas and
Bernat López, Autonomous University of Barcelona; Sweden: Peter Dahlgren,
University of Lund; United Kingdom: Mike Gormack, University of Stirling.
Secretariat and documentation: Marta Civil and Jaume Risquete, Institut de la
Comunicacio de la UAB.

3 At present: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland,
Italy, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United
Kingdom.

4 Inside this category, we could even distinguish between the proper local stations
(corresponding to small and medium-sized towns) and the urban or metropolitan
stations, broadcasting to big cities or capitals. Coinciding with the conference in
Chia-Yi, Taiwan, was being held in Barcelona the “First European Conference of
Televisions of Large Cities,” hosted by Barcelona Televisió, June 1998.

5 It could be said that, strangely enough, we face a term referring to communications
which has a difficult English translation, being the case usually the contrary, as the
world has recently experienced with the Internet and all its associated terminology:
words originally in English with more or less difficult local translations (or simply
without translation).

6 For instance, the main success of the Catalan broadcaster Televisió de Catalunya in
1997–98, 14 years after its creation, has been a drama series broadcast in weekday’s
afternoons called Nissaga de Poder, which is a kind of local version of the famous
American Falcon Crest.

7 Mergers and takeovers in this new privatized panorama poses important problems
and dangers to the pluralism (Charon, 1991; Miguel, 1993; Sánchez Tabernero,
1994). In spite of the repeated recommendations of the European Parliament, the
European Commission (http://europa.eu.int) hasn’t succeeded in proposing a
Directive to regulate this issue, certainly under the pressure of the big multimedia
conglomerates and the dynamism of the facts, in permanent change (see European
Commission, 1992 and 1994).

8 There is another European institution, the Council of Europe, but it is an
intergovernmental institution which adopts recommendations and treaties with no
binding power, unless incorporated into the national legislations.

DECENTRALIZATION PROCESSES 49



9 What follows is an evaluation of our early typological proposal. See Moragas and
Garitaonandía, 1995.
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LOCAL AND NATIONAL CULTURAL

INDUSTRIES
Is there life after globalization?

Georgette Wang, Lin-lin Ku and Chun-chou Liu

“How local is local?” In an attempt to describe the emergence of a global civil
society, Sreberny-Mohammadi (1996:18) raised this question. Obviously there
can be no readily available answer to it; for the same reason nor can there be a
readily available answer to a perhaps more fundamental question: “What is local?”

What is worthy of notice here is not the fact that there are no quick answers to
these two questions. Although “globalization” is becoming one of the most
popular terms being used in intellectual, business, media and other circles since
the late 1980s (Robertson, 1992), until this day academics are still struggling with
the task of defining the term. Worthy of notice is how little attention questions
on local and national industries have managed to attract. As Sreberny-Mohammadi
(1996: 18) pointed out, “if defining globalization is difficult, at least theoretical
energy is spent on the problem.”

The discriminatory treatment of the global vs. the national and local reflects an
imbalance of research interest that seems to have existed since the early days of
communication studies. Marveled by the technological wonders and alarmed by
the potential political, economic, and cultural influences brought by such
wonders, academics and policy makers have paid much closer attention to the
foreign, transnational, and global than they have to the domestic, national and
local dimensions of communication industries when the flow of information has
been examined. Even when raised in the theoretical debate of media imperialism
and postmodernism, they have remained peripheral concerns.

From a global perspective, this negligence perhaps was understandable, but is
no longer justifiable. Deregulation and technological growth have brought
significant impact to the communications industry, and this impact is by no means
limited to the few transnational media in the Western world. While policy
makers are scrambling to keep satellite signals and computer network messages
from freely flowing in and out of their national territories, national and local
media are juggling for position in a market that has suddenly doubled, or even
tripled, in size. The end result is a communication ecology in which the role of
the local and national vis-à-vis the transnational and global media is being
redefined. To focus research attention on just the globalization aspect of change,
therefore, is to miss half the picture.



It is the purpose of this chapter 1 to examine the development of the national
and the local cultural industries in various parts of the world as transnational
media became part of the globalization process. Are national and local cultural
industries withering and dying as some feared, or are they rising to meet the
opportunities offered by regulatory changes and new technologies? And what are
the theoretical implications of these developments?

Local, national, regional, transnational and global:
clouded meanings

Before the advent of the communications satellite, the world of communication
was ruled by national media, public or private, which dominate the
communication system within a sovereign state. Although national media tended
to be urban-centered, local media, if they existed at all, were relatively
unimportant due to their limited size and influence. This was especially true for
television because the smaller the market size, the more difficult it was to justify
the huge investment in personnel and facilities.

The situation, however, underwent drastic changes from the late 1980s onward;
not only did the dominance by national media meet serious challenges, also
challenged were the definitions of terms that were used to describe various types
of old and new players in the market.

First the term “transnational television” was used to characterize media
conglomerates such as CNN, HBO, and Disney that sold packaged programs
across national borders. “Transnational television,” therefore, seems to denote any
television service with significant coverage beyond a single nation. But as the
coverage of these services quickly expanded to include a great majority of the
nations in the world, they were seen as something more than just “transnational;”
they were “global,” although few could tell how large an audience a medium
needs to reach before it qualifies for the label (Ferguson, 1992).

Another significant development brought about by deregulation and
technologies is the emergence of regional television. A region, defined as “a large
tract of land” in the Webster Dictionary (1986 edition), usually denotes a
geographical area bigger than a locality. But is it smaller or larger than a nation? In
the existing body of literature, the term has been used in both ways. To some,
“regional television” means television service covering several localities within a
sovereign state, such as France’s FR3 (Canova-Lamarque, Perrot and Lopez, 1995),
but to others it refers to transnational television serving a geographical area that
may encompass several nations, e.g. Star TV in Asia.

In addition to the ambiguities in the meaning of the term “regional,” the
emergence of regional television also led to the need to distinguish the “regional”
from the “local;” if “regional television” serves more than one locality, then
how does one define “local?” In other words, “how local is local?” In Belgium, it
was found that the French-speaking community refers to its television as “local,”
but the Flemish calls its “regional,” while the two are quite similar in size
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(Moragas and Garitaonandia, 1995:31). In a similar vein, one also needs to ask
“how national is national,” especially when “local television” has frequently been
used to mean “national television” as opposed to “global television” (Sinclair et
al., 1996).

It is not the intention of this paper to provide universally acceptable definitions
for the above-mentioned terms so frequently used in the literature. However,
some clarifications are necessary in order to conduct a meaningful discussion. In
this paper the terms local and national cultural industries are used to describe
mainly films and television services—including regional services such as FR3—
which are originated, operated, and targeted at audiences, within a sovereign state.
They are different from the transnational, regional and global industries as the
latter group of services target at audiences in more than one nation. While both
regional and global cultural industries are transnational, regional industries
normally have a more distinct audience group defined by language, ethnicity or
religion, e.g. the Islamic world or Greater China.

Theoretical conception

When American programs were found to have dominated television schedules in
developing nations in the 1960s and the 1970s, immediate concerns were raised
over the political-economic ramifications of such dominance and its influences over
the integrity of the local culture. According to the dependency theory, this spread
of Western cultural products helps to consolidate and perpetuate a center-
periphery relationship (Golding and Harris, 1997).

In comparison, there was not much concern about the influence such
dominance may have over the development of local and national cultural
industries, nor was there a serious attempt to understand how national and local
cultural industries fared under the situation and its implications. Although there
were calls for a more balanced international flow of information, it seemed generally
assumed that unless protective policy measures were implemented, national and
local media—hampered by a lack of capital, talent, and up-to-date facilities—would
have little choice but to accept this invasion of their turf, a choice which might
prove to be economically viable anyway since purchasing programs was much more
affordable than producing programs of their own.

In the 1990s primary concerns of communication researchers were shifted to
the loss of cultural identity and the decline of nation-states with the emergence of
a global culture. In this argument local cultures were given a prominent place
because they set the possibilities and limits for the global economy (Du Gay, 1997),
or serve “as a resistance, as the source of particularities and variety, and as the
ground of meaning for individuals and communities (Braman, 1996:28).
According to Giddens (Tomlinson, 1996:86), the local and the global are
opposing tendencies which engage in dialectical push and pull, disembedding and
reembedding. Globalized socioeconomic systems formulate the context within
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which we conduct our local lives. Local cultures, therefore, are conceptualized as
both the basis and the framework for the development of a global culture.

While local cultures had their place in the globalization argument, that of the
local cultural industries was much less clear than that of the communications
media in general. Despite warnings against a media-centric approach
(Mohammadi, 1997), media—or more precisely transnational media—were
perceived as vehicles of globalization. As one level of a global culture, the
communication system was expected to form the material base for all other levels
(Smith, 1990). According to Barker (1997:13), television is inherently global for it
is “an institution of capitalist modernity;” like other Western-originating
institutions of modernity, it is dynamic and globalizing (Giddens, 1990:16–17).
While the diversity of audience needs in different local cultures were recognized,
such needs could be satisfied by localizing global media. Local cultural industries,
once again, were left out of the spotlight.

Postmodernists, as Smith (1990) and Featherstone (1990) pointed out, intended
to stay away from determinism and the idea of a single, homogeneous global
culture, and looked at globalization more in terms of processes. The question is
how did the process begin, and where is it leading to, especially where
communication is concerned? This lack of concern for local and national cultural
industries leads one to suspect that, like dependency theory and the earlier
modernization theory, the globalization argument is essentially repeating the one-
way, unilinear model of change led by technology and capitalist interest. The
major function of the media is to bring about, and to accommodate, the global-
local dialectic process.

According to this model, the relationship between the local/national and the
global is one of competition and tension, in which the success of one will
inevitably bring failure to the other. Barker (1997:93), for example, took the
success and failure of soap operas as evidence of the local versus global tension.
Although little was said about local and national cultural industries in this process,
they have generally been treated as weaker opponents which will sooner or later
be driven out of the market. Collins (1993), for example, regarded the
internationalization of television program production as a form of “international
division of labor” which helps to secure supply of the whole range of products by
each producing what it produces best. In consequence, the death of a local or
national cultural industry is no more alarming than the death of any other
industry.

Several questions can be addressed at such a model. What is the nature of the
relationship between the local and the global? Is it a zero-sum game that the local,
national, regional and global cultural industries are engaged in? More importantly,
with what level of confidence can we predict the fate of many Davids in the war
against a handful Goliaths?

Answers to the above questions can only be found in the local and national
cultural industries themselves. 
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Local and national cultural industries: dying or thriving?

Although local and national cultural industries failed to attract much attention
from communication researchers, to many the cultural industry is not just any
industry. Aside from the concern over the loss of cultural sovereignty and
business opportunities, there is a need for cultural expression that a cultural
industry addresses. Barker (1997:12) points out:

Television programs are not simple reflections of the world. Within a
postmodern epistemology neither television’s truth claim nor its aesthetic
judgments can be held universally, they are inevitably culture and interest
bound.

This statement is echoed by the constitution of Te Manu Aute, the organization
of Maori Communicators in New Zealand (Dowmunt, 1993:7):

Every culture has a right and a responsibility to present its own culture to
its own people. That responsibility is so fundamental it cannot be left in the
hands of out-siders, nor be usurped by them.

Ideals, unfortunately, do not seem to reflect reality. In recent years the dominance
of US products in international trade, a phenomenon which has been well
documented in past research (Varis, 1974, 1984; Barker, 1997), has been further
strengthened as the world enters the age of multi-channel broadcasting.
According to the US Department of Commerce, net exports for the motion
picture and television programming industry recorded a nearly twofold increase
from 1987 to 1991 (US Department of Commerce, undated). While Varis (1974)
found US products to have accounted for over 40 percent of all program hours
exported worldwide in 1974, it was claiming 75 percent of the worldwide
television programming exports in 1995 (Hoskins et al., 1995; Barker, 1997).
Hollywood majors alone were reaping US$3 billion in revenues from
international television. These figures were contrasted with the insignificant
amount of money spent by US television in purchasing foreign programs: not
more than 2 percent in 1974 (Varis, 1974). In 1997, Britain, the only European
nation with a sizable export, sold US$85 million worth of products to all of North
America (Minton-Beddoes, 1997).

Another significant development was that in some countries, the increase was
not merely in the amount of revenues, but also in the proportion of money spent
on purchasing programs out of the total spending on programs. A study of
fourteen European countries showed that from 1991 to 1996, the proportion of
spending on purchased programs increased by nearly 5 percent (Figure 4.1 and see
also study results in Table 4.6). On the other hand, the ratio of the cost of
purchasing programs to that of producing programs remained significant in many
countries (Table 4.1).
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Figure 4.1 Cost of purchased programs as a proportion of all program spending in fourteen
European countries
Source: Screen Digest, April 1997. 

Trade statistics paint a grim picture of American domination. However, the
situation can look rather different from another angle, especially when the
development of local and national television in various parts of the world is more
closely examined.

Table 4.1 Cost ratio of producing versus purchasing programs

Source: Screen Digest, April 1997
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Local and national television industries

One major development in the audiovisual industry in recent years is the rapid
expansion of the television market and the decrease of costs in transnational
program distribution, thanks to the continued advance of technology. In 1997,
the number of television-owning households in Asia was estimated to be around
400 million. By 2005 this number is expected to grow to 405 million, with a
market value of US$29.4 billion. A similar growth was forecast in Europe (Barker,
1997: 48) where broadcast hours were expected to double in four years from
1996 to 2000, and the market for television programs has already increased by US
$10.6 billion during the ten years from 1988 to 1998.

It may be natural for policy makers to be concerned about the penetration of
American products into these lucrative markets (Barker, 1997:48); however, this
drastic surge in television program supply capacity did not seem to have diverted
the audiences’ attention from local and national products. A survey of the top
twenty programs in eight Asian nations showed that only a small percentage were
foreign (Table 4.2), a rating record which was echoed in other parts of the world,
including Europe and Latin America.

This popularity of domestically produced programs means that US producers
were not the only ones to benefit from market expansion. Although over 40
percent of all imported television hours in Western Europe were American,
Sepstrup (1989a) found that 73 percent of the total national supply in the
continent was domestically produced. In Asian nations such as India and Korea,
the percentage of foreign programs on national channels was negligible
(Table 4.3). Even when the percentage of supply is high, it was not necessarily
matched by the consumption level, as was found in Sweden.

As pointed out by Morley and Robins (1995:1–2), “deterritorialization” of
audiovisual production, elaboration of the transnational system of delivery and
development towards local and regional production complexes were taking place
simultaneously. When more channels were made available, the need was for

Table 4.2 Share of local production in the top twenty programs in Asian nations (1994)
(percentage)

Source: SRG Group 
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programs of a combination of origins and genres, not just one or two. According
to Vic de Rosario, chairman of Viva Group, a major entertainment company in
the Philippines, the future of his business lies in three types of audiovisual
products: local television programs, good local movies, and international movies
(Groves and Espiritu, 1997).

The situation in Taiwan may be a good example of the above observation.
During the ten years from the late 1980s to the late 1990s, the total number of
channels available to average viewers in Taiwan has grown twenty to thirty times.
While the percentage of imported programs over major terrestrial television
networks remained at around twenty in the past thirty years, all of a sudden the
television market—cable and satellite included—was flooded by major
transnational. It was estimated, for example, that about US$11.6 million per year
was spent to acquire the broadcast rights for just five international channels: CNN,
ESPN, Discovery, HBO and Star Movie (Feng and Su, 1994).

However, competition from transnationals has not threatened the livelihood of
the terrestrial television networks. Despite a drastic fall in revenue growth rates
from over 20 percent to single-digit, or even negative, growth rates (Table 4.4)
since the early 1990s, the amount of advertising revenues has changed little over

Table 4.3 Share of supply and consumption of foreign programs in selected nations

a Figures represent foreign programs in all channels, including national, satellite and spill-
over channels, while the others represent figures of national channels only.
Source: Adapted from Goonasekera (1997) for Australia, India, Philippines and Korea; the
rest adapted from Sepstrup (1990, 1994)

Table 4.4 Terrestrial television advertising revenue and growth rate (percentage)

Source: Advertising Magazine, various issues 
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the past few years. In fact a couple of the networks have recently begun to show
signs of recovery from the initial setback in growth rates.

Also unchanged for terrestrial television was the percentage of imported
programs, which remained around 20 percent (Table 4.5). Despite fierce
competition in the form of a much greater supply of imported programs from
cable and satellite channels, terrestrial networks seemed determined to make
locally produced programs their major attraction, and this persistence with local
products does have its rationale.

In Taiwan cable networks are major carriers of transnational channels; however,
these channels do not necessarily make up the core of cable programming.
Number one on the list of the 1996 Estimate for Cable Advertising Revenue
(“Advertising Statistics,” 1997) was TVBS, a satellite service with Hong Kong
investment but 100 percent local management. Most of the other top-ranking
channels were also of a local or regional background, including Super Television,
San-li, and Star TV. Even puppet shows which were once popular on broadcast
television are making sizable profits again over satellite channels. According to the
manager of a major cable conglomerate, although the amount of money paid to
transnationals may be impressive, the most expensive program remains local—
baseball games.2

Obviously it would be difficult for terrestrial television networks in Taiwan to
go back to the notorious3 profit margins they used to enjoy in the past few
decades. However it is also obvious that local products have not only kept their
turf in terrestrial television broadcast, but are prospering over cable and satellite
channels as well.

By the mid-1990s, program production in various parts of the world was
making significant progress with perhaps Africa the only exception, with only
three nations producing their own programs (Gross, 1995:226). While a greater
percentage of programming expenditure may have been spent on purchasing
programs, the amount spent on producing programs also increased as total
spending increased. In Europe, where a significant percentage of the American
exports were consumed, there has also been a significant growth in production
spending. As shown in Table 4.6, except for Belgium and Italy, the growth in
money spent on program production from 1991 to 1996 in sixteen European
nations ranged from a low of nine percent in the United Kingdom and Greece to
highs of 96 percent in Germany and 76 percent in Sweden.

Although statistics were sporadic, growth in program production was reported
elsewhere, including West Canada, New Zealand, Brazil and several Asian
nations. In Indonesia, for example, the number of domestically produced
telepictures, miniseries and series grew from 730 in 1994 to 3,244 in 1996, while
in Singapore the investment in audiovisual production in 1995 scored a record US
$ 114 million, nearly quadrupling that of the previous year. In some nations local
and national production was so vigorous that programs that were originally
targeted at audiences at home began to reach into the regional market and
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became transnational themselves, a development which will be discussed in greater
detail in this paper.

National film industries

In contrast to thriving local and national television industries, film industries
around the world have suffered in recent years. First, the dominance of American
products seems especially visible in the international film market which, unlike
the television market, has been shrinking. In the Philippines, local films accounted
for 40 to 50 percent of box office revenues in 1996, a significant drop from the 60
percent recorded in the previous year. Europe experienced a similar decline when

Table 4.5 Terrestrial television rates of imported programs

a TTV: Taiwan Television Company, the first terrestrial television network in Taiwan.
Source: TTV 30 Years (1992:324–41), quoted in Feng and Su (1994:77) 

Table 4.6 Percentage growth in production spending in selected European nations

Source: Adapted from European Audiovisual Observatory (1997)
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the American share of the cinema market went from 57 percent in 1986 to 72
percent in 1995 (Table 4.7), while the non-American share of the US box office
revenues was a mere 2 percent (Morley and Robins, 1995). In Scandinavia,
American feature films constituted 75 to 80 percent of all box office revenues. In
Norway, less than 3 percent of revenues came from local films, while in Finland
it was less than two percent.

With rising costs and declining revenues, film production has become an invest
ment that only the major companies are able to afford. This is reflected in smaller
output in the majority of the nations in the world—with the US as an unusual
exception. In Europe for example, the number of feature films produced went
from 999 in 1983 to 804 in 1993, while in the US, this number increased from
336 to 450 during the same period (Table 4.8).

No good news was reported elsewhere in the world. In Taiwan, for example, a
shrinking market coupled with the failure to integrate production and distribution
have led to a steady decline in the number of locally produced films, from 163 in
1988 to 18 in 1996. In a comprehensive study of the Taiwan film industry, Lu
(1997) found that in 1994 locally produced films constituted less than 5 percent of
all the films shown in movie theaters. In the same year, the number of Hong
Kong films shown in local theaters was seven times more than that of local films,
and foreign (predominantly Hollywood) films eleven times more. The gross
revenue of local films accounted for only 2 percent of the total box office
revenue.

In view of the situation, it is not surprising that Cirio Santiago, Chief
Executive Officer (CEO) of Premiere, one of the major entertainment companies

Table 4.7 American share of the European cinema market

a Excluding Franco-European minority co-productions;
b From 1986: a 12-member EU;
c From 1991: including a unified Germany;
d From 1995: a 15-member EU.
Source: CNC (1997)
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in the Philippines, should openly admit that “the [local] film industry might go.”
And he would not be the only person to be concerned.

Table 4.8 Ten years of European film production

Source: Screen Digest, July 1994 
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Pressured by the need to keep a film industry, a number of governments and
international institutions have engaged in programs and projects designed to boost
its growth. Canada was one of the first nations which launched such programs
(Dowmunt, 1993:16 and 22; Sinclair et al., 1996:27), followed by others
including Indonesia, Taiwan, Iceland and France. Two notable examples of
international agencies’ involvement were Nordic Film and TV Fund which had
an annual budget of US$10 million, and the European Community which has
provided loans and support through its MEDIA program to small production
companies since the late 1980s (Morley and Robins, 1995:18).

Some of the projects achieved a certain degree of success in bringing life to
indigenous film production. France was one of the very few nations which still
has a vigorous national film industry. In Iceland, films supported by the nation’s
Film Fund scored box office revenues comparable to that of Hollywood films.

But not all of the endeavors brought significant improvement to the situation.
It was not until recently that Canadian programs were found to be sufficiently
attractive to audiences at home (Sinclair et al., 1996:27). In Indonesia, two of the
fifteen government-funded films failed to even get local theatrical release in 1996.
Subsidized Taiwan films managed to win major international awards, but few
succeeded on the domestic market. Critics of the government policy contend that
the judges’ emphasis on personal, artistic expressions in funding decisions has led
subsidized films to alienate themselves from the average viewer.

Aside from the drastically different performance of local and national television
and film industries, at least two other trends of development are worthy of some
attention here: increasing hybridization of local and national cultural products,
and the emergence of cultural markets.

The pureblooded: increasingly difficult to find

It may be fair to say that “modeling, imitating and mutual learning” have always
been part of the audiovisual business (Mattelart, 1976:161; Wang, 1997). But the
distinction between a local or national program and a transnational or global
program may become increasingly blurred as hybridization of products takes place
at both the local/national and the global level.

Among the first to try some form of hybridization were the global media.
Globalization, as pointed out by Lull (1995), cannot do without interacting with
diverse local conditions. To investors the pressure to engage in such interaction
comes from the sheer fact that revenue from the overseas market has grown to
such an extent that it no longer is a “fringe benefit” of the domestic market. To
take Twentieth-Century Fox, one major transnational US film conglomerate, as
an example, its revenue from overseas markets had reached 40 percent of its
total revenue by the mid-1990s. With a forecast of 50 percent overseas revenues,
the company CEO Strauss Zelnick once acknowledged that overseas market needs
had had, and would continue to have, an influence on production decisions
(Ohmann, 1996:21).
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The need to localize became more pressing as audiences were found to have
shown little interest in the standardized, “canned” programs offered by
transnational media. Despite the US’s overwhelming dominance in world exports
of audiovisual products, a study by Waterman (1988) found that during the
1980s, 80 percent of US overseas distribution went to seven countries: Australia,
Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and the UK—mostly nations of a
socioeconomic background relatively similar to that of the US. Outside of these
few nations, the market performance of global media was far less dazzling than
had been thought.

In Asia, for example, of the nineteen transnationals which either set up
headquarters in or up-link (send signals from a terrestrial station to satellite) from
Singapore, HBO was the only one making a profit, and the rest were not
expected to break even until five to six years later. One other major failure on the
Asia casualty list was Murdoch’s Pan-Asia channels (Minton-Beddoes, 1997),
which had soon given way to programming catering to local tastes.

In Taiwan, ratings of an NBA game grew by more than ten times when
broadcast over a terrestrial network, compared to the same match on a
transnational channel. A local host was all it took to make the difference.
Although Taiwan Cable Systems paid a rather handsome sum for the broadcast
rights to transnational channels as mentioned earlier in this paper, on the list of
1996 estimates of cable advertising revenues, ESPN ranked twenty-two,
Discovery thirty-five, and CNN not even on the list. In 1998 CNN was
pressured to launch a promotion campaign in order to save its place in Taiwan’s
cable systems.

Before long it was clear that global television needs local repackaging to attract
audiences. In China, Shanghai TV produced its own version of Sesame Street
(Minton-Beddoes, 1997). Others tried franchising ideas (Gross, 1995:10) or
formats (Iwabuchi, 1997). In Indonesia, a local crew produced an Indonesian
version of the Jackie Gleason show “The Honeymooners,” while Japanese
companies were busy selling local popular song contests to Asian audiences.

In addition to the effort to localize, there has been a visible growth of interest
in co-production. To many national and local cultural industries, co-production
has at least two advantages: it helps to overcome the shortage of capital and talent
in program and film production, and at the same time facilitates access to overseas
markets.

In France, one of the first nations to sponsor co-production projects, the
proportion of co-produced films rose from 10 percent of total output in 1980 to
36 percent in 1995 (CNC, 1997). Similar trends were observed among European
nations (Figure 4.2) and in other areas in the world.

Co-production is one—but not the only—way to reach markets beyond
national borders. According to To and Lau (1998), the expansion strategies
adopted by Hong Kong-based TVBS, a new transnational corporation in the
region, can be put in four categories: cooperation, capital investment, barter trade
and consultancy contracts. Cooperation helped TVBS to capture the Taiwan
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market with a highly competitive local partner, while barter trade and consultancy
allowed it to enter places where it would otherwise have little chance of doing
business, e.g. Indonesia and India. To a successful enterprise such as TVBS,
regionalization and globalization seem to be a natural development as the need to
maintain growth pressures producers to seek opportunities overseas.

Elsewhere in Asia, there were plans for large-scale co-production centers
besides cooperation projects undertaken by individual companies. For example, in
1996 Malaysia launched its US$2 billion Multimedia Super Corridor project to
attract foreign investment. With the launch of Mesat, the project was designed as
a home for co-production and also a springboard to regional and world markets.

Taylor (1995) has pointed out that cooperation among audiovisual producers
will soon redefine the global market. What we have observed so far is increasing
cooperation among those at all levels of the audiovisual business, including
investment, management, production, distribution and promotion. Hybridization,
therefore, is no longer limited to production.

When local products are sold overseas: the formation of
cultural-lingual television markets

While media globalization attracted a great deal of attention from communication
researchers and policy makers, an equally, if not more, important development for
television in the 1990s took place when local and national cultural products began
to find rather attractive business opportunities outside of their intended (domestic)
market. The success of Telenovas in the Spanish-speaking world and Chinese
serial dramas based on classic novels such as Judge Bao were but two of the
examples.

Compared with programs offered by global television, regional programs have
the advantage of a common language and shared cultural and/or religious

Figure 4.2 Ten years of film cooperation in Europe

Source: Screen Digest, July 1994
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background, which soon became the basis for the emergence of new television
markets. In Asia, for example, segmentation of audiences has resulted in four
cultural markets: Chinese, Hindi, Islamic and English (Lee and Wang, 1995). Other
such markets include the Spanish-speaking population which reaches beyond
Latin America into Europe (Table 4.9); the Arab world, Europe and diasporic or
ethnic communities scattered in various corners of the world. These markets
which had either been beyond the reach of national media or too small and spread
out to be served by mainstream media, now provided new pastures as the cost of
transnational delivery dropped.

Some of the major players now thriving in these regional markets include India,
Hong Kong, Brazil and Egypt (Lee and Wang, 1995; Goonasekera, 1997;
Sinclair, 1996; Barker, 1997; US Department of Commerce, undated).

The emergence of these new transnational players not only redefined the
global television market structure, but has had significant influence on the
development of local cultural industries. With abilities to cater to local needs and
tastes yet sometimes featuring a fresher, more liberal programming format,
regional exporters have become far more threatening competitors to local and
national cultural industries than the US-based global conglomerates. Judge Bao,

Table 4.9 TVE International; number of subscribers as of January 1996

Source: RTVE Variety, 1996, September 23–29:110
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for example, managed to achieve high ratings in Taiwan, China, Singapore and
Hong Kong be it a Hong Kong, or a Taiwanese production. Similar successes
were reported of a number of serial drama produced in China, e.g. Liu Luo-guo
and All Men Are Brothers (Shui Hu Zhuari), a record that no US-based global
television player has been able to challenge so far.

Implications

From the above analyses we can make observations concerning at least three
issues: the future of local and national television industries vs. that of the film
industries, the nature of the relationships between global and regional, national
and local cultural industries; and the implications of increasing hybridization of
cultural products.

First, worthy of notice are the differences between the film and the television
industries in responding to fierce competition from the transnationals. While the
local and national television industries seem to be profiting from the change
brought by deregulation and technology, the film industries are struggling for
survival. The same abilities to cater to local needs and tastes do not seem to have
given the film industries a competitive edge against Hollywood. Why?

Both film and television programs are audiovisual products; however, the
human needs that they appeal to, and the world they construct, have become
quite different since television gained wide popularity. Television, with its easy
accessibility (from home), availability (up to twenty-four hours a day) and varied
content, has in effect formed a part of the audience’s everyday life, a presence
which films are unable to achieve. As pointed out by Chiu Fu-sheng, CEO of
Taiwan Era Video Enterprise, television, with its news, weather, and
entertainment, caters to audiences’ needs by reflecting, and also responding to, the
cultural and social contexts in which they live. To attract audiences, films,
therefore, must resort to other means, i.e. to appeal to fantasies by building a
world detached from reality.4

This division of labor seems to have been further enhanced by the need for film
makers to produce high drama with special effects which work best in movie
theaters, thus giving them a competitive edge against the free-from-home
television entertainment. Many of the Hollywood productions which achieved
global success, including E.T., Titanic, and Jurassic Park, were among the best
examples of such fantasy worlds built on the wide screen. With videotape rental,
movie channels, and video-on-demand all competing for audiences, films will no
longer be able to attract viewers to movie theaters if they—with or without an
appeal to the audiences’ social and cultural needs—cannot distinguish themselves
from what is available at home.

Unfortunately for the local film industry, this “division of labor” is not in its best
interest. All too frequently short of talent and financial resources, it is almost
impossible for local film studios to reach the same level of technical and/or artistic
sophistication as their Hollywood competitors. As a result, their attraction wanes
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when their advantage in cultural and social proximity ceases to be important.
This loss of attraction of local films to viewers has been highly visible in Taiwan
in recent years. Box office records showed that major losses in moviegoers were
found mostly with local films. From 1990 to 1994 the number of local film viewers
suffered a decline of over 80 percent when viewers of Hollywood and Hong Kong
films began to return to theater houses (Lu, 1997).

Undoubtedly the “winning strategy” developed by Hollywood film makers, a
strategy which is in essence similar to what is found in American television
dramas such as Dallas and The X-Files, have also contributed to their market
success. As Sepstrup (1990:85) pointed out, US television producers have
developed “a flair for creating popular fiction programs built on a cross-cultural
common denominator with a much broader cultural approach…” In other
words, it is what Dowmunt (1993:21) described as “universal programming” that
made Dallas a world success; hence those built within a more specific cultural
context were less likely to achieve global popularity. Seinfeld, for example, fared
miserably in several Asian nations, including Singapore and Taiwan. Similarly, for
a film to be globally successful it has to come from universal situations.

A closer look at Hollywood shows that the “universal situation” that has helped
so many films to succede, may have been a product of transnationalizing the
industry itself, a process which started with the introduction of the preselling
strategy in the 1970s (Wasser, 1995). According to Wasser (1995:31), the most
important feature of the strategy, one which allows producers to seek funding
before the film begins shooting, is to encourage foreign producers to go to
Hollywood and make Hollywood pictures “independent of the American
companies and of American financing.” Indeed in recent years in Hollywood
there have not only been an increasing number of foreign producers, directors,
actors and actresses—including familiar names such as Luc Besson, John Wu and
Jean Renu—also on the list are foreign sources of capital. If Hollywood is a
symbol of American cultural imperialism, today this “imperialist” is no longer
purely American as some of the major film production companies are owned by
Japanese corporations such as Sony Entertainment Inc. (Iwabuchi, 1997). It is
therefore no surprise that to some critics, Hollywood not only fails to address the
American audience in a profound way, the “American-ness” of its products is also
in question under the economic circumstances of production (Wasser, 1995).

It would be interesting to see if Hollywood will become the ultimate
embodiment of a genuinely “global” cultural industry, thoroughly
“deterritorialized,” both in outlook and spirit; so far the television industry has
produced little evidence to support the claims and ideals of global media.

What, then, is left for the national film industries? To survive in the face of
competition from Hollywood, some have crossed over into television production.
Already film producers are getting the majority of their revenues from sources
other than movie theaters, including videotape rentals, cable broadcasting and
other video services. In a few years, convergence of media technology and the
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development of digital technology will bring sweeping changes which will
minimize the differences in film and television production. 

In Taiwan, the Central Film Production Corporation, one of the island’s
largest film companies, has managed to remain self-sufficient by producing
television films, and others have tried to support film production by profit from
television production. Cross-subsidies on a larger scale were seen in countries
such as France and Indonesia where the television industry has become a major
investor in or source of income to the film industry.

While it is difficult to say whether local and national television industries will
single-handedly save national film industries from their demise, we can predict,
with a rather comfortable level of confidence, that local and national cultural
industries as a whole will not wither and die even if transnationals are reaching
into the remotest corners of the world. According to Cantor (1994), mass culture
is becoming extinct; today American products—the best in “universal
programming” —may be available everywhere, but are not dominant anywhere.

Also worthy of notice from our observation of the local and national cultural
industries, is the nature of the relationship between the local and the global.
International trade statistics did provide us with some reasons for apprehension as
American films and programs are taking a bigger share of the international
market. However, statistics also showed that while the supply of foreign programs
grew by large quantities as channel capacity multiplied, they were usually behind
in viewing rates. Until the late 1990s major global media in many parts of the
world were still struggling to get out of the red. This led one to suspect that the
market dominance of global television, its globalizing function and purported
impact on values and cultural identities had been overstated at this stage.

As global media kept researchers occupied, a number of cultural-lingual
markets have emerged. In some of the formerly most peripheral third-world
nations, such as Egypt and India, local, cultural industries have been transformed
into regional exporters, challenging global, as well as national and local cultural
industries in the same geographic area or ethnic community—a development
which was not part of the globalization theories.

Indeed, when local and national cultural industries manage to prosper under
competition from the transnationals and sometimes stay ahead in the rating game,
when local industries eagerly globalize and the transnationals avidly localize, it is
no longer clear whether treating them as opposing tendencies is still the best way
to conceptualize their relationship. Television may be globalizing, as indicated by
Barker (1997) and Giddens (1990); however, the same technology and capitalist
pursuit of profits also push it to localize and regionalize. In fact if the major
overseas markets for US audiovisual products were found in nations of a similar
social cultural background and mainly sharing the same language (Waterman,
1988) , then could we call this a “global” market, or is it just a super-sized
cultural market, like the others?

More detailed analyses of industry data are needed to answer the above
questions, however, there is enough evidence to warrant another attempt to
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redefine the relationship among the local, regional and global cultural industries.
In a discussion of globalization theories, Braman (1996:22) suggested that
globalization and localization processes can be conceptualized as a “mutually
constitutive” relationship between parts and the whole. Perhaps the same may be
said of global, regional, national, and local cultural industries. Rather than
opponents in a zero-sum game, they may all be interacting parts of a global
communications system. Changes in regulatory environments and technological
advances bring new opportunities and new patterns of interaction which favor
certain market players but discourage some others. As interacting parts of a system,
they compete, yet not necessarily against one another; they strive to highlight
their uniqueness, but also learn from one another.

Anthropological studies of cultural flow suggest that the process of
transnationalization will lead to an increasingly “hybridized,” rather than a
“homogenized,” world. As a result, people on the periphery will increasingly be
subjected to imported meanings and forms, while the imported forms will be
interpreted and recycled by local cultures, and the two scenarios are woven
together, according to Mattelart (1994:230).

Human history tells us that neither transnational cultural flow nor
“hybridization” began with global media, just as modeling, mutual learning and
imitating are not just practices of the audiovisual industries—they are part of
human nature. In this sense, it is perhaps both inevitable and necessary for the
global cultural industries to localize, and for the national and the local industries to
globalize.

Is there, then, life after globalization for the local/national cultural industry? Yes;
but what is a local or a national cultural industry? Or more precisely, has there
been a genuine globalization of the cultural industries?

Notes

1 The authors would like to thank Ma Li-chun and Wang Ying-yu for their assistance
in data collection.

2 Personal interview with Ming-jia Yao, assistant manager of Wei-lai Corporation,
January 16, 1998.

3 Profit margins of terrestrial television networks were “notorious” because year-end
bonuses for employees at the networks can be as much as five-sixths of their annual
salary.

4 Personal interview with Chiu Fu-sheng, CEO of Era Video Enterprise, March 19,
1998.
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5
THE GLOBAL, THE LOCAL AND THE

PUBLIC SPHERE
Colin Sparks

The title of this chapter could be mistaken for an amalgam of all that is
fashionable in the study of the mass media. On the one hand, the pairing of “the
global and the local” occurs everywhere in books and articles on communication.
On the other, “the public sphere” is the subject of endless debates about
democracy and the mass media. Almost the only thing missing in the title is the
term “civil society.”

There are two things to be said about this. The first is that, despite the fact that
these terms are fashionable, they nevertheless point to some very important issues
about the contemporary role of the mass media. The questions which this title
address us to are therefore worth spending time upon and taking seriously. The
second is that, perhaps as a condition of their being fashionable, they lack agreed
and precise definitions. Very often, it seems as though they are terms that mean just
what the particular author wishes them to mean. Consequently, if we are going to
have a valuable discussion of these issues, we need start off by being clear as to
what is here meant by the terms, and why they are important. It is very unlikely
that the usage I adopt here will be the one that magically commands universal
support, but at least if I spell it out, readers will know what exactly it is I am
talking about.

Consequently, I begin this chapter with a brief account of what I mean by the
term “public sphere,” and why I think that this is a central category for
discussions about the mass media. I then look at some of the problems involved in
the global/ local pairing. Thirdly, I briefly recount the results of some recent
work that I have done on the status of the global public sphere. I then look at the
local public sphere. In conclusion, I draw out what I believe to be the general
implications of my discussion.

My examples and evidence are disproportionately drawn from the UK, for
obvious reasons. I have tried to broaden the discussion, however, by taking some
account of other European countries and the USA. I believe that the conclusions
that I reach are valid for the countries that I have looked at, but of course they
could be inadequate in other circumstances. It may well be that, outside of this
narrow and charmed circle of developed Western countries, the issue of the
public sphere, and the ways in which it interacts with the global/local nexus, are



quite different. I very much look forward to a discussion that will illuminate my
occidental darkness and improve the scope of my findings. 

The public sphere

Habermas’s concept of the public sphere has been one of the most used, and most
challenged, ideas in the field of media studies in the last decade. Many
contemporary discussions of the relationship between the media and democracy
have been conducted in terms of the public sphere. Despite numerous debates,
however, the term remains deeply problematic. Part of the problem is that
historical investigation has shown that what Habermas called the “bourgeois
public sphere” of eighteenth-century England and France never existed, and what
did in fact exist differed systematically from the kind of communicative space that
the theory requires, indeed in important respects reality was directly contrary to
the claims of theory (Curran, 1991; Schudson, 1992). It has further been argued, I
believe convincingly, that Habermas’s belief that the development of the modern
commercial mass media and of public broadcasters led to a “refeudalization” of
the public sphere in which democratic debate was replaced by displays of
corporate power, was wrong in some of its central propositions (le Mahieu, 1988;
Scannell, 1989). These media in fact both extended the range of topics open to
public debate and opened those debates to wider layers of the population,
although it is also true that they acted to limit and constrain that debate, and
access to it, in important ways. Finally, I think that few writers would claim that
any of the existing media, in any country of the world, actually embody the
formal criteria that Habermas specified were characteristic of the public sphere.

It is obviously tempting to ask: “Why, then, continue to employ this
category?” My answer lies in the dual nature of the concept. While its empirical
claims do not seem to be sustainable, its normative value remains considerable.
The formal requirements for the constitution of a public sphere are, it can be
argued, the essential conditions for the conduct of a democratic polity. While we
may not expect to find them fully embodied in actual media systems, they remain
an aspiration. That does not imply that they are wholly abstract and without
practical utility. On the contrary, they provide a guide to media policy. It is the
level of policy that provides the mediator between social scientific accounts of what
is and philosophical accounts of what is desirable.

It is from this perspective that I wish to highlight three key attributes of
Habermas’s account of the public sphere. In the formulation which was first
translated into English, Habermas gave as defining characteristics of the public
sphere that “access is guaranteed to all citizens” and that they “confer in an
unrestricted fashion” (Habermas, 1974:14). He went on to say that, if there was a
public sphere in contemporary society, this would necessarily be embedded in the
mass media. We can use these as norms against which we can measure the
performance of actually existing media systems. We can ask: to what extent are
they open to all citizens? We can ask: to what extent is debate free and
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uncensored? We can ask: to what extent are citizens participants in, rather than
spectators at, the debate? It seems likely that most media systems do not fully
embody those desiridata. Certainly, the one I am most familiar with, that of the
UK, falls a long way short on all three axes of measurement. Others, like the USA,
do very much better on the axis of freedom and censorship, but perhaps worse on
the other two axes. Some European examples, notably Sweden, seem to do much
better on all axes; all though are still well short of the ideal To the extent that we
are concerned with policy formation, we can then use the results of such a study
to help formulate proposals to improve the functioning of the media in these
respects.

There are three other, more general, questions raised by the concept of the
public sphere which should be mentioned at this point. The first is to note that the
public sphere can be usefully contrasted with the notion of “public opinion,”
which is its major competitor for discussing the role of the media in
contemporary democracy. The latter sits most comfortably with theories of elite
democracy. It is concerned with measuring what the public think, and with
understanding how that opinion comes to be formed, not to say manipulated. It
produces relatively little space for discussions of the public as the initiators of, and
participants in, the formation of their own views. This is a radically different focus
from that of the public sphere, which is primarily concerned with the public as
the active subject of discussions, and focuses discussion on the mechanisms in the
mass media by which this is either encouraged or impeded: public opinion is
what is formed as a result of discussion in the public sphere. The theory of the
public sphere sits more comfortably with radical theories of democracy which
value active and participatory citizens.

The second point to note is that it is an historical limit of the debate about the
public sphere that its greatest reach has been that of the state system of modernity.
This should hardly be surprising, in that the category, and the problems it
proposes to address, are exactly those of the modern, capitalist, state. It shares this
limitation with theories of democracy, which have, perforce, been concerned
with how the citizens of particular states might exercise greater or lesser degrees
of control over their own governments. Categories formed on this basis evidently
need to be rethought to confront a situation, like that suggested by theories of
globalization, in which the decisive locus of public affairs has shifted beyond the
state to the world economy, world institutions, and a world polity. Accordingly,
there are writers who have argued for the necessity of constructing a global public
sphere to allow people to exercise some degree of control over these global
political and economic forces that are determining more and more aspects of life
(Garnham, 1992; Hjarvard, 1993).

The third point to note is that Habermas argued for the existence of two kinds
of public spheres. The first is the familiar, political, public sphere concerned with
rational discourse directed to reaching agreement about matters of public policy.
The second is the literary public sphere, more concerned with matters of taste and
general social beaviour, although, of course, having profound political implications.
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We are here concerned almost entirely with the first, political, public sphere,
although at some points I touch upon the latter. This is largely for reasons of
space, and it implies a serious limitation to this study, since it has often been
argued that the issues of globalization and localization are most clearly articulated
in the contemporary approximation to the literary public sphere (Negus,
1996). The conclusions of this study should be read with that limitation in mind,
although I believe that a fuller consideration of the question would in fact
demonstrate that the same conclusions held for the literary public sphere as for the
narrower political public sphere.

Finally, there are two terminological difficulties. The dual nature of the
concept of the public sphere leads to potential confusion about which aspect we are
discussing. On the one hand, in the normative sense, we are speaking of an ideal
media system against which we are measuring actually-existing media. On the
other hand, we are discussing those actually-existing media, which we expect to
find do not embody many, or any, of the desirable characteristics of the norm. I
am faced with the difficult choice of whether to try to coin a new term for one
or the other, or to use the same term for both. I have come to the conclusion that
it is best to follow the majority of authors and use just one term. I hope that it
will be clear from the context when I am discussing defective real public spheres
and when I am discussing ideal normative public spheres. I apologize in advance
for any difficulties that might ensue. The second problem concerns the complex
of terms around “nation” and “state.” The normal English-language usage is
“nation-state.” This particularly commends itself to US writers, since it allows
them to distinguish the USA from Alabama: the former is a “nation state,” the
latter simply a “state.” To European sensitivities, that usage conceals too many
problems. We are only too aware of nations without states (Scotland, Catalonia,
etc.), states that contain more than one nation (the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland, the Spanish state, etc.), and states that do not
contain within their borders the whole of the nation (the Republic of Ireland,
Hungary, etc.). We are also only too well aware of the conflicts that can result
from these disjunctures. I have here tried to use the term “state” to describe
sovereign entities, which the US idiom would term “nation-states,” although this
has made for some ungainly constructions. I apologize in advance for any
confusion that may ensue.

The global and the local

The terms global and local are often, although not invariably, conjoined in
discussion, but the relative values of these terms differs widely from theorist to
theorist, and there are very many theorists of globalization to choose from.
Within this diversity, it is possible to identify three general classes of theorizing
that assign different values to the local/global pair. We can consider each in turn,
both with regard to their viewpoint on the general terms and their more precise
implications for the mass media.
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The first of these consists of those theories of globalization that see it as a
generalization of existing, and usually Western, trends. The most obvious
representative of this current is Giddens, who views globalization as the
generalization of modernity. There is certainly a “local” in this account, but it is
that characteristic feature of western modernity, the nation state, that is
globalized. “Local,” here, means “state:” 

The nation state system has long participated in that reflexivity characteristic
of modernity as a whole. The very existence of sovereignty should be
understood as something that is reflexively monitored. …One aspect of the
dialectical nature of globalization is the “push and pull” between tendencies
towards centralization inherent in the reflexivity of the systems of states on
the one hand and the sovereignty of particular states on the other.

(Giddens, 1991:69)

If we attempt to operationalize this (very difficult with Giddens, and something a
grand social theorist like him never stoops to) in media terms, it seems to imply
the global diffusion of “modern,” and therefore essentially state-based, mass
media. It might reasonably be taken as a view which corresponds closely to that
phase of thinking about resistance to media imperialism that spawned New World
Information and Communication Order (NWICO) as part of a defence of
national sovereignty.

The second group of theories are those that propose a uniform and
homogenous process spreading throughout the world. Ritzer, for example, wrote
of the process of bureaucratic rationalization he termed “McDonaldization” that:

The spread of American and indigenous fast-food throughout much of the
world means that there is less and less diversity from one setting to another.
The human craving for new and diverse experiences is being limited, if not
progressively destroyed, by the national and international spread of fast-food
restaurants. The craving for diversity is being replaced by the desire for
uniformity and predictability.

(Ritzer, 1993:138–9)

In this kind of theory, the process of globalization is one which destroys the local,
at whatever level it is manifested, and replaces it by a single, standard, and usually
US-inspired, society. Translated into media terms, this would suggest that the
development of global media means the progressive erosion of local media and
their incorporation into, or replacement by, their larger predators. Neither the
state, nor any more genuinely local formation, provides the basis for an alternative
to this process of homogenization. One specifically media-based articulation of
this position is that offered recently by Herman and McChesney (1997), in their
analysis of the ways in which very large media companies, operating on an
international scale, tend to ensure the dominance of a US-inspired model of
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advertising-financed media at the expense of a diversity of different national
forms.

The third kind of theory proposes a state system under siege. It is attacked by
globalization “from above,” with abstract forces, notably the world market, acting
at a level more general than that of the state, and imposing solutions upon the
state and its citizens. But it is also attacked “from below,” with other forces
relating much more directly to the immediate experience of the population
within a more limited scope. Raymond Williams put the issue clearly in an early
formulation:

It is now very apparent, in the development of modern industrial societies,
that the nation state, in its classical European forms, is at once too large and
too small for the range of real social purposes. It is too large, even in the old
nation-states such as Britain, to develop full social identities in their real
diversity… At the same time it is obvious that for many purposes…the
existing nation-states are too small…(because of) the trading, monetary and
military problems which now show this to be true, and which have so
heavily encroached on the supposed “sovereignty” of the nation-states.

(Williams, 1983:197–8)

If we attempt to operationalize this view in terms of the mass media, it would
seem to suggest that we would observe a simultaneous process of the erosion of
the power and influence of the state-based media on the one hand, and a parallel
strengthening of both the local and the global media. We would expect to find
media organizations, and regulatory structures, migrating “up” to global forms or
“down” to local forms. We would expect the audiences for state-oriented media
to decline relative to those for local and for global media.

For the purposes of this chapter, I propose to bracket the first two of these
theoretical positions. From our point of view here, the first contains little of
theoretical interest. The second, while stimulating and intriguing, directs us away
from a confrontation with the issues we are examining. Both of these positions
invite us to consider only the process “from above.” The third position provides a
much more fruitful starting point, in that it proposes a dual movement that
corresponds to the issues we are addressing, and it provides the basis for a research
effort that might provide evidence that could illuminate the extent of its
explanatory power. I therefore propose to concentrate my discussion on this
account.

To say that it provides a useful starting point, however, is not to say that it
provides a complete and coherent account of the issues at stake. It is possible to
identify two major problems that need exploration. The first concerns what level
is being specified when we use the term “local.” The “global” might not be very
well theorized, but there is a commo-sense usage that is adequate for most
purposes: it refers to some level of social, economic, political and cultural
organization that is more extensive than that provided by the states that divide the
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world. The local, on the other hand, can mean widely different things, and the
media forms in question can be quite different. Some writers, indeed, have made
a postmodern virtue out of this lack of definition: “I…have refrained from
burdening (the local) with a definition that might have constricted analysis”
(Drilik, 1996:42).

We, unfortunately, are obliged to constrict our analysis to the public sphere,
and so do need to undertake the burden of at least some definitional work. An
obvious starting point is the fact that there is social space for a number of different
levels below that of the state, and it is not clear exactly which of them is pertinent
to the global/local discussion. There is a common distinction between what is
often termed the “regional,” meaning some geographically and, possibly,
culturally defined unit of large extent, and the more properly “local” in the sense
of the relatively small community of the town, district or urban neighborhood. In
this chapter, I shall provisionally adopt that distinction, although it has two major
shortcomings. In the first place, it ignores possible intermediate levels, for
example the city, that are an important focus of social life, both in general and in
terms of the mass media. In general, I shall assign things like cities to the regional
level, for reasons that I hope will become obvious below. Secondly, it is clear
that, within both the categories of region and locality, there are major differences
in the kinds of phenomena under discussion. The Basque Country, Catalonia, or
Wales, are all “regions,” in the sense used here but they are qualitatively different
kinds of social constructions than is the region of south-west England. Each of the
former has the kind of characteristics that usually lead them to be considered
nations, albeit “stateless nations.” In particular, they all have distinctive languages,
historical traditions and political trajectories that mark them off from the
surrounding territories. In the latter case, a handful of reactionary eccentrics not
withstanding, “Wessex” is an entirely literary entity. There is not, today at least,
any distinctive language (although we don’t quite manage to speak English
properly) and the customs of the country are barely distinguishable from
elsewhere in England. Such a distinction is even stronger when we consider those
formations which are not historical and administrative locations, but rather are
constructed as “fluid and relational space(s)” purely in terms of their position of
relative advantage, or disadvantage, with regard to the operations of the global
economy (Robins, 1991: 35). We may term those regions that are marked by the
coincidence of strong cultural markers and a particular historical territory “old”
regions, since they often pre-date the modern state system, which was frequently
constructed in an attempt to eradicate precisely such differences. We may term
the other forms “new” regions in that they exist either as administrative units of
the modern state, perhaps because the state was successful in eradicating their
marks of difference, or, more strongly, “in and through (their) relation to the
global” (Robins, 1991:35).

At the more immediate level, “local” community can mean different things in
different situations. The sort of small market towns studied by Lunby (1992) are
likely to have different internal social structures, for example in kinship and
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employment patterns, to a neighborhood in a vibrantly diverse city such as
London or New York. We might reasonably hypothesize that in the smaller
town, the general direction of social ties will be what we may term “integrative,”
with shared languages, uniform and largely endogamous kinship structures,
relatively undifferentiated employment patterns, similar life-trajectories, and so on.
In the metropolitan neighborhood, on the other hand, we might suppose that
there would be many social ties that are “externalizing,” with linguistic diversity,
varied and dispersed kinship structures, highly differentiated employment patterns,
radically different life-trajectories, and so on. We would also hypothesize that the
media present in those communities would be different and, in the latter case, much
more diverse and less bounded by the locality.

The second major problem concerns the fact that the common-sense use of the
term is spatial in reference: “local” is linked etymologically and semantically with
“locality.” As Featherstone puts it:

Usually when we think of locality we have in mind a relatively small place
in which everyone can know everyone else, this is social life based on face
to face relations. It is assumed that the intensity of the day-to-day contacts
will generate a stock of common knowledge at hand which makes
misunderstandings less frequent. It is the regularity and frequency of
contacts with a group of significant others which are held to sustain a
common culture.

(Featherstone, 1996:52)

This sense, at its extreme developed into a notion of territoriality, is clearly one of
the ways in which both the regional and the immediately local can be
understood. The local is a defined space that is distinguished by borders of some
kind, although they need not be as policed and impermeable as are those of the
state. We might call this an “old” sense of locality, since it is linked to patterns of
life, and therefore embodies structures of feeling, that predate capitalism, let alone
the twentieth century.

There is, however, a second important sense in which the local is used in
contemporary discussion. One of the undeniable features of the contemporary
world is the international movement of vast armies of peoples, creating what
Appadurai (1990) called “ethnoscapes” across at least the major cities of the
developed world. The perceptions of this reality has recently gained increased
salience, particularly through the recent focus upon “identity.” Stuart Hall
articulated this sense of the local with a strident proclamation of its newness:

The emergence of new subjects, new genders, new ethnicities, new
regions, new communities, hitherto excluded from the major forms of
cultural representation, unable to locate themselves except as decentered or
subaltern, have acquired through struggles, sometimes in very marginalized
ways, the means to speak for themselves for the first time… Just as I tried to
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talk about homogenization and absorption, and then plurality and diversity
as characteristic of the new forms of the dominant cultural postmodern, so
in the same way one can see forms of local opposition and resistance going
through exactly the same moment.

(Hall, 1991:34)

This is a quite different sense of local, which in Hall’s words is unable to “locate”
itself except in terms of power relations between it and dominant
groups. Particularly with regard to Hall’s main theme, that of ethnic identity and
diasporic self-consciousness, this conception of the local implies no particular
sense of place. On the contrary, as the origins of the term diaspora remind us, it
proposes an identity held and maintained independent of any, probably
temporary, physical location. The attributes that Feather stone identified in the
localized community are ones which are supposed to exist amongst these
dispersed communities independent of their physical separation, and a similar
structure of feeling can be discovered independent of geographical location. The
social and cultural links between the members of these “dispersed localities” are,
it is said, stronger than those between them and their immediate physical
neighbors.

Similar, if much less remarked upon, movements of people have been active in
the formation of the populations of Britain and France, among other countries, at
least since the birth of capitalism. London has long had a population descended
from French Hugenots fleeing religious persecution, press-ganged African sailors
and escaped slaves, Irish peasants forced out by famine, Jewish workers driven
from Eastern Europe by Tsarist pogroms, and very many other groups, all
contributing alongside the proletarianized descendants of the peasants who had
come to Britain from Germany, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and France in earlier
waves of immigration. Nevertheless, despite the historical record, this version of
the local represents itself as a new consciousness arising from new conditions.

When we consider these two sets of distinctions together, we can construct a
matrix, as in Figure 5.1, which specifies different possible versions of the general
term “the local.” If it is true that the nation state is being attacked from both
above and below, then it is reasonable to hypothesize that the media that are the
most prominent markers of this from the point of view of the local are those
which represent the two “new” dimensions of the local. The “older” forms,
although perhaps very important, are far from being the distinctive products of a
new phase of globalization. On the contrary, they are strong markers of the
impossibility of the task that the modern state set itself of eradicating internal
differences and producing a homogenous people inhabiting an homogenous
administrative space.

Bringing together both the local and the global, it seems reasonable to say that,
to the extent that there is a tendency towards globalization which is manifested in
and through localization, the old media based on the state system are being
eroded, while the global and local media are in the ascendant. The old, imperfect,
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state-based public spheres are being eroded and new, albeit possibly even more
imperfect, global and local public spheres are emerging, particularly around the
new forms of the local. The propositions can be reformulated in terms of more or
less testable hypotheses:

• the state-based public spheres are eroding as a consequence of globalization
• a global public sphere is emerging and growing relative to the state-based

forms
• local public spheres are growing in strength relative to the state-based forms
• this growth is more marked for the new forms of locality than for the old
• the growth of the new local public sphere is articulated with, if not an

embodiment of, the tendency towards a global public sphere.

We can therefore move on from the rather arid plateau of theoretical analysis to
the lusher pastures of empirical investigation.

A global public sphere?

Most writers in this vein point to the emergence of satellite broadcasting, and
global media corporations, as evidence for the fact that we are living in age in
which the necessary media infrastructure for a global public sphere does already
exist. If there is indeed a global public sphere coming into being, then we should
be able to find concrete television and radio channels, or newspapers and
magazines, that embody that sphere. Since I have already written extensively on
this, it would be wrong to burden you with the details that are available
elsewhere. I therefore present in this section a summary, in which all the evidence
cited is to be found, except where specifically noted, in what I discovered when I
first went out to look for the global public sphere (Sparks, 1998).

In brief, my conclusion was that there is at present no global public sphere, nor
is there any sign of one emerging in the immediate future. In the first place, the
belief that the communication satellite is in itself is a global, or even supra-national,
medium is mistaken on two grounds. The first concerns the regulation and
control of satellites. These occupy slots assigned by inter-governmental
agreements, and are subject to the regulatory efforts of particular states. The

Figure 5.1 Types of locality 
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reception of satellite signals, particularly when it is mediated through a Satellite
Mater Antenna Television (SMATV) system, is again subject to state-based
regulation. It is possible for states to force signals they don’t like off particular
satellites. The most notorious example is the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
deal with Murdoch over the objectionably critical BBC news service he carried
on the northern beam of Star TV, but there others like the British government’s
struggle against pornographic broadcasters, in which state-based regulation (the
provisions of the 1990 Broadcasting Act) proved adequate to prevent the
offending material being broadcast.

The second reason why it is a mistake to think of satellites as necessarily global
communication media has to do with content. There is a tendency to think that
the free-to-air model, either state- or advertising-supported, will be the
dominant one for future satellite broadcasting, as it has been in the past. There are
very strong grounds for thinking that this is not likely to be the case in the future.
Various kinds of subscription and pay-per-view systems are already in operation,
and these have no necessary connection with the global. In order to view such a
service, it is necessary to have a decoder, and the running of that very terrestrial
piece of equipment is controlled by a subscription management system. In order
to attract audiences, and thus to maximize their revenue, broadcasters are obliged
to seek premium content, particular for these services. But rights holders are also
keen to maximize their revenue, and therefore characteristically attempt to
subdivide the rights to broadcast their material. One of the traditional ways in
which markets are divided up is along “national” lines, and the design of a
subscriber management system makes that model replicable in the case of the
satellite. It is therefore in the interests of both the broadcasters and the rights
holders to continue with the national organization of audiences in the future,
subscription-oriented television economy. From this perspective, the cross-border
potential of satellite broadcasting is the temporary and accidental product of the
undeveloped state of the technology prevailing in the 1980s.

If we shift our attention from technology to social form, and ask what channels
there are that might constitute the basis for a global public sphere, we arrive at the
conclusion that there is very little evidence for its existence. The obvious
candidate for the role of embodiment of the global public sphere is CNN, and
this is regularly cited as having transformed viewing habits. There are strong
arguments that would say that this is essentially a US, rather than a global, news
channel, but let us leave those aside. If we ask how large the audience for this
global channel is, both absolutely and relative to the existing state-based
broadcasters, we come to the conclusion that it is so small as to be irrelevant from
the point of view of constituting a genuine public sphere. Even in the USA, even
in 1991, the year of the Gulf War and CNN’s finest hour, the channel got an
audience rating of 3.7 percent; in more normal years it hovers around 1 percent
(Greenberg and Levy, 1997:139). Outside the USA, the audiences are even
smaller. In the UK, in the first quarter of 1998, the ITC reported a viewing share
of 0.1 percent for CNN. Everywhere, the terrestrial broadcasters have
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experienced an erosion of their audiences at the hands of cable and satellite, but it
has not been to any significant extent caused by the rise of a global news service
taking the viewers for their national products as part of the growth of a global
public sphere.

A similar tale can be told about the global newspapers, like the Wall Street
Journal and the Financial Times. These exist, and they circulate globally, albeit in
differently inflected editions, but the fact is that their readerships are tiny
compared with the national press of the countries in which they operate, and in
those cases like the USA and the UK where the audience has a choice, it prefers
the more localized product. What is more, an examination of the audience for
these newspapers reveals another striking factor about globalization. The people
who read these papers are rich, even by the standards of rich nations: in the case of
The Wall Street Journal Europe, they have an average annual income of US$196,
000 per annum. 

One further important point concerning these media is that they are
overwhelmingly in English. While this is the most widely diffused of languages, it
is, of course, very far from the mother tongue of the vast majority of the world’s
population. The ability to use this language to a very high level, or maybe Spanish
as an alternative, is thus an extremely restrictive condition on access to whatever
kinds of discussions take place in the global media.

These three factors lead me to the conclusion that there is no such thing as a
global public sphere at the moment. There are certainly media that are concerned
to address issues on a global scale, but their audiences are too small, too rich, and
too English-speaking to be considered inclusive. Nor can I detect anything in the
dynamics of these media that is likely to make them more accessible in the near
future: to the extent that they are profitable operations, they are profitable
precisely because they do address an elite, and have little incentive to extend their
reach significantly. At the same time, there is little in either the new television or
in international newspapers that suggests any serious erosion of the state-based
public sphere. This sphere may well be eroding, but I can see no evidence that
this is because substantial numbers of citizens are defecting to global forms that
correspond more readily to their experience of interaction with social power. It
may indeed be the case that more and more significant events in the lives of ordinary
people are determined by events over which the state has little or no control, as
the current crisis in Indonesia suggests, and which are at least initiated by global
factors, but there is no sign that this is what is leading to a crisis for the state-based
media. On the contrary, I agree with critics of the general “globalization of the
media” thesis that the state remains a significant actor in this realm (Schiller,
1991; Ferguson, 1992). Indeed, I would go rather further: a study of the British
case reveals that in important respects the state has, over the last two decades,
been increasingly ready to intervene in the working of the mass media (Sparks,
1995). My conclusion is therefore that talk of the erosion of the state-based public
sphere from above by forces of globalization is at least premature and, at the
present, quite mistaken.
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A local public sphere?

The case with the local public sphere is quite different. It is very easy indeed to
find examples of the mass media that are either entirely local in their orientation,
or at least have a strong local dimension. What is more, these tend to have a
substantial concern with issues of public discussion, and to be relatively open to
the views and voices of their audiences. These media have many shortcomings
and limitations, and vary widely between themselves as to how seriously and
extensively they address public issues, but, to a surprisingly large degree, they do
sustain a (limited and imperfect) public sphere. But while there may not be much
doubt about the existence of a local public sphere, the issue of how this is related
to the more general question of the global and the local is much more complex.

To begin with the question of the articulation between global and local, and
the extent to which they are interdependent, we can note that one striking
feature about these local media, and the local public spheres that they sustain, is
that they tend to be relatively independent of the global media operators, as
described by Herman and McChesney (1997), for example. Murdoch, to take the
paradigmatic example of a global media operator, and one who is most certainly
concerned to intervene in public debate, does not appear much interested in local
operations, outside of his original patrimony in Australia. In the UK, his
newspaper operations are entirely national in scope, as is his satellite service. In
the USA, while it is true that Murdoch has owned “local” papers (e.g. The New York
Post), he has never tried to build a chain of US newspapers in the manner of
Gannett or Knight-Ridder. In television, it is a distinctive feature of what has
happened to Fox since Murdoch acquired it is that it has tried to become the
fourth national TV network: Murdoch has not concentrated simply on acquiring
lucrative stations in particular localities. He nowhere appears to have a strategy of
finding local partners and working with them. His alliances are with companies
that operate at the state level. There is little evidence, in most of his main theatres
of operation, that Murdoch wants to undermine the state from above and below.
(Indeed, there is precious little evidence that, despite his public speeches, he
wants to undermine even very despotic states from above. Provided he can do
business with them, butchers are quite OK.) The famous slogan, attributed to
News Corporation as well as to many other companies, of “Think Global. Act
Local” seems to mean, in practice, “Think Global. Act National.” If the local is
articulated with the global, it is in more complex and subtle ways than through
direct relationships between the two kinds of media.

Providing evidence relating to the hypotheses that the local public sphere is
growing relative to the state-based sphere, and that it is growing faster with regard
to the new forms of locality, requires a more extensive discussion. We can begin
by considering the printed newspaper press. In many countries the press began
locally, and continues up until today to be predominantly local. The USA is the
most obvious case, in which there are more than 1,500 daily newspapers, only
two of which, The Wall Street Journal and USA Today, are properly “national”
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newspapers in the sense understood elsewhere. In this respect, the UK experience
of a daily press dominated by London-based, large-circulation, national
newspapers is an unusual and extreme example of the opposite situation. In most
countries in Europe, there is a substantial local newspaper press existing alongside
a small number of titles that have a wider remit.

The long existence of the local press suggests that it has little to do with any
relatively recent shift in the direction of a global/local nexus that is dislocating the
state system. The newspaper press in the UK, as much as the USA, was primarily
local in its nineteenth century origins (Lee, 1976). These origins, and the
continued existence, of the local press are the product, first, of technical
limitations that, up until recently made it difficult, expensive, or downright
impossible to print the same product at widely different locations, or physically to
transport the product of centralized printing to widely dispersed individuals in time
to effect a sale. While it is true that the technical advances that have permitted
remote printing have been essential to the advent of a genuinely global press, they
have also, in the case of the USA, been the main technical factor leading to the
emergence of a national press and this is, economically at least, far more successful
than the global pretenders: the continuing success and profitability of The Wall
Street Journal proper as a US national paper is the condition for the attempt to
construct a global paper. The second condition for the continuation of a local
press has been the local nature of important aspects of the advertising market—for
example, classifieds— which have meant that it has been possible to make money
from small-circulation newspapers, especially when they enjoy a local monopoly.
Neither of these conditions are recent, or original to some new phase of history in
which the impact of the global/local nexus is undermining the state.

The press example also provides evidence with regard to two other issues. In
the first place, the local press is predominantly the press of the old locality. That is
to say, most of the titles are geographically defined in their circulation and
economics, and to the extent that they constitute a public sphere they tend to be
concerned with place-bound issues like City Hall, local crime, and so on. It is
true that there are some titles which are representative of the new locality. In the
UK, for example, The Voice is a weekly newspaper that articulates the concerns
and issues of an audience predominantly Afro-Caribbean in ethnic origin. It is
uncertain whether this represents a new phenomenon. In the case of the USA,
there was in the early years this century a flourishing non-English press that
articulated the concerns and issues of linguistically-defined ethnic groups. It
counted more than two thousand titles when Robert E.Park undertook his
pioneering study in the early 1920s. A similar process, albeit on a smaller scale,
took place with regard to the Irish and, later, Jewish populations of Britain in the
nineteenth century. It may well simply be my ignorance that prevents me
adducing more British or other European examples from an earlier period.

It is not clear whether this group of newspapers are growing in numbers,
circulation, or influence. Two things are clear, however. In the first place, the
economic well-being of these publications depends relatively heavily on
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advertising by the local and national state machine. Secondly, even though these
newspapers are very important indeed to their readers, they are very small scale
compared to the “old” local press. Against a handful of such titles, there are more
than 450 paid-for old weeklies produced in the UK.

That is not to say that the local press is in a state of rude health and posing an
increasing challenge to the state-based media. The other points to bear in mind
here are that the local press, defined in the old sense, is only local up to a point,
and that it is a declining force in society. There has always been a tendency, for
powerful economic reasons, for local newspapers to be grouped into ownership
chains, and this process has accelerated in recent years, notably in the USA. The
development of these chains, and their increasing informatization, implies a
“nationalization” of policy, of managerial personnel, of business arrangements,
and so on. Editorial material is another matter. The non-local material in the local
press has long been predominantly dependent on press agency supply, for example
through AP and UPI in the USA and the Press Association in the UK, and this
suggests that they have a “global” dimension that stretches back to the last
century. It may be that the growth of chain ownership means an increase in
syndicated material, as economic logic would dictate, but I have no hard evidence
on that. It is also true that the overall circulation of the newspaper press is
declining in many advanced countries, notably the USA and the UK, although it
is growing in countries like India. The local newspaper press is the greatest victim
of this decline, showing much greater, and more protracted, losses than the
national press.

We can therefore conclude from a study of the press that, while there is
undoubtedly a form of the local public sphere, this is so long-established as not to
be considered an aspect of globalization. The main form which this local
newpaper press takes is the “old and local” one. There are some very important
examples of a “new and local” press, but they are, in overall terms, marginal in
number and in circulation. The whole sector, however, is decreasingly local in
terms of ownership, and at least some aspects of operation, and it is declining,
rather than growing, at a rate faster than is its state-oriented cousin.

The case of broadcasting provides additional insights into these problems.
There are certainly numerous examples around the world of radio and television
broadcasters whose audience is defined by areas or groupings much less inclusive
than those of states, although, by its nature, television in particular, tends to
construct the “local” much more broadly than does the press. With this medium,
we are mostly concerned with the regional level that we discussed above. Once
again, there is very strong evidence, at least from Europe, that news and current
affairs are the strongest aspect of the local and regional broadcasters (see Moragas
and Garitaonandía, 1995; Jankowski et al., 1992). We can therefore say that there
is evidence that there is something of a local and regional public sphere in
broadcasting, albeit subject to many limitations. What is more, in most of Europe,
although not the USA, these local broadcasters are a relatively new development,
produced by political and economic action during the last two decades
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(Hollander, 1992:9). We seem to have here evidence for a process which might
constitute the local dimension of a global/local nexus.

This plethora of local or regional broadcasters, however, conceals a very
considerable paradox. As is very well-known, the economics of broadcasting,
both in radio and in television, lead in the direction of networking. According to
the logic of economics, there should be a very rapid process of consolidation into
one or a few chains of broadcasters with the whole territory and population of the
state at their disposal. That this has not been the case has primarily been due to
regulation. The Federal Gommincations Commission (FCG) in the USA has
always had very strict rules as to the number of stations that any one company can
own, and these have survived, albeit in weakened form, in the recent
deregulatory Federal Communications Act. Elsewhere, there are similar attempts
to prevent the erosion of local interests. In other words, the continued existence
and health of the local in broadcasting has been predicated on action by the
existing state machines. This action has been under constant threat from the
forces of commerce, and where the regulatory regime has been relaxed, for
example in the UK, there has been a sharp trend towards the consolidation of
ownership and operation into fewer, more centralized hands (Porter and Combe,
1998). These same pressures appear to be operating with a similar force in other
circumstances, for example Denmark (Jauert and Prehn, 1997).

The second point to note is that the most successful attempts to construct local
and regional broadcasting seem to have been those that rely on the most strongly
marked of the old regions. The greater the degree of regional difference,
particularly in language, the easier it seems to be to construct a viable broadcaster.
The trend towards the regionalization of broadcasting was very marked in the
1970s and 1980s, but there seems to have been a general retreat since then. One
study of the regional dimension of broadcasting in Europe concluded that:

It would appear, then, that the autonomous regional television stations
(except for those in the German Länder, or those in multilingual countries)
are really exceptional in Europe. Thus, the establishment of the six Spanish
autonomous television networks since 1983 has been a landmark in the
regionalization of European television… It is likely that only regional
television which is based on actual regional communities (which could
either be within the bounds of a nation or a tranfrontier region) with
economic interests and particular cultures and traditions, will remain and
will be able to compete with the growing number of TV channels in the
future.

(Garitaonandía, 1993:290)

The decentralization of broadcasting into regions in the “new” sense of the
administrative regions of the state does not seem to have corresponded to any
strongly expressed need on the part of the mass audience. It is in the “old” kinds
of regions that the development of a robust broadcasting system seems viable. As
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it happens, however, many of these old regions are also nations without states,
which at least an identifiable body of opinion thinks should acquire states. In
other words, it may be that the construction of these broadcasting systems is
correlated not with an erosion of the state, but with a move to redefine and re-
divide the existing state system into a new one that has greater legitimacy
amongst the population.

A number of these new broadcasters, notably S4C in Wales and the Gaelic
Broadcasting Trust in Scotland, are not economically viable on their own. They
only exist because they are supported by the state. In the case of S4C, more than
95 percent of its income comes in the form of a subsidy direct from London, and
in addition it receives free from the BBG more than 500 hours of Welsh-language
programming per year. The production of news and current affairs, not to
mention programs like the very popular soap-opera Pobol I Cwm, are possible
because the high cost of sustaining broadcasting in a lesser-used language are
borne, quite rightly since they should have equal cultural rights with other
citizens, by the state of which speakers of that language are members (Sparks,
1996). 

The problem of financing broadcasting is even more acute for local groups. It
seems to be a problem that has haunted many of the efforts in Europe over the
last decade, and undoubtedly lies behind much of the pressure to produce
networks out of stations set up for specifically local purposes. If we examine the
broadcasting of “new and local” groups, we can certainly find examples of radio
broadcasting —London Greek Radio, for example—which are representations of
some of these collectivities. Here the factors that permit a local broadcaster are
similar to those that permit local broadcasting based on the old localities: available
spectrum and the existence of an advertising market able to sustain a limited
amount of production. Television, on the other hand, is much more problematic.
The costs of producing genuinely local programming are so high that such
broadcasters tend to be dependent upon state-based institutions. In some cases, for
example in terms of British news and current affairs television that represents new
localisms, this is mediated through the existing state-based broadcaster. In the case
of Amsterdam, subsidy from the local state seems to have been crucial (Gooskens,
1992). In other cases, the relationship to the state structure does have more of a
global dimension, since it is a broadcaster based in another state that provides
programming. Zee TV in Britain is a good example of this. It began as a local
channel, then with a different name, which produced some of its own
programming. Eventually, the economic logic of its position has forced it into the
situation of being exclusively a re-broadcaster of material originated by its parent
Zee TV in India. In this sense, it is an example of globalization, but one which
hardly fits most theorizations, since whatever public sphere is being facilitated is
dominated by the discourse of a political situation in another state. This, surely, is
reminiscent of an older form of “immigrant” culture, with an orientation on
“home,” rather than evidence of a genuinely hybrid and diasporic culture
appropriate to an epoch of globalization.
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Overall, then, the analysis of the local public sphere certainly suggests that there
are examples (albeit imperfect and limited ones) of this category in the
contemporary world. They do not appear to be obviously linked with global media
companies. With regard to the newspaper press, the majority of these local forms
have existed for a long time and relate primarily to the old forms of locality, based
on physical proximity. There are some newspapers which represent new forms of
locality, but these are very much the minority. The local public sphere, as
articulated in the printed press, is eroding rather than growing, and aspects of its
localism are declining in favor of state-wide organization. In the case of
broadcasting, there are indeed local public spheres in radio, and to some extent in
television. The strongest of these are in the old forms of regional organization.
Those in the new regions seem to be stagnating if not declining. Even some of
these successful old regional forms of television are dependent upon subsidy from
the state. The forms of television appropriate to the new localities do exist, although
they are few in number, and they are not generally economically self-sufficient.
Subsidy from the state is an important condition for the viability of many of
them. It seems reasonable to say that the local public sphere does indeed exist, but
that there is little evidence that it is growing, disproportionately linked to new
forms of localization, or articulated closely with the process of globalization.

Conclusions

None of the hypotheses regarding the global and the local that we suggested
might be tested seem to be supported by the evidence we have reviewed here.
On the contrary, the evidence directly contradicts them. We can conclude that
formulations such as the following are, simply, wrong (as well as atrociously badly
written):

The nation-state, in effect, having been shaped into an “imagined
community” of coherent modern identity through warfare, religion, blood,
patriotic symbology, and language, is being undone by this fast imploding
heteroglossic interface of the global with the local: what we would here
diversely theorize as the global/local nexus. The dissolution and disinvention
of e pluribus unum narratives can be seen happening in the United States
from various angles and within multiple genres of discourse.

(Wilson and Dissanayake, 1996:3)

There is no sign that a global public sphere is coming in to being. There is little
sign that the local public spheres are at all the product of a phase of globalization,
and there is little evidence that there is an interface, heteroglossic or otherwise,
between the two. Those public spheres that are produced by new localisms may
well see as one of their aims the dissolution of grand narratives like the USA or the
UK, but they very often turn out to be dependent upon these grand narratives to
pay the bills.

92 THE GLOBAL, THE LOCAL AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE



If all that was at stake was an issue of theoretical clarity, we could stop there.
The fashionable formulations are wrong. But there is more at stake than just
having the right ideas. Theory is important, but so too is practical action. The
issues which we have been discussing, and which most theorists of globalization
tend to mis-recognize or exaggerate, are important practical questions. There is
no doubt that the international money markets, and in their wake the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), have an enormous importance to people’s
lives in Indonesia, Korea, Thailand, Russia and Brazil today, and perhaps
elsewhere tomorrow. There is no doubt that the populations of many advanced
countries are ethnically very diverse. There is no doubt that the democratic system
in the USA, and to a lesser extent elsewhere, is experiencing some kind of a
malaise, if not a fully-fledged crisis. These issues have implications for our
understanding of the public sphere, whether global, state-based or local. Mis-
recognizing the issues at stake as some kind of vaguely formulated process of
globalization in fact disables us not only from understanding the real dynamics of
the situation but also from developing any policies that could make it easier for
people to exercise their democratic rights. I want, in closing, to develop three
issues that seem to me possible extrapolations that one could draw from the
analysis I have sketched here. 

First, there are real forces, beyond the direct control of even the most powerful
of states (i.e. the USA), that affect, directly or indirectly, the life experiences of all
the world’s population. It would be an extension of democracy, although not an
antidote to the destructive effects of global capitalism, if these forces were placed
under the same kinds of surveillance and control as are many states. To take an
example, the IMF does not publish the details of its policies. The best that one
can obtain are press releases and reports of speeches. What the IMF does matters,
both to the people to whom it does things and to those whose money it risks
when doing it. There can be no serious discussion of the role of the IMF without
access to the information it is acting upon and the agreements that it is reaching.
Simply assuming that a global public sphere is coming into being obscures the
need for real pressure to bring the doings of the IMF into the public sphere, even
to make its policies transparent, let alone to subject it to democratic control. To
the extent that these globalising forces gain in strength and impact, so the need
for an open and accessible global public sphere will become all the more urgent.
Left to themselves, there is no chance that the existing fora for global debate will
evolve towards inclusive public spheres. To produce a public sphere on a global
basis will require a sustained and conscious effort.

Second, the state is not withering away as a result of a siege from above and
below. It is true that the scope for activity of even the most powerful of states is
circumscribed by global forces. It is true that neo-liberal policies have meant that
many of the social-services functions of the state, and many of the industries it ran,
are being privatized. What is left, however, is still the essential “special bodies of
armed men with prisons etc. at their disposal,” which show no signs of
disappearing. At the same time, the state remains the most powerful of social
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actors, and many states are subject to some democratic controls. The function of
the state-oriented public sphere remains crucial. It is today under threat, for
example because of the fragmentation of broadcasting consequent on the end of
channel scarcity. Defending and extending that public sphere remains a central
democratic task.

Third, the “old” local and regional public spheres are in varying states of health,
and some need assistance to survive. On the other hand, many of the “new”
public spheres are in a very uncertain state, particular with respect to their ability
to represent the lived contemporary experience of the diverse groups whose
homes are in the great metropolises of the developed world. There are, for example,
around 275 languages spoken in London and more than 190 first languages
spoken in London schools. In inner London, more than 40 percent of children
speak a language other than English at home. More than 30 percent of those who
speak another language at home are not fluent in English. In my daughter’s class of
six year olds, there are half a dozen or so languages spoken at home. Admittedly,
London is the most cosmopolitan city in the world, today more so, apparently,
even than New York, but I think that the reality of complex and diverse
ethnoscapes will be generally recognized, albeit in less extreme forms. It goes
without saying, from the point of view that values a public sphere, that all of
these children, when they become adults, and their parents as of today, have the
same democratic right to enter into the public sphere as I do. The notion that an
elite of confidently bilingual “community leaders” could fully represent these
diverse populations does not fit easily into a theory of democratic involvement.
What is more, the impact of new technologies of communication, the famous 500
channels that we hear so much about, means that it is technically possible to
realize that right. But that, of course, is not what is happening. The 500 channels
are going to be used to give us NVOD (Near Video On Demand) and sport.
There are two obstacles to realising the desirable state of an inclusive local public
sphere which could embrace all of these new groups. The first is regulatory: the
imposition of the obligation to carry such material as a condition of a franchise.
The second is economic: the provision of the same kind of subsidy that enables
Welsh speakers to enjoy a developed public sphere for other language-defined
groups like speakers of Bengali, Turkish, Cantonese, and so on. Whether either
of these objectives could be realized or not is an open question: I am not in the
short term optimistic. But the point is that, in order to realize either of them, it
would be necessary that the existing state be forced to take action. Very far from
replacing the state, the new localities need the state in order to represent
themselves.

I hope that I have shown that “getting it right” with regard to the global, the
local and the public sphere is more than just a matter of the correct formulations.
How we understand these complex developments in the world, and in the public
sphere, has a direct bearing on the kinds of policies that are appropriate to extend
democratic debate and involvement.
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6
THE AMBIGUITY OF THE “EMERGING”
PUBLIC SPHERE AND THE THAI MEDIA

INDUSTRY
Ubonrat Siriyuvasak

In this chapter I want to demonstrate the struggle between the capitalist and the
bourgeois classes on the one hand and the working and the new middle classes on
the other hand over the question of access and control of the mass media in
Thailand. The rise of the new middle classes during the past decade is largely due
to the high rate of economic growth. But as Preecha Piempongsanti (1993) and
Nithi Aewsriwong (1993) argued, the Thai middle classes linked themselves
economically and culturally with the capitalist class, nationally and internationally.
Their income, their professional security and the way they manage information
are all interconnected with the economy of the advanced industrialized countries
in the West and in Asia, Japan in particular. In a sense, they are closely allied with
the capitalist class of the global economy.

From this point of departure the chapter discusses how the new middle classes
exercise their economic freedom vis-à-vis freedom of expression. The wealth
generated by the economic growth in the late 1980s to the early 1990s has
provided for the rapid commercialization and, to a lesser extent, the
industrialization of the Thai media industry. The media sector, similar to other
services and industrial economic sectors, depended directly and indirectly on
Western media technologies, production paradigms and content. Hence, we see a
booming consumerist society, not a democratic society.

The open space in the Thai social system since 1992, at first, appeared to be an
open arena which would contribute to the empowerment of the masses and the
expansion of a civil society (Ubonrat Siriyuvasak, 1994, 1996). But with the
influence of the advertising industry over the media industry we are witnessing
more corporate expressions than citizen expressions. It is not a public space or
public sphere which opens the expressions of the rich and the poor alike, the
Thais and the indigenous peoples, the urban and the rural people, nor does it
include the voices of children and the disadvanged in the society. The question is,
are the new Thai middle classes building a new social space in the media of their
own? Is the media industry also enjoying the economic freedom and leaving the
question of democratic expression aside?



Economic growth and socio-political transition in the
1980s and 1990s

In the 1980s the economic growth rate and the wealth generated by such rapid
growth seems to indicate that Thailand and her Association of South-East Asian
Nations (ASEAN) neighbors have crossed over the threshold of the newly
industrialized economy (Table 6.1). But the economic crises in these countries in
the 1990s and the collapse in 1997 reveal the weaknesses of a society without
either solid economic foundations or the social and political basis for an
industrialized capitalist economy.

While the intense economic growth rate of Thailand between 1987 and 1991
grew at 9.5, 13.2, 12.2 and 10.0 percent it did not reflect a positive trend on the
income distribution in Thai society. Neither does it signify any real change in the
social and political power of the rural and disadvantaged people. On the contrary,
they affected the structure of production and employment in the various
economic sectors (Voravit Charoenlert, 1991).

Two significant economic indicators demonstrate how unequal development
was taking place in Thailand during this period of economic growth. First, the
income distribution between 1976 and 1986 showed that the top 20 percent
received the largest and growing share of the total income which was 49.26
percent in 1976, 51.47 percent in 1981 and 55.63 percent in 1986. On the contrary,
the bottom 20 percent of the population received less than 4.55 percent of the
income distribution in 1986. The share dropped from 6.78 percent in 1976—a 2.
23 percent drop (Table 6.2). However, the middle classes (2nd, 3rd and 4th 20
percent) received a larger share between 1976 and 1981, from 41.74 percent to
44.12 percent, but fluctuated to 39.82 percent in 1986. They resumed a larger
share of the income distribution in the 1990s since their work reside with the
service sector and in the non-manual and managerial class of the industrial sector
(Voravit Charoenlert, 1993:134–5).

Table 6.1 Economic growth rate of the New Industrializing Countries (NICs) in Asia,
1990

a In 1990 the exchange rate of US$1 was equal to 25 baht
Source: Pasuk Pongpaichit (1993:110) 
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When compared with Taiwan the top 20 percent received 38.2 percent and
the bottom received 8.3 percent of the income distribution in 1986. During the
1980s the gap between the rich and the poor has decreased compared with the
1960s (Table 6.3). If compared with Korea, the top 20 percent received 42.3
percent of the income distribution and the bottom 20 percent received 18.9
percent in 1984 (Table 6.4). Between Thailand, Taiwan and Korea the bottom 20
percent of the Thai population received the least share of wealth and is getting
poorer as the economy grows larger.

The second indicator of unequal development is the contrast between the
growth rate of the agriculture sector and the industrial and service sectors. The
industrial and service sectors grew steadily in the 1960s to 1980s while the
agriculture sector was on the decline (Table 6.5). Statistics showed that in 1960
the large majority of the people, or 84 percent, were employed in the agriculture
sector while 4 percent were employed in the industrial sector and 12 percent in
the service sector. In 1990 there was a sharp decrease in the agriculture sector. The
employment ratio dropped from 84 percent to 67 percent—a 17 percent
decrease. Employment grew by 8 percent in the industrial sector and by 9 percent
in the service sector between 1960 and 1990. The GDP of the agriculture sector
also dropped from 40 percent to 12 percent—a 28 percent decrease—while the
industrial sector grew by 20 percent and the service sector grew by 7 percent
during the same period. Taken together, the industrial sector and the service
sector generated 87 percent of the GDP employing 33 percent of the total labor

Table 6.2 Thai income distribution, 1976–86

Source: TDRI in Voravit Charoenlert (1991:36)

Table 6.3 Taiwan income distribution, 1964–86

Source: TDRI in Voravit Charoenlert (1991:37)
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force. In 1990 the agriculture sector generated a mere 12 percent of the GDP,
employing 67 percent of the total labor force. Hence, the gradual collapse of the
rural or agricultural sector saw the rise of the industrial and the service sectors and
the middle classes within these two sectors.

As Sungsidh Piriyarangsan and Pasuk Pongpaichit (1993) pointed out, the large
labor force in the service sector provided for the making of the new middle
classes whose works were being linked to external capitalist systems, the global
economy and high technology. The “educated” segment of the new middle
classes—the professionals, managers, technologists, skilled technicians, white-
collar/office workers and non-manual workers, etc.—have grown at an
exponential rate. Sungsidh and Pasuk believe that the new middle class wants not
only economic liberalism but also political liberalism. And they see this growth as
part of the democratization process. Their question is whether the new middle
classes in the Thai society will contribute to building a new democratic system
when they have gained their economic security.

There was a positive trend when the middle classes joined with the workers
and other lower classes as the prime movers of the 1992 demonstration against the
non-elected Prime Minister, Suchinda Kraprayoon. As an army general Suchinda
was seen as the sign of political authoritarianism amidst the growing economic
liberalism set out by the previous government. The demonstrators were seeking
an openness in the political system and in the flow of information in order
to continue the process of economic growth. Right after the May 1992 event,

Table 6.4 Korean income distribution, 1965–84

Source: TDRI in Voravit Charoenlert (1991:37)

Table 6.5 The growth rate, ratio of GDP and employment distribution by economic
sectors, 1960 and 1990

Source: Voravit Charoenlert (1991:38 for figures on growth rate); Pasuk Pongpaichit (1993:
111–12 for figures on GDP and employment distribution)
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questions were asked if these newly politicized middle classes would advocate
democracy and not only liberalism for their own classes (Sungsidh Piriyarangsan
and Pasuk Pongpaichit, 1993; Anek Laothamathas, 1993).

I want to extract from the analyses of Preecha Piampongsanti and Nithi
Aewsriwong of the Thai middle classes and their role in the democratization
process before looking critically at the media. Preecha’s work is a theoretical
exposition of the role of the middle classes in Western industrialized economies.
And the latter is a historical analysis of the role of the Thai middle classes. These
would provide the necessary groundwork for my own argument on the relationship
between the middle classes and the media.

Preecha Piampongsanti (1993) defined the new middle classes as social
collectives made up of civil servants, corporate employees, intellectuals, office
workers, business people, managers, executives and other white-collar workers
and some small producers. The new middle classes are separated from the
capitalist class but they are not the real producers or labor force. On the political
dimension the new middle classes are in control of the working class who work
on the production line. On the idealogical dimension the new middle classes
monopolize the knowledge on production and the economy. The new middle
classes are non-manual workers of all professions. They work with information
and manage and control the production system. From their social formation their
class consciousness is starkly different from the working-class consciousness. In
short, the new middle classes are part of the capitalist class and they work to assist
in the legitimization of the capitalist system in the political and ideological realm.

Preecha investigated the Marxian concept of class analysis and the Weberian
social stratification categories within the German theoretical articulation of the
new middle classes prior to the rise of Nazism. The traditional and mainstream
Marxian analysis of Karl Kautsky argued that there was no middle class as such.
There were only the capitalist class and the working class, while Eduard Bernstein
held a reformist view of the middle classes. He expounded that in a modern
capitalist society the classes between the capitalist class and the working class
would expand rapidly and they do not belong to the working class. The new
middle classes have their own economic, socio-political and cultural identities.
They have their particular way of life and their own ideologies. They are the
intermediary between the capitalist and the working class. But since they have
formed their own identities and ideologies they would most probably not ally
themselves with the working class politically.

Nithi Aewsriwong (1993) saw the importance of the historical role of the middle
class in Thailand at this particular juncture. He searched Thai history to
demonstrate the culture of the middle classes, of the young intellectuals, civil
servants and journalists. His point is that the Thai middle classes have always
looked up to the monarchy who initiated the socio-cultural role model for the
Thai society. But ultimately, the role model was drawn from the West. This was
due to the fact that the Thai monarchy often appropriated from Western culture
since the early Rattanakosin period. What is interesting is that the Thai middle
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classes shared the ruling ideology which is firmly grounded on the concept of
merit, patronage and power. Both the middle classes and the ruling class believed
in benevolent dictatorship as an ideal state.

Taken together, Nithi Aewsriwong asserted that the Thai middle classes
basically do not believe in democracy nor egalitarianism. In recent times, the new
middle classes have linked themselves directly to the West via modern
communications and information link-ups, education abroad and travel, etc. They
are culturally more dependent on the capitalist and the middle classes’ influences
from the West. Individualism and consumerism are the key cultural values drawn
from the West. Nithi argued that the middle classes are more concerned with
their class interests. They are not committed to freedom, equality nor democracy.

Both Preecha Piampongsanti and Nithi Aewsriwong saw the central role of the
new middle classes in the Thai society in moving the capitalist economy forward.
But both were rather pessimistic on the “democratic role” of the new middle
classes. For Nithi, if the present rising middle classes follow the path of history
they would not side with democracy nor the majority of the peasantry in the
rural areas and the working classes. This is because they are alienated from the
peasants and their culture. The peasants are the real “other” for the Thai middle
classes. For Preecha, he believed that the capitalist ideologies would permeate
deeply into the consciousness of the new middle classes to the detriment of
democracy. They would embrace individualism, which means competitiveness in
business dealings. They would compete to seek power in their organizations and
would focus on accumulation, be it of materials, income, profits, knowledge or
resources. And finally, the new middle classes would seek economic freedom in
the name of democracy. Embedded within these ideologies, it would not be far
fetched to foresee the new middle classes allying themselves with the capitalist
class, and becoming the new priests or ideological producers for the capitalist
economy.

From the above analyses I would like to follow the line of argument on the
role of the media and the middle classes in the present democratization process in
Thai society. It is quite clear that the recent economic boom has brought about
structural changes in the social formation of new classes. On the other hand, the
media industry also mushroomed during the boom period. We have seen new
media spaces in the entire range of the media industry—books, magazines,
newspapers, television—both cable, satellite and over-the-air broadcasting, radio
and music, films and videos, etc. Our question is to inquire if the mushrooming of
the mass media signifies freedom of expressions and cultural formation for the new
classes. And also to inquire further into the relationship between these
expressions, the capitalist ideologies and democracy. The inquiries would be
carried out by way of investigating the penetration of the global media and
consumerism in Thai society on the one hand and the globalized form and
content of the local (Thai) media vis-à-vis the present democratization process. 
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The extension of the global media market and the
growth of consumerism

This section attempts to examine the relationship between the advertising
industry and the media industry and their connection with the global media
market and consumerism. In demonstrating the expansion of advertising on
consumer products through the penetration of international advertising agencies
we would be able to see how the global economy reaches out for new markets in
this part of the world. We would, at the same time, be able to understand how
these agencies sell their products along with consumerism. In addition, we would
be able to show some examples on the close relationship between the advertising
producers and the way they advertise the ideologies of the new middle classes.

Looking at the advertising industry during the economic boom period in the
1990s, advertising expenditure for television tripled. It grew from 6,502.1 million
baht in 1990 to 20,771 million baht in 1996. This is also true of radio,
newspapers and magazines (The Advertising Book, 1997–98). Between the 1980s
and 1990s the advertising industry grew at a steady rate of 25 percent per annum.
However, statistics show that seven out of the top ten advertising agencies in
Thailand are international advertising agencies, two are Thai agencies and one is a
joint verture company (Table 6.6). Together they have a 58 percent share of the
total advertising revenue in the industry, or 22,124 million baht out of the 38,295
million baht revenue in 1996.

When we follow closely the kinds of products advertised in the media we find
a mixture of consumer goods and luxurious/status products as the major categories
of advertisers. The media are also included among the top ten advertising
categories (Table 6.7).

If we examine the above categories in more detail we can see that the top ten
advertisers share 16 percent of the total advertising expenditure in the industry
(Table 6.8). Out of these, six are international corporations. They are the world
(Western) major consumer product producers, namely, Lever Brothers, Procter &
Gamble, Nestle, Colgate and Palmolive and one Japanese automobile company,
Toyota Motors. These global brand names are the market leaders which dominate
the local market with their products. But furthermore, they produce the symbolic
product of the “modern” images in their presentation of the characters wrapped
in the new middle-class setting, lifestyle and languages in the ads. The modern
city estate with green surroundings, big living rooms and kitchens, luxurious
shopping malls, bars and pubs are the general backdrop of these advertisements.
Consuming these modern products is, therefore, the key to a successful life and a
happy family for an individual.

In products which deal with the sphere of work and production the
advertisements show the images of modern office with hi-tech office and
communication equipment. It is the ideology of efficiency, speed and reliability
of the information technology at work.
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A similar kind of concept is used with advertising cosmetics such as shampoo,
body and skin-care products as well as detergents and other cleaning agents.
Scientists presenting the product in the laboratory under the microscopic lens and
with a chemical formula are a guarantee of the high quality of the scientifically
proven product. These global advertisers are selling not only the goods but the
new ideology of the power of information and knowledge, and professionalism in
modern production. It is evident that these images are selective and represent the
life and work of the new middle classes whose works deal with the production of
information and services in the service and industrial sectors of the economy.

Table 6.6 Top ten advertising agencies in Thailand, 1994–96 (unit: million baht)

a Thai advertising agency,
b Joint venture between Thai and international agencies,
c Radio and outdoor advertising not included.
Source: The Advertising Book (199 7–98:53)

Table 6.7 Top ten advertising categories, 1996 (unit: million baht)

Source: The Advertising Book (1997–98:143)

104 THE AMBIGUITY OF THE “EMERGING” PUBLIC SPHERE



Advertising is part of the media structure in a capitalist economy. Its first
function is to sell the product by speeding up the flow of goods. Its second
function is selling the ideology of capitalism (Garnham, 1979). But in addition,
the advertising industry has direct impact and control on the media industry
(Murdock and Janus, 1985). This is a more subtle relationship between the media
and the global capitalist economy for which advertising is the key mediator. In
the Thai milieu the media industry relies heavily on the advertising industry.
While television and radio depend entirely on advertising revenue, newspapers and
magazines receive 60–80 percent of their income from advertising. The content
in these media is, therefore, circumscribed by the marketing strategy of
advertisers. Popular programs on television prime time, for example, are confined
to two or three genres. These are news, drama and game shows. For magazines,
general magazines for women and men are the most popular ones supported by
the advertising industry. The target viewers and readers are the new middle classes
and lower middle classes. But we shall examine in more detail later on how the
media industry under the influence of the advertising industry promotes
consumerism and individualism in the mainstream media genre and content.

Let us now look at the Thai media industry and its connection with the
ideology of the global economy through the direct sale and consumption of
media products. Examples will be drawn from three major media—magazines,
films and cable television—which saw a rapid rise of imported products since
1994. Our point of inquiry is that, although it is clear the Thai middle-class
audiences are consuming more global media products, what kinds of symbolic
construction of the capitalist ideology are they consuming?

Since 1994 several international magazines have launched Thai versions to
attract the young and modern working men and women in the city. These are
printed on luminova paper imported from Finland in order to keep the standard
and the look of the magazines. Elle, for example, declared that it would lead the

Table 6.8 Top ten advertisers, 1996 (unit: million baht)

Source: The Advertising Book (1997–98:140)
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fashion trend and lifestyle of Thai women. The publisher was certain that the
Thai market was ready for such an international magazine and it would broaden
the worldview of the Thai readers (Puchadkarn Daily, 1994, October 3). Penthouse
and Esquire were also expected to be the leader magazines amongst the same
group of men’s magazines published locally. Penthouse folded in March 1998 due
to the heavy copyright fees (400,000 baht/month, which was increased to 800,
000 baht/ month after the economic crisis in July 1997). However, since
Penthouse has become one of the major popular soft porn magazine, May Media,
the Thai publisher, put out For Men which is exactly the same as Penthouse,
instead.

Most of these imported titles carry between 60 and 80 percent of the content
from the original magazines, including advertisements. The attractive columns in
these magazines are fashion, entertainment news, celebrity interviews, sex stories
and columns, and most of all advertisements of international brand-name
cosmetics, leather goods, clothing, watches and jewelry; there is also indirect
advertising of CDs and films through the entertainment columns. The
consumption of these products is to acquire the status symbols which form the
identity of the new middle classes.

The second example is the expansion of Hollywood and Hong Kong film
exhibition vis-à-vis the decline of the local film industry. For nearly two decades
the Thai film industry has been able to produce over 100 films a year. It provided
for the debut of new film directors and a variety of genres. One of the reasons
was due to the high tax rate levied on imported films in 1976.1 The tax rate was
set at 30 baht/meter and the Motion Picture Export Association of America
(MPEAA) boycotted the measure for five years before making a return in 1981
(Puchadkarn Daily, 1993, August 16). During the 1980s, the MPEAA and the
American film studios came back to test the market while Thai politics during
this period began to stabilize and the economy resumed its constant growth. The
significant change, however, was in the 1990s when the Thai government
negotiated with the US government for special export rights on agricultural

Table 6.9 Examples of Thai version of international magazines, 1994–97

a Franchise Penthouse and Seventeen closed down in 1998.
b Esquire’s copyright fees is lifted for the time being,
c Joint venture.
Source: Nation Sudsabda (1998:20–1)
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products under Section 301 over the imported film tax. Hence, the film tax was
lowered in 1993 (Puchadkarn Daily, 1993, August 26). Hollywood and Hong
Kong films began to flow in by the hundreds as opposed to the number of Thai
production which went down dramatically from 113 in 1990 to thrity-two in
1996 (Table 6.10).

The rapid decline of the Thai film industry has had at least three major effects.
The first is on the diversity of the genre. If we look at the genres of Thai
productions there are five major genres—real-life drama, comedy, action, ghost
and pornography. Among these, ghost movies and pornography have
disappeared. Comedy and real-life drama are the two major genres which
survived with a small number of action movies. The second is on the size of film
producer. Only the major production studios and big productions could weather
the storm. These are Sahamongkol Film, Five Star, Nakorn Luang, Grammy and
R.S. Film. The latter two are affiliated to the largest music corporations in the
coutnry. Small producers of grade B movies whose films are popular in the
countryside are completely wiped out in 1995. Hong Kong films and smaller
productions from Hollywood take their place (Sutakorn Santithawat, 1997:129).
The third effect is on the revenue of the industry. During 1991–92 Hollywood
films marketed in Thailand were worth around 100–120 million baht. Critics saw
1994 as the watershed year when Spielberg’s Jurassic Park alone made over 74
million baht in Thailand and the major American studios together made 334
million baht.2 On the contrary, the Thai film industry in 1997 made a total of
310.8 million baht (Thai Post, 1998, January 17:8). The trend in 1998 showed an
even rougher competition when Titanic already reaped 200 million baht from
Thai viewers over its three-month exhibition. Its global revenue, in March, was
recorded at US$ 10,000 or 40,000 million baht.

Our investigation, so far, shows three important changes in the film industry
and the socio-economic context in the 1990s. First, the tax rate on imported film
was lowered as an exchange for other export tax privileges. Second, the growth
of the economy and the rise of the new middle classes and the elite and the upper
classes who are seeking information and entertainment from within and from
abroad in order to form their new class and cultural identities. These are the
people who have the financial capability and consumption power who make up
the significant part of the new media market. This is also true of the consumption
of imported magazines exemplified above and the information and news media
such as CNN, BBC, NHK, ABC, etc. Third, the large cinema theaters in
Bangkok have been replaced by multiplex theaters in the new shopping centers
and total replacement is expected by 2000. This means a large increase in the
number of cinemas to ensure exhibition capacity in order to accommodate the
deluge of foreign films.3

The change in the size of the cinema theaters came with the new sound
technology of the multiplex cinema, the SRD, SDDS, DTS, THX systems. In
1993 there were 100 standard cinema theaters with seating of 1,500–2,000 in
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Bangkok. These were renovated into groups of three to five mini-multiplex
theaters of 200–300 seats. In 1997 there were 250 cinema theaters in Bangkok.
Outside of Bangkok there were 700–800 cinema theaters of standard and medium
to small capacity seating. Among these, there were 270 standard and multiplex
theaters (Puchadkarn Daily, 1993, August 26 and The Advertising Book 1997–98:
203). Over half of the cinemas in Bangkok show Hollywood films and the rest
show Hong Kong and Thai films while the majority of the cinemas in the
countryside show Hong Kong films and Thai films with Hollywood films taking a
smaller share of the rural market.

The final example is on satellite and cable television. During the 1990s, satellite
and cable/subscription television also came in vogue in Bangkok. In 1997 there
were around 230,000 subscribers to IBC, Thai Sky and UTV cable television.
These are the middle classes and upper classes who can afford the 400–890 baht/
month subscription fees plus 5,000–9,000 baht installation fees. These new media
channels are the direct link-up with the global information and media centers and
the global economy. There are news programs, focusing on economic and
politics, and current affairs programs from the major international news services,
sports, documentaries and most of all, Home Box Office which is one of the most
popular channels on cable television (Ubonrat Siriyuvasak, 1996).

At present, the economic crisis in 1997–98 is having serious repercussions on
the quality and quantity of the media industry. This means restructuring the
industry one way or the other. Cable/subscription television, for instance, must
downsize its organization or close down in order to survive. IBC and UTV
already announced their merger at the end of 1997 (Krungthep Thurakit, 1997,
October 14). This is due to the decreasing number of subscribers and the high
cost of copyright fees on imported programs. In the process, IBC is inviting ALA
Insurance to become its new major shareholder while CP, the holding company
of UTV, is negotiating with Microsoft to invest in CP’s Asia Multimedia for
technology transfer and development in optic fiber and cable transmission (Thai
Post, 1998, February 27 and March 28).

The examples of the imported magazines, films and cable programs discussed in
this section indicate the kinds of information and entertainment consumption of
the new middle classes in the 1990s. While they seek freedom of information and
entertainment and the content which relates to their new economic contexts and

Table 6.10 Number of Thai films and foreign films, 1990–97 (unit: million baht)

a The majority of foreign films come from Hollywood and Hong Kong and a small
number come from Europe.
Source: Sutakorn Santithawat (1997) and Thai Film 1993 (1993) 
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aspirations they move closer to the global media and information center. It is clear
that the media industry was prepared to mediate these marketable products for the
rising Thai middle and upper classes. What happened shows a quick and growing
liberalism in media consumption. This means greater consumption of the media
products themselves and, at the same time, consuming the ideology promoted in
the program content and columns and in the advertisement of these media
products. Questions still remain whether these global media bring along political
liberalism, equality and democracy in their content or whether they are essentially
the instrument of global consumerism?

The localization of globalized media content and the
middle-class worldview

In the areas where direct link-ups are not suitable in terms of languages, market,
production technology and economy of scale the media industry devised the
“localization” of content as a means of appropriation of the globalized media. We
will investigate three important areas of the media which are related to the life
and work of the new middle classes. These are: family and child care magazines,
computer and information technology (IT) magazines and business handbooks.
They form the core of information for modern living and professional
development of the rising middle classes. It is interesting to find that the majority
of information is appropriated from sources in the US and Europe, to a smaller
extent. While all of these media introduce new information and technology to
the readers they also portray the desirable worldview of the yuppie generation of
material abundance, good education, happy family, and well-paid professions.

We take a look first at the mother and child-care magazines. There are six
monthly magazines which are aimed at readers who are young working mothers.
These magazines started off as handbooks for pregnant mothers. Most of the editors
said that young mothers of today read more and want to get the right information
for themselves and their family. They are providing information and knowledge
for human resource development.

Mae Lae Dek (Mother & Child), the first magazine of the group, monopolized
the market for nearly ten years during a period when the middle classes were still
quite small. Rak Luke (Loving Children), the second magazine which started in
1983, struggled to survive for the first few years and then took off in 1987
coinciding with the growing number of the new middle classes. The rise of the
new middle classes in the late 1980s and 1990s made it possible for the industry to
expand this segment with four new publications. In 1995, Plan Publishing
extended its new publication, Duangjai Paw Mae (Heart of Dad and Mum), to the
mass readers in the provinces and rural areas. In 1996, Life and Family was
launched for the upper middle classes in the city. The market value of this entire
segment is estimated at 100 million baht/year.

The signification of the family and child-care magazines is on its break with
local knowledge on child rearing and health care for the family, particularly
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mother and children. The symbol of modern child rearing and health care is the
doctor. Child rearing and health care are combined into one whole system that
relies mainly on modern medicine, doctors and the hospital. The worldview
reinforced by these magazines is that modern families must be looked after
professionally. Knowledge on child care from the previous generations is not
reliable and is no longer valued. Doctors and academics become expert
columnists and consultants for the readers. But in raising children with modern
knowledge there are certain formulae which must be followed and special health-
care products to go along with. These are milk, nutritious drinks and food,
disposable diapers, skin-care products, toys for children and health products for
mothers, etc., most of which are imported goods. In addition, this new worldview
is centered on the physical heath of the mother and child and the child’s
intelligence. The mother is designated as the main carer of the child. There is
little emphasis on role sharing between father and mother in child rearing. And
there is a lack of social dimension in this “new” concept of family and
community and society. The worldview is firmly based on the individual family
and its well (best) being.

Stepping out of the family into the modern office and we find computer and IT
magazines providing the bulk of information and knowledge for the managers,
professionals, technicians, and office staff. In the 1980s, information on IT and

Table 6.11 Family and child-care magazines, 1996

Source: Puchadkarn Daily (1996, August 8:10)
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computers were popularized in new technology and IT sections in both Thai and
English newspapers and IT magazines. According to the survey carried out by
Karnjana Karnjanatawe there are three major categories of IT magazines (Bangkok
Post, 1997, April 16). These are: the hardware-oriented IT magazines, the
software-oriented IT magazines and the newly launched Internet magazines. The
cover price of the magazines ranged from 40–180 baht. A large number of these
magazines are market guides for computer buyers and game users. There
is information on new hardware and software products, pricing as well as articles
on step-by-step usage of various software and information on technology trends
(Table 6.12). These magazines came out in the 1990s except for Office Technology
which started in 1983. While they are meant to expand the IT market they are
also transmitting the “hi-tech” worldview and experiences to students, young
office workers, technicians, managers, professionals, etc. The consumption of
these products is part of the new middle classes’ professional advancement which
would lead to both higher income and higher social status.

Another area which localizes the globalized media content is in translated
books. The most popularized titles are on business management, office and
technical know-how such as computer and information technology, and the
global economy. The manager of Chulalongkorn University Book Center
pointed out that during the last few years book consumption has increased
tremendously in the areas of information technology, computer, business
investment and the stock exchange, and the economy in general. This is due
largely to the globalized economy, in which new information and communication
technology played a key role linking Thai society with the world economic and
political centers. It has become a necessity for Thai readers to keep abreast with
the latest trends and developments (Puchadkarn Daily, 1994, September 8:10). The
editor of Praew, one of the leading publishing houses, gave an analysis on the
trend in book publishing that novels and all forms of fiction have a much smaller
market share when compared with books on business management and technical
handbooks. The 30-years and older book buyers who make up the bulk of
consumers are more interested in their professional development and in the trends
in world affairs. Books on Globalization by Sondhi Limthongkul and Globalization
2000 by Tienchai Wongchaisuwan are examples of bestseller titles in 1993–94
(Puchadkarn Daily, 1995, January 10:10). Before the economic downturn in 1997,
book publishing and book stores have mushroomed in Bangkok and in the
provinces. Se-Ed Book which specializes in science and technology, for example,
has been expanding rapidly in recent years while Brain Center of Manager Media
Group planned to specialize in computer, business management and academic
books but folded due to the present economic crisis. These are all aimed at the
new middle classes who can afford to buy books on a regular basis and whose
lives and work are connected with the global economy and the development in
new technology one way or the other.
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Table 6.12 Thai IT magazines, 1997

Source: Karnjana Karnjanatawe, Bangkok Post (1997, April 16:3) 
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Our examples in this section and the previous section have attempted to
demonstrate the kind of media environment surrounding the new middle classes.
On the one hand, the Thai media industry connects itself with the global media
industries, such as the advertising industry, the film industry and the publishing
industry, in order to import the globalized media content for the Thai consumers.
These media are primarily concerned with entertainment. On the other hand, it
has appropriated other types of globalized media and reproduced them in a
localized form for the consumption of the new middle classes. These are in the
areas of child rearing and professional development, which are directly linked to
the lives and works of the new middle classes.

But does the growing import of the globalized media and the quantitative
consumption of these products signify the interiorization of the global ideology of
capitalism and consumerism? Kasien Thechapira (1997) argued in his “Consuming
Thainess” that the process of production and consumption (and reproduction) of
mass culture have consequently deconstructed the self-identity of being Thai or
Thainess and created the desire to be un-Thai. Hence, the media have unleashed
our desire to become global consumers of the symbolic and identity commodities.
In the twin process of the sublimation of un-Thainess and the sublimation of
Thainess which he explicated from a selection of advertising campaigns and the
official campaigns on the Thai Culture Years (1993–97) (government project to
promote tourism), our cultural subjectivity, as consumers, has become fragmented
and finally alienated from the very Thainess for which the state was desperate in
promoting. Once the self-identity or the Thai cultural subjectivity has been
purged by turning our consciousness inside out or the exteriorising of Thainess
takes effect the interiorising of the global cultural subjectivity could readily
penetrate into our consciousness. In “Consuming Thainess” Kasien has expressly
analysed the process in which the Thai media turned the Thai consumers into
global consumers. If we apply his analysis to the media consumption of the new
middle classes we could argue, then, that a similar process is at work in turning
the cultural subjectivity of the new middle classes into consumers of global media
products and constructing a global cultural subjectivity along the process.

The “emerging” public sphere, civil society and
citizenship

In this final section, I want to investigate the emerging media spaces I explored in
“Limited competition without re-regulating the media” (1996) in parallel with
the expansion of the globalized media space exemplified in the previous sections.
In “Limited competition without re-regulating the media” I identified the
structural changes of state monopoly in the broadcast media to one in which the
large media corporations and the advertising industry are competing fiercely to
break this monopoly. The important area is in the production of news and
information, and current affairs programs on radio and television. Evidently, the
economic boom and liberalization in recent years have put serious pressure on the
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state to liberalize the broadcast media economically and politically. There are at
least five independent news agencies producing radio news as opposed to the state’s
Public Relations Department and the Mass Communication Organization of
Thailand (MCOT). The rights to information and freedom of expression have
been extended as a result despite the state effort to control the news content. It
appears, then, that a “public sphere” is emerging and the audiences are addressed
as citizens not mere consumers of products. But over a short span of time the
media spaces created after the political confrontation between the deomocratic
forces and the state on instituting a non-elected prime minister in 1992 have been
on the decline. The expectation of a growing civil society based on the strength of
community- based groups and democratic forces, especially the middle classes and
the progressive media, expounded by several social critics and theorists such as
Prawes Wasi (1995), Tirayut Bunmi (1997), Chuchai Supawong (1997) and Chai-
anand Samutwanit (1997), has become more ambiguous.

Drawing from Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1995), that the media,
photographs and print, especially, played a key role in constructing nationalism
and a nationalist consciousness in the former colonized nations of Southeast Asia,
I would like to explicate its signification on the making of a new imagined
community for the Thai people. In his revised edition of Imagined Communities
Anderson traced back three institutions of power—census, map and museum—
invented by European colonizers since the mid-nineteenth century. He showed
how the census’s abstract quantification/serialization of persons, the map’s
logoization of political space and the museum’s “ecumenical” profane
genealogization interlinked to form the colonial-state imagined dominion (for
more detail see Chapter 10:163–85). But for “un-colonized” Siam, Thongchai
Winichakul’s study on Siam mapped (1988) inquired into how the monarchy
appropriated from the Europeans the technology of mapping and thus created her
geographical domain during the reign of King Rama V. Although Siam was
uncolonized by the Western powers her borders were colonially determined.
Hence, the emergence of a new state-mind within a “traditional” structure of
political power. The establishment of a special mapping school in 1882 and the
compulsory subject of geography, Phumisat Sayam (Geography of Siam), at the
junior secondary level in 1892 came after print-capitalism swept into Siam during
the reign of King Rama IV (King Mongkut). Thongchai saw that the vectoral
convergence of print-capitalism with the new conception of spatial reality
presented by these maps changed the traditional visual images of krung (sacred
capital) and muang (population centers), into a new invisible term: prathet (country
of bounded territorial space). In Thongchai’s words,

a map anticipated spatial reality, not vice versa…a map was a model for,
rather than a model of, what it purported to represent… The discourse of
mapping was the paradigm which both administrative and military
operations worked within and served.

(Thongchai Winichakul, 1988:310)
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While maps mark out geographical borders, the census marked out racial, ethnic
and religious borders among the local population or the ruled. The census,
therefore, is the demographic triangulation which filled in politically the formal
topography of the map.

Borrowing from Anderson’s and Thongchai’s metaphor of the “imagined
communities” and the mechanical reproduction of powerful institutions of
census, map and print-capitalism and language I would like to take a short cut
from its colonial genealogy to the modern electronic/digital reproduction of
present-day local, national and global media discourse. My assumption is that if
the territorial borders of the old map are a model for the spatial reality of Siam for
the rulers, the coverage areas marked out by the modern-day eletronic media (and
satellite link-ups) offer a concretized and bird’s-eye view of that spatial reality.
Each station would have its logoized map determined by its coverage area. Some
might overlap with the others. This media map is interconnected by the relay
stations and local electronic networking enabling home television and radio
receiving sets to hook up with the transmitting stations. The inter-linkages of
programs from the national, regional and provincial studios enable the audiences/
citizens to visualize and audioize the modern nation-state in split seconds. The
imagined geographical space is being concretized through the extension of the
mass electronic media.

Let us investigate further on how the media industry organizes its imagined
communities in the new political, economic and cultural arrangements. If the
census signified the political, ethnographical and religious groupings of the
population, the market economy classification of media audiences into category A,
B, C and D according to their household income, socio-economic status, sex and
age represents the typologies of imagined communities within the media
territorial space (The Advertising Book 3, 1989:360). These categories exclude or
marginalized ethnic groups and their religious affiliations from the main
categorization. The Hill Tribes, the Muslims, for example, are usually collapsed into
a low-income, rural audience category. The Indians, Sikhs, Khmers and Burmese
are unaccountable for unless their income or socio-economic status puts them
into one or the other of the income and socio-economic categories. Hence, the
media map and audience categories, based primarily on economic classifications,
sit uneasily with the reality these models purport to represent. They turn the
political citizens of the official census into depoliticized market consumers.

If the broadcast coverage areas of both state and commercial radio and
television could be taken as the electronic map or modern political/cultural map
we would see the official political vis-à-vis the new political economic/capitalist
space competing against each other. Within this new map there is a complex
combination of media actors with different modes of interpellation constructing
the cultural subjectivity of the Thai people. While the state national media
broadcast news and information from the government and the centralized
bureaucracy, the private national media (television and radio) address the
audiences as citizens in their news and current affairs programs, and as consumers
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in their entertainment programs and in their advertisements. In essence, it was in
the 1980s, when Channel 7, the most popular private television station, gained
nationwide coverage, and in the 1990s, when private radio stations, linked up via
satellite, were able to broadcast nation-wide, that the “imagined community” of
the Thai nation-state in its modern form began to materialize. The Hill Tribe
people or the indigenous people in the north and northeast and the Muslims in the
south are able to watch and listen to the same nationwide programs and
simultaneous national and regional news reports from both the state and private
stations. Hence, the new electronic map represents the political geographical
domain while juxtaposing it with the economic domain of the global market
economy. 

But if the new electronic map is in the process of making and shaping the
“imagined communities” or the “imagined Thai state” it is, at the same time,
breaking this very community at the same pace if not speedier. Our previous
examples showed that the globalized media such as films, international news,
imported magazines, translated/localized media content and most of all, advertising
have been penetrating deeply into the national and mainstream media which
meant that it is cracking into every grain of the new media map. Audiences at the
center as much as those at the periphery are imagining the Thai nation-state and
an un-Thai nation-state or a globalized state concurrently. They are being
politicized as Thai citizens and depoliticized into global consumers at the same
instant.

Two examples are given below to demonstrate the conflicting juxtaposition of
the “citizens” during the political election period against the “consumers” of
drama and advertising on prime-time television. This puts into sharp focus the
notion of a fragmented subjectivity and the ambiguity of the public sphere created
by a media industry closely connected to and dependent on the global economy.
The election campaign is selected on the basis that it represents mass democratic
movement and civic participation. And drama is chosen as the ultimate form of
daily mass entertainment of the large majority of the people.

During the election periods in 1992 (March 22, 1992, September 13, 1992)
and 1995 (July 2) Poll Watch, a concerned citizen organization, financed by
government budget, was set up to monitor the election. One of the main
mandates of Poll Watch was to promote citizens’ rights and freedom and their
responsibility and participation in the election. The campaign section of Poll
Watch was responsible for campaigning for popular involvement in the election
process or for participatory democracy. Poll Watch mass media programs included
posters, banners, leaflets, audio cassettes, videos, television and radio interviews
and television drama, civic education at the local level such as schools, factories,
villagers and open democratic fora for dialogue between politicians and their
constituencies. Callahan’s study on Poll Watch, elections and civil society (1995)
found that the media programs of Poll Watch had been able to organize a broad
network of people’s organizations, non-governmental organizations, educational
institutions (universities and teachers’ training colleges in all regions) and 60,000
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volunteers to monitor the polls on the election day. During this short period of
time, between four and six weeks, the civil society was extended and activated in
the center and the periphery, inside the top social and political institutions and
between the grassroots organizations, women’s groups, district and village
authorities and the media. They rallied to campaign for “good and uncorrupted
MPs” and they questioned the candidates on local issues and to press for their
inclusion in the Party platform. As Cohen and Arato (1992) pointed out:

The political role of civil society in turn is not directly related to the
control or conquest of power but to the generation of influence through
the life of democratic associations and unconstrained discussion in the
cultural public sphere.

(Cohen and Arato, 1992:ix) 

In The media campaign during the 2 July 1995 election (Ubonrat Siriyuvasak et al.,
1997) the study found that the mass media were extremely active in the election
campaigns since 1992. On the one hand, the media coordinated with Poll Watch
for information on election monitoring, civic education and the open democratic
fora. On the other hand, the media produced new programs and columns to cover
a range of issues on the competition tactics and strategies of political candidates and
parties, vote-buying, political policies and past performances, etc. prior to polling
day. On election day, the Public Relations Department re-organized its programs
and devoted the entire day on Radio Thailand national service for news and
analysis on the election. There were open telephone lines for regional reports,
voters’ comments and complaints as well as professional comments on the
election. On television, most of the television stations set up their newsrooms to
report on the election results. The programs ran from four o’clock to midnight or
thereafter until the official results were announced. The active channels were
Channel 9, 3, 11 and 7. These special programs were organized in conjunction
with the print media, banks (using their nationwide computer network) and some
large corporations. Channel 3, for instance, joined with Matichon, Khao Sod and
Prachachat Thurakit papers, Pacific Intercommunication (radio news agency and
documentary producer), U & I Corporation (one of Channel 3’s affiliated
companies) and the Bangkok Bank. And Channel 9 joined with the Nation
Multimedia Group and Krung Thai Bank for its special election day programs.

During the election campaign and on the election day the electorate were
constantly interpellated as citizens or politicized subjects by both the state media
and commercial private media. There were some advertisement spots and music
programs which supported voting—signifying democratic participation—and
campaigning against vote-buying and corrupt politicians. On this kind of
occasion, the usual corporate speech and discourse shifted its articulation in order
to participate in the politically open space of the public sphere. It was also on this
very occasion that the media map merged with the political map of the state. The
Poll Watch local democratic fora, the Travelling Poll ’95 of Channel 9 and the

THE NEW COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE 117



regional reports and phone-ins on election day, for instance, converged the
political and media map with the visualization of a modern nation state. They
placed the citizens into this “imagined public sphere” as the spatial reality of the
“imagined communities.”

Now let us turn to the prime-time drama on television (18.30–19.30 and 20.
30– 22.15) and their advertisers which are the most popular daily television fare.
Among the five national television stations three out of five indicated that drama
programs are their marketing strength.4 The other stations, Channel 9 and 11,
place their focus on news and current affairs and edu-tainment programs
(Krungthep Thurakit, 1997, January 24:2). Television is the medium which gets the
largest share of the advertising expenditure. Between 1992 and 1996 television
alone received 57 percent, 56 percent, 54 percent, 54 percent and 59 percent of
the total advertising expenditure respectively compared with print—newspapers
and magazines, radio and films (The Advertising Book 1997–98:184). The most
expensive advertising rate is the prime time drama slot followed by the evening
news bulletin, game and talk shows, variety program and Chinese dramas (The
Advertising Book 1997–98: 204–8).

Kanjana Kaewthep (1993) pointed out that there are two basic features central
to Thai television drama. Firstly, they are meant to appeal to the female audiences
so they choose to present love and romance and family sagas in which the stories
are built around the family and their sexual relationship in the confine of the
domestic sphere. In these kinds of drama the majority of the characters are not
grounded in any occupational role. We could translate this in two different ways.
Either the major characters belong to the elite class (the property class who live
on rent and inheritance) or that the stories are so engrossed in the domestic and
individual relationship that the world outside the family does not matter
whatsoever. Secondly, they are the construction of the media industry which
reinforces the representation of the unequal gender relations in the Thai society.
Although the patriarchal relation is reflected in the drama the happy ending of the
story usually closes off any alternative decoding or criticism on the unequal
relationship.

In the mid-1980s to 1990s, the prime-time dramas developed two additional
features. One was on the un-Thainess of the major characters and another one
was on the “foreign setting” of the drama. This was when the twin process of
sublimation of un-Thainess and sublimation of Thainess became intertwined at
the same instance, as Kasien (1997) would have it. In 1985 the Miss Thailand
pageantry awarded its nomination to Miss Pornthip Nakhirankanok, a Thai girl
who grew up in California. She became Miss Universe and set the tradition of the
globalized beauty in the Thai cultural spirit. Miss Pornthip is tall, pretty and
intelligent. Most of all she speaks good English. Her Thai, on the contrary, is
poor. But she proudly represents Thailand in the juxtaposition of Thainess and
un-Thainess. This seems to provide Thai society with a sense of psychological
security in competing successfully in the global arena.
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Since then, a new tradition of an “imported Miss Thailand” for the pageantry
was introduced. And it orchestrated this new cultural subjectivity and identity
onto a whole range of personae in the entertainment world and the media
industry. Actors and actresses, singers and fashion models, television hosts etc. now
have a combination of Western appearances. They are tall with a light
complexion, having a prominent nose and light-colored eyes and hair which
reflect the desirable images of un-Thainess. In addition, the names and the pet
names are all Westernized, such as Ann, Pete, Johny, Sam, Bird, Tata, etc. The
exteriorization of un-Thainess is, thus, completed. Some of these celebrities are
half-Thai who can speak perfect Thai. They have Scottish parents, some Italian
and some American parents. But a large number of these actors/actresses and
singers who grew up abroad and joined the entertainment industry in recent years
could not speak nor write Thai. Some perform as key characters despite their
inability to read the scripts nor speak properly.

A good majority of the prime-time drama during this period were set in
foreign locations such as Switzerland, New York, New Zealand, Australia,
Germany, France and England. The stories are mostly about the lives of middle-
class teenage students studying abroad or family travelling for sight-seeing or
fictionalized tales of foreign lands. They became one of the more popular genres
despite heavy investment on production. The middle classes are well represented
in prime-time drama with overwhelming support from advertisers. This means
that most of these dramas are the kind of “cultural commodities” which are both
profitable and ideologically desirable.

It is not surprising that the prime-time dramas, together with the advertising
industry, work to reinforce the media and the middle classes’ desire for un-
Thainess and their fragmented cultural subjectivity (see detailed explication on
advertising campaigns in Kasien’s Consuming Thainess, 1997). They are happily
being made into a new class of global consumers. When we contrast this daily fare
with the periodical media campaign on election and democratic participation we
find a deep imbalance. The irregularity of the open public sphere which produced
the kind of politicized subjectivity needed for the interaction between economy
and state in a civil society is thus, lacking. This was evident during the economic
crisis in 1997–98. The media industry has been seriously affected and a large
number of media practitioners are unemployed. Since their lives and works, and
their mind-sets, depend on the wellbeing of the economy, similar to other groups
of middle classes, they have become depoliticized, not politicized, by the whole
economic crisis. In their effort to seek information to regain their economic status
they have lost the sense of direction and their mission of watchdog and critical
commentators for the civil society.

If we take a close look at the regular media fare of news and current affairs we
find that the media report less on the plight of the economic crisis affecting the
agricultural sector, the rural poor and the protest by the Forum of the Poor. They
are more concerned on reporting the money market, export figures and the
international economic fora which expect to bring in foreign currency to prop up
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the economic crisis. The media are not only less interested in the welfare of the
majority of the people but they are openly biased against them. The reports,
advertorial and advertised news on the recent controversial issue on energy
consumption on the one hand, and the conservation of the environment and the
people’s way of life at Huay Kayeng on the other, Kanjanaburi is a case in point.
The Petroleum Authority of Thailand (PTT), a powerful state enterprise,
contracted the Burmese government on the Yadana gas pipeline project which
runs from the Andaman sea to the western border of Thailand. It cut through 50
kilometers of national forests in Kanjanaburi province and a number of villages
along the pipeline. Conserva— tionists and villagers protested against the project
and its environmental assessment report. But few of the media reported on both
sides of the issues and there was little investigative reporting to inform the public.
On the contrary, a large number of the print media reported and printed special
features by PTT while radio and television ran short features and commercials
supported by PTT (Tirayut Yuwanimi, 1998). 

From the above explication I have demonstrated how two major contradicting
forces are juxtaposed through the media representation during the election period
and the representation in the daily fare of prime-time drama on television.
Combining this with the previous examples on the expansion of the global media
and the localization of the globalized media content by the Thai media industry
(the majority are the new middle classes themselves) I hope to have shed some
light on the inquiry into the ambiguity of the public sphere and the role the middle
classes play in constructing a democracy for the Thai society.

Notes

1 This occurred at the time of the 1970s political crisis in which the student
movement and the Left were suppressed by the military and the Rightist
government. There was no freedom of expression and the media was strictly
censored. It was interesting to see that all other forms of media expression were
suppressed while the film industry received special treatment. This might be an open
response to US sanctions on human rights in Thailand. And secondly, the privilege
of the film industry on production did not cancel out the government measures on
censorship of political and social commentary in the film.

2 There are two large agencies which import films from the major Hollywood
studios: Major represents Disney, Twentieth Century Fox, Columbia/Tri Star and
Warner, and UPI represents Paramount, Universal and MGM.

3 In order to draw the largest number of movie-goers for this growing influx of films,
advertising and promotions are the key to business success. Some of the promotion
strategies of the foreign film studios are: increasing the number of radio and
television programs and the print media on film review, introducing special news
sections on film and entertainment on television, and launching new programs such
as the Movie Game on the most popular TV channel on prim-time (beginning
April 1998). Hand bill is used to attract film buffs. And in March 1988, a pre-Oscar
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party for film critics and the media was held, for the first time, to predict the
outcome of the Oscar winners.

4 ITV, the newly established station, does not have a nationwide coverage. Its main
strength is in news and current affairs programs.
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7
CONSTITUTIONAL CHANGE, MEDIA,
AND THE NATIONAL PUBLIC SPHERE

The case of Scotland

Philip Schlesinger

Introduction

This chapter considers the relationships between constitutional change, the news
media, and the reshaping of political and communicative boundaries in the
United Kingdom. We need to think again about these spaces because they are
being transformed from above and from below. First, there is the ineluctable
march of the European Union (EU) into the heartlands of British political life.
And secondly, the UK has embarked on a process of devolving power to
Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. In May 1999, the first elections took place
for the new Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly. These are part of a wider
process of constitutional reform that will bring about the restructuring of the
upper chamber of the Westminster Parliament, the House of Lords, a directly
elected Mayor for London, and eventually perhaps, some more representative
form of government for the English regions. Although the EU provides the wider
framework for this discussion, the devolution of powers to a new Scottish
Parliament is my principal focus here since it has involved the most extensive
concession of powers by the British state to any of its constituent parts—which
may ultimately prove to be a key driving force for wider change.

Political communication and the nation-state

Political communication—the purposive communication by political actors about
public affairs—conventionally takes the nation-state as its framework. In everyday
political life it is still generally assumed that the United Kingdom is a bounded,
sovereign polity, with its own national political agenda, communicated by its own
national media. This dominant view of the relations between national political
space and national communicative space is still supported by a well-
established perspective in the theory of nationalism, which needs to be revised,
and is beginning to be so.

Consider the line of work represented by, successively, Karl Deutsch (1966),
Ernest Gellner (1983,1997), Benedict Anderson (1983), and more recently
Michael Billig (1995). All share a broad concern with how nations speak to



themselves, how they mark themselves off, or flag themselves, as different from
others. All theorize from within what Deutsch first labelled a “social
communication” perspective whose axial premise is that nations are set apart from
other collectivities because of the special nature of their internal communication.
Consequently, it is held that a given cultural collectivity tends to build up and
secure a separate national identity over time. While each theorist may differ as to
the key explanatory factor, it is commonly argued that educational systems, the
media, standardized languages or shared cultural practices and symbols are key
elements in the historical process of national-culture building. Such national
cultures and resultant identities are assumed to be both politically underpinned
and continually developed by a state.

This underlying assumption has also been shared by the critical theorist Jürgen
Habermas (1989) whose influential theory of communication initially took as its
framework the nation addressed as a political community. Political
communication within the nation need not necessarily take a democratic form.
However, in Habermas’s theory, and in the work of the many scholars who have
tried to develop it further in recent years (cf. e.g. Keane, 1991; Mayhew, 1997), it
is precisely how to ensure access to communicative power by citizens that has
become a central concern.

Much current discussion has centered on the so-called “public sphere,” a term
promoted in academic discourse through the English translation of Habermas’s
work, and now in relatively wide use. This refers to the domain of debate that
exists outside the state, but which is centered on the state’s activities and engages
all who are concerned with matters of public interest. This is the space of civil
society, where political parties, voluntary associations and organized interests may
intervene in the political process. The existence of such a domain—in which the
media are also situated—is central to the freedom of expression commonly
associated with democracy. Thus conceived, the public sphere presupposes a
nation-state in relation to which civil society can think and organize politically.

The public sphere is therefore commonly seen as co-extensive with the political
form of nation-statehood. This view has a bearing on the present-day functioning
of political communication in the United Kingdom because in reality the
dominant model of the nation-state as a unitary political community, as a stable
locus in which we speak to ourselves about politics and public affairs, is breaking
down.

Symptomatic is the persistent line of media commentary on the difficulties of
defining “Britishness.” An important, and highly visible, part of Tony Blair’s New
Labour government’s politics has been the effort to “rebrand” the United
Kingdom and give it a new identity. The discourse of modernized Britishness has
been the happy hunting-ground of the think-tank intelligentsia (Leonard, 1997).
Following New Labour’s victory on May 1, 1997, a sequence of events and
processes was annexed to the party’s aim of effecting a cultural transformation. This
included the political appropriation of the sentiments generated by the death of
Diana, Princess of Wales (apparently, for some, a rediscovery of Britons’ lost
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capacity for feeling), the vigorous selling of “cool Britannia” as an image of
national revitalization, the enforced quasi-modernization of the monarchy, and
the aspirations for an undefined grandeur embodied in the Millennium Dome at
Greenwich. In keeping with this broad interest in the presentation of culture, the
“creative industries” have been seen as at the cutting edge of reshaping both
Britain’s image and its workforce (DCMS, 1998; Smith, 1998). All of these have
betokened attempts to grapple with a deep-seated problem of collective identity
whose sources probably lie in Britain’s post-imperial drift.

With devolution in Scotland and Wales, arguably “Britain” and “Britishness”
have started to disaggregate. The attempts to characterize “Englishness” have
gathered pace, generating both book-length disquisitions and increasingly
obsessive commentary by columnists (e.g. Paxman, 1998). This is unquestionably
a response to the reassertion by Britain’s smaller nations of their distinctiveness
through the new arenas of representative politics. Along with the reactive concern
that this has provoked in the English heartland, it seems plain that “Englishness”
will itself be a contested space, with resistance in the north to an exclusively
metropolitan, southern, definition of the nation. So whether the first-term
program of New Labour constitutional reform will result in a more united
kingdom remains to be seen. As a modernizing program it is certainly intended to
result in a new cohesion of the state, but conceivably it could provoke gradual
disintegration.

The communicative challenge of “Europeanization”

We can less and less sensibly think of the UK as a sovereign political and
communicative space because issues arise, and agendas appear, that derive from
the broader political domain of the European Union, and these cannot simply be
screened out. The compelling question of Britain’s position on European
Monetary Union (EMU) is the prime illustration of this. By opting to delay entry
to the European single currency, the present British government first placed itself
on the sidelines and then decided to recoup the situation by preparing the public
for entry. On this decision hangs the future economic performance of the UK as
well as the British state’s wider political influence. A telling, if less fundamental,
example has been the EU’s key role in repeatedly deciding the terms of trade and
outcomes of the bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) crisis.

The British practice of politics has been steadily “Europeanized” as Westminster
has ceased to be the sole arbiter of decision-making. Moreover, increasingly, the
question of Britain’s approach to European integration has the capacity to make
and break political parties. After all, long-standing internal divisions over
“Europe” had a decisive role in shattering the long Conservative hold over the
country both before, and during, the General Election of 1997. They remained
disruptive as that party approached the European parliamentary elections in June
1999. 
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The increasing centrality of European integration for the future of British
politics deeply affects how we should think about the nation-state as a locus of
political communication where journalism plays a key role alongside the
promotional activities of a range of political actors including state agencies,
parties, and pressure groups. As debates about major European policy issues
routinely occur in the domestic heartlands of the polity, and are manifestly central
to the agendas of British news media, the lines between “us” (the British) and
“them” (the Continen-tals) are becoming increasingly blurred.

So while, routinely, the EU may be represented as external to the British
political system, in reality it is increasingly internal to it. The often distance-taking
political rhetoric and prevalently negative media coverage obscure this fact (cf.
Anderson and Weymouth, 1999). However, these are surface reactions to a
deeper movement. It is hard to see clearly the real, underlying, extent of the
current change in politico-communicative boundaries precisely because how the
highly complex relationship between the EU and the UK is handled both
politically and in news coverage varies from moment to moment. Two brief
illustrations from my research on contemporary political communication support
this view.

In May 1996, for example, the volume of radio and television coverage of a
number of European stories (notably reconsideration by the EU of the export ban
on British beef) showed a marked increase over previous months. Moreover, the
range of political figures given access to the airwaves significantly increased, with
sources from several EU member states playing a major role in British debate. At
the time, a matter of major UK national interest was being decided not at
Westminster but in Brussels. Irrespective of the arguments, it was evident that the
UK’s broadcast forums of political argument and reporting had opened up to
include the EU’s spokespeople. In a marked shift, then, the EU’s political space
for a moment directly overlapped with the UK’s, becoming an integral part of
British communicative space.

Although such moments of relative openness occur, there may also be a
countervailing tendency to closure, illustrated during the British General Election
campaign of 1997. On April 21, Jacques Santer, then President of the European
Commission, intervened with a swingeing attack on “Eurosceptics.” General
election campaigns are moments of national self-enclosure, when domestic
concerns swell in importance and completely dominate political debate and media
agendas. The polity could hardly be more self-absorbed at such times, so Santer’s
attack on the Eurosceptics, coupled with his uncompromising federalist agenda,
played directly into the British political battlefield. Both the political class and the
press were largely unanimous about putting Jacques back in his box, with some
chauvinistic insults thrown in for good measure. For the Conservative Prime
Minister, John Major, this was a chance to defend the British national interest and
reassert his anti-federalism, whereas for the Labour aspirant, Tony Blair, it was a
moment to blow the patriotic trumpet and reaffirm his gold-plated Britishness.
On this occasion the EU, through the symbolic figure of the Commission’s
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President, could easily be represented as alien and intrusive, even dictatorial,
and the speech as a gross interference in domestic politics—an affront to national
sovereignty.

Such divergent instances suggest that both the political debate and media
reporting of the EU in Britain may shift along a continuum of relative openness
and closure to European perspectives and arguments. However, the introjection of
European matters into British political and communicative space is undeniable
and not as just another story, but rather as one integral to the secular melting-
down of EU member states’ boundaries. The EU has become a key locus for the
evolution of a trans-border political community centered on its institutions and
embodied in a politico-bureaucratic class and its surrounding networks, as well as
elite media (Miller and Schlesinger, 2000; Schlesinger, 1999). European
integration is beginning to have an unevenly distributed impact both on
conceptions of citizenship and of collective belonging. After all, since the 1991
Treaty of Union (signed at Maastricht), the category of EU citizenship has existed
alongside established national citizenship, and although its precise implications
have been a matter of debate, it has introduced a new layer of complexity and of
potential loyalty. This may, in time, produce another form of collective identity
—“Europeanness”—for the citizens of member states.

Political theory is beginning to catch up with the realities on the ground.
Indicatively, in his more recent work, Jürgen Habermas (1994) has written of the
European Union as itself constituting a complex public sphere, where the historic
nation-states articulate with an emergent federal state—a viewpoint, incidentally,
that neglects the place of stateless nations. If such a new European polity is indeed
emerging, it is still embryonic. However, this rethinking of political space
transforms the conventional role of political communication as a vehicle for
addressing a nation-state-centered public and compels us to consider its relation to
a putative supranational public. The corollary of the enlargement of the public
sphere is that a European civil society must eventually emerge, the nucleus of
which already exists in the policy communities clustered around the EU’s
executive and legislative institutions.

We might now, in retrospect, re-read almost two decades of tortured debates
in the EU about the role of the media as variously helping to build a common
culture, or an information society, or a democratic public, as reflecting the
Union’s developing impact on the communicative spaces still jealously guarded by
the member states. This effect is likely to increase as European Monetary Union
impels greater de facto federalization and as communication policy frameworks
established in Brussels increasingly constrain member states (Schlesinger, 1997).

Scotland’s quiet “democratic revolution”

If “Europeanization” is by stages redefining the space of political communication
in Britain, so too is the current internal reshaping of the state due to the
devolution of power to Scotland and Wales. Decentralization is a widespread
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feature of contemporary politics in most EU member states, and the UK is finally
aligning itself with the European trend towards “subsidiarity,” the doctrine that
no political issue should be decided at a level higher than is absolutely necessary.
The New Labour victory on May 1, 1997 placed home rule for the two countries
firmly back on the British political agenda after almost two decades, initiating
what constitutional reformers such as Anthony Barnett see as a “democratic
revolution.” Constitutional change is truly fundamental, as Barnett (1997:149)
notes, because it embodies “the set of relationships that proposes how a country is
run,” and therefore profoundly affects the institutional core of a society and how
people live their everyday lives.

In Scotland, the government published its devolution White Paper, Scotland’s
Parliament, in July 1997 (The Scottish Office, 1997). This was rapidly followed by
a two-question referendum on September 11, 1997 in which voters were asked to
decide whether there should be a Scottish Parliament and whether this body should
have the power to vary taxation. A telling majority of Scots voted for political
autonomy. After the devastation of the Conservatives in the May election, there
was little serious opposition from those in favor of the centralist status quo. The
“Yes-Yes” campaign unprecedentedly brought together Scotland’s two main
devolutionist parties, Labour and the Liberal Democrats, with the pro-
independence Scottish National Party (SNP). The referendum implicitly
identified the Scots as a civic nation, as voting was open only to residents of
Scotland, irrespective of their ethnic backgrounds or places of birth. Ethnic Scots
outside the country had no voting rights. This was an important benchmark,
though still little appreciated, for future political discourse about “the nation” in
Scotland.

On a turnout of 60.4 percent, in response to the first question, 74.3 percent
supported the creation of a Scottish Parliament, while, in response to the second,
63.5 percent agreed that the proposed legislature should have tax-varying powers.
The 1997 vote was a milestone, as it turned around the result of the previous
referendum of 1979. Support for a Scottish Parliament with wide powers, within
the United Kingdom, finally addressed the “unfinished business” of constitutional
reform, expressing “the settled will of the Scottish people,” in the two resonant
phrases of the late Labour Party leader and convinced devolutionist, John Smith.
Any future choice will now be between remaining in the Union and outright
independence.

The extensive pro-devolutionary shift during the Conservative years did not
come out of the blue. The Tories had become steadily more beleaguered north of
the Border. By the 1992 General Election, the Conservatives had been returned
in only eleven of the seventy-two Scottish seats. The turning-point was 1997 as
they lost all their Scottish seats. The disjuncture between increasingly unpopular
Conservative rule from Westminster and the small Tory representation in
Scotland had contributed to a widespread sense of disenfranchisement over the
years. The various campaigns waged against devolution after 1992 by the
Conservative Prime Minister John Major and his successive Scottish Secretaries,
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Ian Lang and Michael Forsyth, thus proved to be ineffective in saving the party
from electoral collapse in 1997. 

Much of the groundwork for the July 1997 White Paper and subsequent
Scotland Bill was prepared through the patient work of the Scottish
Constitutional Convention, which first met in March 1989. Little known outside
Scotland, this was a crucial vehicle for key elements of Scottish civil society to
devise a common approach to devolution. Contributing to the Convention’s
initial impetus was a resentment of the strident centralism of the long-ruling
Conservative Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher. This had led to the widespread
sense that Scotland was not adequately represented by Westminster politics. The
Convention brought together Scotland’s dominant Labour Party and the Liberal
Democrats, also including other minor parties and representatives of a wide range
of interests such as the Scottish Trades Union Congress (STUC), the women’s
movement, local councils, and the churches. The core of its political project was
the restoration of Home Rule to Scotland within the framework of the United
Kingdom. Both the anti-devolution Conservatives and the independence-
oriented SNP refused to join (Kellas, 1990; Wright, 1997).

To legitimize its opposition to the constitutional status quo, the Convention
invoked the will of the Scottish nation. By seeing sovereignty as vested in “the
people” rather than in the Crown-in-Parliament at Westminster, it drew a sharp
distinction between Scottish and English constitutional thinking (MacCormick,
1998). The Convention also pointed to decentralizing developments in the
European Union to bolster its intellectual case. As an expression of civil society, it
could draw both on the legacy of the Scottish Enlightenment and find inspiration
in civic movements intent on promoting political change and democratization in
East-Central Europe. Crucially, the work of the Constitutional Convention was
coupled with the largely supportive agenda-setting role amongst the “blethering
classes” of the Scottish broadsheet press, which showed a consistent interest in its
activities, as did Scottish broadcasters.

The Convention managed to maintain a remarkably broad political consensus
over a period of eight years. It produced a series of key documents—notably A
Claim of Right for Scotland (1989) and Scotland’s Parliament, Scotland’s Right (1995)—
which set the stage in 1997 for the eventual White Paper, Scotland’s Parliament,
and the subsequent historic, and far-reaching, Scotland Bill (House of Commons,
1997).

Devolution, as laid out in the Scotland Act of November 1998, has given the
Scottish Parliament legislative competencies in all major areas except those
reserved to Westminster: principally, the constitution, UK financial matters,
foreign policy, defence, social security and citizenship. Given our present concern
with communication, it is crucial to note that powers over broadcasting have
been reserved to Westminster. Major powers devolved to Scotland encompass key
areas such as health, education, local government, economic development and
transport, environment, agriculture, forestry and fishing, law and home affairs,

130 CONSTITUTIONAL CHANGE AND THE NEWS MEDIA



sport and the arts. The Scottish Parliament has a tax-varying power of up to 3
percent of basic income tax.

The first general election under the Scotland Act was held on May 6, 1999. It
provided for 129 Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs), seventy-three
of whom were elected by the first-past-the-post system in existing Westminster
constituencies, with an additional member voting system electing 56 members
from party lists, seven from each of the eight European parliamentary constituen
cies. Labour won fifty-six seats, the SNP thirty-five, the Conservatives eighteen,
and the Liberal Democrats seventeen. In addition, one Independent, one Scottish
Socialist and one Green were elected. After some haggling, a Labour-Liberal
Democrat coalition government was formed, headed by the veteran
devolutionist, and first Secretary of State for Scotland in the Blair government,
Donald Dewar.

Scotland’s press and national identity

Since the Acts of Union of 1707 (when Scotland’s last parliament was dissolved),
the country has retained its separate legal and educational systems and church, all
of which, with differing importance over time, have contributed to the shaping
of a distinct national culture. Since 1886, the national institutional matrix has also
had a territorial political and administrative dimension in the shape of the Scottish
Office. The case for a parliament was latterly made in terms of the need to extend
democratic control over this bureaucratic structure.

Scotland’s media are a crucial element of the country’s civil society. Their role
in the development of the new Scottish political culture once the parliament is
established will be substantial. They are part of the range of institutions that have
been the substratum of Scottish distinctiveness within the UK. It is not surprising,
therefore, that Scots have the option of a dual national identity, Scottish and/or
British. The current evidence suggests that Scottishness is increasingly preferred
over Britishness (McCrone, 1997).

The creation of a Scottish Parliament is a key test bed for sociological and
political analyses concerned with the “stateless nation.” It seems that the British
multi-national state is likely to experience the strains of “asymmetrical
government” if English regionalism does not take off following Scottish and
Welsh devolution (Keating, 1997; McCrone, 1992; Paterson, 1994). Thus far,
there have been some competitive regionalist stirrings in England’s north-east and
Yorkshire, but it remains to be seen whether this can translate itself into a
sustained political campaign for representative institutions.

Unlike any other British region, for most Scots the “national media” are based
not in London, but rather “located in Scotland, within a UK framework of
ownership, control, finance and regulation. The semi-autonomous status of the
Scottish media thus parallels that of other features of Scottish political and economic
life.” It has been argued that “in many respects the media in Scotland have their
own distinctive characteristics and can be said to contribute, particularly in the
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case of the press, to Scotland’s self-perception as a nation” (Meech and Kilborn,
1992:258).

In fact, it is unclear to just what extent the self-conscious identification with
Scotland of the Scottish-based press, radio and television promote a sense of
distinctive Scottishness amongst the public. While some might argue that the media
do significantly shape Scottish identity, others have speculated that the
distinctiveness of the Scottish media has been shaped by the pre-existing national
culture (McInnes, 1993). Whatever the precise causal relation, for present
purposes we may assume that there is an intimate reciprocal connection between
the media consumption patterns of the Scottish public and Scottish national and
regional identities.

In the long run-up to the 1997 General Election, devolution was a topic of
exceptionally intensive and extensive media interest north of the Border,
especially so when systematically compared with coverage in the London-based
press and broadcasting. Subsequently, this distinctive pattern of attention was
sustained during the reporting of the devolution White Paper, the referendum
and the publication of the Scotland Bill, and during Scotland’s first General
Election campaign, maintaining the south’s communication deficit. It could be
argued that a fracture line runs through the UK when it comes to public
dissemination of the implications of Scottish devolution.

My concern here is with political communication strictly understood. I shall
limit myself to giving a brief account of some of the most significant Scottish
news media, underlining how they differ from the London-based UK media.
Clearly, to explore other dimensions of the relationships between media and
national identity one would cast the net much more widely in the media culture,
to take in mainstream broadcast sport, music, comedy, drama, talk shows, phone-
ins, magazines, advertising and cinema as well as Scottish Office-supported Gaelic
television production.

Readership figures are a crude indicator of consumption preferences, and tell us
nothing of the meanings attributed to what is read. However, they do indicate the
strong hold that Scottish-produced and headquartered newspapers exercise in the
country, when compared with most of those published south of the Border.
Scotland has an old-established daily quality press in the shape of The Herald
(Glasgow, founded 1783) and The Scotsman (Edinburgh, founded 1817). Jointly,
these newspapers dominate the opinion-leading market in, respectively, west and
east central Scotland, the belt where most of the population is concentrated.
Between them, in 1996–97, these two titles reached more than 13 percent of
readers, whereas the five London broadsheets together attracted some 8 percent.

The popular end of the daily newspaper market is also extremely distinctive. It
is dominated by the Daily Record (founded 1895, and Britain’s oldest popular daily
newspaper). The country’s leading daily tabloid, the Record has a readership of more
than 1.8 million, or a reach of 44 percent of Scotland’s adults, and is especially
read in the west of the country. Its nearest rival is the Scottish Sun, with around a
quarter of the readership. Against these front-runners, London titles such as the
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Daily Mirror or the Daily Star have very modest sales by the usual tabloid
standards.

The middle market has recently been prone to penetration by Scottish editions
of London newspapers, with both the Scottish Daily Mail and the Scottish Daily
Express each building significant readerships of over a quarter of a million.
However, their undeniably significant reach needs to be considered in relation to
the continuing “city state” character of Scotland’s press. Mid-market tabloid
circulations are matched by those of Dundee’s Courier and Aberdeen’s Press and
Journal (founded 1748).

Sunday newspaper sales are also markedly dominated by Scottish titles. The
Record’s stable-mate, the Sunday Mail, reaches almost half the adult Scottish
readership, with the Sunday Post pushing near to 40 percent. The only southern
title to come close is the News of the World, with virtually a quarter of Scottish
readers. The quality end of the market shows the Sunday Times to be a close rival
to Scotland on Sunday, each reaching some 7 percent of readers. Unlike its
southern broadsheet counterparts, however, the Sunday Times sold north of the
Border is thoroughly Scottish in content and perspectives (NRS, 1996–97: np).

The Scottish press, therefore, penetrates everyday life, and while it is certainly
true that some Scottified English titles have made major inroads of late, they have
had to adapt themselves to the Scottish market in order to succeed. Pressures to
focus even more on Scottish developments can only increase as the Edinburgh
parliament assumes a major role in national life.

The media politics of the market-place

Prior to devolution, significant changes of ownership occurred in the two quality
daily newspapers, which have a disproportionately significant role in setting the
agenda of Scottish affairs. In one case, that of The Herald, this was part of the pre-
devolutionary manoeuvrings of what was to become the Scottish Media Group
(SMG) in May 1997, provoking concern about media concentration, the more so
after SMG bought up Grampian Television. In the second case, that of The
Scotsman, editorial changes had ramifications for the debate on devolution.

In July 1996, Caledonian Newspapers, owner of The Herald and the Glasgow
Evening Times, accepted a bid from Scottish Television, the ITV central Scotland
licensee. Scottish Television’s then executive chairman, Gus Macdonald,
unashamedly played the Scottish card in a pre-election year, arguing that
combining the businesses would avoid decision-making power being sucked
down to London. Following expressions of public concern about the possibility
of ownership concentration in the newspaper market, the Scottish Television-
Caledonian merger was officially cleared by both the Independent Television
Commission (ITC) in October 1996 (applying a public interest test) and the
Department of Trade and Industry (following a report from the Office of Fair
Trading).
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Scottish Television’s other growth point was in its home territory of television.
It had long been supposed that the Glasgow-based company, broadcasting to the
major Scottish central belt market, would bid for Grampian Television,
headquartered in Aberdeen in Scotland’s north-east. Once the provisions of the
1996 Broadcasting Act had come into effect, Grampian, which was showing
improved pre-tax profits, became particularly vulnerable to takeover, as the Act
allowed a single television company to reach up to 15 percent of the entire UK
audience. The bid came in June 1997, the month following the British
General Election, and was accepted by the Grampian shareholders. The proposed
merger brought 4.7 of the 5.1 million Scottish viewers within SMG’s purview.

Concern was expressed in various quarters about a concentration of television
ownership, about job losses, and the possible loss of a regional programming
identity for Grampian viewers—a touchy issue since regional politics are likely to
be rather significant in the Scottish parliament. The ITG mounted an inquiry on
public interest grounds and found in SMG’s favor, saying that it expected the
regional provisions of the two companies’ separate licences to be honored, a point
subsequently re-emphasized by the ITC’s chairman.

What was thrown into relief, and fuelled the continuing, if still sporadic,
expressions of public concern, was the recognition that the rules designed to
regulate concentration and audience share in the UK-wide market were simply
not designed to take account of Scotland considered as a political entity, as
opposed to its being regarded as a territory divided among three ITV regions. The
politics of home rule are bound increasingly to underline the extent to which
Scotland is a distinctive national market—that is, a political economy—in its own
right.

Grampian’s incorporation into SMG meant that the group now controlled
some ninety percent of the Scottish television audience for the main terrestrial
commercial television channel. Only those viewers served by Border Television
remained outside SMG’s reach. From a UK perspective, the Scottish-Grampian
merger was small beer and merely part of a flurry of government-facilitated
takeovers in the ITV sector that had led to three big players south of the Border.
However, in a small country, a unique multi-media concentration both has a
good deal of influence and considerable political visibility.

Presently, one question on the agenda is whether SMG will be able to retain its
unique position in Scotland or rather become, in effect, a subsidiary of one of the
bigger UK players. At this time of writing, while Scottish Television’s majority
ownership is in Scottish hands, the 18.6 percent of the company’s shares owned
by the London-based Mirror Group Newspapers (MGN) have been bid for by
the Granada Group and referred to the Monopolies and Mergers Commission.
The bid has aroused speculation that this may be the start of an eventual takeover
process and that it might cause political conflict over whether or not SMG retains
its “Scottishness.”

SMG preemptively built up its strength during the last year of Tory rule.
Recognizing that UK legislation dealt with Scotland as a market but not as a
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polity, it sought assurances that Labour, if elected, had no intention of changing
this. Politicians of all stripes were willing to play the Scottish card in 1996. SMG’s
subsequent calculation—correct, as it turned out—was that UK regulation would
stay in place and that the Edinburgh parliament would have no regulatory or
legislative competence in the field of broadcasting. With 80 percent of its programs
and 85 percent of its advertising coming through the ITV network, Scottish
Television stresses its place in British broadcasting. Complaining that ITV was
already overregulated, Bob Tomlinson, SMG’s one-time head of public affairs,
maintained that vesting any powers in Edinburgh would be “unwarranted,
imprac tical and costly” and that the approach needed was “hands off, light touch,
and let us get on with the job” (Speech to the Broadcasting in Scotland Post
Devolution Conference, Stirling, November 29, 1997).

Despite this call for the status quo, it is difficult to believe that questions of
cross-media ownership and concentration in Scotland will remain off the new
parliamentary agenda. Pertinent questions were first raised by the Broadcasting for
Scotland Campaign when Caledonian Newspapers was bought, reflecting concern
about an eventual take-over of Scottish Television by the Mirror Group.
Criticism has more recently been clearly articulated by the SNP, which, without
impugning SMG’s record, has argued that it would be generally prudent to have
separate “anti-trust” laws for the media sector. SNP leaders have subsequently
made it clear—both in public and privately to this author—that the issue of
broadcasting regulation remains high on their agenda.

Change at The Scotsman has been of interest because of editorial rather than
structural changes, at least for the present. In October 1996, Andrew Neil was
appointed editor-in-chief of Scotsman Publications. The company, owned by
Frederick and David Barclay’s European Press Holdings, groups The Scotsman,
Scotland on Sunday, and the Edinburgh Evening News.

Neil’s appointment caused a stir among media commentators, given the
longstanding commitment to devolution of The Scotsman and its Sunday stable-
mate. His adamant opposition to independence and his dismissive views of what
he sees as Scotland’s “monotonic” left-of-center consensus goes back to his time
at the Sunday Times which consistently attacked devolution in its Scottish edition
(Smith, 1994). Neil’s appointment, and consequent editorial changes, brought
more astringent questioning to the practicalities of devolution, tempered by an
acceptance that this would now indeed be the new political order. Neil summed
up his mission thus in June 1997:

I had laid down that our titles must be broadly in favour of the market
economy, defenders of the union between Scotland and England and
prepared to tackle head on the many outdated Scottish shibboleths and
collectivist attitudes which still dominate politics north of the border. None
of this conflicted with backing Blair…[who]…himself told me he hoped I
might be able to stir things up…

(Neil, 1997:xvii–xviii)
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In the run-up to the establishment of the parliament in Edinburgh, a new phase
of struggle for primacy in the quality market began between The Scotsman and The
Herald. This was linked to the ancient rivalry between Edinburgh and Glasgow,
with fears in the west of Scotland that the country’s biggest city would lose out to
the capital’s reinforced importance. At the start of the new parliamentary era, The
Herald appears to have positioned itself editorially as the critically supportive voice
of the new administration, whereas the The Scotsman has taken the role of
principled detractor. 

Broadcast journalism and regulation

At the same time as building an increasingly dominant position in Scotland’s
media landscape, Scottish Television also used its Scottishness to argue for more
independence from the UK network, notably in news scheduling. This initiative,
in Gus Macdonald’s words to me, “detonated the debate,” with Scotland’s other
big terrestrial television player, BBC Scotland, subsequently initiating a far-
reaching review.

Macdonald argued for “country” membership of the ITV network—in effect,
for a looser, affiliate status—in late 1996. The aim was to reduce Scottish’s
commitment to the network, paying only for the programs it wanted. In
justification, Scottish Television claimed that it could choose to produce more
programs with high production values, such as drama and entertainment, with
benefits for local audiences. Relatedly, around this time, SMG spokesmen
suggested that Scottish Television might opt out of network programming to
cover the Edinburgh parliament and floated the idea that Scottish news delivered
by the early evening flagship program, Scotland Today, might be combined with
UK and international stories in a 60-minute program. Such a Scottish news
program would have had a major impact on the broadcast media agenda north of
the Border and would have challenged the London-based ITN’s statutory role in
supplying identical UK-wide news to all commercial television contractors.
However, as devolution approached, these arguments were quietly shelved by the
commercial station and instead became the mission of BBC Scotland.

As the date for devolution drew closer, BBC Scotland, and the corporation
more generally, had to decide on the appropriate journalistic response to major
constitutional change. Even if its management wished to, it could not easily effect
a semi-detached relationship to London since, like its Welsh and Northern Irish
counterparts, it has historically operated as a “national region” within a unitary
corporation. Each “national region” has a special Broadcasting Council to act as a
policy forum, and its own controller and senior management, with lines of
responsibility to London.

Although it is the only pan-Scottish terrestrial news and current affairs
broadcaster, the BBC’s Scottish radio and television services differ. BBC Radio
Scotland is a general national station—a rarity these days—and has no single direct
competitor in Scotland, although it does compete with commercial local radio.
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The station has had a broad remit since being launched in 1978 in anticipation of
a Scottish Assembly. Created with the expectation of constitutional change in
mind, its journalistic role as the leading source of informed analysis and
commentary in a devolved Scotland has been preordained. While Radio
Scotland’s news and current affairs coverage has its detractors, it is nonetheless
wide-ranging, and puts a distinctive Scottish slant on the stories and issues
covered. Radio Scotland’s Good Morning Scotland operates as the equivalent of
Radio 4’s Today program. In ways analogous to the Scottish broadsheet press,
Radio Scotland’s morning news progam has a major agenda-setting role.
Significantly, it attracts four times more Scottish listeners than its London-based
counterpart. 

BBC Television Scotland provides a distinct news service and some current
affairs programs, as well as other programs such as drama, music, comedy and
sport. However, by contrast with the comprehensive Scottish national radio
service, it takes the bulk of its programming from the two BBC UK networks,
opting-out with specific programs for Scottish viewers. It also supplies network
programming, notably drama and comedy. While the Scottish ITV stations retain
a regional remit, the “national regional” BBC Scotland takes the whole country
as its territory in news and current affairs coverage, such as the early evening
flagship news program, Reporting Scotland, and the current affairs program,
Frontline Scotland.

The BBC’s role under a devolved Parliament was summed up thus by the
Controller, Scotland, John McCormick, in November 1997: “Our aim is to
ensure that we provide an unrivalled journalistic service that matches the new
pattern of governance of the UK” (the BBC and the Changing Broadcasting
Environment, Town and Gown Lecture, University of Strathclyde, November 4,
1997).The centrality of journalism both accords with the corporation’s public
service mission and the BBC’s global strategy of developing its presence as a news
and information provider. In his lecture, McCormick made it clear that the
corporation was going to retain its unitary structure. At the same time, BBC
recognized that its activities would be properly scrutinized by the Scottish
Parliament. But this was not seen as replacing the existing form of accountability
through the governors to the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport.
The stance taken by commercial television has been identical. The chairman of the
ITC, Sir Robin Biggam, has dismissed the prospect of separate Scottish
broadcasting regulation, while conceding that national sensibilities would have to
be addressed.

While Scottish Television initiated the debate on the journalism most suited to
Scotland’s new political landscape, it was BBC Scotland that eventually had to
face the flak. In the autumn of 1998, there was intense pressure from BBC
Scotland management, backed by its national advisory body, the Broadcasting
Council for Scotland, for a Glasgow-produced television news program with an
international and national remit, to be broadcast at 6 pm, the peak viewing time
for news. This demand for a so-called “Scottish Six” became a cause celebre north
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of the Border as it came up against the determined resistance of the BBC’s
director-general and a majority of the corporation’s governors. The BBC’s
leadership was publicly concerned that the proposed change might be outrunning
the proper pace of constitutional change; it was also privately worried that a
distinctive Scottish news might contribute to the break-up of the United
Kingdom (Schlesinger, 1998:15).

The outcome, after much angry debate, was a revamped Six O’Clock News,
first launched immediately after the Scottish and Welsh elections in May 1999.
The program was set the task of better reflecting the new constitutional make-up
of the UK through the closer integration with the London newsroom of the
editorial and reporting priorities of the Belfast, Cardiff and Glasgow operations.
At this time of writing, the Six O’Clock News is in its infancy, and it is too early to
judge whether or not this will satisfy the various requirements of viewers in the
devolved nations at the same time as pleasing the UK-wide audience.
Neverthless, its creation has reflected the BBC’s effort to grapple with the
mutating constitution, as has the corporation’s staff guide, The Changing UK,
issued in March 1999 by the Controller Editorial Policy, which has aimed to
make staff sensitive to various national political, legal and cultural differences and
how these might best be described.

The BBC has sought to hold the ring as a state-wide broadcaster. Like all the
other networks, its position is ultimately defined by the reservation of
broadcasting powers to Westminster under the Scotland Act. This has not been
accepted by the SNP. The party considers that in order to protect the national
culture both public-sector and commercial broadcasting should be under the
legislative control of Edinburgh. This argument is likely to be revisited in future.
Aside from the Liberal Democrats’ general expressions of concern about media
concentration and the maintenance of ITV’s federalism, both Labour and the
Conservatives seem content with the status quo.

The SNP’s position as the official opposition will allow it to achieve some
prominence for its views, although the composition of the Edinburgh parliament
should ensure that no short-term challenge to the present broadcasting
dispensation is likely to succeed. Extra-parliamentary debate may also be fuelled
by producer interests and elements of the Scottish policy community. For
instance, the Campaign for Broadcasting in Scotland has proposed that BBC
Scotland control both the Scottish licensing fee and the scheduling of network
services in Scotland, and that Channel 4 develop a distinct Scottish service on the
lines of the Welsh S4C (Smith, 1997). Others have argued for the Scottish
Parliament to have a say in the forthcoming renewal of the ITV franchises
whereas the consumer lobby, Voice of the Listener and Viewer, provided
platforms for major discussions of broadcasting and devolution in 1997 and 1998.
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A developing political culture?

The new Scottish Parliament may well be something of a political laboratory. The
use of the additional member system in parliamentary elections—modifying
Westminster’s first-past-the-post tradition—denied Labour an outright majority in
the May 1999 elections. The Labour-Liberal Democrat “partnership” is an
unprecedented departure in the post-war period, which has seen no previous
formal coalition. In its working procedures, the new parliament has begun by
breaking with Westminster’s formality and aims to keep “family-friendly” hours.
The parliament’s gender-balance is quite remarkable, with forty-nine women out
of 129 MSPs. Much touted as an innovation has been the important role attached
to pre-legislative consultation in the parliamentary committees. These factors
could all contribute to giving Scottish political culture a quite distinctive style and
flavor.

It remains to be seen how the new Executive will interact with the media.
When still Secretary of State for Scotland, Donald Dewar, now Scotland’s First
Minister, said of political reporting: “We are not likely to wish to recreate the
lobby system” (speech at the Understanding Constitutional Change Conference,
Edinburgh, November 21, 1997). As arrangements are worked out with the new
Edinburgh political press corps, can the high aspirations that lay behind the
institution-building process translate themselves into an approach to government
information distinct from that of Westminster?

The Scottish parliament has become a focus not just for the news media. For
instance, British Telecom declared its interest in the restoration of trust in the
political process, and underlined the role of information and communication
technologies in promoting electoral involvement through training and education
and remote working for MSPs. Of the mainstream media, Channel 4 made an
adaptive gesture towards devolution by establishing a new “Nations and Regions”
office in Glasgow, intended to be a new hub for the development of independent
television production outside London.

A political market place has begun to develop, with a range of organizations
jockeying for influence. Scotland has its home-grown think-tanks in the shape of
the Scottish Council Foundation and the Centre for Scottish Public Policy, which
were active in policy debate in the run-up to devolution and are now an
established part of the scene. A group of professional lobbyists, bearing recent
Westminster experience in mind, and intent on trying to establish a “sleaze-free”
rule-book, have created the Association for Scottish Public Affairs (ASPA).
Formally inaugurated in December 1998, this body has drawn up a voluntary
code of conduct for the regulation of lobbyists” activities in relation to the
Scottish Parliament. It remains to be seen whether ASPA will gain credibility with
the new legislature and also how widely its writ will be accepted. A print
journalists” body, the Scottish Political Press Association (SPPA), has been set up
to represent the interests of political correspondents, and has shaped debate about
reporters” accreditation to the Parliament. It, too, has drawn up a code of binding
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conduct for its members. Alongside these professionals of political
communication, the Scottish Civic Forum was launched in March 1999, driven
principally by the voluntary sector, and aiming to provide a complementary space
to the Parliament, open to the whole range of Scottish civil society, for public
debate and policy development.

A closing perspective

The boundaries of political communication in Britain are undergoing profound
change. First, the European Union is redefining both British domestic politics and
media agendas. And second, the devolution of powers to Scotland is producing a
new national parliamentary center. As a result of the latter, the fault-lines running
through British statehood will become much more apparent as “north of the
Border” comes to signify wide-ranging democratic autonomy for the Scots.

It is an open question whether ultimately the new constitutional settlement
will push the wider British polity in the direction of federalism, or instead
ultimately lead to Scottish separation. The first Scottish parliamentary elections
have in effect endorsed the continuance of the Union, while at the same time
giving the SNP the role of official opposition. Whatever the eventual outcome,
we are already facing a change of historic significance that will unleash a new
political dynamic and reshape national identities both in Scotland and in the UK
as a whole.

Within multi-national states such as the UK, it is plain that nationhood and
statehood may pull in divergent directions, creating new fields of force. In the
process of “stateless nation-building” (Keating, 1997) that is entering a decisive
phase in Scotland today, the reconfiguration of politics has been intimately related
to media and communication.

For instance, consistent media coverage in Scotland certainly played a major
role in preparing the ground for the Referendum. The strong support for
devolution showed that there was an informed public, precisely because of the
airing given to the lengthy debate (both pro and con) amongst the political
classes, key interest groups, and the intelligentsia. By contrast, the radical
implications of devolution are not so well understood south of the Border, where
media attention has been somewhat sporadic and rather superficial. There is at
present a communication deficit which may have important consequences for
relations between the parliaments at Westminster and at Holyrood and also for
how the different parts of the UK react to major political change.

Arguably, therefore, “cross-border” communication via the news media will
have an increasingly crucial role to play in the reporting and interpretation of
devolution within the United Kingdom. The BBC, in the words of its director of
National and Regional Broadcasting, Mark Thompson (1999:5), has found itself
with the difficult task of being “the only broadcaster committed to articulating the
new politics and of sharing the different experiences of devolution with audiences
across the UK.” The corporation is having to reinvent its mission as broadcaster
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to a diversifying state—but one in which it continues to conceive of itself as the
cultural cement. As Thompson puts it:

We’re not a unionist organization in the sense of favouring any one
constitutional settlement over another, but we can and should be a clearing
house not just for national differences, but the value and heritage that we
hold in common. This is a public purpose of the BBC which will grow in
importance as devolution develops.

(Thompson, 1999:5)

Of course, this recast role presumes the relatively untroubled development of the
new order.

But there are likely to be tensions in the political dealings between Edinburgh
and Westminster. A recurrent debate—that began just after the devolution
referendum—has concerned the “Barnett formula” which determines per capita
expenditure in the different parts of the UK: the present favoring of Scotland has
led English MPs to question current arrangements. There can be little doubt that
the country’s financial settlement under devolution will be a major focus of
political and media attention. Another issue is the repeatedly articulated concern
about the role of Scottish MPs at Westminster when English and Welsh
legislation is debated. Labour’s present dominance at Westminster, and its
predominance in Edinburgh, should ensure a short- to medium-term smoothing
out of major difficulties. However, in due course future political developments
both north and south of the Border could make the UK’s new asymmetrical
politics much more difficult to manage.

From a quite different angle, we might note how devolution has focused
attention on Scotland’s media regime. To date, discussion has touched on
regulation, the concentration of ownership, regionalism, the organization of
political reporting, and broadcasting economics and it is likely that these questions
will be revisited.

However, so far as both broadcasting and the press are concerned, the
parameters of policy change are located not at Westminster alone, but also
increasingly in Brussels. The options available to Scotland’s media will be
influenced by a context in which global economic competition and
technologically-driven change are decisive counters, as are supranational processes
of political and economic integration.

Unavoidably, therefore, the Scottish media will also be increasingly affected by
the rapid drive towards “convergence” in the fields of broadcasting,
telecommunications, and interactive technologies. As new strategic alliances and
mergers come thick and fast, these are transforming the entire media landscape in
Britain, as elsewhere. There is also the wider European Union dimension to
consider. The European Commission’s Green Paper on Regulation (EG, 1997)
raised far-reaching questions about whether current regulatory systems were
blocking the growth of an “information society.” These have still to be addressed.
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Furthermore, European policy-makers akso have to devise rules able to secure
pluralism in a wide variety of media markets. Consequently, how Scotland’s
tranforming politicocommunicative space is elaborated will depend not only on
decisions taken in London but also on those made in Brussels.
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8
TO GLOBALIZE, REGIONALIZE OR

LOCALIZE US, THAT IS THE QUESTION
Japan’s response to media globalization

Koichi Iwabuchi

This chapter explores the Japanese response to and involvement in media
globalization. It identifies three processes by which Japanese cultural industries
enter international markets—globalization, regionalization and localization.
Globalization is evident in the popularity of animation and computer game
software, the principal markets for which includes Western countries as well as
Asian countires. And it is the Western reception that has made these recognized
as global media products by Japanese media industries. If the circulation in the
West is the requirement of the globalization of Japanese animation and computer
game software, the boosting export of Japanese TV programs, particularly dramas,
to Asian markets attests to the regionalization of Japanese popular culture.
Although Japanese TV industries have been relatively passive in entering Asian
markets, since the early 1990s the export of programs has been increasing with
the active promotion by local cable and satellite TV industries in East and
Southeast Asia. In those Asian markets, localization, which aims to tailor media
products to local preferences, is also a key strategy of Japanese cultural industries.
Japanese TV industries are trying to produce something new in conjunction with
other Asian cultural industries through format trade and coproduction. Although
different in terms of products, markets and strategies, I will suggest that all three
patterns of Japanese involvement in transnationalizing processes of media culture—
globalization, regionalization and localization—testify to an ever-increasing
integration of global markets and transnational cooperation among world-wide
media industries at various levels. 

The return of Black Ship: opening the country

The development of communication technologies such as VCRs, cable TV and
satellite TV, and the concurrent emergence of global media corporations in the
late twentieth century, has brought about an unprecedented abundance of
audiovisual space all over the globe. While the impact of media globalization has
been discussed in relation to various locales, including Western countries, the
high rate of economic growth and the emergence of a wealthy middle class in
Asia has urged global media industries to enter the new market in the 1990s (e.g.
Lee and Wang 1995; Asiaweek October 14, 1994). The pioneer was Star TV



which started its operations in 1991. Fascinated with the size of the potential
audience in the region, Western global players such as News Corp., CNN, BBC,
MTV, ESPN, HBO and Disney followed Star TV’s idea of pan-Asian mega-
broadcasting. The emergence and proliferation of global media conglomerates
prompted several Asian governments to react against the foreign (mostly
American) invasion from the sky. For example, Malaysia, Singapore and China
have advocated the protection of “Asian” values from decadent Western morals
which are transmitted through the media. In those countries, the globalization of
the media tends to be talked about in terms of the defending of a national cultural
identity against Western cultural imperialism (concerning Asian governments’
various responses to Star TV, see Chan, 1994).

The transnational flow of media has also had repercussions in Japanese
broadcasting policy and media industries, but in a different way. As Japan is not
only the second biggest TV market in the world but also the only self-sufficient
market— where more than 95 percent of programs on Japanese TV are produced
domestically—outside the United States, media globalization has not been talked
about in the same way in Japan as in other Asian countries. It was Star TV that
first had a significant impact on the amendment of Japanese policies of transnational
broadcasting. When Star TV broadcasts first reached Japan in 1992, the Japanese
government had a regulation of banning the distribution of the intercepted
transnational broadcasts within Japanese territories for commercial purposes,
although it did not prohibit people with their own satellite dishes for private
purposes watching transnational broadcasts. Immediately after the Japanese
government concluded in 1992 that the broadcasting of Star TV was not for
deliberate commercial purposes but due to the spilling over of its airwaves across
the Japanese territory, the government set about amending a transnational
broadcast policy which had been based upon the self-contained domestic
broadcast system and decided in April 1993 to deregulate the transnational satellite
broadcasting service (Shimizu 1993)

Further impact on Japan by transnational satellite TV came from a global
player, Rupert Murdoch. In June 1996, Murdoch announced his plan to launch
JSkyB, stating that Japan was the last unexcavated gold mine in the world of
satellite broadcasting. Just ten days later, his company, News Corp.—together
with a Japanese computer software company, Softbank—bought about 20 percent
of the shares of TV Asahi, one of the five key commercial TV stations in Japan. The
threat posed by Murdoch to Japan was not that of transnational broadcasting, as
with Star TV, but was rather the possibility of control of the Japanese media
industry by foreign capital1 Responses from the Japanese media included some
hysterical suggestions that Murdoch was trying to control a TV network in Japan,
as he did with Fox in the United States, but the overall reaction was marked by a
sober recognition that the time had come to restructure the highly domestic-
oriented Japanese TV industry in the global satellite age. The then Prime
Minister, Hashimoto Ry tar , commented that the current move towards
liberalization of the Japanese industry made the influx of foreign capital inevitable
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and that the consequences of this depended on how the Japanese media industry
responded to such challenges from overseas (Nikkei Shinbun, June 24, 1996).
Behind this sober response lay a recognition that the Japanese media industry has
inevitably been incorporated into the global media war. The two incidents made
it clear that Japan could no longer enjoy a self-contained domestic market.

Japanese mass media have often compared the impact of transnational satellite
broadcasting to the mid-nineteenth-century incident when the American
Commodore Perry arrived with his fleet of Black Ships and forced Japan to open
to the outside world after a two-century-long closed-door policy. Academics,
media industries and journalists (e.g. Furuki and Higuchi 1996; Ry  1996)
frequently make the comparison, referring to kurofune sh ai (the invasion of Black
Ships), kaikohu (opening the country) and sakoku (closed country). The
implication was that the Japanese TV market was once closed but is now under
threat of being forced to open its doors to the world. The influx of foreign
satellite TV such as Star TV and digital satellite services such as JSkyB brought
about the proliferation of satellite TV channels in Japan, which inevitably
increased the import of foreign TV programs to Japan. However, the influx of
foreign media products does not seem to be posing a real threat to Japanese
national identity. This is mainly because Japan has never closed its doors to
foreign cultural goods such as TV programs, films and popular music since the
Second World War. For example, it imports many films, particularly from the
United States. In 1996, foreign films occupied 64 percent of total box office sales
figures (Yomiuri Shinbun, August 31, 1997). As for the TV market, Japan is one of
the few countries which has no quota on importing programs. Nevertheless, the
Japanese TV market shifted from a high dependency on American programs in
the 1960s to a high level of self-sufficiency in the 1970s. As early as 1980, Japan
imported only 5 percent of total programs and this trend has continued (Kawatake
and Hara 1994). The absence of a defensive discussion on the protection of
national culture in Japan, in contrast with many other countries (e.g. France), is a
testimony to the confidence held by the Japanese government as well as media
industries that the influx of foreign programs into Japan would not have a great
impact on the audience’s preference for domestic programs (Nikkei Entertainment,
April 28/May 5, 1993).

The global media industries’ “opening the country” has thus dual implications
for Japan: the expansion of Japanese media industries into global media markets
and the influx of transnational media products and industries into the
Japanese market. This time, unlike in the mid-nineteenth century, what is at stake
seems less a foreign invasion of Japan than Japanese advance into global media
markets and the enhancement of the competitiveness of Japanese TV software.
The Star TV incident prompted the Japanese government and Japanese media
industries to take the age of global communications seriously, but the main issue
of deregulation was not about the reception of transnational broadcasts but about
the dispatch of its broadcast to the world (Shimizu 1993). Similarly, the Murdoch
shock urged the Japanese government and media industries to realize that in the
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age of global communications, Japanese cultural industries have to compete with
various kinds of foreign software not only in the domestic market but also in
international, particularly Asian, markets (e.g. Furuki and Higuchi 1996; Ry
1996).

Japan goes global: animation and computer games

With the notable example of Sony, which is a global media giant, Japan is no
doubt one of the main players in media globalization. However, it is often argued
that Japanese cultural influence and presence in the world is secondary to its
economic power. As Herman and McChesney (1998:104) argue, “Japan is
supplying capital and markets to the global media system, but little else.” For
example, a most conspicuous Japanese involvement with media globalization is
the activity of Japanese trading companies such as Sumitomo and It ch , which
invested in several American media giants (e.g. Sumitomo-TCI; It ch -Time
Warner). What those Japanese companies are trying to do is to strengthen
American cultural hegemony by investing in the production of Hollywood films
and by facilitating the distribution of them all over the globe.

However, Japan is not only increasing its capital and market share in the
audiovisual global markets but also its cultural presence on the global scene. It is
animations and computer games that have attained a certain degree of popularity
in the Western countries as well as in non-Western countries. Since tomo
Katuhiro’s hugely popular animation film, Akira (1988), the quality and attraction
of what is called’ “Japanimation” has been acknowledged by the American
market. In November 1995, the animated film, The Ghost in the Shell, was shown
simultaneously in Japan, America and Britain. Its video sales, according to
Billboard (August 24, 1996), made it to No. 1 on the video chart in the United
States. The export of Japanese animations and comics to the American market
amounted to US $75 million in 1996 (Sankei Shinbun, December 14, 1998),
Computer games are dominated by three Japanese manufacturers, Nintendo, Sega
and Sony. The popularity of Japanese game software is exemplified by the fame of
the Super Mario Brothers and Sonic. According to a survey, as a director of
Nintendo pointed out, Mario was a better-known character among American
children than Mickey Mouse (Akurosu Hensh shitsu, 1995:41–2).

It is not just an accident that Japan has become a key player in the globalization
of animation and computer games. These Japanese industries have always had
overseas markets in mind. Since Tezuka Osamu’s Astro Boy in the early
1960s, Japanimation has long been consumed overseas. Japan routinely exports
animation films. Animated films occupied 56 percent of TV exports from Japan in
1980–81 (Stronach, 1989) and 58 percent in 1992–93 (Kawatake and Hara, 1994).
While other genres are mostly exported in the original Japanese language, only 1
percent of animated exports were in Japanese. This means that animation is
routinely intended for export (Stronach, 1989:144). The characters of computer
games do not look Japanese because the producers and creators of game software
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are clearly conscious that the market is global (Akurosu Henshushitsu, 1995).
Mario, for example, does not invoke the image of Japan, because Mario, designed
to be an “Italian” character, is not associated with the dominant image of Japan.
Consumers and audiences of Japanese animation and game characters may know
the Japanese origin of those commodities, but they have little “Japanese cultural
odor” for the consumer (Iwabuchi, 1998a).

The popularity of Japanimation and computer games in the West in turn
endorses the global appeal of those products in Japan itself. In the 1990s,
Japanimation and computer games have attracted massive media attention in
Japan, because they signify a new icon of Japanese global hegemony. There have
been many articles in Japanese popular and academic magazines and daily
newspapers which deal with the global popularity of animations and computer
games. To just mention a few, “Sekai wo seihasuru kokusan anime” (Japan-made
animation conquers the world) (H s  Bunka, October 1994); “Nihon no mangaga
sekai wo seifuku!?” (Japanese Manga conquering the world!?) (Elle Japon, April
1996); “Nihon Anime no sekai seifuku” (Japanese animation conquers the world)
(Bart, January 22, 1996); “Manga ha sekai no ky ts go” (Manga becomes a world
common language) (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, May 25, 1996). According to a
conservative bi-weekly magazine, animations and computer games have become
two of the few things that Japan can pride itself on (Sapio, June 11, 1997). All
these articles boast of the global appeal of Japanese popular culture, but they
actually deal with the popularity of Japanese animation and computer games
principally in Western countries. In this sense, in Japan, the meaning of “global”
is predominantly associated with the affluent Western market, especially the
American market. As Hall (1991) argues, the West is positioned as the “dominant
particular” in the global cultural flow. Making Japanese products “global” entirely
depends upon their reception in Western markets.

Domestically, the most important factor in the 1990s which made Japan turn to
the global popularity of animations and computer games was the recession in the
Japanese economy. After the collapse of the so-called “bubble” economic
expansion in the late 1980s, the Japanese economy has been suffering a long
slump. This dark picture of the Japanese economic future makes the popularity of
Japanimation overseas a positive contrast. Many saw a brighter future for Japan in
its ability to produce universal digitalized software represented by Japanimation
and computer games (e.g. Dime, February 7, 1991; Nikkei Shinbun, February 5,
1996; Nikkei Trendy, December 1998). For example, Sakaiya Taichi, who is an
ex-bureaucrat of Ministry of International Trades and Industries and was
appointed the director of Economic Planning Agency in 1998, argues that Japan
should be proud of comics and animations as a global culture of Japanese origin.
He sees the possibility of comics and animations breaking through the stratified
Japanese social system by creating a new image of society in the age of the
multimedia (Nihon Keizai Shinbun, February 25, 1996). Clearly, animations and
comics are playing a significant role in the multimedia business. The characters of
comics can be used in various other media such as computer games, movies, TV
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series, CD ROMs and toys. Kinder (1991) calls this multiple possibility of
transmedia intertextuality a “supersystem of entertainment” which has come to be
a dominant force in the global entertainment business. Japanese comics and
animations would be the main features of a supersystem.

However, the euphoria concerning the dominant status of Japanese comics and
animations in the supersystem is accompanied by a negative picture of its future.
Precisely because they have become universally consumed, they are destined to be
copied, studied and indigenized outside Japan. What is happening here is an
“Americanization of Japanimation.” In this respect, Japanese animations are often
compared in the Japanese media to the Ukiyoe, premodern Japanese color prints
of people’s everyday life, whose beauty and values were appreciated as Japanesque
by the West and had a significant impact on Western artists. It is often suggested
that animation faces the same dilemma as Ukiyoe, many of which were taken out
from Japan and exhibited in Western art galleries since the mid-nineteenth
century; that the West (America) again deprives Japan of animations while Japan
fails to recognize their (commercial) value (e.g. Dime, October 6, 1994; Bart,
January 22, 1996; Nikkei Trendy, October 1996). Thus, Hollywood is trying to
develop a new global genre by making use of Japanese animations. American film
producers and directors are recruiting Japanese animators to develop American
animations and computer graphics (Aera, July 29, 1996; Nikkei Shinbun, January
5, 1997; June 9, 1997). American production companies with the help of Japanese
animators began producing Japanimation in the United States ( hata, 1996; Nikkei
Trendy, October 1996). Also the South Korean government has decided to
support the promotion of the local animation industry for the future development
of the national economy. A Korean conglomerate has entered the animation
business by investing into domestic as well as Japanese animation industries (Nikkei
Shinbun 3 September 1996; Aera, 29 July 1996).

In contrast, although the potential of the animation industry for the Japanese
economy has been recognized, it has not yet led to the encouragement of and
investment in the industry in Japan (Takemura, 1996:72–105). The Japanese
government is a target of criticism for its failure to promote Japan’s most lucrative
cultural software industry in the digitalized world (e.g. Dime, June 2, 1997). Oshii
Mamoru, the director of The Ghost in the Shell, lamented the lack of support for
the development of the animation industry in Japan, and predicted the decay of
the industry in the near future (Nikkei Entertainment, May 1997). Responding to
criticism, the Agency for Cultural Affairs belatedly decided to support multimedia
software contents in 1997 and held a Media Art Festival in Tokyo in February
1998. Its purpose was to encourage the domestic production of animation,
comics, computer graphics and computer game software. The Agency for
Cultural Affairs also decided to set about exterminating the piracy of Japanese
software in Asia (Asahi Shinbun, 22 January 1998). Animations and digitalized
software have become an officially recognized Japanese culture.

However, it should be stressed here that it is Western (American) money and
the global distribution power that have made Japanese animation a global popular
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culture. For example, it was the investment and the distribution channels of a
British and American company, Manga Entertainment—established in 1991
under the conglomerate of Polygram, then a major recording company—that
made The Ghost in the Shell a hit in Western countries. Similarly, in 1996, Disney
decided to distribute Miyazaki Hayao’s animated films globally. With the help of
the global prestige of Disney, Miyazaki’s latest animation, Mononokehime, became
a phenomenal hit in Japan in 1997. Its box office revenue went beyond the until
then record figure of E.T. for the first time in Japan and exceeded 10 billion yen
(Nikkei Shinbun, November 29, 1997). The production cost was 2.3 billion yen
and more than 2 billion yen was spent on publicity in Japan (Nikkei Shinbun, June
9, 1997). The exceptional box-office hit of Mononokehime was realized thanks to a
business tie-up with Disney. As the producer of the film acknowledged, the fact
that Miyazaki’s animations are highly appreciated by the global animation giant,
Disney, worked well as the publicity for giving the film an international
prominence (Nikkei Entertainment, January 1998:42). The director of The Ghost in
the Shell, who is now producing a new animation film, plainly stated that he takes
Western markets into consideration (Nikkei Shinbun, January 16, 1998). The
budget for the film was 2.3 billion yen. The director of Akira, which attracted the
attention of Western audiences to Japanese animation in the late 1980s, is also
producing a new film with a budget of 1.6 billion yen. As is the case with
Hollywood, Japanese animation is now becoming a big, though risky, business by
taking global distribution into consideration at the production stage. These cases
clearly suggest that Japanese animation’s inroad into the global market is closely
related to the ever-growing global integration of markets and the media
industries. The Japanese animation industry is able to become a global player only
by exploiting the power of Western media insustries.

Japan goes to Asia: export of TV programs to cultural
neighbors

Secondly, what has also become conspicuous in the 1990s is the export of
Japanese TV programs to booming Asian markets. While what Japan can export
to Western countries is still limited to animations and computer games, much
broader selections of Japanese TV programs and popular music are increasing
their presence in East and Southeast Asian markets. The popularity of Japanese TV
programs in other parts of Asia suggests that media globalization also activates the
intra-regional flow of cultural commodities (Straubhaar, 1991; Sinclair et al., 1996).
Although the textual appeal of Japanese TV programs to Asian audiences is a
significant factor in the prevalence of Japanese TV programs in Asian markets
(Iwabuchi, forthcoming), I argue, the promotion by “local” industries is a
significant factor which facilitated the diffusion of Japanese TV programs in Asian
markets. And it is this local initiative that have given Japanese TV industries more
confidence in the exportability of Japanese TV programs.
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Although the possible impact of the recent financial crisis in Asia on the media
markets is yet to be seen, Asian markets have become the hottest battlefield for
global media corporations in the 1990s. About three billion people live in a
region which achieved high economic growth and where the states are
increasingly privatizing the media and communication industries. The huge
potential of the Asian market is likely to attract entrepreneurs from all over the
world. Since the emergence of Star TV, as mentioned earlier, there have been
discussions about the Japanese role in the booming Asian markets, but Japanese
media industries have not been as keen as Western and other Asian counterparts
in exporting their products to the booming Asian audiovisual market. Until 1993,
Japan has not had any intention of expanding its satellite broadcasting services
outside the country. The reluctance of the Japanese media industries to export
their products partly reflects the historical obstacle of Japanese imperialism as well
as the existence of a profitable and wealthy domestic market. After its defeat in
the Second World War, the Japanese government has tried not to face its
imperialist past in Asia. With the help of the American Gold War policy which
utilized Japan as a model capitalist country to counter communism in Asia, Japan
suppressed its past by camouflaging itself with an image of a weak victim of the
war defeated by the United States and successfully eschewed confronting its
colonial history. The suppression of aJapanese cultural visibility is a desirable
strategy for enabling the Japanese economy to expand to Asia. Kawatake (1995),
for example, found that many Japanese companies wanted to remove apparent
“Japaneseness” from their advertising material in Asian markets. It was thought
that a Japanese appearance in Asia should be avoided as much as possible in order
to pursue further profits.

When the Japanese government amended its policy on transnational satellite
broadcasting in 1994, NHK quickly announced the launch of a satellite service to
Europe, but still hesitated to broadcast to Asia (Nikkei Shinbun, July 14, 1994;
Asahi Shinbun, September 7, 1994). The main reason was fear of being accused of
cultural imperialism. It was an Asia Broadcasting Unity (ABU) meeting which
was held in Kyoto in November 1994 that dispersed the anxiety regarding
criticism of cultural imperialism. What the Japanese media industries realized
during the meeting was a sudden shift in other Asian countries’ policies from
protection to promotion of local industries to counter Western “cultural
invasion” (see Wang, 1996). This change finally convinced NHK to launch its
service in Asia as well, but a Japanese scholar still lamented that what the ABU
meeting told us was that Japan had fallen far behind Asian countries as well as the
West in terms of the development of transnational broadcasting (Nikkei Shinbun,
November 26, 1994). Many industry people and journalists pointed out the
belatedness of the Japanese TV industries to enter the Asian markets, arguing that
Asian markets have already been dominated by American and local industries and
that there is no space for the Japanese TV industries (e.g. Shima, 1994; Asai,
1997; Nikkei Shinbun, November 26, 1994).
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There are two economic and structural reasons why Japanese TV industries are
not very active about the promotion of the export of Japanese TV programs to
Asia. The first is the difficulty in making profits in Asian markets. American
industries quickly entered Asian markets, because this was just an extension of
their existing global businesses. Including Star TV, almost all the satellite and
cable channel suppliers cannot make profits in Asia, but the deficiency is
compensated for by profits in the affluent Western market. However, Japan,
without entering the Western markets, would not be able to make profits in Asia
until the price of TV programs becomes as high as the Western counterparts.
According to a survey by the Ministry of Posts and Telecommunication, the total
hours of program imports in 1992 was 6,800 hours, worth 481.2 billion yen. As
for exports, the figures are 16,471 hours, valued at 2.1 billion yen (Nakazora,
1994). As for the unit price of programs per hour, import is 7 million yen but
export is just 127 thousand yen, almost fifty-five times. The average budget of a
one-hour drama production in Japan is about 30–40 million yen, but the same
drama can be sold for only 200,000–400,000 yen in Asia.

The second reason is copyright and royalties. In Japan, the production of TV
programs has been for the domestic market and there have been no incentives to
develop copyright contracts for second and third broadcasts. Since the early
1990s, as Japanese TV programs were increasingly exported to Asia, Japanese TV
stations have come to realize that copyright issues are an obstacle to selling their
programs overseas. To sell a drama overseas, for example, Japanese TV stations
have to get permission from the cast and music composer of each series.
Therefore it takes at least six months to clarify all the copyright issues for the
second broadcast. Some talent management offices demand fees, which are more
expensive than the TV stations can afford. For this reason, Fuji TV for example
cannot sell even one-third of the twelve drama series it produces annually.

In the 1990s, according to my interviews with the Japanese TV industries, the
wholesale figures of programs in Asian markets has become three times higher
than before, but it still occupies much less than one percent of the total sales
figures of a TV station.2 Given the low price of the programs, the cost of copying
and packaging, and the extremely small proportion in the total profits of the
station, it is no surprise that Japanese TV stations have not been active in exporting
their programs to Asian markets

In addition to these economic and structural obstacles, Japanese cultural
industries have tended to be pessimistic about the competitiveness of Japanese TV
programs and popular music in Asian markets. It was speculated in Japan that
Japanese TV programs other than animation would not attract Asian audiences due
to Japanese cultural and language uniqueness (Nikkei Shinbun, November 26,
1994). The pessimistic view has also something to do with the prediction held by
Japanese cultural industries of the quick development of local industries in
East and Southeast Asia. In 1994, Dentsu, the biggest advertising agency in Japan,
organized a committee to promote the export of Japanese audiovisual products
and submitted a report to the Ministry of International Trade and Industry. The
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report clearly saw the good possibility of Japanese products being further accepted
into Asian markets and suggested the necessity of developing more export-
oriented production systems, including market research and language dubbing, to
expand export. However, many members of the committee also pointed out the
likelihood of Japanese cultural products soon being superseded by local ones. This
view corresponds with my own research. In November 1994,I interviewed more
than twenty cultural producers in Japan concerning the popularity of Japanese
products in Asia. Interestingly, almost every producer thought that the popularity
of Japanese products in Asian markets, if any, would be transient and the markets
would be sooner or later dominated by local products. I will return to this point
later.

Despite the pessimism about the competitiveness of Japanese software and the
relatively passive attitude of the Japanese TV industries in entering Asian markets,
the export of Japanese TV programs has been increasing in the 1990s. The total
export hours of TV programs increased from 2,200 in 1971 to 4,585 in 1980 to
19,546 in 1992 (Kawatake, 1994). The proliferation of media space in Asia has
dramatically increased the demand for Japanese programs. However, it is
important to note here that the promotion of Japanese TV programs was
facilitated mainly by local industries rather than by active promotion by Japanese
media industries. Star TV has from the beginning constantly broadcast Japanese
TV programs, particularly dramas, in prime time. A manager of the Star TV
Chinese Channel told me that Japanese programs are indispensable for Star TV’s
strategy of localization in Asia.3

The local promotion of Japanese TV programs is best exemplified in Taiwan,
where there are five cable channels which broadcast Japanese programs
exclusively. Apart from NHK Asia, which simultaneously broadcasts most
programs from Japan by satellite, four other channels—Video Land Japanese, Gold
Sun, Po-shin Japanese and JET (Japan Entertainment Network)—buy whole
programs from Japanese commercial television stations. These channels broadcast
exclusively Japanese programs twenty-four hours a day (repeating the basic
programming of six to ten hours a day). In addition, other cable and free-to-air
channels also regularly broadcast Japanese programs. The number of Japanese TV
programs exported to Taiwan has drastically increased since 1994. In 1992 the
total amount exported from Japan to Taiwan was about 600 hours (Kawatake and
Hara, 1994). There are no exact figures available for Japanese program export to
Taiwan after 1993. However, in 1996, one Japanese commercial TV station, TBS,
alone exported 1,000 hours of programs to Taiwan

The popularity of Japanese TV programs in Asia has given Japanese media
industries more confidence in exporting their programs to Asian markets. In
1997, Sumitomo Trading Co. Ltd launched the first Japanese pay-TV channel,
JET (Japan Entertainment Television) with TBS, a commercial TV station whose
profits from selling programs overseas are the highest in Japan. JET plans to supply
seven Asian countries (Taiwan, Hong Kong, Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia,
Indonesia and Philippines) with one channel exclusively devoted to Japanese
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dramas, variety shows and cartoons by satellite up-link from Singapore. Taiwan is
the most important market and the company started operation there in January,
several months before other markets. JET dubs Japanese into three languages—
English, Mandarin and Thai—but, significantly, only the Taiwan version is
subtitled to meet Taiwanese viewers’ taste. Since JET covers eight different
markets, the advertisements are not about particular commodities but about
general images of companies and products like Star TV Taiwan JET inserts local
advertisements. In 1997, the expected audience number reached was 3.5 million
in Taiwan (JET), 350,000 in Hong Kong (Warf Cable), 50,000 in Thailand
(UTB) and 120,000 in the Philippines (Sun Cable). JET will also start operation
in Malaysia (Mea Sat) and Singapore (Cablevision) soon. It is estimated that JET
has reached an audience of more than four million in Asia.

A manager of Dentsu, who expressed a pessimistic view of the long-term
popularity of Japanese TV programs in Asian markets in an interview with me in
1994, changed his view when I met him again in January 1997: “What has been
made clear is that Japanese TV programs have gained a certain universal appeal.
The next step is to produce programs whwhich target international, particularly
Asian markets.”

Endorsing this shift, Japanese TV industries are increasingly becoming seriously
engaged in setting up a principle of royalties for the second and third use of
programs as well as in controlling piracy. In September 1998, Japanese TV
industry for the first time made a raid on Sino Center in Hong Kong which is (in)
famous for pirated VCDs (Video CDs) of Japanese animations and TV dramas
with the help of the Hong Kong Customs (South China Morning Post, September
11, 1998). What has become clear to the Japanese media industries is that Japanese
TV programs have huge market potentials in Asian markets, thanks to the
promotion of other Asian media industries.

Localization as hybridization

Apart from government regulation policies, one of the difficulties which
transnational cultural industries have faced in entering Asian markets is the
diversity of culture, religion, language and race in the region. Combined with
such culturally diversity, audience preference for “local” TV programs
(Straubhaar, 1991) has proven to be a significant obstacle in exporting TV
programs for Japanese as well as Western media industries, as some countries such
as Hong Kong and India have long-established and powerful cultural industries
whose products have won the hearts of their people. As expressed in the cover
story of Asian Business (October 1996): “The battle for a share of Asia’s huge
television audience is in full swing, with international broadcasters pouring in vast
amounts of cash. But it’s the players who provide local programming content that
look likely to succeed.” It is precisely these issues that Star TV is struggling with.
By overestimating the omnipotence of American cultural products, Star TV
mistook the centralization of distribution for centralization of transmission and
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neglected the existence of multiple “locals.” The lesson Star TV has learned is
that exporting English-language programs produced in Hollywood is no longer
enough. As Rupert Murdoch said, “We’ve committed ourselves to learning the
nuance of the region’s diverse cultures” (Asian Business Review, May 1994).
Rather than pursuing the old-fashioned “communication as transmission view” of
broadcasting pan-Asian programs in one language, the strategy of Star TV is
changing to one of localizing programs by finding local partners which assure
them of local programs. (Far Eastern Economic Review, January 27, 1994). Coupled
with highly political reasons, Star TV replaced BBC World News and the
American MTV with more Chinese-sensitive drama and music programs (The
Australian, May 11, 1994). MTV Asia also struck back with much more localized
programming.

Similarly, Japanese media industries acknowledged the significance of
producing local products and have tried to penetrate the booming Asian markets
through a localization strategy in the 1990s, but differently from Western and
other Asian local industries. Clearly indicated in the above-mentioned report of
the Dentsuorganized committee, Japanese cultural industries were not as keen to
export Japanese products as to be somehow involved in the production of “local”
products in various Asian markets as a long-term strategy. Japanese cultural
industries had a conviction that “foreign popular culture such as TV programs and
popular music will be soon superseded by domestically produced ones, as local
cultural industries develop their production capacity by absorbing foreign
influence,” as the organizer of the committee told me in an interview. I argued
elsewhere (Iwabuchi, 1998b) that Japan prides itself on most successfully
hybridizing and indigenizing Western cultures. With this confidence in their
experience of negotiating Western (American) popular culture, the Japanese
cultural industries are trying to fuse things global (American) and local in Asian
markets. As the director of Epic Sony told me in an interview:

Japaneseness of Japanese popular cultural production can be found in its
capacity for cultural mixing which makes the original source irrelevant. I
think we are good at appropriating best parts from American popular music
and reconstructing our own music…. In the same vein, if we produce
something stunning, trendy and newly stylish in local languages by local
singers, I am sure that it can sell in Asian markets. The basic model [of the
stunning style] is American popular culture.

While Japanese cultural industries have been somewhat unsure about the
exportability of distinctively Japanese products, they are confident that other Asian
countries will follow the same path as Japan in terms of a rapid indigenization of
foreign (American) popular culture. If the ascent of Japanese TV programs in
Asian markets is based upon the “localization” strategies of local cable and satellite
channels, the localization strategy that Japanese cultural industries have tried
to deploy in Asian markets is thus the export of Japan’s know-how for producing
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“local” popular culture through the indigenization of American cultural influence
(Iwabuchi, 1998a).

While the Japanese recording companies and talent agencies have actively held
auditions in various Asian countries to find local pop stars in the 1990s (see
Iwabuchi, 1995), the Japanese TV industry has also begun to promote “concept
trade” (Asahi Shinbun, September 10, 1993). This means that Japan sells program
concepts rather than the programs themselves to other countries, and thus includes
the sale of video materials which hardly contain any Japanese “odour.” Although
it is a common business of TV industry in many parts of the world, the concept
trade or format sales has been actively promoted by Dentsu since early 1990s.
Like Hong Kong’s TVB, Dentsu sells the program concepts of chat shows and
game shows which have been well-accepted in Japan, together with the video
material, the supervision of production and Japanese sponsors to Asian TV
stations (Far Eastern Economic Review, June 16, 1994). All local TV stations have to
do is to provide local celebrities and audiences, and to learn the know-how of TV
production from Japanese producers. For example, NTV, a commercial TV
station in Japan, sold the format and visual material of the quiz show, Show-by
Show-by, to Spain, Italy, Thailand and Hong Kong. The original of America’s
Funniest Video Show can also be found in TBS’s variety show. The merit of
concept trade for Japanese TV industry is that it can be sold to affluent Western
markets. It is also advantageous in that if American production houses sell Funniest
Video Show, for example, to another TV station, aJapanese TV station still receives
another royalty.

Another move is coproduction. Fuji television is now jointly producing a TV
program with Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, and South Korea (Taiwan joined in
1994 after the Taiwanese government abolished its policy of banning the
broadcasting of Japanese-language programs, but left the program due to its
predominantly Southeast Asian flavor). The title of the program is Asia Bagus!,
which means “Asia is terrific!” in Malay/Indonesian. Each week, four amateur
singers from five countries compete with one another. The grand champion is
assured of making his/her/their debut as a professional act. The program has two
presenters, a Japanese woman and a Malay-Singaporean man. Both presenters
speak English and in addition each speaks, respectively, Japanese and Malay/
Indonesian. And a Korean translator occasionally appears.

This program has been broadcast in each country since April 1992; in
Singapore, on TCS 5, in Malaysia, on TV3 (NTV9 from 1997), and in Indonesia,
on TVRI (TVRI quit the program in 1995 because the Indonesian Government
does not like to broadcast Mandarin, but in 1996, a private TV station, RTCI,
joined the program). While it is scheduled at midnight in Japan, most of the other
countries broadcast Asia Bagus! in prime time—TCS 5 and TV3, for example,
broadcast it at 7.30 pm on Sunday night which is a most significant time for TV
programming— and it has been popular in terms of ratings (Yomiuri Shinbun,
October 27, 1994; Mainichi Shinbun, December 8,1994). Although Asia Bagus! is
directed and produced mainly by Japanese staff, the program is produced in close
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cooperation with the local TV industries and filmed in Singapore, in order to
make the program “Asian.” In my field research in Singapore, most studio
audiences replied to my questionnaire that they did not think it was a program
produced by Japan and that the attractiveness of the program has much to do with
its “Asian” flavor which cannot be reduced to a single country.

In 1997, NTV, another popular commercial TV station in Japan, also started
coproducing an information program, Ck  Ajiary  (Super Asians), with Hong
Kong (TVB), Taiwan (CTV), South Korea (SBS), Thailand (ITV) and Singapore
(TCS8). NTV started a variety show which dealt with Asia-related topics in 1996
with the production cooperation of CTV, TCS8 and ITV, but developed the
idea of coproduction further. What is interesting is that all the TV stations do not
broadcast the same program. SBS, ITV and TCS8 used some of the film coverage
as a component of an information program. Only CTV broadcasts the same
program with subtitles as NTV Each week, there is a main topic, such as fashion
or karaoke, and each station covers the topic locally. Actually this difference itself
has become a main topic of the program.

It should be remembered that both Asia Bagus! and Ch  Ajiary  are programed
at midnight in Japan; 2.30 am and 1.15 am respectively. This means that the
programs are not for Japanese consumption but for other Asian markets. It is also
important to note that NTV and Fuji TV do not make a profit by producing the
programs. Neither sell the programs nor the concepts. The main reason for
coproduction is to establish a corporational tie and to experiment with
coproduction. NTV’s main purpose is to promote what they call “syndication,”
with NTV selling the commercial time for Japanese sponsors in several Asian
countries by coproducing a program.

One production house, Amuse, actively promotes coproduction of films in
East Asia. Amuse coproduced with Shanghai TV a drama series (twenty-five
episodes of a one-hour program), Shanghai People in Tokyo, in 1995. The drama is
about the lives of overseas students from Shanghai in Tokyo. It is another version
of Beijing People in New York, which became phenomenally popular in China
in 1992. The director and the protagonist are both Chinese, but Amuse provided
the production budget of 400 million yen (Nikkei Shinbun, January 12, 1996).
The program was finally broadcast in China in 1995 and 1996 and got high ratings
(Asahi Shinbun, evening edition, February 24, 1996). It was also broadcast in Japan
in 1997, but it was scheduled at midnight and never attracted a wide audience.
Amuse also sold commercial time to various sponsors including South Korean and
Chinese companies, but allegedly could not cover the production costs. The main
purpose was, like NTV and Fuji TV, to establish a relationship with Chinese TV
industries and to learn the system of Chinese production and the know-how of
selling programs and commercial times in China. Amuse is also very active in
coproducing films with Hong Kong production houses. Since 1994, it has
coproduced several films such as Nankin no Kirisuto, Hong Kong Daiyas kai,
Kitchen. In 1997 Amuse finally established a joint production house, Golden
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Amuse, with Goldenharvest Entertainment in Hong Kong to produce a string of
love stories (Nikkei Shinbun, December 11, 1997). 

Japanese strategies of localization in Asia reflects a widely observed tendency
that the global distribution of the same commodities and media texts does not
bring about cultural homogenization but generates a new cultural diversity,
through the process of hybridization/creolization or localization/indigenization
(e.g. Appadurai, 1996; Hannerz, 1996). In contrast to a globalization-as-
homogenization thesis, a hybridization thesis is concerned more with the site of
local negotiation with the global. It elucidates how foreign goods and texts are
creatively cross-fertilized, indigenized and differently translated according to local
contexts. As seen in the Japanese strategies of format trade and coproduction,
Japanese media industries, together with local cultural producers, are attempting
to produce something new in modern, urbanized Asian nations. In other words, I
suggest that it is the process of local indigenization rather than the product per se
that the Japanese media industries attempt to exploit in conjunction with other
Asian media industries through localization strategies.

Global-regional-local: an interconnected triangle

John Tomlinson (1997) points out three reasons why we should reframe the
issues posed by the “cultural imperialism” thesis with the globalization theory
perspective. They are the question of the impact and the ubiquity of Western
cultural products in the world; the dialectic nexus between global and local in
terms of ongoing cultural hybridization; and the de-centring process of Western
cultural domination. The ascent of Japanese media industries in the process of
media globalization seems to be a testimony to the three—the increasing flow of
Japanese TV programs in other Asian markets refutes the unambiguous power of
Western cultural products in the world; the localization strategies of Japanese
cultural industries is grounded in the global-local dynamics; and finally the global
circulation of Japanese animations and the involvement of Japanese corporations
in global media conglomerates shows the diffusion of cultural power. The
activities of Japanese media industries at three levels—global, regional, local—
suggest the complex and de-centring processes of cultural globalization, but it also
shows that such processes themselves are coming to be at the mercy of the
strategies and activities of transnational media industries.

The analysis of the involvement of Japanese cultural industries in global,
regional and local markets testifies to the increasing integration and cooperation
among world-wide cultural industries. As Pieterse argues: “What globalization
means in structural terms, then, is the increase in the available modes of organization:
transnational, international, macro-regional, national, micro-regional, municipal,
local (1995: 50, emphasis original).

At each level of the market, Japanese cultural industries and Japanese media
products cannot operate effectively without partners. Morley and Robins point
out three patterns of activities for global media corporations: producing cultural
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products; distributing products; and owning hardware which delivers products
(1995:13). Global media corporations try to combine at least two of the
above three, particularly production and distribution. American media industries
have no doubt unambiguous global hegemony with the latter two. As the recent
buy-out of Hollywood studios—for example, Fox by Rupert Murdoch and
Columbia by Sony—shows, the fundamental factor for the success of global
media corporations in global media markets is securing good products. The serious
shortcoming of the Japanese TV industries which have mature production
capabilities and techniques is the lack of international distribution channels. As we
saw in this chapter, it is American and other Asian media industries that act as
distributors of Japanese programs.

Although the products and strategies corresponding to each of the three levels
differ, the same player often runs through these levels. Japanese animations cannot
be distributed globally without the support of American media giants. The latter,
for their part, need Japanese animations to advance out to every corner of the
globe. This is not just to exploit a new genre and product for the global market,
but also to enter Asian markets where Japanese comics and animations have been
most consumed. It is said that the ultimate purpose of Disney’s distribution of
Miyazaki’s animations is to acquire the know-how of Miyazaki’s production
technique and ‘Asian” flavor (Aera, August 4, 1997). It is also speculated that the
real intention of Murdoch’s entry into the Japanese market is to secure attractive
programs for the Asian market (Ry , 1996; Inoue, 1996).

Even intra-regional coproduction in Asia cannot escape the shadow of the global
corporations. In concept trade, for example, Oshin, a globally popular Japanese
melodrama series, is now being re-made in Indonesia through the Australian
production house, Beckers Group, which exports TV programs globally. A most
powerful music producer, Tetsuya Komuro, is now trying to debut several
Chinese, Hong Kong and Taiwanese pop singers in the American market. This
movement from local (Asia) to global (the West) is forged by his joint venture
with News Corp., TK NEWS. TK NEWS has produced a star search TV
program, TK Magic, for the Taiwan market alone and established a new record
label, rojam com, from Sony Music Entertainment, for the American market.

Conceiving the global as an aggregation of multiple locals, which are mostly
equated with national markets, transnational corporations desparately attempt to
maximize the number of local markets that they penetrate. As the merger and the
cooperation of transnational corporations of different countries of origin
intensifies, various markets are increasingly united and interrelated. The
development of communication technologies also contributes to the simultaneous
spread of information and images of a new product around the world. The speed
and the quantity of transnational distribution of cultural commodities has been
rapidly accelerating. The recent instantaneous spread, and the quick dying down
of the popularity, of Spice Girls and Tamagocchi in the world testifies to this
trend. The proliferation of media space and the recognition of the significance of
producing “local” products encourages media industries to appreciate the many
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kinds of media products, including those of non-Western countries, for various
levels of markets. This clearly articulates the gradual de-centralization of Western
cultural hegemony. However, the rise of non-Western transnational media
corporations in the global arena has not so much countered long-standing West-
centric power relations as coopted it by joining the alliance. De-centralization of
Western cultural hegemony is accompanied by the re-centralization of the still
West-dominated cooperative transnational media system, which interpenetrates
the global, regional and local markets.

Notes

1 It soon became clear, however, that Murdoch’s intention was not to control a free-
toair TV station in Japan when he suddenly decided in March 1997 to sell the shares
of TV Asahi to its parent company, Asahi Shinbun. Murdoch had concluded that
the acquisition of shares in a particular Japanese TV station deterred other stations
from cooperating with JSkyB and thus would do more harm than good in securing
good Japanese programs. Murdoch’s decision was to the point. Two months after
Murdoch’s selling of TV Asahi shares, the most popular TV station, Fuji TV, and
Sony, which owns Columbia, decided to join JSkyB

2 For example, the business earning of Nippon Television Network in the 1997
financial year was 283 billion yen. However, according to my interview with the
station, the international sales earning was less than 1 billion yen.

3 It should be noted that this strategy was deployed by Star TV from 1992, well
before Murdoch’s takeover and the beginning of his localizing strategy.
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9
EXPORT OF CULTURE OR

COPRODUCTION OF CULTURE?
Vignettes from the creative process at a global advertising

affiliate, Beijing

Jian Wang

The world’s leading corporations have become “stateless,” and advertising
agencies have also followed their footsteps to business frontiers around the world.
As Armand Mattelart (1991:ix) has put it, “[t]he question of advertising has long
ceased to be a national question…”

In 1960, only 17 percent of the ten largest US ad agencies’ total worldwide
billings were generated from overseas markets; but by 1989 their overseas billings
had risen to 54 percent (Kim, 1995:209). The overseas share in the worldwide
income of the top 500 US-based advertising agencies grew from less than 25
percent (US$2.15 billion) in 1986 to more than 40 percent (US$7.15 billion) in
1995 (Advertising Age, April 1995:s15). The advertising agency Young & Rubicam,
for instance, has established a global network of more than 300 offices, spanning
from Africa and Asia to Europe and the Americas. Grey Advertising, founded in
New York City in 1917 and still headquartered there, now operates in over fifty
countries.

The entry strategy of Western multinational advertising agencies in various
parts of the world has taken three basic forms (Kaynak, 1989:178–9). In an
“associate” arrangement, the parent company is loosely or tightly connected to a
local advertising agency but has no official equity. For an “affiliate,” the parent
company has substantial but not 100-percent control of the overseas agency. A
“brand agency” is a local office or subsidiary of the parent company. Almost all of
the major multinational advertising agencies are now present in the world’s largest
potential consumer market: China. Since the Chinese government still does not
allow wholly foreign-owned advertising businesses inside the country, many
multinational advertising agencies have adopted the strategy of establishing
an affiliate by forming a joint venture with a local Chinese agency while retaining
majority equity share and management control in the new entity.

In the early 1980s, when China had just reopened its market to outside
investment, the global advertising industry viewed the Chinese market with
“guarded optimism” (Seligman, 1984:17). But such a cautious approach has since
given way to expressed confidence in the bright prospects of the Chinese
consumer market. There were, for instance, only four sino-foreign joint-venture
advertising agencies in 1990, and by 1997 the number of international advertising
agencies in China had reached about 250 (Modern Advertising, 1, 1997:15). Among



the top ten advertising agencies in China in 1995, four were joint-venture
agencies (Saatchi & Saatchi, Ogilvy & Mather, Densu and McCann & Erickson)
(China Advertising Yearbook, 1996:33), and in that same year, multinational
advertising grew much faster than the domestic advertising sector (172.2 percent
versus 51.7 percent) (International Advertising, September 1997:14).

Along with the Western/American entertainment establishment, multinational
advertising has also been in the spotlight of the media imperialism debate. It has in
fact been criticized as a venture of Western media imperialism. Herbert Schiller
(1972) called the internationalization of advertising an act of “Madison Avenue
imperialism,” and Michael Anderson (1984) simply termed it “advertising
imperialism.” Research on the experience of multinational advertising agencies in
the third world, such as South and Southeast Asia (e.g. Anderson, 1984; Frith and
Frith, 1989, 1990; Kim and Frith, 1993; Sengupta and Frith, 1997) and Latin
America (e.g. Mattelart, 1979; Fejes, 1980; Janus 1980, 1981a, 1981b), has
centered on the transformative impact of multinational advertising in the local
cultural milieu.

The media/advertising imperialism research has primarily focused on aspects of
structure and content of the communication process. How messages of Western
media and, in this case, advertising messages are actually created for the
consumption of the third world has not received much research attention, but it
certainly deserves to be more closely examined.

In this chapter, I will first present the advertising imperialism debate with its
major arguments and counter-arguments. I will then use examples from the
creative process at a global advertising affiliate in Beijing to illustrate the
characteristics of advertising production in a cross-cultural/national context.
Finally, I will suggest the emerging concept of cultural glocalization as a viable
analytical tool for the study of contemporary production and circulation of
advertising and culture.

Advertising imperialism

As represented by its proponents such as Herbert Schiller (1969, 1976, 1991), the
media imperialism thesis holds that, as cultural agents, the Western media industry
and its dissemination in the third world constitutes an act of cultural assault and
domination. As a corollary, the expansion of Western advertising, emblematic of
Western consumerism, is symptomatic of media imperialism. 

Michael Anderson (1984) provided a detailed account of the multinational
advertising industry in Southeast Asia. His theoretical framework, largely based on
Johan Galtung’s structure of imperialism, viewed advertising as an important
dimension of the international power structure, and emphasized the uneven flow
of advertising between the Center and the Periphery countries. He (Anderson,
1984:49) defined advertising imperialism as “the way in which advertising
exchange between nations is structured internationally with the effect that some
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nations may dominate other nations and create a disharmony of interest between
them.” He argued:

It is one way in which advertising-rich Center nations penetrate into, and
maintain a hold over, weaker Periphery nations whose indigenous
communications resources are less sophisticated… The concept implies great,
as well as unequal, power over advertising in and between nations. It also
implies that the development goals of Center and Periphery nations are
incompatible, even though these societies are closely coupled.

(Anderson, 1984:49)

Anderson’s data, collected in 1977–78 in Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia (and
China), appeared to support his main thesis. In his concluding remarks, he wrote,

This analysis of the “Madison Avenue connection” and the structure of
advertising in four Asian nations has suggested that the TNAAs
(transnational advertising agencies) have power over value-forming
institutions within each of these societies except China, where the evidence
is not in yet, and that the overall picture of advertising remains
characteristic of colonialism, with ex-colonies at a disadvantage.

(Anderson, 1984:336)

Overall, the advertising imperialism discourse encompasses mainly three
dimensions of cultural impact produced by multinational advertising in the third
world (see also Kim and Frith, 1993): the export of Western advertising and its
professionalism; the transnationalization of consumer culture; and the
commercialization of local mass media.

First, studies on multinational advertising in Southeast Asia (e.g. Anderson,
1984; Frith and Frith, 1989) have argued that multinational advertising in the
third world has introduced and implanted Western advertising norms and
professional values in the developing countries. For Anderson (1984), ownership
patterns, market domination, and staff composition are clear indications of
economic and cultural control by multinational agencies in the advertising
industry in these countries. Similarly, the Frith and Frith (1989) study suggested
that the dominance of multinational advertising in Southeast Asia is tantamount to
“cultural invasion.” The cultural invasion in their study has two manifestations.
One is that the producers of advertising in multinational agencies are Western
expatriates and local staff socialized into Western advertising professionalism. “As
a result,” they concluded, “advertising messages are encoded in alienated pockets
and decoded in host cultures that exhibit quite different values and mores” (Frith
and Frith, 1989:180). The other aspect of the cultural invasion is manifested in
the divergence in symbolic representations between foreign and local ads. In their
semiotic analysis of ads, Frith and Frith found that cultural values expressed in
foreign ads were incompatible with local traditions. They used pairs of words and
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phrases (e.g. “we” or group feeling versus individualism; intuitive problem-
solving vs. logical problem-solving) to compare and contrast between Eastern and
Western cultural values as represented in ads.

The second cultural impact of multinational advertising in the third world is
the transnationalization of consumer culture. The MacBride Report (1980) held
that commercial advertising tends to “promote attitudes and life-styles which extol
acquisition and consumption at the expense of other values.” As Cees J.Hamelink
(1983:16) argued, foreign advertising in developing countries cultivates an
identification with the culture of the more affluent classes in developed countries.
The promotion of socially and economically low-priority goods also impedes the
desirable path of development. Furthermore, multinational advertising is prone to
“inform very little but persuade very strongly” (Hamelink, 1983:13). To pursue
the “world consumer,” according to Noreenejanus’s (1981a) research on foreign
advertising in Latin America, international ad agencies cooperate with
multinational manufacturers and launch marketing campaigns to introduce new
products and teach new consumption habits. Multinational ad agencies therefore
help to foster a standardized global consumer culture.

Third, when multinational ad agencies establish their dominance in the
advertising industry in a third-world country, their influence also extends to the
operation of the local mass media. In Latin America, for instance, it was not a
coincidence that the growth of mass media (especially broadcast media) was
accompanied by that of transnational advertising (e.g. Janus, 1980). Both private
and government-owned media (especially television) in Latin America became
increasingly dependent on (multinational) advertising as a source of income
(Fejes, 1980).

Aside from these three recurring themes and emphases in the study of cultural
impact of multinational advertising in the third world, Armand Mattelart (1979)
pointed out that multinational advertising’s influence could even seep into the
political process of the local government as shown in the case of Chile. Noreene
Janus (1980) also called attention to the economic effects of multinational
advertising in the third world in terms of market competition and entry of new
products.

To sum up, as Michael Anderson (1984:66) argued:

In effect, the TNAAs do far more than provide mere advertising services.
They also on a daily basis—mostly during a person’s leisure time—transmit
consumerism and other values, communicate information, influence
behavior both of individuals and of institutions, and affect development
policies and plans. In a word, they exercise power. 

Criticisms of advertising imperialism

Suffice it to say, the conceptualization of advertising imperialism is identical to
that of the broader media imperialism research. The critique of advertising
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imperialism, as a result, also falls along the same line as that of general media/
cultural imperialism. To the critics, the underlying assumptions of advertising
imperialism research are that ownership means control of advertising practice arid
content and that advertising content is appreciated uniformly by audience. The
imperialism perspective seems also to assume that there is a pure local/ indigenous
culture that is not only antithetical to Western values and norms but invariably
vulnerable to Western cultural “contamination” and domination as well.

Charles F.Frazer (1990) presented some of the arguments to challenge the claims
of the advertising imperialism thesis. Among his arguments, Frazer questioned the
existence of the “great power” that is ascribed to Western advertising in the third
world and the assumption that advertising effects are “unique and separable from
those of other social forces” in the process of social and cultural change (Frazer,
1990:78). When discussing whether advertising creates a consumer society, Frazer
cited studies which showed that advertising only “changes the composition of
consumption, not the level of consumption,” and that advertising is the result
(rather than the cause) of rise in income and consumption (Frazer, 1990:79–80).
He also challenged the assertion of the vulnerability of local cultures and the
alleged culturally destructive nature of advertising.

In sum, Frazer found that there is a lack of compelling evidence to support the
advertising imperialism thesis. He concluded:

The foregoing discussion is not intended to suggest that TNCs
(transnational corporations) and TNAAs (transnational advertising agencies)
ought to operate with global impunity, nor is it intended to suggest that
whatever consequences occur as the result of their activities are
inconsequential. I have tried to suggest that many of the charges connected
with the view of US communications technologies, organization and
content as cultural imperialism (…) are based on evidence which is, at best,
limited. Indeed, the charges themselves are quite grave, which gives good
reason for attending to them carefully. However, it seems that the role of
TNCs and TNAAs in a host country are matters of national policy, not
merely corporate preference.

(Frazer, 1990:87)

The question of media production

In an earlier study (Wang, 1997), I have pointed out some of the limitations in
the conceptualization of the media imperialism thesis. Here, I would like to
highlight one aspect of the cultural transaction which is often neglected in
international media studies, namely, the condition of media production under the
new global context. 

For Western countries, media export used to be secondary to domestic
audience. The media products that found their way to the third world had
originally been made for the consumption of the domestic audience in the West.
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Since these media products were created without the international audience in
mind, the reality embodied in them tended to reflect the expectations of the
Western audience.

But nowadays, like in other product and service industries, domestic audience
is no longer the first or only concern for Western media companies for they
depend more and more on the international market for profits. Therefore media
products (e.g. films, TV series, advertisements) are increasingly manufactured and
marketed for an international/global audience (also see Robertson, 1995:38).
Examples include the promotion of Michael Jackson’s album “HIStory” as a
global album (New York Times, November 25, 1996: C7) and the international
success of the Hollywood blockbuster Titantic. Another case in point is Coca-
Cola’s red paper pinwheel TV spot in 1997, which was filmed entirely in China
and aired in several global markets (Advertising Age, February 10, 1997:18). The
phenomenon of “product life cycle” has thus become increasingly obsolete and
irrelevant in the contemporary cultural and media flow.

The changing makeup of the market leads to adaptive changes in media
organizations and their content production. Media organizations have grown
international rather than transnational.

An organization is international if the control is explicitly shared among
representatives of two or more nationalities. An organization is
transnational if, even though the control is within a single nation, it carries
on operations in the territories of two or more nation states.

(Bell, 1978:210–11)

“Transnational” suggests that corporations are nationally based and extend their
business to other countries; whereas “multinational” (or “international”) more so
signifies international allocation of resources and production, and most
importantly, international management and ownership (Modelski ,1979:2). To
some scholars (e.g. Miyoshi, 1996:86), “transnational” means that business
organizations transcend national borders and defy political ideologies. Despite the
semantic differences, we do see that researchers are pointing at the same
phenomenon, that is the production and circulation of some products and
services becoming globally rather than nationally/locally oriented and
coordinated.

Media messages created by an international organization are likely to be different
from those created by a transnational organization because the former is an
international team of message producers and thus is more likely to understand
audience needs from the inside, whereas the latter is foreign-based and can only
view audience needs from the outside. Therefore we can argue that as a result of
the structural changes in the global media economy, “export of meaning,” the
basis of media imperialism, is giving way to a collective mode of cultural
production. It is, of course, presumptuous for us to suggest that the joint efforts of
the foreign and the local in the production process always take place on an equal
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level. What seems to be interesting and important, then, is to explore and explain
how the different roles are negotiated in the contemporary production and
circulation of media culture.

Vignettes from the creative front

In this section, I will present several ethnographic fragments of the creative
process at a global advertising affiliate in Beijing to illustrate the collaborative nature
of advertising production.1 The Agency is a joint venture between one of the
world’s largest ad agencies and a Chinese advertising agency. It was established in
Beijing in the early 1990s. The foreign partner has majority stockholding and
management control in the joint venture. The Agency mostly handles
multinational business accounts in the Chinese market.

Like any standard advertising companies, the three key departments involved in
the making of adverts at the Agency are account service, media and creative. The
process normally begins with the account service receiving instructions from a
client on product marketing goals and plans. In consultation with the client, the
account staff generate a brief, which details marketing objectives, target audience,
market information, etc. The brief is then shared with the media and creative
departments. According to the marketing objectives outlined in the brief, the
media and creative staff begin their work by interpreting the objectives and then
considering campaign strategies.

The media department articulates its own objectives in terms of how to reach
target consumers via selected advertising media. The media staff make
recommendations about the types of media and the amount of media time or
space deemed appropriate for the proposed advertising campaign. In the
meantime, the creative staff have their own brainstorming sessions. Their task is to
make recommendations about creative executions—headlines, body copy, or a
storyboard for a television commercial. In this study, I will only focus on one
aspect of the production process —the creative department.

At the time of the study, the director of the Agency’s creative department was
an expatriate from Hong Kong. The Asia-Pacific regional office in Hong Kong
also periodically dispatches art directors to Beijing on special projects. At the time
there were three expatriate art directors working at the Agency. Besides, there
were three graphic artists, one copywriter and one production executive, all of
whom were local employees.

The expatriate art directors work closely with local employees. Taking into
account the huge size of the country and the cultural differences among regions
within China, the Agency often needs to design different versions of the same
advert to cater to the various regional markets in the country. It is therefore
imperative for the expatriates to communicate with the locals in order to arrive at
the appropriate language and image for a specific region. 
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“Gift giving” or “giving gift”

One of the responsibilities of the copywriter at the Agency is to make sure that the
expressions in the headlines and body copies of the adverts are acceptable and
understandable in mainland China. Although mainland Chinese and overseas
Chinese share the same Chinese language, some grammatical and syntactic
differences are often obvious. Therefore, when advertising copies or storyboards
arrive from the Agency’s Asia-Pacific office in Hong Kong, the copywriter edits
them mercilessly to ensure the correct sentence structure and diction.

For example, two Chinese characters—“zeng” and “song”—make up the
Chinese phrase “gift giving.” In Hong Kong, it is customarily expressed as “song
zeng.” But in mainland China, the phrase is “zeng song” Even though local
Chinese can still understand the meaning of the phrase in the reverted word
order, they will find the expression odd and unauthentic.

“Sedan, hatchback, wagon,…”

The local copywriter runs out of her vocabulary when she writes for automobile
advertising. What is a sedan? A hatchback? A wagon? She turns to her thick
English-Chinese dictionary. But the dictionary only translates “sedan” as “a car.”
The translation of “wagon” is lengthy with detailed descriptions. Nor does the
dictionary have a straightforward translation for “hatchback.”

Automobiles for private consumption are a rather new phenomenon in China.
Most people do not drive. The Chinese terms for the various types of cars and
other auto gadgets (e.g. “sunroof”) have not yet made their way into everyday
language. The copywriter only understands the differences among the various
types of automobiles but does not know the right terms in Chinese for “sedan,”
“hatchback,” or “wagon.”

“Beer at wedding banquet?”

One of the expatriate art directors is pondering over a TV spot for a joint-venture
beer producer. “In north China,” he asks the local staff, “what do people usually
drink at a wedding banquet?” “Beer at a wedding banquet” appears to be his
idea. He continues to ask, “What do people in this part of the country normally
say when they invite others to come for a beer?” and “How do they say it?” A
local staff suggests to him several possible ways of saying “come and have a beer”
in the north China cultural context.

Although not totally culturally incorrect, the local staff thinks the association
between beer and wedding banquet is less than appropriate. Chinese do drink beer
at wedding banquets, but they find beer more of a refreshment drink consumed in
summer rather than a drink at a wedding banquet. 
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Production and adaptation

With growing cooperative efforts in advertising production, it is virtually
impossible to assert that the production of a commercial at the Agency is
genuinely local or foreign. Local production companies in China are often hired
to produce TV commercials even though they are not equipped with the most
advanced technologies and facilities. But it is still cheaper to produce a TV spot in
China than having it done overseas. Some of these companies contract art
directors from Hong Kong and Taiwan to improve their creative concepts. For
the Agency, some of its TV commercials are shot locally, and their post-
production is finished in Hong Kong where top-line facilities are available.

In TV spots, local production companies are more experienced than overseas
production teams in shooting outdoor scenes (e.g. natural landscape in China).
But for domestic scenes, such as spots inside a house or apartment, overseas
production seems more desirable. The local production companies have limited
direct experience with modern homes and their ambiance. Such a lack affects the
quality in their interpreting and shooting of advertising concepts that make use of
homes as a lifestyle symbol.

The difference in adaptation of foreign advertising at the Agency is often that of
degree rather than kind. The advertising production always involves some aspects
of coproduction between the local and foreign partners. Some adverts for foreign
and joint-venture brand-name products are mostly done overseas with only little
local adaptation while others are conceived and produced primarily inside the
country.

In general, the client’s global marketing strategy often influences the degree of
global-local involvement. A centralized approach requires less local adaptation
while a decentralized brand/product management demands significant local
adaptation. Research has also shown that high-tech, high-touch and high- fashion
products are easier to market globally than other product categories (Moriarty and
Duncan, 1991:324).

Cultural brokers

International advertising agencies, such as the Agency, stand between the global
manufacturer and the Chinese consumer and make advertisements of global
products for local consumption. They therefore play the role of a cultural broker
in the advertising transaction between the global and the local.

The expatriates at the Agency advise and supervise the production of
advertising. They tend to understand better and are able to interpret effectively
the needs of their international clients. Their knowledge of the local market and
culture is, however, limited. The local staff supply necessary cultural information
in advertising planning and production. In order for any advertising to have
resonance with the Chinese consumer, the Agency has to be sensitive to local
cultural traditions and localize messages whenever necessary. In short, the
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expatriates and the locals at the Agency are mutually complementary in creating
“an effective juncture” (Geertz, 1960:229) between the global product and the
local consumer.

From a historical standpoint, foreign advertising’s reliance on local knowledge
and expertise to reach the Chinese market is nothing new or unusual. One of the
big foreign advertisers in China in the early part of the twentieth century was the
British-American Tobacco Company (BAT).

To design appealing advertisements, BAT quickly learned to rely on
Chinese who had a knowledge of Chinese traditions, an awareness of local
customs, and a sensitivity to the popular imagination—cultural sensibility
which Americans and other Westerners on the staff simply did not possess.

(Cochran, 1980:36)

BAT first hired Westerners to design adverts. Their use of German fairy tales, for
instance, and advertising slogans that hardly made any sense to local Chinese was
unsuccessful. BAT then decided to have Chinese artists design its adverts. Chinese
artists often drew from the wellspring of Chinese folklore and popular culture,
and BAT’s advertising was thus adapted to the Chinese setting (Cochran, 1980).

Cultural hybridities: globalization and localization

The media imperialism discourse has demonstrated the critical vigilance in the
face of growing cultural flow in the increasingly complex, variegated media world.
However, students of international communication have also raised questions
about the adequacy of the imperialism framework as an effective analytical and
explanatory tool. The imperialism thesis tacitly assumes the power and control of
media production of foreign media companies on the one hand and the
vulnerability and uniformity of media reception of local customers and audience
on the other.

For both academic scholars and social commentators, media imperialism is
generally interpreted as a process of cultural homogenization. Yet, as it is
indicated in the vignettes from the creative process at the Agency, the dynamics
in cultural/ media production (and flow) would find this outlook incomplete.
What has been overlooked is the dimension of heterogenization in cultural
contact. As Jan Nederveen Pieterse (1995:53) pointed out,

This is not to say that the notion of global cultural synchronization (Schiller,
1989; Hamelink, 1983) is irrelevant, on the contrary; but it is fundamentally
incomplete. It overlooks the countercurrent. The impact non-Western
cultures have been making on the West. It plays down the ambivalence of
the globalizing momentum and ignores the role of the local reception of
Western culture; for example, the indigenization of Western elements. It
also fails to see the influence non-Western cultures have been exercizing on
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one another. It leaves no room for cross-over culture—as in the
development of “third cultures,” such as world music. It overrates the
homogeneity of Western culture and overlooks the fact that many of the
standards exported by the West and its cultural industries themselves turn
out to be of culturally mixed character if we examine their cultural lineages.

Contemporary cultural change and formation is characterized by the inter-locking
duality of globalization and localization. The notion of globalization in both the
academic and popular press tends to refer to “social process in which constraints of
geography on social and cultural arrangements recede and in which people become
increasingly aware that they are receding” (Waters, 1995:3). This suggests the
development of cultural convergence but slights the heterogenizing force of local
cultures (e.g. an example of this tendency is George Ritzer’s [1996]
McDonaldization thesis).

The concept of glocalization (a composite word of “globalization” and
“localization”) (see Robertson, 1995), however, takes into account both the
global in the local and the local in the global. It is a dialectic process between
universalism and particularism, and homogenization and heterogenization (see
e.g. Appadurai, 1990; Friedman, 1990). As Jan Nederveen Pieterse (1995)
contended, such a process involves “interculturalism” rather than either
“universalism” or “multiculturalism.” Pieterse (1995:63) argued that viewing
globalization “in terms of homogenization, or of modernization/Westernization,”
was empirically narrow and historically flat.

Hence, the process of glocalization is that of hybridization. Hybridities refer to
a continuum of adaptation between the global and the local. Under different
conditions, there are various combinations of the global and the local. We are not
naive to suggest that elements of the global and the local, for instance, always
carry the same weight in the cultural hybrid. The process of hybridization is
complex and sometimes ambiguous.

In future studies of cultural/advertising globalization and localization, we need
to address the following issues of hybridities and, more importantly, provide
compelling evidence to bolster our theoretical stand:

First, what are the content and context of the hybridities of culture? In the
study of international/intercultural advertising, it is necessary to identify the
global and local elements in not only the ads but also the advertising production
and circulation process. While we define what constitutes the global and the
local, it is also important that we contextualize our understanding by examining
the shifting levels and order of the local, regional, national, and global identities.

Second, what is the personal and social impact of such hybridities? In inter-
national/intercultural advertising research, we need to discuss the significance and
impact of a certain hybridity at both the personal and societal level. Do the
hybridities in, for instance, advertising production and consumption broaden or
narrow the personal and social imagining of both audience/consumers and
advertising practitioners? 
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Third, as social forms change over time and space, we need to address the
process of formation, maintenance and transformation of the cultural hybridities.
We need to examine how certain cultural hybridities, as represented in the field
of advertising production and circulation, are modified or replaced by other
hybridities, what the driving forces are behind the changing process, and what the
direction of change is.

In summary, as we move from the cultural export model to the cultural
coproduction framework, the concept of cultural glocalization becomes a more
effective tool in helping us make sense of contemporary cultural phenomena. In
this chapter, I used ethnographic vignettes from a global advertising affiliate in
Beijing to demonstrate that multinational advertising (or transnational advertising)
is not a simple matter of export of culture. At least, from the field of production
at the Agency, we see that the global and local roles are both involved and
negotiated during the process.

Note

1 I conducted fieldwork at this agency (we will call it the Agency for the convenience
of discussion) as a participant observer for a period of one month in spring 1996. I
gathered information about the Agency’s structure and process of advertising
production and circulation.
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10
CULTURAL IDENTITY IN AN ERA OF

GLOBALIZATION
The structure and content of Taiwanese soap operas

Yean Tsai

The predicted “global village” is closer than ever to realization following the
improvement of the modern political environment and prosperity of advanced
technologies. Theoretical discussions in recent media studies have therefore paid
special concerns to ethnicity and cultural identity in the context of recent
developments toward globalization and localization of culture (Gillespie, 1995).
While researchers report that information and cultural products move mainly in a
unidirectional way from Western societies to less developed nations (Straubhaar,
1994; Varis, 1991; Nordenstreng and Varis, 1974), the general public’s tastes still
show a different orientation. Exchange models, for example, are easily obtainable;
famous Brazilian telenovela as well as Indian movies and the music television
program Made in India are all accepted in countries like the United States and
China, or in Europe. A further example is the Spanish popular music Macarena,
which has thrived in markets around the world (Yeh, 1998; Hinchberger, 1997;
Paxman, 1996).

As communication studies become increasingly interested in the many facets of
globalization, it is recognizable that an integration of cultural, economic and
political works has formed a quick way to understand cultural industries in an era
of global communication. An understanding of individual cultural production in
each different society also helps to provide a full view of the subject of
globalization. As Straubhaar (1994) indicates that past research has greatly
neglected the reporting of media content as part of cultural industries in third-
world countries, there is indeed little documentation, if any, which has addressed
the subject of Taiwan’s TV soap operas. This study, therefore, aims to fill this gap
by examining the content and structure of soap operas in Taiwan in order to
provide internationally comparable categories (Barker, 1997:84–95). 

In essence, the focus of this paper is on one of the most popular new
Taiwanese soap genres that has also been greatly accepted in the overseas Chinese
markets in Southeast Asia, Australia, and North and South America this decade,
the hsiang-tu-chu (or the rural soap). Hsiang-tu-chu, a soap genre which has been
broadcast mainly in prime-time hours with highest ratings in recent years, forms a
type of drama depicting Taiwan’s local customs and practices. As distinguished
from other soap genres, the lines of which are delivered in Mandarin, hsiang-tu-chu
is presented mostly in Ho-lo tone, a dialect used in Taiwan and the southern



Fukien province in Southeast China, and therefore is considered to hold the
proximal feeling among its target audience.

The plots of hsiang-tu-chu are mixtures of love affairs, revenge and family
conflicts, and characters act mostly against a stage background of southern
Chinese buildings and are dressed in wardrobes popular either in modern Chinese
or in folk styles in the past century.

Another notable fact, which also differentiates hsiang-tu-chu from other
important genres like romance (chung-yao-chu) and history (li-shih-chu) soaps (see
Tsai, 1997, for in-depth explanation), is the delineation of characters. A sorrowful
unfortunate woman, for instance, is often placed with her sinister mother-in-law,
and an evil male character marries a concubine, an act which shatters the family’s
peace. The plot, which is finalized by the restoration of justice to pacify the
family conflict between good and evil roles, seems to be common to Brazilian
telenovelas (Tufte, 1995; Barker, 1997).

In general, hsiang-tu-chu, representing a new soap genre reflecting the regional
audience’s search for cultural identity, flourished after Taiwan started various
cultural and economic contacts with China in the last decade. It also became
popular among the Taiwanese communities in Southeast Asia, Australia, and the
Americas because its contents can sooth the emigrants’ nostalgic feelings.

This paper purports to explore the hsiang-tu-chu’s content and structure, which
are exclusively local, in order to add to our understanding of a communication
and cultural issue under the influence of a global flow of information in a
postmodern age.

TV soaps and cultural identity

Past studies of globalization have placed more emphasis on the economic and
political rather than the cultural aspects, and related research has traditionally
stressed issues of world economics, worldwide enterprises or new technologies.
Little attention, if any, has been paid to media content; it is therefore difficult to
gain a full spectrum of knowledge about the flow of images and ideas on a global
scale.

In a sense, cultural patterns, customs and living standards, behavioral models,
and value systems in a society are all basic elements of the creative foundations of
dramatic dialogues and actions. Soaps, being one of the most complex social
products, often aim at telling human stories in society. Cultural identity, which
is intrinsically adopted in the story plot, reflects the relationship among the social
classes in that society as a way to attract the audience’s attention and thus elevate
the reception rate.

As Scholes and Kellogg (1975:14) indicate, fictional narrative, as in the TV
soaps which delineate either beauty or goodness in one’s mind and in the society,
includes two main components: the romantic and the didactic. And it’s true that
all types of the Taiwanese soaps retain romance and moral instruction (Tsai,
1997), perhaps because the soap writers always intend to “influence” the audience
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with either joy or instruction. If the audience is indeed attracted by the soap plot,
then it is possible to say that some kind of “conversation” has been successfully
created through the soap plot, in which the same language is exchanged between
the writer and audience.

A popular soap communicates the audience’s own beliefs and shares the
audience’s dreams and hopes. With modern communication systems at work, it
has become possible to change interaction among different cultures. As cable
television systems bring in a large number of soaps from Japan, Hong Kong, the
United States and China, the audience in Taiwan shares the least elements with
American soaps. It is the sense of reality or identity that sustains the interest of the
public (Koichi, 1998); such examples can be easily obtained, judging from the
popularity of the Japanese ou-hsiang-chu, soaps with young Japanese idols, in
Taiwan. Young Taiwanese adults identify with the struggles of the fictional
characters as well as the romantic engagements in such Japanese soaps because the
stories are convincing to the audience.

Other cases of such soap/audience relationships are the Taiwan-made li-shih-chu
(historic soap) entitled Pao Ching-Tien, which has been popular in Thailand, and
the Chinese-made li-shih-chu extensively welcomed in Taiwan. Basically, li-shih-
chu presents a dramatic story that may spread across several generations
throughout Chinese history and literature. As the political environment in
Thailand is similar to that of Taiwan, for example, a “ching-tien” an upright
official representing justice, or a judge or high-ranking politician with integrity,
satisfies the expectations of a majority of the audience.

Further, some of the most successful li-shih-chu (historic soaps) made in mainland
China are adapted from Chinese classics or history. Famous stories in previous
dynasties or in great novels, such as The Monkey King, The Three Kingdoms, All
Men Are Brothers,1 are now being dramatized for prime-time TV audiences. On
the other hand, Taiwan’s li-shih-chu have concentrated on famous historical
characters such as Liu Hsiu,2 Pao Cheng,3 Liu Bo-wen,4 and Emperor Chieng
Lung5 (Tsai, 1996), all well-known historical figures with great achievements in
the Han, Sung, Ming, and Ching Dynasties, respectively.

Other than the li-shih-chu (historic soaps), the most important TV soap genre
which has made a major hit in Taiwan in the recent decade is hsiang-tu-chu, a
drama depicting Taiwan’s local history and regional customs. In order to attract an
even greater audience, the TV company combines the li-shih-chu with a hsiang-tu-
chu flavor. For instance, stories of Shih Kung, an honest official and a fair judge in
the Ching Dynasty classic literature, is represented by using both Mandarin and Ho-
lo dialect. The soap Legends of Shih Kung was a top-rated prime-time soap in
previous seasons. The leading actor who played Shih Kung is well-known for his
previous roles in hsiang-tu-chu. In a sense, hsiang-tu-chu in Taiwan may be said to
be comparable to Western movies to Americans, li-shih-chu to the Chinese, or
novelets to the Brazilians.

Researchers have argued that the electronic media play a restructuring role of
social life in which traditional links between culture and community have been
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disrupted and the sense of locality destroyed. According to Harvey (1989) and
Thompson (1992), the acceleration of communication has radically affected the
transmission of social values, meanings, and identities. In the postmodern era,
social identities are increasingly marked by “fragmentation, multiplicity, plurality
and indeterminacy” (Gillespie, 1995:12). Gillespie further asserts, basically from a
bottom-up point of view, that “the popular search for ‘roots’ and the resurgence
of concern with ethnic identity are signs of the decay of group identity rather
than of its regeneration” (1995:16).

The behavior and belief systems in soaps, then, come from a collective memory
in history which reveals people’s expectations in real life. As a domestic or social
leisure appliance, television serves as reinforcement to certain identities and
ideologies (Tsai, 1998). The remaining question to be explored here is what is the
reality, in terms of cultural products and identity, that the hsiang-tu-chu proposes to
the audience in the postmodern era?

In answering such an inquiry of how the television soap drama is linked with
cultural identity, an assumption about identity needs to be clarified. First of all,
gender, race, class, region, as well as ethnicity all contribute to the difference of
identity (Gillespie, 1995), and, more importantly, identity can be reinvented and
reinterpreted in each new generation. It was hypothesized by researchers that due
to the powerful assimilation process produced by the international cultural
enterprises, differences across national boundaries and racial gaps may be narrowed
(Yeh, 1998:43). A further theory even asserts that the tastes, desires and attitudes
of third-world people are not likely to remain the same and will parallel those of
Westerners under the long-term influence of TV soap operas. Similar analog
hypotheses about globalization hint that when something works in one area, it is
supposed to work in other. However, the question remains to be answered with
regard to whether and how Taiwan soaps react to a tide of globalization.

Taking an example from the music industry, one important effect of
globalization has been to start a hybrid fashion of music. As a new population in
favor of pop music arises in recent years, people enjoy a tone hardly distinctive
from American rock, jazz, or heavy metal. It is at the same time that throughout
the world “the globalization process, as represented by the international music
industry, is being countered by the production of unique music by local
musicians” (Robinson, Buck and Cuthbert, 1991:227).

On the other hand, there are also reports which indicate that popular songs
aiming at a global market have been de-territorized. The theme of a song, it
is found, is always love, and the production of the music video incorporate
individualism without senses of social, historical or cultural heritages (Lee, 1998).
In the end, as Lee argued against Robinson, Buck and Cuthbert, a balanced
ecosystem in regional music is destroyed; the music products become monotonous,
and the polysemy of world culture is then dispossessed.

Such a contrast in observing the world music industry reveals the fact that the
impact of globalization or regionalization is still a debatable issue. It is believed
that dialogues among nations and cultures remain necessary since the diversity of
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individual races, cultures, religions, habits and lifestyles cannot be easily
overlooked. The lesson can also be learned from the example of selling Marlboro
cigarettes in England and in Malaysia, where the favorable image of the American
cowboy does not add to the gross sales at all.

People in the advertising industry now suggest that globalization may be better
off taken as an idea, or a goal to expand the potential market to the whole world,
since it is essential “to think globally and to act locally” (Cheng and Chou, 1991:
63). This tendency to turn away from the earlier optimism about globalization
may hint at an anxiety about global homogenization.

Following the same trend, both Taiwan and China TV producers now target
soaps for the local audience but later still market them to overseas Chinese. In the
meantime, a lot of money is budgeted in order to develop high-quality television
soaps, mainly li-shih-chu (historic genre) that are suitable for the world market.

As a variation of li-shih-chu, the hsiang-tu-chu (rural soap) also enjoys the surge
of the tide. Li-shih-chu are dramas that depict stories relating to different people of
successive generations throughout Chinese history, while hsiang-tu-chu are episodes
regarding common Taiwanese in the past. Li-shih-chu exhibit important morals
which associate modern Chinese with the spirit of the ancient classics, while
hsiang-tu-chu are important programs which channel current Taiwanese culture
with memories of Taiwan rural life. Finally, the central theme of many li-shih-chu
always involves male authorities in ancient times, but hsiang-tu-chu often detail
conflicts and power structures between females, particularly in-laws.

Hall (1992) specifies three possible consequences of globalization for cultural
identities, including erosion, strengthening and the emergence of new identities
or new ethnicities. Hall uses the term “global-postmodern” to refer to the
perceived breakdown of all the established cultural identities, the fragmentation of
cultural codes, or the pluralization of styles (1992:17). He points out that one of
the major debates in question comes from the assertion that inside the culture
people can protect a familiar sense of value and a sound and safe environment
against the encroachment of foreign ideology.

Cubitt (1991), on the other hand, argues that television presents itself as an
absolute presence (here and now) and personal medium. One thing for sale these
days is a mixture of feminist power, fantasy, and desire. With the development of
high technology and the free flow of information, do soap operas in Taiwan
reflect a fragmented culture as expected by scholars waiting for the arrival of a so-
called global village and a global postmodern ideology? What are some reactions
as revealed through media content in an age of global communication?

This paper aims to deal with these questions by utilizing a content analysis
method proposed by Burke (1989), as well as a structural analysis proposed by
Propp (1994).
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Method

This research asks, what are the content and the structure of a specific Taiwan
cultural product, the hsiang-tu-chu, in the age of global communication?
Compared to other soap genres, the hsiang-tu-chu is probably the most locally
favored type of TV program representing exclusive senses of Taiwan in transition.
This style of soap portrays stories of love relations and family struggles with a
historic background falling between the eighteenth century to the modern
period. Eras such as the Japanese Occupation (1895–1945), Sino-Japanese War
(1937–45) and Taiwan Retrocession (1945) are used to thread the plots of
romance and affection among family members.

In a time period from April 1995 to March 1997, three Taiwanese TV
networks produced twenty-six hsiang-tu-chu of varied lengths, including fourteen
being broadcast at prime time between 8 and 9 pm, and five broadcast either at 6
pm or 6.30 pm, Monday through Friday, each for half an hour. The remaining
six were broadcast at 12.30 pm or 1.00 pm, also half an hour a day, during the
weekdays. Still one more was broadcast at 10 pm on weekdays.

This research purposely selected and reviewed fourteen titles with content
mostly matching the definition of hsiang-tu-chu as previously described; all were
broadcast at 8 pm to 9 pm on weekdays. A total of 665 episodes constitute the
target genre from which 177 (26.6 percent) hours were sampled systematically for
analysis. Each sample was then examined by two coders together and a mutually
agreed result was transcribed into dramatic acts as prescribed by Burke in his
Dramatism Theory (Cragan and Shields, 1995; Burke, 1989).

A dramatic act was defined in this research as a complete action in which
agent, agency, scene and purpose were recognizable and the related event
observable in one episode. An example would be that the female lead Meilin
(agent) went to her brother’s chamber at noon (scene), trying to buy an estate
through deceit (act). Meilin’s sweet-talk (agency) concealed her greed to
monopolize the family wealth (purpose), and her motive was obviously
overlooked by her brother.

Sometimes an act stretched over more than one scene. As the agent, act, and/
or agency changed, the dramatic act was coded as a separate one. The following
section reports the collected data on how dramatic acts, including agent, scene,
agency and purpose, were portrayed in the hsiang-tu-chu.

Before moving on, another important step needs to be mentioned. In order to
understand the role structure in such a specific genre, a similar pattern in Western
tales proposed by Propp (1994) was used for comparison. In his famous
work, Morphology of the folktale, Propp suggested that all folktales were structured
by the relationships among different roles. That means, each role in a folktale or a
story has its specific function, whose action contributes to the completion of the
whole story. The seven major role functions that Propp identified include the
actions of the Hero, the Villain, the Princess and her Father, the Donor, the
Helper, the Dispatcher, and the False Hero.
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As Owen (1993:221) also indicates, characters in narratives are not merely
individuals; in fact, they together form an embodiment of a “type,” or a social
category defined by the expression of a particular constellation of social norms and
attitudes. In examining the dramatic acts in Taiwanese rural soaps, data on the
function of a role, or an agent as reflected through relationships with others, are
collected in order to report the structure of these soap episodes.

Content and structure of the soaps

The content

An investigation of 171 samples of the hsiang-tu-chu identified 453 dramatic acts6

in thirteen different soaps. It was found that, first, the genre is in fact related to
family stories about people in Taiwan during and after a historical period covering
the Japanese Occupation and Taiwan Retrocession (1895–1945). Some important
historical events, such as the Sino-Japanese War (1937–45) as a part of World
War II, could only be “heard” from the lines.

Second, this study also found that the acts in hsiang-tu-chu were mostly about
family members in interaction. Love affairs between couples appeared in 108 acts
or 23.8 percent of the total acts under study,7 and affection among family
members (103 acts, 22.7 percent) was a theme that could be most commonly seen
among all surveyed soaps. Violent interactions such as physical fights or smashing
as well as conspiracies were each seen in sixty-nine acts (15.2 percent
respectively).

Friendship (sixty-two acts, or 13.7 percent), truth revelation (forty-one acts, 9.1
percent), as well as rescuing (thirty-seven acts, 8.2 percent) were among the main
dramatic acts counteracting misunderstanding (fifty-four acts, 11.9 percent),
sickness (fifty acts, 11.0 percent) and threats (forty-three acts, 6.7 percent).
Interestingly, a light or humorous mood was absent from the surveyed acts;
instead, they were full of sorrow, anger, and grief.

Ironically, these soap stories always ended with pleasure and fulfillment. It was
found that hsiang-tu-chu, similar to li-shih-chu or American soaps, used dramatic
acts to contrast good and evil. An action of a Hero, for example, was always
associated with romance and good deeds like helping others. After inquiring truth,
rescuing the weak, and supplication for blessings, the Hero is successful and
returns home. An action of a Villain, on the contrary, provokes fights, threats,
deceit, blackmail, rape and, of course, murder.

Although the hsiang-tu-chu is literally a type of drama illustrating Taiwan’s rural
and rustic past, its stories frequently covered the people living in urban
areas. Excluding the four episodes which failed to specify any exact locales, stories
were always related to events happening in Taipei (the metropolitan capital).
Other locations were mentioned in different soaps without repetition, including
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cities like Tainan, Tamshui, Hsinchu and Hwalian; rural countries were rarely
part of the plots from which stories originated.

From the 453 acts collected, 302 scenes8 (66.7 percent) were acted in the home
environment, such as a living room, bedroom, kitchen or dining room. Other
interior scenes, including restaurants, police stations, temples, churches, jails,
factories, hotels, hospitals, brothels, tea houses, pawn shops, and many different
stores, totaled up to 149 scenes (or 32.9 percent). Exterior scenes comprised only
14 percent or seventy-five in number, including gardens, streets, waterfronts,
woods, markets, villages, mountain roads, riversides, etc.

There was a total of ninety-two agents, or major roles, identified from the 453
acts; male characters accounted for forty-four and females for forty-eight. Twelve
of the characters were mainlanders; except for two whose origins were unclear,
all the rest were Taiwanese (84.8 percent). The range of age of these characters
grew with the plots from youngsters to grandparents.

As past research has found that one unique and important characteristic in
hsiang-tu-chu is its clearly represented profession of the characters (Tsai, 1997), a total
of eleven soaps (84.6 percent) described the occupation of each major role. Of the
sventy-nine major agents analyzed, it was found that almost all agents had jobs,
mostly as small business owners or venders of varied types. Some changed their
jobs as the plots developed, from poor boy to lawyer, from worker to factory
owner, or even from whore to president of a company.

Evidently Taiwan’s TV hsiang-tu-chu goes along with the soaps in other
societies by utilizing popular narratives to project a neverending dream in which
the loser wins, the poor get rich, and the discontented are fulfilled. A failure in
love or career was often introduced in the middle to dramatize the plot and a
glorious success is included toward the end in order to cheer up the audience.

Another general impression of hsiang-tu-chu has been its attempt to promote a
positive image of modern Taiwanese women following the flourishing of world
feminism. Although the titles often suggest that the soaps are about females and
their life stories, the content shows otherwise. Very much like the li-shih-chu,
which portrays romance, justice and the overthrow of the evil by the good, in
hsiang-tu-chu male dominance and a power of tradition remain the major
ideologies. Male agents always occupy a higher stratum in the family, while older
father or father-in-law types often practice their images as authoritative and rich
roles. Young male Heroes are full of reasonable and romantic ideas and they are
the agents who practice honesty and bravery.

Older or higher-stratum female agents, however, are often represented as
ignorant, selfish and superstitious, while younger female agents are either
romantic, tender and kind, or, on the contrary, energetic, aggressive, and
scheming. 
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The structure

As previous studies have found (Tsai, 1997), the structure of Taiwan’s soap operas
did support Propp’s theory (1994) on plot as it actually consisted of various
actions of the characters. In this study, the actions of the Hero, the Princess and
her Father, the Villain, and the Helper were identified as the most common role
functions in the hsiang-tu-chu; actions of the Dispatcher and the False Hero were
the least significant, while the action of the Donor was totally absent.9

In a sense, some story elements found in the hsiang-tu-chu go parallel with those
presented in the structure of Russian tales identified by Propp (1994). In the initial
situation, for instance, the hsiang-tu-chu provides a temporal-spatial composition of
family members as Propp similarly listed in his discussion of story structures. And
Hero, Princess, and Villain are introduced to the audience at this stage, also
following Propp’s proposition.

Even so, differences between the hsiang-tu-chu and the Russian structure are
observable. First of all, the dramatic acts in the hsiang-tu-chu most frequently
reveal deceitful tricks that separate good from evil. No massive injustice nor any
large-scale violence is seen in the plot. Second, no plot contains the absence of a
family member or violations of any interdictions as the Russian tales usually do.

Besides these, the function of the Villain is an important structure in the hsiang-
tu-chu. When Villains suffer from financial needs or emotional disturbances, they
threaten, harm, or steal from and kidnap their family members who are closely
related by blood or matrimony. Sometimes evil deeds come out of strong
emotions, such as jealousy, anger, or dislike. Since the hsiang-tu-chu mainly
involves descriptions of affection and hatred among family members and relatives,
Villains often represent forces in opposition to the Hero’s goals, and do not even
come close to take the life of any Hero, at least intentionally.

On the other hand, the action of the Dispatcher is not an obvious plot
structure in the hsiang-tu-chu. Perhaps misfortunes in the soaps are often associated
with the Hero himself but not with his fellow beings. Usually it is the Hero
himself, or herself, who figures out that some actions must be taken to prevent
further destruction. A Dispatcher is therefore not an integral part of the plot
structure.

Propp has further proposed that a story is often structured in succession by
mediation, consent to counteraction, and departure. Mediation is a connective
incident which places the Hero into action. Consent to counteraction leads the
confrontation between Hero and Villain. Departure means the dispatch of the
Hero from home to conquer the Villain or other obstacles (Propp, 1994:150–1).

During this phase the hsiang-tu-chu does represent varied conflicts, tests and
requests for Heroes and Villains in order to place both characters in dramatic
action. However, all these actions happen at home. In fact, the hsiang-tu-chu starts
its complication stage, in which forces of Heroes and Villains compete, mostly in
a home environment. Also in this stage, functions of different roles, such as
Princess and Helper, as well as the reactions of Heroes, start to be revealed. The
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process of the drama is prolonged by many struggles of the Heroes until there is a
final victory over the Villains. Propp predicts that the ending in a folktale comes
with the triumph of the Hero and his wedding; the structure of hsiang-tu-chu
supports this prediction.

As the object of the search is obtained and misfortune prevented, hsiang-tu-chu
comes to a conclusion with one culturally related resolution while the Villains are
pardoned. Although this resolution departs from Propp’s proposal of the Villain’s
function, it is still the final arrangement of the soap. This departure occurs because
in this specific genre all Villains are in fact family members. When brothers and
sisters reject their sins and return to virtue, their regret arouse the pity of the
injured. Under the influences of authoritative parents and intimate brotherhood,
the victims choose to forgive rather than to punish those sinners. When the
separated reunites, bitterness transforms into contentment, happiness replaces
sorrow, and happily a harmonious family relationship is regained.

A case of cultural integration

After a review of soaps that have gained so much popularity in Taiwan and
among those emigrants in Chinatowns around the world, it seems an issue of
cultural productions can be further explored.

In essence, this research has demonstrated that the content and structure of
Taiwan’s TV soaps follow to a large degree those theoretical propositions
presented by Propp’s. This may prove that some themes and structural elements in
these stories are universally juxtaposed across cultures. In fact, there are not only
similarities between Taiwanese soaps and Russian folktales, but also a close
correspondence between the Western plot and Chinese soaps in romantic themes.
As Scholes and Kellogg (1975) relate,

A young couple fall in love, are prevented from consummating their love
by various catastrophes which place them in grave danger while separated
from one another, but they emerge chaste and unscathed, to marry at the
end of the narrative.

Principal characters in a typical romance are definitely human beings, but
extraordinarily attractive ones, and usually virtuous and honorable despite
extraordinary pressures.

In the romance chastity becomes the most significant of all the virtues.
As a rule in these tales, strict poetic justice prevails, and the truly virtuous
characters are indestructible though always threatened with destruction.

(Scholes and Kellogg, 1975:68–9)

According to Scholes and Kellogg, romance is depicted more as an ideal world
that playwrights everywhere search for, in which poetic justice prevails against
wrongdoing. As soaps are one of the most complex cultural and social products,
such identical patterns in stories around the world may confirm that a desire for
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romantic experience as well as justice and harmonious relationships among
family members are only human. It is also perhaps appropriate to state that many
cultural products (like soap contents) have a lot in common and thus make global
attractions possible.

On the other hand, familiar ethics and traditional values are highly cherished in
the soaps. The return to family love and a traditional value of forgiving, as shown
in Taiwan’s TV soaps, is a significant final plot arrangement in terms of structure.
We may infer, therefore, that the influences of traditional practices in cultural and
traditional customs are quite different from those of the American as represented
in the soaps.

While some functions of roles and story elements expressed in Propp’s theory
are identified in Taiwan’s soaps, Propp’s other roles, i.e. the actions of the Donor
and False Hero, cannot be observed at all.

In addition, Villains in the hsiang-tu-chu are addressed as a negative function but
are always pardoned in the soap, which is in contrast with the American soaps where
a Villain often stands for a conflicting power to that of the Hero and thus needs to
pay for his vicious deeds. To employ such a negative role in the plot structure,
hsiang-tu-chu intentionally invites strong emotion from the audience. Tears are
shed due to the pitiful situations in which a weak character, usually a young and
innocent female, feels in turmoil in a confrontation with other family members.

Another difference results from the Villain’s role function; while in the
American soap Villains who commit harmful deeds can rarely escape from
punishment either by law or by other practices (Tsai, 1997), in the hsiang-tu-chu
there is hardly a way to punish a cruel mother-in-law or an unfaithful husband.

One more cultural uniqueness in terms of story content in the hsiang-tu-chu is
that almost all of the roles in the TV soaps have jobs. Being either business
owners or landowners, they often move up the social ladder from being despised
to respected, or from poor to rich. This kind of plot arrangement reflects an old
Chinese motto which says that misfortune always changes into luck, thus the soap
ends with hope and fulfillment. Similarly, repentance or reform somehow turns a
vice into benevolence in the soap’s final episodes.

It is true that in recent years popular culture has integrated different varieties of
feminism and American ideologies (Tsai, 1996), but it is also notable that there
are still cases in Taiwan, China, Malaysia, India, Brazil, Spain and England where
social and regional identities remain popular in their television programs. It is
possible that past literature has broadly underestimated the strength of local
culture against the international cultural industry. It is also perhaps true that
globalization should be considered as a concept subject to local needs and to each
individual cultural and social environment. That is, behavior patterns and living
attitudes of local consumers must be considered before globalization is to be
achieved.

If the above assertions are meaningful, then it is about time to take seriously
Mercer’s suggestion (1990:43) that “Identity only becomes an issue when it is in
crisis, when something assured to be fixed, coherent and stable is displaced by the
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experience of doubt and uncertainty.” We may then assume that although cultural
elements change all the time following globalization, identity sometimes remains,
only in different formats. 

It is clear from this short essay that more empirical evidence is necessary
concerning how the media shape identity if we want to traverse the maze of cultural
products. Although Gillespie (1995) argues that the advancement of modern
technology has compressed spatial and temporal differences and made cultural
changes unavoidable, the current cases in Chinese soaps seem to tell a different
story. The hsiang-tu-chu and li-shih-chu both show a clear pattern where local
customs and practices react strongly to support unique flavors and traditions in
specific regions.

Television as a discipline of cultural studies in Taiwan has grown in recent
years, but academic descriptions of TV soaps are still absent in general; future
research should continue to explore the related issues on this subject. Straubhaar
(1994) suggests that other important themes in the area of global communication
deserving more attention include the process of media flow, industrial structure,
and the role of the government and cultural policy in, say, the change of
technology. Regrettably, no connection of important social issues has been made
to the content of TV soaps in either Taiwan or other developing nations. More
research in this area is necessary before we can finally obtain a better understanding
of the value of cultural products in an age of global communication.

Notes

1 The translation of Chinese classics varies. Other known titles of the same novel
include The Very Land of China/The Magic Monkey/Si-Yu-Ki; The Story of the Three
Kingdoms/Romance of the Three Kingdoms; and Adventure of Chinese Giant/Water
Margin.

2 The emperor who revived the Han Dynasty (206 BC-219 AD).
3 A magistrate in the Sung Courts (960–1279 AD), and later a famous fictional figure

in classic literature.
4 A prophet and a prime minister who helped Emperor Chu Yuanchang to found the

Ming Dynasty.
5 A famous emperor of the Ching Dynasty.
6 This is the actual number of acts being analyzed for this research. One soap was

cancelled by the TV station and therefore dropped from this research. The research
also dropped all acts that were initiated by minor characters, and therefore analyzed
only the acts which were initiated by ninety-two major characters in the soap
operas.

7 Sometimes multiple themes, such as love, physical clashes and sickness are
observable in one act. The percentage therefore totals more than 100 percent.

8 Some acts are completed in more than one scene.
9 The action of the Donor, a common function in li-shih-chu such as gods, fairies, old

monks and kung fu masters was used to provide some sorts of magical power to the
Hero. The most famous soap opera Legends of Pao Chin-Tien portrays the fair judge
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in the Sung Dynasty as a symbol of wisdom, righteousness and justice. As Pao
travels and investigates crimes, he has two important magical agents, his sword
granted by the emperor (Donor) and his “magical third eye” gifted by the heavens
(Donor). In addition to inspecting evil in broad daylight, Pao’s “third eye,”
represented by a crescent moon on his forehead, enables him to communicate with
the deceased at night. After murderers, outlaws and corrupt officials were convicted
by Pao’s “three eye,” the sward given by the Emperor allows Pao to behead even
the most powerful villains. 
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11
TELEVISION AND GLOBAL CULTURE

Assessing the role of television in globalization

Paul S.N.Lee

The flow and consumption of global television

Much has been said about the flow of global television in the world market (Ang,
1985; Antola and Rogers, 1984; Elasmar and Hunter, 1997; Goonasekera and Lee,
1998; Katz, Blumler and Gurevkch, 1974; Katz, Gurevitch and Haas, 1973; Katz
and Liebes, 1985; Nordenstreng and Varis, 1974; Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1996;
Schiller, 1976, 1991; Schement and Rogers, 1984; Straubhaar, 1991; Straubhaar
and Viscasillas, 1991; Varis, 1985). The general findings of nearly all empirical
studies point to the fact that the viewing of global television has little impact on
viewers, not to say changing their deeply entrenched values. It was found that
global television was mostly shown in fringe hours in the non-English-speaking
world and viewers usually preferred local to foreign programs.

Straubhaar (1991) considered that cultural proximity was a major factor
contributing to the flow of global television. He pointed out that there was a
preference first for national material, and when that cannot be filled, the audience
would look next to regional productions, which were relatively more culturally
proximate than were those from outside the region. The US television products
are more likely to be imported and consumed in countries with British cultural
heritages. In Latin America, products from regional centers such as Mexico and
Argentina are more likely to be imported and consumed.

Lee (1998) has suggested a three-tiered model for television consumption in
non-English speaking countries where local productions are weak. The first tier
of programs consumed by local audience are local programs. The second tier
consists of culturally proximate programs with popular genres like those in the
first tier. The third tier comprises programs with less cultural proximity, and the
genres are usually information-related, international sports or productions with
high technical skills such as science programs and animation. Anglo-American
productions have a competitive edge in the third tier as they have larger economy
of scale and support of a long production history and high-tech productions.
Occasionally, some popular genres of global television such as serial drama would
also be consumed in the third tier. Audience will select programs in the order of
first, second and third tier.



Lee (1998) suggests that cultural absorption explains the flow of global
television better than media-cultural imperialism. He defines cultural absorption
as “a process whereby a country chooses to import global television on its own
terms with a view to meeting local cultural needs” (1988:282). Under the three-
tiered model of television consumption, the influence of global television on local
audiences is not as great as that perceived in the thesis of media-cultural
imperialism.

In a study on five Asian countries by Hagiwara and his colleagues (1999), it was
found that the majority of audiences did not consider the negative values
portrayed in global television, such as greed, pre-marital sex, and individualism,
had significant impact on local cultures or their own way of living. On the other
hand, they considered that global television could enrich their knowledge and
help them understand other cultures.

Ferguson (1992) also noted that Canada, a close neighbor of the US which is
the dominant exporter of global television, imported 90 percent of its
Anglophone TV drama. Yet, considerable evidence showed that Canada
continued to maintain a value system and way of life distinctive from the US
(1992:81).

When people consume global television, they have different motivations—to
get information unavailable at home, to get better entertainment, or to catch up
with topics related to some popular foreign programs, movies or celebrities. On
the whole, when local productions have better appeal, people prefer local to
foreign. When local productions cannot meet their needs, and foreign productions
have better quality and appeal, people will reverse their preference.

Local appeal versus expert-rated quality

The “quality” of cultural products is hard to define because the perception of it
varies with cultures. In general, the quality of a television program can be assessed
through three aspects, namely, the technical attractiveness of audio-visual images,
appeal of story plots and performance of artists. Nevertheless, a good mix of these
aspects need not assure audience viewing. There were cases when industry
experts or critics rated a film or a program as high-quality, but the film or program
failed disastrously. Consumers care about programs’ “appeal” more than expert-
rated “quality.”

In the discussion of “quality” in cultural products, a distinction should be made
between “appeal” and “quality.” It is true that good quality is likely to go with
good appeal, but it need not be always the case. The common mass may not like
high-quality products as defined by industry experts or an elite class. When
common masses talk about quality, they refer more to the “appeal” than “quality”
of the cultural product. The evaluation of public television is a case in point. In
audience surveys, respondents usually rate public television high in quality, but
seldom watch it. On the other hand, they may rate a commercial program
average in quality, yet they watch it frequently. Therefore, when the general mass
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talk about program quality, they are referring to program “appeal” rather than the
expert-rated “quality.”

Program appeal refers to “the ability of a program to put together elements that
satisfy the informational, entertainment and cultural needs of the audience, and to
induce consumption.” Consumption of cultural products involves cultural tastes
which change with time, generations, and cultures. As a result of the “changing”
nature of cultural tastes, global television must adjust its appeal to the changing tastes
of different cultures at different times. An increase in investment alone is no
guarantee for a cultural product’s “appeal,” although it is likely to raise its
“quality.” A good quality product without appeal will fail in the global market.
For example, Batman failed badly in Hong Kong although it was a class A
production. Only products with appeal can succeed—big investment helps but it
is not a panacea.

Quality plus local appeal is a successful formula for global television. Programs
like Ironside, Mission Impossible, Dynasty, Bay watch, The X-files, etc. have possessed
both quality and appeal in many places of the world. However, there were also
many cases in which the program had quality but little local appeal, such as
M.A.S.H, Hill Street Blues, Three’s Company, Cheers, etc., and failed in non-Western
markets. American sit-coms usually failed overseas because their plots were more
culture-bound. Audiences with different cultures cannot enjoy the gags and
punch lines.

The importance of local appeal to the reception of global television in local
markets can be illustrated also by the experience of Star TV in Asia. Since its
inception in 1991, Star TV has relayed mostly Western programs, with only one
Chinese channel (Phoenix) in its north beam and one Hindi channel (Zee TV) in
its south. Despite that fact that most Hong Kong people use the dialect of Cantonese
rather than Mandarin, which is the language broadcast on Phoenix channel, this
Chinese channel has become the most popular among all Star channels receivable
in Hong Kong (Survey Research Hong Kong, 1996:8). The Phoenix channel
broadcasts programs originated from Taiwan, China, Hong Kong, Japan and
South Korea—all sharing Confucian cultural heritages (Lee and Wang, 1995).
Similarly, Zee TV which uses Hindi programming has become the most popular
Star channel in India, surpassing the rating of Star Plus, Prime Sports and Channel
V (Joshi, 1998:22). Cultural proximity and local contents prescribe the relative
success of Phoenix among the Chinese communities in Asia, and Zee TV in
India, compared with other global channels or programs without local appeal or
contents.

Studies on the elements that make global television “appealing” to local
audiences are needed to increase our understanding of the flow and consumption
of global television in the world market.
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Global television and global culture

The fear of a homogenous global culture is ungrounded. The formation of a
culture in a particular setting requires ongoing interactions among people in that
setting. Watching television and interacting with others on the basis of it is one
among many activities in our society. The dominance of television viewing in
leisure time has shown signs of decline in recent times. When television fails to
appeal to them, people have many alternatives such as watching videos, playing
video games, reading, or surfing on the Internet. Television has become a
commonplace activity which people can ignore if it cannot serve the purpose
people want.

The situation today is unlike the 1960s and 1970s when television was still a
relatively new gadget for most people around the world. Although watching
television remains a relatively important activity, taking up most of the leisure in
most parts of the world, its glamour has been lost in time. The proliferation of
television channels in the 1990s due to technological changes further reduces
people’s interests in television. Too many channels provide too much of the same
things on screen. People might have never given serious attention to the fanfares
of television; they give even less today. To attribute a powerful role to television
in creating a global culture in the twenty-first century is to ignore the
fragmentation and inattentiveness of audiences in the 1990s.

Global television will not be able to homogenize various cultures into a single
one because it can neither dominate people’s viewing in the host countries, nor
have the impact to do so even if people consume it.

Homogenizing various cultures

To homogenize various cultures around the world, global television has to
successfully complete all the following steps. First, it needs to have access to
various host countries. Second, it must be shown during prime time so as to reach
the largest possible audiences. Third, it needs to be consumed. Fourth, it must
replace the audiences’ existing values that are different from those carried in global
television. Finally, the values carried by global television must be comprehensive
so that they can cover and replace every important aspect of the host country’s
culture.

As long as global television has limited local appeal, it will not get much access
to host countries and their prime-time slots, even if the governments of the host
countries do not restrict its flow. Without local appeal, global television will be
consumed minimally and have only little replacement effects in cultural values. At
present, most global television has limited local appeal because it is mainly
produced for home audiences and at best takes care of the “taste of the global
market” by using some broad and superficial themes.

It is doubtful whether a common taste and a single global market exists, given
the diversity of cultures in the world. What “global market” refers to is usually a
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few countries to which the cultural products are exported. Overseas market is a
more accurate depiction for these host countries.

Globalization and the fear of homogenization

In the analysis above, homogenization of cultures by global television is very
unlikely. The fear of homogenization of cultures itself, however, deserves
more attention. The concern about the sameness of cultures at the end of this
century is related to the phenomenon of globalization. One can see McDonald’s,
Coca-Cola and Disney almost everywhere. All cities in the world have similar
skylines, road signs, constructions, shopping malls, chain stores, brands and
products. The death of Diana and the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal were seen in
every corner of the world through local media, CNN or the Internet. The
economic meltdown in Asia threatened the US economy and consequently the
European economy. International hedge funds created global financial turmoil by
the turn of this century. Never before have people been bound so closely by the
economic force.

Globalization refers to “the rapidly developing process of complex
interconnections between societies, cultures, institutions and individuals world-
wide” (Tomlinson, 1997:170). It involves a compression of time and space,
shrinking distances through a dramatic reduction in time taken—either physically
or representationally—to cross them, so making the world seem smaller and in a
certain sense bring human beings “closer” to one another. It is also a process
which stretches social relations, removing the relationships which govern our
daily lives form local contexts to global ones (Harvey, 1989; Tomlinson, 1997).

In the discussion about globalization, two dimensions are apparent—the state
and the market. Giddens (1990) notes that the literature on globaiization revolves
around international relations and the theory of world systems. The former
focuses on the interactions among nations and the development of
interdependence in regional and international organizations. The state is an
essential actor. The latter focuses on the economic relations resulting from the
division of labor in the world market. Wallerstein’s (1979, 1991) theories of core,
semi-periphery and periphery are most influential. The conceptualization of a
capitalistic world economy stresses the influence of capitalism in integrating the
globe into a world market.

Internationalization

From the international relations perspective, globalization involves increasing
inter-actions among the states. The formation of regional and international
organizations, adoption of standard rules and behaviors, international collaboration
in health, crimes and drugs, and collective actions against terrorism are part and
parcel of globalization. Since the basic unit of interaction in this perspective is the
nation-state, we can call it an “internationalization” process. Many nations today
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share similar political and social institutions, such as judiciary systems, political
elections, universities, commercial broadcasting and the United Nations. Viewed
from this perspective, a global system is in place. The emergence of the European
Union is a recent example of internationalization.

However, this “internationalization” process—mingling different national
systems into one—barely touches the cultural system of the nations involved.
Most often, this process involves institution building and political compromises.
Seldom does it deal with the social and cultural differences among the nations.
Quite often, the nations would want to avoid highlighting their socio-cultural
differences so as to strike a deal for all. An example is the US government’s 1997
Framework for Electronic Commerce. It calls for governance by “consistent
principles across state, national and international borders that leads to predictable
results regardless of the jurisdiction in which a particular buyer or seller resides”
(Kobrin, 1998). It aims at a reconciliation of national law of various countries,
rather than harmonizing the differences in basic beliefs and values. In the process
of internationalization, the fear of homogenization of cultures is moot because the
interactions rarely aim at bringing other sides to accept one’s value system. The
fear for cultural homogeneity is more a result of holding a conception of
globalization in economic terms.

Marketization

From the world systems perspective, capitalism is inherently globalizing. Based on
the growth data in the third world after the Second World War, Warren (1980)
found that the underdeveloped countries were changing into capitalistic societies.
According to Marxist analysis, capitalism will commodify all human activities and
capitalize all backward sectors. Capital will flow to where profits can be made.
Consumerism is the most important value carried by capitalism. The process of
turning the world into a single market through multinational corporations can
also be termed “marketization.”

This process has turned many facets of human life alike. Factories, division of
labor and assembly lines are standard features of production. Mass advertising and
consumption of uniform products have become a “natural” part of life.
Standardization of automobiles, living amenities, computer hardware and
software, sports facilities, etc., reinforces the image of “sameness” in the world. In
global television and advertising, the values of consumerism and individualism are
explicitly shown and promoted. Since the United States is the most advanced
capitalist state, it has become the central force to sell capitalism to the world and
set standards for the formation of a single market. The deregulatory force was set
in by the US to break down national barriers for capital flow and world
marketization.

The fear of global television’s role in homogenizing cultures is generated under
this version of globalization. Under the conception of marketization, the US is
seen as a center extending its particular culture or society to the rest of the world.
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Since the US is a major exporter of global television, which contains explicit
cultural values, global television is naturally conceived to be the vehicle for
globalizing and homogenizing world cultures.

This conception of globalization, however, overestimates the impact of
capitalism on local cultures. It conceives that capitalist culture is one and the
same. It also considers that capitalist culture can replace local cultures in all
realms. Williams (1961) had a straightforward definition of culture—the day-to-
day expression of shared human experiences. The commodification of human
relations and consumption ethics of capitalism cannot substitute every realm of
culture, or every major aspect of people’s day-to-day social practices. A culture
does not only deal with survival and material well-being, but also self-
actualization and spiritual enrichment. 

Capitalist values at best touch part of the spiritual realm of people’s life. Global
television can hardly sell values deep and entrenching enough to replace the
central values of a culture, namely, the value concerning one’s relationship with
self, others, family, nation, life and nature. It is doubtful if global television
contains commodification values all the time, and if it can persuade people to
commodify very aspect of their everyday practices. Moreover, even if we assume
that the audiences have adopted the values portrayed in global television, there
are still many local forces in play, acting on and reacting against the “pick-up”
values. Television has been assigned too great a role in cultural formation.

Inter-acculturation

The emergence of a global culture can result from a process of inter-acculturation
in which different cultures interact on a day-to-day basis, with mutual influences,
adaptation and absorption. Inter-acculturation is a process by which different
cultures learn to adapt the values of one another’s cultures and assimilate them
into their own.

The distinction between inter-acculturation and internationalization can be
seen from the identity of the medieval nobility who perceived themselves as
European rather than national. These elites might have been linked to territories,
and their titles were grounded in place, but they were not territorial in the
modern sense (Kobrin, 1998). They considered themselves sharing common
qualities and values across territorial boundaries.

Environmentalism is perhaps the best example of inter-acculturation in modern
times. In the 1970s, only a few scientific and civic bodies in the industrial
countries were alerted to the issues of pollution. In the 1990s, despite resistance
from some governments, it would look bad for them not to pay at least lip service
to environmental protection. It would also look bad for individuals to ignore
environmental issues at all. The green value has been taken up by various cultures
as part of their values through adaptation and absorption.

A global culture would be one having all its central values universally adopted
by human beings. There have been some universal values adopted by mankind
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for a long time, such as “not to kill” and “not to steal.” But these values apply
more at home than outside, and need punitive measures to uphold their being
practiced.

Today, apart from environmentalism, some values are getting the universal
status as a result of inter-acculturation. They are liberty, equality and democracy.
Although these values are not accepted by all states, most people in the world
consider them desirable. The inter-acculturation process is conducted on a basis
of voluntary exchanges among cultures, with mutual influences and respect. It is a
spontaneous process without coercion imposed by any culture. Although
dominance of some cultures in the process is inevitable, the outcome is not a
simple transplant of the dominant cultures’ values to the less influential ones.

Featherstone (1990) has pointed out that globalization should not be
misunderstood as homogenization. He notes: 

It is not sufficient to regard the intensification of the flows of commodities,
money, images, information and technology as globalizing the postmodern
by exporting its cultural forms and complexity problematic from Western
centers to the rest of world…[T]here is an important spatial and relational
dimension to modernity which is lost when we conceive it as coming out of
one particular time and place with all others condemned to follow the same
route.

(Featherstone,1995:5–6).

Under this conception of globalization, the formation of a global culture will
involve a complex interaction of globalizing and localizing tendencies; a synthesis
of particularistic and universalistic values (Robertson, 1992; Scott, 1997). As
Hannerz (1990:237) remarks, globalization is characterized by “the organization of
diversity rather than by a replication of uniformity.” Global television can only
play a role of middleman in this process by relating cultural values of the West to
various cultures. The fear of a standardized global culture being imposed by
global television is not warranted if one shares the view of inter-acculturation in
globalization. If a global culture arises from a melding of diverse particularities of
different cultures, rather than a transplant of one single form, there is nothing to
be feared. All cultures today have experienced the same process for a long time.

Contest among market, state and culture

On the basis of Polanyi’s analysis of the globalizing tendencies of market societies,
Scott (1997) points out the contest between the market and state in the process of
globalization. He observes that the recent trend of deregulation is not a response to
competition, but a means of extending it into areas which were previously
protected, or partially protected, from commodification. He notes, “the
globalizing logic of capital is always and already engaged in a struggle to escape
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political regulation, while politics is constantly fighting to keep economic activity
under its control” (1997:15).

In the discussion on the contest between state and market, the state is taken as
the guardian of local culture while the market is an intruder on it. This
conception tends to treat culture as a non-problematic and give it a subservient role
on either side in the contest. With closer examination, however, we can see that
the state is neither a protector necessarily welcome by people, nor the market an
intruder necessarily abhorred. People of the host country, for example, may be
fond of global television while the state imposes strict censorship on it. It will end
up with “illegal” watching of global television by satellite dishes or private cable
setups. People in China today receive Star TV despite the ban on private dishes.
Taiwanese people received Japanese programs by their own dishes and illegal
cable long before the ban was lifted in the 1990s. The two examples show that
people may not agree to the state’s protection for them in cultural matters. 

The conception of state-market contest also assumes that if the marketization
force is not regulated, local culture will crumble. Evidence has shown that this
need not be the case. In the five Asian countries studied (Hagiwara et al., 1999),
Japan, Hong Kong and the Philippines were found to impose no restriction on
the import of global television, but one cannot see any sign that these three
cultures are being replaced by a single foreign one, or losing their cultural
particularities.

What is suggested here is that instead of conceptualizing globalization in terms
of a state-market contest, the process should be viewed as a contest among state,
market, and culture. Culture is subservient neither to the state, nor to the market.
It is an active player in the process. If the state and local market cannot satisfy the
cultural needs of people, people will look for substitutes from abroad. The state will
fail to suppress people’s unmet cultural needs. On the other hand, the market
cannot dictate people’s consumption and subsequent actions. Local cultures,
especially those in non-English-speaking countries, are resilient and active
interactants in the process of acculturation. Quite often foreign cultural products,
including global television, have to adapt to local cultures in order to be accepted
and consumed. In the process of globalization, local culture is an active player,
perhaps the most important player, to arbitrate between the state and the market
in their contest for dominance over people.

Conclusion

Global television has been assigned too important a role in the process of
globalization and the formation of a global culture. From the above analysis,
globalization can be conceived in three different ways—a process of
internationalization with the state as the essential actor, a process of marketization
with capitalism as the central force, and a process of inter-acculturation with the
interactions among various cultures as the focal point for attention.
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The fear for homogenization of various cultures by a single form is grounded
only if one holds the conception of marketization in globalization. Even with this
perspective, global television’s role has been over-stressed because the values
portrayed are usually superficial and limited. The contents and values of global
television will also be modified to suit the local contexts if they are to be
consumed and absorbed. The formation of a global culture can only result from
the process of inter-acculturation which is a process conducted on a basis of
voluntary exchanges among cultures, with mutual influences and respects.
Without this process of inter-acculturation, the emergence of a global culture is
not likely.
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12
CULTURE, LANGUAGE AND SOCIAL
CLASS IN THE GLOBALIZATION OF

TELEVISION
Joseph D.Straubhaar

There are many ways of looking at culture and the globalization of television.
Ultimately we are looking here at culture as the individual and collective
synthesis of identity. In this sense, this chapter argues that the identities of
television viewers around the world are becoming more multilayered with
elements that are very local, regional (subnational but larger than the very local),
and national. The newest layers of identity are supranational—based on cultural-
linguistic “regions” held together by language and cultural specifics, such as dress,
style, ethnic types, religion, and values—and global. This chapter argues,
however, based on an analysis of indepth interviews in Brazil, that the proportion
of people whose identity is deeply globalized is actually quite small, that the
traditional layers of identity at the local, regional and national levels are still the
strongest for the large majority of people.

In a more practical and immediate sense, this chapter will use cultural capital as
a concept to sum up a series of identifiable factors that people tend to use when
deciding what they want to watch on television. While a number of studies have
focused on the role of language in defining television markets (Wildman and
Siwek, 1988), this chapter will try to define and demonstrate a number of the
cultural factors which also define television markets, by defining what audiences’
cultural identities and cultural capital leads them to prefer. Those are specific
things like humor, gender images, dress, style, lifestyle, knowledge about other
lifestyles, ethnic types, religion, and values. Cultural groups defined by their
differences on these kinds of factors often overlap greatly with language groups.
This study will elaborate the aspects of cultural capital that are most relevant to
audience choices about global, cultural-linguistic regional and national television,
as well as their ability to make sense of what they watch from such different
sources.

Cultural capital, identity and language tend to favor an audience desire for
cultural proximity, which leads audiences to prefer local and national productions
over those which are globalized and/or American. However, cultural proximity is
itself limited by social class stratification. Groups united by language and/or
culture seem to be increasingly fragmented by both economic and cultural capital
in the senses defined by Bourdieu (1984). Economic capital (Bourdieu, 1984)
gives some people in the economic elite of many countries access to television



channels, particularly those delivered by satellite or cable, that the vast majority or
the population cannot afford. Even more subtly, in most countries, only elites or
upper middle classes have the education, employment experiences, travel
opportunities, and family backgrounds that give them the cultural capital
(Bourdieu, 1984) required to understand and enjoy programs in other languages.
In fact, this chapter will argue that this also extends beyond language to culture,
that the cultural capital required for wanting to watch many kinds of imported
programs also tends to be concentrated in middle and upper classes. Thus, while
cultural capital is separable from economic capital, the former is bounded and
constrained by the latter, the economic aspects of social class.

Nevertheless, this chapter argues that aside from such relatively globalized elites
and middle classes, there is an audience tendency in the majority of most
television markets defined by cultural groups toward seeking cultural proximity or
similarity in television, preferring the localization of television programs and
channels. That is to say, most people prefer to watch television programs and
satellite or cable TV channels which feature their own language or one close to it,
familiar dress and style, topical and locally relevant humor, familiar stars and
actors, familiar ethnic types, familiar values, and addressing relevant regional,
national or local issues. For example, a certain idea for historical soap opera about
a famous Chinese judge, Judge Bao, has been produced in several different
Chinese language markets. While Taiwanese audiences did watch and enjoy a
Hong Kong production, Taiwanese producers interviewed by the author
indicated that a local production was more popular. The Taiwan production
pacing was slower (which the audience apparently preferred), the Mandarin idiom
more localized, and the national television stars were more familiar.

Overall, this study further defines and operationalizes, in indepth interviews in
Brazil, the concept of cultural proximity The general dimensions that tend to
extend across social classes will be looked at in terms of cultural affinities,
common values, perceived similarities and perceived relevance. The dimensions of
the audience that divide social classes and limit cultural proximity will be looked
at in terms of cultural capital, building on the manner in which Bourdieu used the
concept to examine social class distinctions in taste within a culture, like France
(1984).

Global TV flows: from dependency to rediscovering the
audience

During the 1960s and 1970s, many studies pointed out to a one-way flow of
television, news and music from a few first-world countries to the rest of the
world (Nordenstreng and Varis, 1974; Boyd-Barrett, 1980). Several theoretical
explanations were developed, notably cultural dependency Hamelink, 1983),
dependent development (Evans, 1979) and media imperialism (Lee, 1980). 

Both the empirical findings of a one-way flow and the theoretical explanations
for it began to be challenged. While the US still makes a great deal of money
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exporting television programming, studies in Latin America (Antola and Rogers,
1984) and Asia (Waterman and Rogers, 1994) observed that national production
was increasing in many countries, particularly in prime time. A twenty-nation
study by Straubhaar, et al. (1992) confirmed that almost all but the smallest
nations, such as the English speaking Caribbean, and those which share English as
a native language with the US, such as Canada, seemed to be reducing US
imports, producing more national programs, and importing more programs from
within cultural-linguistic regions, such as Latin America, or Chinese-speaking
Asia. Increasingly, while poor countries still import much of their programming,
it no longer primarily comes in a one-way flow from the US For example, the
Dominican Republic is now more likely to import many genres, such as
comedies, variety shows, and news from Mexico, a dominant producer for the
Latin American cultural-linguistic market, than from the US (Straubhaar, 1991).
Mozambique imports about as much entertainment from Brazil, a dominant
producer for Portuguese-speaking countries, as from the US, furthermore the
Brazilian material is much more likely to be in prime time.

This constitutes a much more complex flow. Television programming now
flows horizontally from one developing country to another quite frequently.
Some programs even flow back to the US and Europe. Brazilian television now
tends to dominate the prime-time programming of its former colonial power,
Portugal (Marques de Melo, 1988, 1992). Mexico long dominated the television
and radio programming of the Hispanic audience in the US, although more
programming is increasingly created by US Latinos for the unique interests of that
population itself. The flow of television is still asymmetric but there is now an
interpenetration of cultures, both by migration and by media, which flows largely
from developed North to the developing South but increasingly flows from South
to South as well.

For some years in the 1960s and 1970s, many scholars thought that imported
programming frequently was more entertaining or more desirable to the
audience, anticipating “Wall-to-wall Dallas” (Collins, 1986). It does seem that
there is still a powerful appeal of exotic, non-local programming, particularly in
some genres like action-adventure films and programs. Violence still travels very
well (Herman and McChesney, 1997). And, more positively, as Parameswaran
points out, sometimes women or other particular groups can find certain
imported genres to be more emancipating or supportive of their particular needs
than much locally-produced material.

However, as more time elapses and television systems develop further, it begins
to seem that relevance to local culture may give many kinds of local or national
programming an advantage. In a study of television in Brazil, Kottak observes,

Common to all mass culture successes, no matter what the country, the first
requirement is that they fit the existing culture. They must be preadapted to
their culture by virtue of cultural appropriateness. If a product is to be a
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mass culture success, it must be immediately acceptable, understandable,
familiar, and conducive to mass participation.

(Kottak, 1990:43. Emphases in the original.)

Hoskins and Mirus (1988) have created a useful concept for examining the
attraction of national programming to national audiences, the cultural discount.

A particular program rooted in one culture, and thus attractive in that
environment, will have a diminished appeal elsewhere as viewers find it
difficult to identify with the style, values, beliefs, institutions and behavioral
patterns of the material in questions. Included in the cultural discount are
reductions in appreciation due to dubbing or subtitling… As a result of the
diminished appeal, fewer viewers will watch a foreign program than a
domestic program of the same type and quality, and hence the value to the
broadcasters, equal to the advertising revenue induced if the broadcaster is
financed from this source, will be less…the cultural discount explains why
trade is predominantly in entertainment, primarily drama, programming,
where the size of this discount is minimized. Informative programming is
much more culture specific and hence, particularly for news and public
affairs programming, subject to such a large discount that little trade takes
place…

(Hoskins and Mirus, 1988:500–1)

Using the idea of cultural proximity, this study tries to explain why television
production is growing within Latin America and other regions of the world at
both the national and cultural-linguistic regional levels. The argument, building
on Pool (1977), is that all other things being equal, audiences will tend to prefer
that programming which is closest or most proximate to their own culture:
national programming if it can be supported by the local economy. A similar
desire for the most relevant or similar programs also seems to lead many national
audiences to prefer cultural-linguistic regional programming in genres that small
countries cannot afford to produce for themselves. The US continues to have an
advantage primarily in genres that even large third- world countries cannot afford
to produce, such as high-budget feature films, cartoons, and action-adventure
series.

Cultural proximity is based to large degree in language. Regional television and
music markets are developing for Spanish, Chinese, Arabic and other
multicountry language groups. However, besides language, there are other levels
of similarity or proximity, based in cultural elements, per se: dress, ethnic types,
gestures, body language, definitions of humor, ideas about story pacing, music
traditions, religious elements, etc. Indian movies are popular in the Arab world
for such similarities, Brazilian telenovelas (evening serials or soaps) dubbed into
Spanish are more popular than Dallas or Dynasty because of such similarities
(Straubhaar, 1991). Iwabuchi (1997) shows that Taiwanese young people see
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Japanese television and music as culturally proximate, sharing a sense of “Asian
modernity,” despite the language difference between Japanese and Chinese.

Continuing limits of asymmetrical interdependence

Many would-be producers of television programming are constrained by
economic realities. The continuing results of conditions of dependency, such as
low income resources, lack of industrial infrastructure, lack of support by weak
governments, inappropriate models for production, and lack of trained personnel,
keep a number of poorer countries from developing much local or national
production, even if their audiences might prefer more national programs. This is
particularly true for the smallest and poorest of nations, such as the English-
speaking Caribbean (Brown, 1987).

However, many countries, like the Dominican Republic or Mozambique,
which have extremely limited industrialization do produce significant cultural
goods, particularly music, but also television. Rather than classic, almost complete
dependency, most countries find themselves in a complex, asymmetrical
interdependence. This is particularly true in cultural industries. First, because
cultural industries are less capital intensive than others. Second, because the “raw
materials” of cultural production are found almost everywhere, in local music,
political talk, humor, and dramatic situations. Third, relatedly, because most
people seem to like local productions better in most genres, particularly in music
and television. So these factors do impel production, both at the national level in
the most affortable genres, such as talk shows, news, live music, and live variety,
and in the larger producers for cultural-linguistic regions, in more expensive
genres such as soap opera, situation comedies, dramas, and action-adventure
(Straubhaar, et al., 1992).

Cultural proximity modified by class

Dependency theorists argued that elites and middle classes would tend to be
internationalized in their tastes, attentions, and loyalties (Chilcote, 1984; Dos
Santos, 1973; Salinas and Paldan, 1979). This chapter will examine what has been
happening with elite audiences, particularly as they come to have access to the
new cable and satellite television services, which offer a new set of global and
regional channels. As a working proposition, in line with dependency theory,
these elites do in fact seem to be more internationalized in their television use
than do lower middle classes, working classes and the poor.

There is another assumption hidden in theorizations by Dos Santos and
Cardoso, that elite notions, tastes and interests would be passed down in a
hegemonic process to the masses of the audience. One problem with this is the
assumed passivity of the developing nation’s mass audiences. Both behavioral
science researchers, such as the uses and gratifications school (Blumler and Katz,
1974), and cultural studies researchers, such as Morley (1980), have consistently
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rejected the view of the audience as a passive entity. Fejes (1981) and Ang (1996),
in reassessing the legacy of critical theory, including international dependency
theory, remark that political-economy based theories did often lose sight of the
audience and its actual behavior. However, as Ang (1996) notes, it is also too easy
to speak glibly of an active audience without considering the political economic
context. Patterns of commercial television, for example, do limit audience options
to the commercially successful formulas, even when locally-produced, and do
tend to present a strong set of messages driving consumer behavior.

Class and television technology access

Primarily, this chapter is concerned with how language, culture and cultural
capital tend to affect what audiences do with television once they have access to
it. However, it is very important to continue to recognize that billions of people
are limited in their access to television, particularly the newer television
technologies, because they cannot afford access to them.

In 1978, the MacBride report noted that much of the world’s population did
not have access to many of the dominant communications technologies, including
television (McBride Commission, 1980). Since that time, access to broadcast
television has rapidly accelerated in many of the world’s larger developing
countries. In Brazil and Mexico, almost 90 percent of all the population have
access, greatly increased since the 1970s. China has increased access to television
even faster, from only three million television sets in 1979 to 230 million sets in
200 million TV households by 1992 (Karp, April 21, 1994). This is largely
because a television set has emerged as the number one consumer purchase for
much of the world’s population, including much of the world’s poor. However,
in the poorest African countries, such as Mozambique, broadcasters estimate are
that under one quarter of the population has access to television (from interviews
by author with several Southern Africa broadcasters).

The economic capital aspect of social class is the most exclusive with the
newest television technologies. Monthly fees for cable television tend to be in the
US$20– 30 range even in developing countries. When median monthly incomes
are often still between US$100 and US$200 for much of the population in
countries like Brazil, then access to cable or pay television is simply blocked by
lack of economic capital, so that less than 5 percent of the audience has cable or
satellite television as of 1997, whereas almost 75 percent of homes in increasingly
middle-class Taiwan had cable. In most developing countries, cable television is a
middle-class or even upper-middle-class technology which excludes most of the
population. To date, direct broadcast satellite technologies (DBS) tend to be even
more expensive, including the initial cost of the satellite dish.

When economic class/capital gives access to new television technologies, that
permits privileged audiences a far more globalized form of media consumption.
The new television technologies nearly always emphasize global, usually
American, content, at least at first. The supply of films on videocassette in most
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countries is still dominated by Hollywood productions, although that may be
changing in Asia, where Indian and Hong Kong productions are very popular and
widely available on video. The initial offerings of most of the current transnational
DBS channels and cable channels also tended to emphasize the existing American,
British or Japanese satellite/cable channels, although one reason cable is so
popular in Taiwan is that there are a large number of domestic channels as well as
channels from Hong Kong, China and Japan within the cultural-linguistic region.

Cultural capital and global television markets

However, building on Bourdieu, we might point out that media access obtained
by virtue of economic capital and the cultural capital involved in selecting media
contents are not necessarily equivalent. Some of the early critiques that new
media technologies would unlease a new wave of cultural imperialism contained a
degree of technological determinism that seems questionable. Early critiques by
Mattelart and Schmuckler (1985) and others seemed to imply that all those who had
increased access to foreign culture via new media would want to watch that
imported culture.

This study argues that people in “national” television audiences are divided
even more by cultural capital than they are by economic capital. Cultural capital
can be very exclusive.

Access to these, not imagined but virtual communities, to these neo-worlds
constituted by the “iconic-symbolic” and “graphic/dictive” flows is
exclusive. It is based on the power and ability to decode (and encode) the
signals in the flows. Such decoding/encoding ability depends on the
possession of particular, virtual-community-specific types of cultural capital.

(Featherstone and Lash, 1995:11)

Language defined markets

In the formation of television markets within or across national boundaries,
almost all studies to date agree on the importance of language in creating
television markets. This has been confirmed by economic studies of markets and,
as we shall see below, by study of individual behavior in Brazil as well.

There is a distinct economic advantage for television or film producers who
have a large natural language home market (Wildman and Siwek, 1988). A quick
examination of the short list of global television exporters shows that most of the
countries have large domestic markets: Brazil, Egypt, India, Mexico and the US.
A number of successful television-exporting nations are not so much large as
relatively wealthy, compared to other nations of the world, such as France, Great
Britain, Hong Kong and Japan. The wealth and size of language markets
cumulates across boundaries, as well. The combined wealth of the English-
speaking nations (Australia, Canada, Great Britain, the US) makes it the language
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of advantage in providing a base for television production and export. As
countries group together in cultural-linguistic markets, the combined wealth of
the various national audiences will make other cultural-linguistic groupings other
than English into very attractive markets. One can already see this logic at work
in the growth of Spanish, Chinese, Hindi and Arabic markets, where combined
audiences across national markets are attractive to producers.

There also may be an advantage to culturally diverse natural language markets.

The variety of populations immersed in the melting pot of the United
States gave US producers a kind of microcosm of the developed world’s
population as a home market…their invention of a cultural form that is the
closest to transnational acceptability of any yet contrived.

(Collins, 1990:214–15)

At the individual audience level, competence, ability to speak or at least
understand the language of a broadcast is an important ingredient in audiences’
selection of a program and their enjoyment of it. Language is a critical element of
cultural capital. However, we might also expect that language competence is
more important for some kinds of programs than others, for verbally-oriented
programs more than visually-oriented ones. Since some program genres are more
visually oriented, like action-adventure programs which rely on violence and
chase scenes, they ought to be less demanding of cultural capital, at least in
linguistic terms. In contrast, language-oriented comedies and soap operas probably
demand more language competence. So, while a person who can’t speak English
might still be able to enjoy an action movie or a music video, they probably
would not enjoy a soap opera or a sit-com, unless it was virtually visual slapstick
and not focused on language-based jokes.

Culturally defined markets

Ethnicity is important in the construction of national or “regional” cultural-
linguistic markets. In fact, ethnic identity can be seen as constituting a type of
cultural capital. The ethnic make of a television program cast affects its visual
appeal to the audience. If people can recognize themselves or a familiar or desired
ethnic type on screen, that would add to the cultural proximity of a program.
Ethnic appeal can come from actual ethnicity or ethnic ideals. Within Brazil, for
example, there is divergence among broadcasters over whether to broadcast an
ethnic ideal that appeals to the more affluent consumer classes, largely European
in ethnicity, or whether to appeal to the larger television audience, which is
around half Afro-Brazilian. In an effort to segment the national audience and
compete with the dominant national network, two other networks, SBT and
Record, are creating interview, “reality,” game and variety- show type
programming which addresses working and lower classes’ sense of identity or
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cultural capital by using participants who are ethnically more representative of the
diversity of the Brazilian audience. 

Age and gender are other important demographic characteristics in this study.
Many observers have noted that younger people tend to be more involved in
global or at least transnational cultural patterns than older people. A number of
studies have shown that young people tend to have more globalized music tastes,
for instance (Robinson, Buck and Cuthbert, 1991), although young people are
also divided by class, education, etc. in the same patterns discussed above
(Straubhaar and Viscasillas, 1991). Young people in Brazil are very divided by
class in terms of their preferences, as we shall see below.

Class and age seem to be directly related to general preferences for global,
regional, national or local culture. Gender seems tied to cultural use patterns that
are less general, more specific to genre. Gender is a powerful factor in patterns of
interest, use and interpretation of a number of television genres. For example,
there is evidence from India and from Greece that women find certain kinds of
imported genres to be liberating in the sense that they offer messages that seem to
show roles for women beyond those indicated by the local culture. Women in
India may read romance novels (Parameswaran, 1997) or women in Greece may
watch imported television and find such messages, that draw their interest further
toward the imported genres (Zaharopoulos, 1997), and leads them to incorporate
some of these messages in their own culture. There is some evidence from at least
Brazil and the Dominican Republic that men do tend to prefer some major
global cultural genres, such as action films or television series, more than women
(Straubhaar, 1991a).

Gender does tend to work in noticeable patterns with national and regional
genres as well. Women watch certain kinds of programming more, such as soap
operas in the United States, while men tend to watch more sports in most
countries. Men and women will also read the messages of national and regional
productions differently. In Brazil, both women and men watch telenovelas, for
example, but several studies have noted that women tend to pick up more
messages about alternative women’s roles and tend to interpret them in a more
emancipating manner.

Brazilian case study

To examine cultural capital formation and its relation to television choices, the
author has been conducting a series of in-depth interviews over a ten year period,
1989–98, in Brazil. Almost 120 baseline interviews were conducted in São Paulo
in 1989–90 by the author and students working with him. They were structured
but in-depth interviews on media habits and social class identity across a stratified
sample based on age, class and gender profiles from the 1988 Brazilian census
update (PENAD). Subsequent in-depth interviews were conducted in São Paulo,
with working-class, lower-middle-class, middl-class, upper-middle-class, and
upper-class people. Interviews were also conducted in Salvador and Ilheus, Bahia,
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with the same kinds of classes, plus urban and rural poor. These last two cities also
provided an opportunity to focus on Afro-Brazilians, compared to those in São
Paulo, who are disproportionately more likely to be of European origin. 

There is some disagreement among Brazilian audience and market researchers
about definition of social classes, particularly about the size of the elite and upper-
middle class, who are the most avidly sought consumers. This study uses
definitions based on Brazilian market research, particularly the ABIPEME social
classification system,1 that focuses on education and major acquisitions, like cars
and appliances, that demonstrate purchasing power. This study also focuses on
characteristics, like travel, occupation, family background and connections, type
and qualitiy of formal education, and language education; and on media access,
like Internet, satellite/ cable television, print media, that relate to theoretical
constructs about globalization that are important to the study.

By ABIPEME definitions, commonly used as a shorhand for class status even in
Brazilian media, the elite—Class A—are roughly 3–5 percent of Brazilian society.
The upper middle—Class B—is roughly the next 8–10 percent. The middle class
—Class C—are about 15–20 percent. The working class—Class D—are about 25–
35 percent, and the poor—Class E—are 30–50 percent, depending on the region
of the country and fluctuating levels of poverty and employment. This study uses
this rough five-category system and tends to confirm its proportions, but adds a
number of factors about media access.

In this study, the elite respondents are defined as those who have at least $3,000
a month in income, have all major consumer appliances and a nice car. Although
some of the older elite are self-made and uneducated, the younger members
almost all have university education. In terms most relevant to globalization of
media and culture, they have access to international travel, to learning foreign
languages, to satellite and cable television, to computers and the Internet, and to all
print media, often including foreign-language media. The most distinguishing
thing about them, from these interviews, is that they have direct, unmediated
personal access to global culture via travel, work, education and other direct
experiences. They also tended to aspire to a lifestyle defined in global terms by both
media and direct experience, like travel to Florida. This is the group that is
potentially truly globalized, although many of the elite do not use their potential
global access and have primarily national mediated and personal cultural and
informational experience.

The upper middle class tends to have most of the same characteristics, but lacks
some of the economic capital that would provide access to the highest level
technology, like the Internet; to international travel; and to the kind of private
primary and secondary schooling that permits the elite to get into the best
universities, including education abroad. Upper-middle-class people do not have
the same access to global interpersonal connections so their access to global
information and culture tends to be mediated via the mass media and Brazilian
schooling. This group does tend to aspire to achieve more direct global
experience by travel, education, etc. They also aspire at least somewhat to a lifestyle
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defined in part by global media images received at home via television and
movies, and are more likely to pursue global media content within Brazil on
radio, television, and film. 

The middle class in Brazil is largely defined in national terms. The working
definition that emerged from the interviews was that middle class meant a car, a
telephone, a respectable dwelling (defined in fairly local terms), a few major
appliances, like a refrigerator, and good prospects for at least a high-school
education, with hopes of university. Middle-class people were nationally rather
than globally-focused in media consumption. Their material aspirations seem to
be formed primarily by the dominant national media, such as television
advertising, lifestyle images from telenovelas, variety shows, and, to lesser degree,
by international music and foreign movies that are shown after 10.00 pm on
television, although many middle-class people don’t typically stay up for those.
Their experience of the global is almost entirely filtered through Brazilian media,
although some middle-class people are willing to spend scarce resources for
international media, like pay-TV. Within Brazilian media, they are more likely to
have access to print media, which carry more global content, as well as television
and radio.

The lower middle class and working class are defined in terms of having decent
housing (as defined locally), a fairly steady income and employment, and usually
some education. They aspire to the national middle-class lifestyle, largely as
defined by telenovelas, especially a better house, a car, a telephone, more
appliances, and maybe a vacation. Their global images are formed almost
exclusively by television and music, since print media are mostly priced out of their
reach. They often do not realize that brands they aspire to are global—things are
framed almost exclusively within a national context for them.

The poor earn little, often under US$ 100 a month, or less than the minimum
wage. They can afford little consumption, although most who have a fixed
dwelling also have a television. Most have a dirt floor, few have refrigerators or
stoves. They aspire to the necessities of life, defined in local terms in style of food,
clothing, etc. Few have anything beyond four years of primary education. Media
access is either radio, which almost all have, or television: around 50 percent or so
of rural dewllers have a TV, compared to 80 percent or more of the urban poor.
Their media consumption tends to be local, provincial/regional or national. They
express little interest in foreign or global content.

Culture and media commonalities across class
boundaries

Despite the striking differences in class and in media access across classes, a striking
amount of national cultural capital is common across classes in Brazil. This
common cultural capital is almost all based in either basic schooling or broadcast
media, particularly television. More specifically, an enormous amount of this
common culture comes from telenovelas, popular music, carnival, and sports,
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particularly soccer. This replicates findings from Kottak’s (1990) mammouth study
in the mid-1980s of television and culture in Brazil in six coordinated but
geographically dispersed ethnographic field studies. Kottak found that there was
a mass, democratizing common knowledge across social classes at his sites,
represented in telenovelas, soccer and carnival. The latter two are both directly
experienced but also commonly experienced in terms of national television. He
notes the existence of common “codes…well within the spectator’s intellectual,
verbal and pyschological repertoire” (Kottak, 1990:43).

A base in terms of popularly held notions about Brazilian history and identity
does seem to come from primary schooling, but most common culture seems to
rely on broadcast media experience, rather than direct experience. Direct
experience in Brazil is often still very localized, particularly for the working class
and poor, in terms of local climate, local ethnic tradition, local cooking, local
music and local groups and their leadership.

The existence of this broad common national cultural capital base in Brazil is
relatively new. Brazilian cultural has traditionally been very regionalized. Even the
national popularity of soccer and carnival has grown slowly in the twentieth
Century impelled first by radio and then television, along with the slow growth in
penetration of primary education. The achievement of the current degree of
common national cultural capital and identity represents a substantial achivement
of one of the main development goals set first by developmentalist regimes in the
late 1950s and most specifically by the military regimes (1964–85). The military
specifically saw the achievement of a consumer culture and a common national
identity via national television as one of their main national security goals
(Mattos, 1982; 1990). To achieve this, they poured a great deal of money into
television, particularly one main commercial network, TV Globo (Straubhaar,
1984). Kottak noted that by 1985 TV Globo had indeed achieved this position as
a primary source of cultural capital. “The cultural reason that Globo is such a
powerful force in contemporary Brazil is its appeal across regions, classes and
other social boundaries… Because Globo offers quality programming, its appeal
even extends to upper class people” (Kottak, 1990:44).

This common cultural capital is very largely national. The programs that almost
everyone watches on television are telenovelas, some sports (soccer, basketball and
volleyball), music shows, and one or two variety shows. The music that almost
everyone is familiar with from the radio tends to be mostly from several national
genres, with a limited amount of foreign rock and pop, mostly a few international
songs that are included on telenovela soundtracks. There are some common
consumer aspirations, focused on a few things that almost everyone consumes,
such as clothes, sandals, beer, and soft drinks. Most of these, except Coca-Cola,
are national brands, since the broad common level of consumption and aspiration
throughout Brazil seldom even reachs the range of the kinds of products that
most global manufacturers wish to manufacture. Other than Coca-Cola, most
global firms don’t try to make the kinds of things that poor people can afford.
Even Levis remain out of most people’s grasp. The average poor Brazilian wears
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rubber thong sandals, a T-shirt, and shorts. They like Coke but don’t get to drink
it that often; they are more likely to drink juice or local alcohol.

On the other hand, media exposure has produced some degree of globalization
in almost all Brazilians. Very few have no global layer at all to their identity
or cultural capital. At the simplest level, people are aware that there is an outside
world, an America, a Japan, although “foreignness” is relative. More than one
northeastern Brazilian that I have talked to thought Japan was down by São Paulo
someplace and didn’t realize that people speak languages other than Portuguese,
since everything on television is in Portuguese and the dubbing isn’t always
obvious to people. Almost all people are aware of a few international figures
(Kennedy, Hitler, Princess Diana—depending on the generation of the
interviewee), a few brands (like Coke), a few stars, movies and music groups
(although many people recognize Beatles’ tunes without knowing who they
were).

But these globalized symbols are also mostly localized in the minds of most
people as they become part of the broad common Brazilian cultural capital. For
example, for critics, Coke remains the apogee of globalization. It probably is, but
it has been successfully de-Americanized in the process. Its meaning for local
people has been woven into the fabric of their culture. Coke represents a new,
global kind of consumption, but its meaning has also been hybridized. Many
people do not think of it as American. One student of the author interviewed a
São Paulo man in 1994 who worked at a Coca-Cola bottling plant, but did not
realize that it was an “American” product. He argued vehemently that it was
Brazilian. This is probably a mark of success for Coke’s global marketing which
localizes it in Brazil by putting Brazilian national soccer shirts on polar bears
holding Coke bottles and soccer balls. The polar bears are themselves a global
symbol of cold that has been hybridized into tropical Brazil, where a selling point
for both beer and soft drinks is that they are sold very cold (bem geladinha). Global
symbols like these are interpreted in a local context and, through hybridization
(Canclini, 1995), eventually become part of the local context.

This minimum globalization that almost all Brazilians have is almost entirely a
result of media exposure, particularly radio, television and movies on television.
Interviews by both the author and students working with the author show that
few Brazilians outside the upper middle and upper classes have any direct,
unmediated contact with foreigners or with “global” culture. In contrast,
interviews in the Dominican Republic in 1987–88 showed that almost everyone
knew someone who has been in the US to work or live, so Dominicans
participate much more in the diasporic or migrant approach to globalization,
emphasized by scholars like Bhabha (1994). In contrast, due to its geographic
distance to the US and its more self-contained economy, the vast majority of
Brazilians participate only in mediated and very limited globalization, acquiring
very little global cultural capital.
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Cultural capital in Brazil

Cultural capital of poor Brazilians

Many rural and extremely poor urban Brazilians are only beginning to acquire
cultural capital via media and schooling. Many are still relying very heavily on
traditional oral cultures that tend to be very localized, so many poor Brazilians
are only somewhat inserted into the national cultural context. As noted above,
however, even most poor Brazilians are coming into increasing contact with radio
and television. While radio is still often a localizing force in terms of music, news
and particularly talk, television is very much a nationalizing force in the lives of
poor people. Poor people have relatively little global cultural influence, however.

The vast majority of what little global influence reaches poor people does so
through television. In rural areas, access to television varies with electrification,
proximity to or coverage by broadcast television signals, access to satellite dishes,
and economical capital, or income. The very poorest 10 percent or so are not
geographically stable, migrating to look for land or work. Increasingly, those who
are stable on land or have a permanent urban dwelling have access to television.
Recent migrants to urbanized areas acquire television very quickly before almost
anything else. Rural dwellers are working hard to acquire television. For
example, in the Cajueiro land reform community settled about ten years ago near
Una and Ilheus, Bahia, less than a third of the fifty-five settled families had
television, although people could watch a solar powered set in the settlement
school sometimes.

Rural dwellers are increasingly likely to share in the minimum common
Brazilian national and global cultural capital described above. Writing of the
mid-1980s, Kottak noted that “rural Brazilians’ knowledge of the contemporary
world…is certainly greater now than it was before television. By the mid-1980s,
as a direct result of exposure to television, villagers had become much more world
wise” (1990:134). Kottak and others, along with this study, observed that almost
all of what rural and poor people in Brazil learn from television and radio is
nationally-focused. People in this study and in Kottak’s spoke of national soccer,
characters and themes on telenovelas, awareness of a few national political issues,
and a general sense of what Brazilians have in common. Kottak (1990) noted that
one of the primary impacts of television in Brazil has been to make previously
isolated people feel comfortable with other Brazilians and with being Brazilian.
Kottak gave the example of one very shy rural woman who remained very
isolated even within her new village until her family got television. With
television, and more regular social opportunities, she gradually became more
outgoing and socially integrated (1990: 133–4).

The results of both Kottak’s study and the present one show that television
tends to add a number of national factors to the cultural capital of rural Brazilians.
They become aware of Brazilian city life, as portrayed in the telenovelas, but the
actual motivation to migrate to the city has much more to do with interpersonal
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contacts with migrants, particularly among their own families. They become
aware of new ideas about race and gender roles, which tend to change locally
held definitions and stereotypes. Kottak considered this process a powerful and
largely positive liberalization of attitudes (1990). They become aware of national
holidays, foods, sports and music, which gradually begin to supplement traditional
local activities and consumption. They do also tend to receive a very minimal
global awareness as described above. 

Interestingly enough, while relatively little global influence reaches rural
Brazilians via television, other aspects of globalization can sometimes reach them
more directly, if still in relatively small numbers. Rural dwellers do interact with
aspects of the global economy in terms of who they work for, where they sell
their crops, and what they aspire to buy. Because of global non-governmental
organization (NGO) concerns over issues like land reform, forest preservation,
and sustainable agriculture, rural dwellers have an increasing likelihood of direct
contact with other Brazilians who are working for or with global NGOs. For
example, rural organizations in Brazil, such as the Movimento dos Sem Terra
(Movement of the Landless), have formed to obtain or defend land for landless or
recently settled small farmers. The Cajueiro land reform settlement of formerly
landless farmers is affiliated with that national organization and several local ones.
Discussions in 1994, 1996 and 1998 with several Cajueiro community members
showed that their knowledge and cultural capital was largely traditional, but they
had been very much affected by several kinds of direct contact with both the
landless movement and ecologically-oriented Brazilian NGOs funded by
Conservation International and the World Wildlife Fund. They had learned how
to organize cooperative work groups and had begun to build cooperative facilities
to improve their access to fertilizers, crop processing, basic education, and
medical aid. They had also become aware of the ideas of sustainable agriculture to
preserve the rather fragile soils of their land and of preservation of some of the
tropical forest that remained on the land they had seized to settle.

The urban poor tend to have more contact with media, but theirs is often
limited to watching television with neighbors or in public places. Like rural
people, those without permanent dwellings are least drawn into media contact
with either the national or the global. Interviews in 1989 and in 1994 with
homeless people in São Paulo showed that most of their cultural capital was based
on interpersonal contacts within an oral culture context. Most are migrants to the
city from rural areas and small towns. Much of their cultural capital is an
adaptation of rural traditions to the city, but as they get drawn into urban social
life and media use, their cultural capital becomes a hybrid of rural tradition and
national urban culture. For example, the traditional music that rural migrants
brought with them from the northeast of Brazil to the major cities of the
southeast, like São Paulo, has been transformed into various hybrids that add
electronic instruments, urban images and themes, industrial production and
marketing, to rural tunes, stories and images. According to interviews, this kind
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of hybrid is welcomed by the migrants because it helps them adjust to life in the city
while preserving a memory of the (oral) culture they grew up with.

Luiz Roberto Alves has studied the efforts of migrants to São Paulo’s industrial
suburbs to maintain the memory of their original rural cultures. In a 1992
interview with the author, he observed that migrants tend to use hybrid media
that maintain rural elements, but even more importantly, the migrants form
interpretive communities of interpersonal communication which help them
interpret national mass media in ways that help them create hybrid identities that
bridge the urban and rural, the new national televized culture and the old oral,
local culture.

Interviews from 1989 to 1998 in São Paulo reflect that poor and working- class
people tend to make television viewing choices that are somewhat different from
the national majority. They do tend to watch the dominant popular culture in TV
Globo’s telenovelas, but frequently they turn away from TV Globo to watch other
channels which target programs more directly at this very substantial number of
urban poor, working poor, working-class and lower- middle-class people. Two
networks target variety and talk shows at the rural and urban working class and
poor. SET (Sistema Brasileira de Televisão, owned by longtime salesman and
variety show host Silvio Santos) aims its variety shows, game shows, talk shows,
telenovelas, and music specifically at this segement of the population (Mira, 1990),
as a strategy of segmented competition with TV Globo, which tends to dominate
the general mass audience. More recently, the Record Network has re-targeted
the same kind of working-class and poor audience with sensationalist talk/
interview programs modeled on Jerry Springer, etc. in the US These kinds of
programs are often denounced by Brazilian critics as tasteless, coarse, even
grotesque, but as Muniz Sodre (1972) noted in early work on variety shows, such
shows do revive and incorporate both the styles and content of traditional Brazil
oral culture and rural folkmore. Further, as current critics like Esther Hamburger
of the Folha de São Paulo do often note, these shows raise issues of genuine
concern to the urban poor and working class, airing grievances about roads,
health conditions, medical care and crime, as well as revealing sensational sexual
scandals and provoking fistfights among participants. Hamburger (April 12, 1998)
noted that one of the most sensationalist shows, Ratinho, (Little Mouse) on TV
Record, actually beat TV Globo in the ratings one evening when Globo showed
an imported series, E.R., instead of a telenovela in late prime time. She observed
that while E.R. was a very high quality import, Ratinho was arguably much more
relevant to people’s lives and much more within their areas of interest and
awareness.

Interviews with urban poor reflect a cultural capital that is in transition from
the kind of local and traditional rural cultural capital described above to the
national televised common cultural capital described earlier. Their cultural capital
tends to focus on increasing awareness of urban issues, of city and national leaders,
of urban transport and working conditions, of working-class consumer aspirations
(particularly in food, clothes, and basic household products), of national ethnic
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and religious images, of new urban gender roles, of less traditional sexual behavior
and imagery, and a slightly greater knowledge of global culture than they had
before coming to the city. While much of this comes from national television,
interviews show that the urban poor rely mostly on oral communication with the
people and groups they know for essential cultural capital for adjusting to city life.

Working class cultural capital

Not unlike the urban poor, from which they mostly come, working-class people
in Brazil have cultural capital that is mostly focused on the local and the regional,
to lesser degree on the national, and fairly little on the international or global.
Interviews in São Paulo and Salvador, Bahia for this study show that the
interpersonal sources of working class cultural capital are focused and based on the
extended family, the neighborhood, groups of friends of the same age and gender,
the workplace and union, and, most of all, the immediate nuclear family and the
home. Jacks (1995) talks about the importance of the home and of daily life as the
crux of people’s reception and understanding of television in Brazil. While this
was true of most of those interviewed for this study, it seemed particularly key for
working class people who are working hard to establish and maintain a stable
residence and home environment, aware of the danger of slipping back into the
urban poor and maybe even into homelessness. Interviews from 1989 to 1992
evidenced a particularly strong sense of anxiety about this. The church, either
Catholic or Protestant, is important for some, but not all, as an additional source
of cultural capital.

Media sources, particularly radio and television, are very importat for most
working-class people as a primary source of cultural capital. Among those
interviewed, almost all global and cultural-linguistic “regional” cultural capital
comes to working-class or poor people via media, or to a lesser degree, formal
schooling. Working-class schooling is often limited, however, to four to six years
of primary school, which limits schooling’s role in cultural capital formation.
However, working-class parents and youth with a certain amount of stability in
the city tend to start focusing more on the school as a source of educational capital
for upward mobility.

Working-class people, based on a locally or nationally-oriented store of cultural
capital, tend to make media choices that reinforce what is familiar or culturally
proximate to them. Working-class people are much more likely to listen to radio
stations that play only national or local music genres, such as samba, forró
(northeastern dance music), Axé (samba plus reggae), or Musica Popular Brasileiro
(MPB—Brazilian pop music), whereas upper-middle- or upper-class interviewees
were more likely to listen to stations that played either US/European pop music
or a mixture of imported and Brazilian music.

Working-class print media exposure is much more limited and much more
largely national than is the print media usage of the upper middle and upper class.
Working-class people mostly read magazines and newspapers, rather than books, a
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trend noted across Latin America by Martin Barbero (1988). The books read by
working-class interviewees tended to be either national popular literature or
popular US/ European genre novels in translation.

Working-class Brazilians travel between cities by bus while the upper-middle-
class and upper-class tend to go by airplane. It is revealing therefore to compare
what is in a large bookstore or newsstand in a São Paulo bus station with what is
in an equivalent shop in the São Paulo airport. The bus station shop has more
magazines, comics and cheaply printed chapbooks and pamphlets than books,
although the book section is of a respectable size. Aside from the comics, many of
which are Disney, Marvel and DC translations, and the translated novels, almost
everything else is national in origins. At the airport, the same national
newspapers, magazines, and books are available, as are the translated comics and
novels. The selection in the latter two is different for a more affluent audience,
with more expensive book editions and more HQ or “high quality” comics
translations. What is most noticeable is much more foreign literature in translation
and a significant number of foreign-language books, magazines, and newspapers
aimed at both international travelers and Brazilians with elite cultural capital such
as sufficient foreign-language skills to read comfortably for pleasure in another
language.

Middle class cultural capital

Working-class Brazilians aspire to be middle class, at least lower middle class.
That typically means a nicer dwelling, a car, more appliances, a telephone, and
more and better education, aiming at completed secondary or maybe even
university education. To the interviewees, it also implies a less blue-collar
occupation, different neighborhoods, paying for private schools, and adherence to
what is seen as a more conventional set of values and mores.

An image of what it is to be middle class seems to one of the main items of
cultural capital that interviewees acquire from watching television, particularly the
telenovelas. Although census statistics tend to indicated that mobility from working
class or lower to the middle class is fairly low in real life in Brazil, this is very
much the stuff of which telenovela plots are made, according to reviewers like
Artur da Tavola (1984). Reviewing an ostensibly Americanized telenovela with
discos, called Dancin’ Days, in the late 1970s, da Tavola observed that it, like most
novelas, was really about how to become middle class. The defining moment for
him came not in the disco scenes, but when one of the characters asked his wife if
she would like a refrigerator and she burst into tears of joy (cited in Straubhaar,
1981). Interviewees agree. They think telenovelas mostly focus on romance,
getting ahead in life (upward mobility), and the urban middle class. Aside from
consumer items, like refrigerators, the Brazilian cultural capital understanding or
perception of “middle class” seems to focus on education, family stability, a better
and varied diet, greater leisure options, better housing, and a sense of security,
according to interviewees, both in the middle class and beneath it.
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The cultural capital of those actually in the middle class still largely comes from
television. Middle-class television choices are somewhat different, tending to
disdain the working-class-oriented variety shows of SBT and focusing much more
on the telenovela-oriented contents of TV Globo. Middle-class cultural capital is
much more heavily supplemented beyond television, however, by education,
print media use, personal contacts, and organizations like churches, clubs and
networks of friends from school. Several newspaper critics and this study’s
interviewees note that one of the key differences between the working class and
middle class is that the latter has more non-mediated options for information,
entertainment and leisure (“TV—o pobre lazer dos paulistanos,” 1977).

Middle-class Brazilians are somewhat more globalized than are the working-
class in the kinds of media choices they make. Middle-class interviewees are
much more likely to stay up after 10.00 pm so they can watch the American
movies that are typically shown then on several channels. That both expresses
cultural capital already acquired through schooling and media, and it also
reinforces a more globalized cultural capital. Movies in the cinema houses have
become very expensive, so even middle-class people go to them fairly
infrequently. But between late movies on television and rented movies on video,
feature films seem to be an important source of American and global cultural
capital for a fair number of middle-class Brazilians, whereas American or other
imported movies do not seem particularly important to working-class or poor
Brazilians, who are much more likely to prefer the national programs broadcast
on television. However, even middle-class or upper-middle-class Brazilians
usually prefer prime-time telenovelas to watching movies on video, even when
they have the VCR sometimes gathering dust on a shelf. While some middle-
class Brazilians do have satellite dishes and/or cable connections, those
interviewed for this study were more likely to be using them to get a good-
quality signal for TV Globo than to buy pay-TV packages that would deliver
dozens of extra channels in English.

Upper-middle and upper-class cultural capital

A greater degree of globalization, both in media choices and in direct personal
experience, is perhaps the main thing that divided upper-middle-class and upper-
class interviewees from those in the middle class and working class. The upper
class are characterized by a number of globalized attributes: language skills,
particuarly in English; higher education, with either study abroad or aspirations to
do so; international travel, particularly to the US and Europe; occupations that
lend themselves to contact with people in the US and Europe, or increasingly,
Asia; interest in US and European lifestyles; knowledge of those lifestyles;
identification with European standards of beauty, including ethnicity; detailed
knowledge of both high culture and popular culture in the US and Europe.
Upper-class Brazilians are often divided in whether their global cultural capital is
linked to Europe or to the US, particularly for those who have been at least partially
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educated abroad, and who have learned English versus another of the European
languages.

The upper-middle-class interviewees tend to aspire to all of this direct experience
with the global. Their actual experience with global culture is likely to be more
heavily mediated, however. Most upper-middle-class Brazilians have eventually
made a trip to Miami and/or Disneyworld, but they have otherwise traveled far
less that the elite. Upper-middle-class global cultural capital tends to be more
focused on the US and less on Europe, perhaps because physical access to the US
is cheaper, study of English as a foreign language is more prevalent, and because
US culture is much more widely available in mediated forms. Upper-middle-class
interviewees seemed to be the most likely to watch American movies on video or
to make use of the movie channels on pay-TV packages for satellite dishes or
cable TV. 

Language skill is one sharp dividing between the upper class or elite, and the
upper middle and upper classes. Comments by interviewees indicate that real skill
in English, sufficient to watch and enjoy CNN, for example, is largely limited to
the upper class. Middle class people find language a major barrier to access to
globalized information. So do many in the upper-middle class, but many of them
have set a serious goal to acquire better English as a tool to bridge the gap into
elite-level media access to more global sources. English and access to information
through it are seen by many in the upper middle class as a crucial tool to be
acquired. However, for most of them it also remains a crucial barrier that ultimately
tends to reinforce their use of national media, particularly the telenovelas, music
shows, variety shows, etc. that are part of the broad national cultural capital.

Brazilian MTV provides an interesting case of globalization aimed at the upper,
upper middle and some of the middle class in Brazil. MTV Brazil is a joint
venture between MTV and the large publisher Editora Abril. It plays 70–80
percent US and European rock and pop music videos and only targets the upper
20–30 percent of the population, in terms of class status and buying power,
according to interviews in 1994 and 1998 with MTV Brazil research and
marketing staff members. They do that because their advertisers target the more
affluent and the more globalized among Brazilian youth in terms of consumer
preferences. They also target this group because it has the most interest in the US
and European music that MTV has to offer. The target is reached. A 1997
MARPLAN study of eight major urban markets in Brazil shows that 22 percent of
MTV’s audience tends to be in class A (upper class), 44 percent in class B (upper
middle class), 28 percent in class C (middle class), 6 percent in class D (working
class) and none in class D (the poor) (Perfil da Penetração MTV, 1997).

These middle-, upper-middle and upper-class youths have the cultural capital
base that leads them away from a strictly national cultural capital and in a more
globalized direction. They have a more elite education, which often includes
serious study of English. They are more likely to have traveled abroad, or know
people there. They are more likely to be aware of American and European
brands, due in part to MTV’s own role in their cultural capital. They are more
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likely to be aware of American stars, lifestyles, and images, again partially due to
MTV, as well as movies at both cinema and video. However, even these more
upper-class youths still usually like Brazilian music, particularly that which
incorporates rock, like Brazilian urban rock; reggae, like Axé; rap, funk and other
global elements. Some Brazilian music is part of the broad cultural capital shared
across class lines that was discussed earlier.

Conclusion

Language, cultural capital and social class do seem to be significant moderators of
television flows between countries. While the original cultural imperialism
paradigm did not seem to anticipate this, it does seem that language, culture and
class can both facilitate and provide barriers against internationalizing and
globalizing flows of television.

Media imperialism and dependency theorists did anticipate the inter
nationalization of the bourgeoisie (Chilcote, 1984; Dos Santos, 1973). This study
finds that both economic capital and cultural capital do encourage the elite and
upper middle classes of Brazil to watch more imported programming, particularly
US television programs and feature films.

Economic capital gives access to basic television in poor regions, like Africa,
where broadcast television also tends to depend more on imported US and
European programs, because they cost less (Read, 1976; Tunstall, 1977). Even
when countries in regions like Latin America begin to produce much or even
most of their own programming, economic capital still gives privileged classes a
continued greater access to foreign programming, first through VCRs and now,
increasingly, through cable and satellite TV. This was strongly demonstrated in
the interviews in Brazil, where the top 5–10 percent of the population have much
more globalized media access.

Cultural capital reinforces the use of this access to imported media and TV
programming by giving elites and upper middle classes the ability to understand
and enjoy programming imported from outside their cultural-linguistic region.
This kind of cultural capital is clearest with language ability, which has been
emphasized in economic studies (Hoskins and Mirus, 1988; Wildman and Siwek,
1988), but also includes education, travel abroad, familiarity with the ways of life
of other countries, education abroad, work with international companies, and the
kind of family life which is produced by and reinforces these kinds of advantages.
This study found that non-mediated cultural capital from direct contact with
global culture was decisive in making Brazilian elites far more globalized than the
rest of the Brazilian population.

What media imperialism did not anticipate was the growth of national and
regional (cultural-linguistic) television producers, protected and encouraged
within national and cultural-linguistic television markets, it seems, by elements of
cultural capital which seem to provide natural barriers against interest in many types
of imported programming, when national or regional alternatives are available.
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These are causes of what Hoskins and Mirus (1988) call the “cultural discount” that
many audiences apply against imported programming. These aspects of cultural
capital seem to include lack of language ability, which is particularly important in
the early phases of television technologies and in less developed markets where
dubbing is not yet extensively used. In many African countries, such as Namibia
and Mozambique, most imported programs are not dubbed. When VCRs first hit
many markets, imported films were not yet dubbed or even subtitled—
particularly when they were pirated copies (Boyd, Straubhaar and Lent, 1989). In
the initial introductions of cable and satellite television, as in the Dominican
Republic in the 1980s, when signals where taken straight from US distribution
satellites, or as in the early-to-mid 1990s in Brazil, where local pay-TV services
often carried undubbed US and European channels, language capital was also still
crucial for watching the new undubbed channels.

Language is not the only significant aspect of cultural capital which favors
national and cultural-linguistic market producers. The interviews cited above
have shown the importance of national references in humor, national or regional/
local ethnic types, national or regional/local historical references, local or national
political references, unfamiliarity with ways of life outside the nation or cultural-
linguistic region, preference for known national or regional stars, and familiar
scenery and locales. Another, which is touched on in the Brazilian study, is
familiarity with national and regional genres, which even if they have US or
European roots, have taken on a life and trajectory of their own within the nation
or region. The Latin-American version of the soap opera, the telenovela provides
two cases in point. The telenovela form was created in Cuba by Colgate-Palmolive
(Straubhaar, 1982) but has been heavily adapted and developed over almost five
decades in Latin America. There is now a telenovelas genre archetype that any
Latin-American will recognize, but which would seem decidedly odd to an
American fan of soap operas. Within that genre development broadly shared by
the Latin-American region, however, Brazilian and Mexican telenovelas have taken
decidedly different turnings. Both countries are large enough to produce their own
programming and import little from other Latin-American countries. In-depth
interviews of viewers by the author in Santo Domingo in 1988 showed that they
were aware of and consistent in their views of the Brazilian and Mexican
variations: Brazilian telenovelas were seen as more socially and politically topical,
more historical, and sexier; Mexican telenovelas were seen as more romantic, more
traditional and lighter. In these Brazilian interviews, there is a distinct preference
for the national form of the telenovela. Some of the people interviewed were
aware of the Argentine and Mexican telenovelas, but none preferred them to
national production. Since national production can fill prime time on several
stations now, there is little motivation to watch imports.

To some degree, these attractions of national or culturally and linguistically
similar forms of television programming can be summed up in the concept of
cultural proximity. Audiences do seem to prefer that culture which is closest to their
accumulated tastes, corresponding to their cultural capital. For the broad audience,
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consisting of lower middle, working and poor classes, that tends to translate into a
preference for national production. Outside of large countries like Brazil, where
national production does not fill prime time, that translates into a strong
secondary preference for productions from within the cultural-linguistic market.
However, both economic capital access to new technologies and cultural capital
familiarity with cosmopolitan, developed world cultures seem to be leading elites
and upper middle classes away from national and cultural-linguistic market
television genres and productions. That was reflected in Brazil. While even elites
still listen to Brazilian music and watch quite a bit of Brazilian television, they are
strongly drawn to more globalized sources of culture and information. 

One might speculate that as more national economies become globalized and
as economic growth in many countries leads to a growth in middle classes, that
their acquisition of greater economic and cultural capital will tend to lead to a
steadily larger proportion of many nations’ populations toward viewing more US
and European programming. In-depth interviews by the authors in both Brazil
and the Dominican Republic, however, suggest that this effect will tend to be
only partial, however. In both those countries, groups across the cultural capital
spectrum all watch national television productions. What seems more likely, from
what was suggested in the in-depth interviews, was that those with increased
economic and cultural capital begin to have more multi-layered identities. In
Brazil, for example, elites still seem to identify heavily with Brazilian culture and
like what they perceive as the best of Brazilian mass culture, including television
and even telenovelas. They do, however, come to have other layers of taste for
things and cultural products from US and European cultures.

Within a seeming globalization, there seems more of a potential for uneven,
multilayered cultural productions, flow or sales, and consumption, a type of
asymmetrical interdependence among various producing and importing television
markets. On the production, sale and flow side, there is an asymmetrical
interdependence in which Brazil imports more culture from the US than it sells to
the US, but may compete quite successfully with US cultural exports to other
countries in Latin America, other Portuguese-speaking countries, or even the
world market for historical soap opera, in which, incidentally, Brazil has
successfully sold programs to over 100 countries (Marques de Melo, 1988, 1992).
On the consumption side, there is a sort of uneven balance between the draw of
cultural proximity among most of the audience and the draw toward other global
offerings available to those members of middle and upper classes with cultural and
economic capital.

Note

1 In Brazil, the weight of cultural capital in determining one’s social class standing
seems to be clear in the index adopted by the Association of Audience and Market
Survey Agencies (ABA/ABIPEME). These weighted point criteria balance the
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education of the head of the family with the possession of several key icons of
acquisitive power to classify social classes in five hierarchical groups, from A to E.
Illustratively, having a college degree is worth more points than completing only the
elementary school or owning any home appliance.
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13
THE CHOICE BETWEEN LOCAL AND

FOREIGN
Taiwan youths’ television viewing behavior

Herng Su and Sheue-Yun Chen

The influence of television programs—especially that of imported, foreign
programs—on audiences has long been a major concern for communication
researchers. Although recent research has found audiences to be rather
autonomous in their selection of programs and local in tastes, the question of
foreign program consumption is left open as younger viewers have been found to
be more oriented toward imported programs in general. If the finding is an
indicator of what will come, there would be grounds for concern given the
dramatic growth of satellite television and foreign program supply in recent years.

Taiwan, an island nation which used to have a controlled media environment,
suddenly found it no longer possible to keep its borders clear of undesired cultural
products. As a result of democratization, the television market was deregulated in
1992, and a tremendous amount of foreign TV programs were brought in from
the United States and Japan. In the four years between 1993 and 1997, almost
twenty satellite channels appeared, ten of which were American, seven Japanese,
one from Singapore and one, CCTV, from mainland China. Taiwan’s TV
environment suddenly moved into an era where it was part of the global capital
economic system and local stations no longer had an unchallenged position.

The trans-cultural imagination and cultural experience created by American,
Japanese and other overseas channels has become a main theme in the current
transformation of Taiwan’s TV culture. What then, does this mean to audiences?
Have local programs been able to maintain their attraction, or are they
disappearing from the viewing agenda as more choices are made available?

This study concentrates on a single audience group, young viewers, for they
were not only found to be avid consumers of foreign programs, but they also
tended to be more susceptible to influences.

The discussion in this chapter pays special attention, but is not limited, to the
theories of cultural capital and cultural proximity, for they provide an
analytical framework that is especially pertinent to the study of viewing behavior
vis-à-vis foreign programs. It is believed that an understanding of the extent to
which foreign programs dominate youths’ viewing agenda, the factors that may
contribute to the formulation of such an agenda, and the significance of this
exposure would be the first step to answering the question on the implications of
cultural product flow in this age of global communication.



In this research, “foreign programs” refers to programs that come from
overseas, including programs that are transmitted to Taiwan from overseas and
also programs which originate overseas but are bought or re-packaged by local TV
stations or channels, and which are broadcast on satellite channels or TV stations.

Re-contextualizing the globalization thesis

There are many reasons why Taiwan viewers—or viewers in any country—
should watch foreign programs. Past research has found that educated and upper-
middle-class Taiwanese watch more foreign programs produced in the US and
Japan, a pattern which is similar to that in third-world nations (Wang and
Tseung, 1988: 217, 271; Pan and Wang, 1989:62; Tsang and Wang, 1990). There
is, however, insufficient evidence to tell us what contributed to this viewing
behavior.

In 1970, Schiller (1971), with his view of US cultural imperialism, severely
criticized the one-way flow of US TV programs to other countries. He also
accused the US of using its market power to forcibly sell media products to
developing countries with the effect of creating a kind of branch media culture.

The analysis of media imperialism was not only reductionist; it was seriously
lacking in discussion of the meaning of audiovisual culture and media reception.
While some scholars believed that the social impact of foreign programs included
the ideas, values, knowledge, behavior modes or even lifestyles of their audiences
(Beltran, 1978:184), research showed that the effect was either limited or
uncertain.

Elasmar and Hunter (1992), in a meta-analysis involving thirty-six pieces of
transnational broadcasting research from twenty-four countries, found that
transnational broadcasting only had a limited impact on viewers. There was no
clear relationship at all between exposure to foreign programs and viewers’
knowledge, ideas, attitudes, values or behavior, still less a causal relationship. They
also pointed out that past research lacked a theoretical perspective, and that in the
future emphasis should be put on cultural theories, and the impact of language
and religion, history on viewers should be considered.

Since the 1980s broadcasting industries have been deregulated in many
countries. Thanks to advances in technology, the international flow of programs
was increasingly common and this was one of the most striking phenomena of the
1990s. The cultural impact that might have accompanied this trend brought
further discussion. However, in this wave of research, assessments of the cultural
impact of the international flow of programs mostly focused on changes in the
structure of the global media industry and on whether the transnational flow of
programs was building a global media culture (Varis, 1974, 1984; Sepstrup, 1990;
Wallis and Baran, 1990; Negus, 1993).The cultural impact of transnational media
still needed to be clarified.

Globalization theories discussed the process and driving forces of change while
recognizing the difficulty of observing the effects of transnationalism—especially
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when the effects involved widespread reception of and adjustment to foreign
culture. The dominance of Western media products has led some to claim that
media globalization equals “cultural imperialism.” However, some significant
counter-trends should be noted when we assess the impact of global media.

Not only were ownership and production concentrated in wealthier nations,
but consumption, too, was skewed heavily toward the wealthier segment of the
world’s population—those with the necessary material resources to fully
participate in the global media culture. In addition, differences or affinities of
language and culture between partners to any exchange could either discourage
or encourage flow (McQuail, 1994:113).

Sepstrup (1990) warned against drawing conclusions about cultural effects from
different characters of the product transmitted and consumed. According to
Septstrup, each of the steps—from the export of international media content to
the actual consequences for the receiving culture—whether or not it is actually
received—were all different and there was a long road from the first to the third
step.

By the end of the twentieth century, globalization concepts alone could no
longer explain complex social phenomena, and the discussion of global and local
as a symbiotic development was found more acceptable. The putting forward of
concepts that were often analyzed together, e.g., global and local, global and
tribal, national and social, and commonality and difference, reflected this trend.
Robertson (1995:30) and Pieterse (1995:40) both suggested that on the road
towards the global village, globalization and localization were intersecting
phenomena. The process of globalization accompanied that of localization, but
localization was a force against globalization. Thompson (1995) and Robertson
(1995) also believed that global-local culture issues were becoming increasingly
important.

Although the cultural imperialism model suggested that media products
emanating from the West, especially the US, powerfully shaped the cultures of
other nations, we could not assume that audiences interpret foreign media products
in a single way, especially when the characteristics of the television industry are
taken into consideration.

Several scholars have considered television to be more internationalized and
“mass,” and that broadcasters can easily make different program packages for the
segmented audiences. Schlesinger (1991:51) explained that TV that mixes
international, local and regional levels does not necessary harm local culture and
even in some respects will “support” local culture. In other words TV programs
often cover local, regional, and international aspects and viewers move between
different levels to find what pleases them. Therefore, TV program schedules and
genres need to cover various levels. Because TV provides mixed images that
combine international, local and regional programs, viewers will form dual
acceptance or multi-acceptance. 

But the viewer’s power to make the meanings that suit his or her social
experience is not unlimited because different audiovisual products are made to
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attract different audiences. For instance, action adventure films, like The A-
Team, cater to a largely male audience, while soap operas, like Dallas and
Dynasty, are directed at female audiences (Fiske, 1987). In Brazil, the American
prime-time soap opera Dallas never caught on; Brazilians preferred their
telenovelas (soap operas) (Groteau and Hoynes, 1997:308–9). The example showed
that there were limits to the appeal of certain cultural products, including foreign
programs. The regionally or locally produced programs, finely attuned to the
local culture, tended to be very popular.

To communication researchers, the rise of program flow within regions has
opened up a new level of analysis—the question of linguistic/cultural regional
markets and cultural proximity. Although globalization seemed to involve
domination by programs from a few countries and cultural unification (Mattelart
and Schmuckler, 1985; Schiller, 1991), the rise of local and regional production
centers did contribute to program trading on the market.

Social class, cultural proximity and viewers’ reception
of foreign programs

In the early days of television, programs were made according to the principle of
the common denominator, and this principle was upheld through the 1970s. In
1974, however, Ganz (1974:157) discovered that the TV environment had
changed and proposed the idea that people with different tastes watched different
types of programs, e.g. women liked romantic comedies, men liked action drama
and sports.

By the 1990s, viewers were categorized into more distinct groups. For example
the biggest soap opera viewer group is 18 to 49-year-old women, and they are not
the same type of women. Because of changes in society, soap operas need to
attract women of different marital status and also occupation (Cantor, 1994:163).

The new development in the world television market shows that the
understanding of changes in program flow requires a better conceptualization of
the audience and its divisions. Some researchers found popular or, more broadly,
class-divided interests to have been reflected in various television genres, which,
to be enjoyed, require different levels of cultural capital (Martín-Barbero, 1988;
Canclini, 1988; Straubhaar and Viscasillas, 1991).

Using Bourdieu’s (1984) theory that aesthetic distinctions were not innocent
relative to class, Straubhaar pointed out that viewers had different levels of taste
and that it seemed that class could be used as an indicator of cultural preferences
and taste, and that cultural capital and economic capital could help to further
identify social class.

According to Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991), there were two aspects to social
classes: one was economic—what Bourdieu called economic capital, which could
be measured by income, buying power and possessions. The second was cultural
capital, which was commonly gained from family, education, occupation and
travel opportunities. As the two were often related, only viewers belonging to
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certain social classes would have the cultural and economic capital to enable them
to access international programs, or programs from neighboring countries.
Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991) found that in the Dominican Republic, middle-
and low-income people and blue-collar workers had a taste for local programs and
programs from neighboring countries, whereas those from the upper social classes
preferred foreign programs, especially programs from the US.

Bourdieu stressed the importance of educational establishments and believed
that cultural capital was different to economic capital in one respect: the latter
could be acquired instantly while the former needed long-term “investment.”

According to the above theories, the commonality of culture and language
meant that local viewers would “inevitably” like local programs. Other things
being equal, local programs, e.g. news, morning talk shows and variety shows,
should be more attractive to local audiences because they can reflect local cultural
needs (Straubhaar, 1997). In this sense, local programs should have greater
intrinsic appeal to local audiences and advantages which imports lack.

The theory of cultural capital explained why audiences preferred local
products, but it failed to explain why audiences frequently watched a combination
of international, regional and local programs.

In discussing the Latin American TV market, Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991)
suggested a hypothesis which divided viewing preferences into three levels: the
first level consisted of purely local products; if there were not enough local
products, people were likely to select the second-level preference—products with
a degree of cultural proximity; third-level preference involved the selection of
foreign products. Studies have found that, generally speaking, the closer the
program origin was to the culture the audience attached to, the more popular the
program would be with the audience (Zha, 1995:27). To develop first-level
preference, therefore, localization or customization would become the primary
means.

Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991) also pointed to the need to look at program
viewing from a cultural relevance, or proximity, point of view. Generally
speaking, they suggested, the closer the program is to the culture the audience
attaches to, the more popular it should be. A good example is that American
programs are most popular in, and also culturally proximate to, the English-
speaking countries. The recent development of regional TV and music markets for
Spanish, Chinese, and Arabic products, and the popularity of Indian films,
Japanese cartoons and Hong Kong action films on the Asian market could all be
explained by culture or language, based in cultural proximity (Straubhaar, 1997).
In essence, language and cultural proximity have turned the TV market into a
quite different one from the global market for consumer goods (Straubhaar,
1997).
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Program genre and content

In the 1950s, the US began to export programs overseas, and by the 1970s it had
achieved superiority on the market. Although other centers of production and
distribution have emerged in recent years, the reasons for their success and that of
the American programs were not the same. 

According to the commercial model, the popularity of American programs on
the international market did not represent an admiration of audiences for
American culture, but that their quality was good (Waterman and Rogers, 1994).
Program quality, a factor which is usually gauged by a shifting array of
characteristics including novelty, popular genre, brand-name association, and
authenticity are also considered critically important in drawing an audience.

Others also believed in non-economic factors for the popularity of American
programs. According to Noam and Millonzi (1993), the reason for Hollywood’s
success was economy of concentration, not economy of scale—although the two
are related. They suggested that to sell on the international market, program
content should be universally understandable.

Genre is another useful factor to explain what people watch (Straubhaar and
Viscasillas, 1991:67). The term “genre,” a French word for type, is constructed by
the entertainment industries and audiences to categorize audiovisual products. In
certain ways, the structural analysis of audiovisual products, such as television
programs, has taken to episodic series and serials. However, a more sophisticated
conception of genre is made to distinguish television programs, e.g. sitcoms,
crime shows and soap operas.

Mattelart (1991) stressed the importance of program genre, and pointed out that
after adjustment some program genres could easily flow around the world. For
example American soap operas were popular in Cuba in the 1950s and in Mexico
in the 1970s and 1980s. But the soap operas that have been popular in recent
years in Latin America illustrated how local and regional producers learned to
adjust themselves to get closer to the viewers and create new program genres.

Many Asian countries have been showing Western programs for years. In
Taiwan, for example, feature films, cartoons, soap operas, action-adventure series,
and variety shows are the most prominent foreign programs in broadcast
schedules throughout Taiwan. This has helped to lay down the viewer base for
Western programs. Foreign program genres such as action and thriller series,
romances and comedies have achieved significant ratings on Star TV, and Western
action series, animation, sitcoms and children’s programs are usually high on Asian
buyers’ shopping lists. As of today, American romantic dramas, cartoons, and
action series were still popular on the third world market, however, in Asia a
schedule initially dominated by, or devoted exclusively to, US-made programs
has gradually been replaced by Japanese programs.

In Taiwan, the middle classes have shown great interest in regional
entertainment programs in local dialects (Zha, 1995:31) and even Japanese drama,
in contrast to Western programs which have often been categorized as their third-
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level preference. According to Iwabuchi (1997), Japanese drama has in recent
years been diversified in terms of story lines, setting and topics which made it a
new genre for Taiwan audiences. He also pointed out other reasons for Japanese
drama to become attractive to Taiwan viewers, including the comfortable distance
between Taiwan and Japan due to the narrowing economic gap and increasing
information flow between the two countries. 

In addition to program genre, Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991:67–8) proposed
that viewers’ general opinion of countries seemed related to their preference of
programs from those countries. But in their study, the relation was significant
only when viewers’ home country was concerned.

Another reason for viewers’ preference of foreign programs may be the dreams
and lifestyles depicted in these programs. Some have argued that US
programming can serve as an international promotional vehicle for the American
way of life by focusing on the material abundance and consumer opportunities
available in the United States (Croteau and Hoynes, 1997:191). If this is the case,
there should be a positive association between viewing frequency and the
impression of the program-producing country, another dimension which is
worthy of exploration.

In Taiwan lifting the ban on satellite television has produced a real expansion in
the media available to viewers. Although local TV stations are aware of the threat
from overseas programs, they have not come up with a response. Taiwan is
unable to produce special genres (such as films, cartoons) to compete with
Hollywood films, Japanese cartoons and drama (Ishii et al., 1996). With the
increase in channels, cable TV operators are more worried about programming
sources than offering program genres that are missing from local production.

The audiovisual space which continued to combine local and international
imagination, therefore, has formed a postmodern TV cultural scenario in Taiwan.
But this does not mean American or Japanese popular culture has become
mainstream. The resurrection of old ethnic, cultural and social questions in the
postmodern world reprises familiar questions about the impact of imported media
products, languages, values, and lifestyles on all of the above.

Youth and foreign programs

Studies (Findahl, 1989; Iwabuchi, 1997; Sen, 1992; Straubhaar and Viscasillas,
1991; Zha, 1995) have shown that youths were the most avid viewers of foreign
programs. Some transnational programs were widely popular with youngsters in
different countries. MTV, which featured rock and pop music, started off in
1981; it has attracted audiences mostly from amongst the young (Sherman and
Etling, 1991:373–5). Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991) also discovered that the
average young viewers in the Dominican Republican had a strong US and
foreign-program orientation and a special liking for foreign movies.

The foreign programs shown in Taiwan were mostly from the US and Japan.
After Star TV began showing a Japanese drama in May 1992, the three terrestrial
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stations began showing Japanese programs in 1994. The target audiences were
young viewers. American programs included films from Hollywood, serials, talk
shows, variety shows, news and cartoons, while most Japanese programs were
cartoons, drama series and variety shows.

The showing times for cartoons were exclusively chosen to fit the schedules of
the young. All three terrestrial television stations, for example, showed cartoons—
mostly Japanese—from 4.00 pm to 6.00 pm, while some cable channels also
ran them during the day. Magic Cartoon Channel, a cartoon channel, usually ran
Japanese cartoons in cycles. These cartoons were mainly new, popular ones.
According to Japan’s PUFF cartoon magazine, the most popular cartoon in Japan
was shown in Taiwan on Star TV Chinese Channel and the number fourth,
sixth, seventh, eighth and nineth-placed cartoons were also shown in Taiwan,
targeting middle and primary school students (China Times, April 13, 1998:24).

Most American programs were not shown during prime time in the evening.
Cable networks normally ran serials at 8.00 pm but the terrestrial stations would
show serials after 10.00 pm. Movies were mainly provided by US channels like
HBO. Overall, American programs were scheduled at less popular viewing times
than Japanese programs in Taiwan, an arrangement which may reflect viewers’
program preferences.

Despite the external factors, the audience’s motivation to watch TV at all is
directly connected with audience preference of particular TV programs. According
to uses and gratifications theory, viewers watch TV in order to gain gratification
of their needs. At this point, the audience’s selection of TV programs is perceived
as a goal-directed purposive behavior (Rubin, 1994). What the reasons are behind
young viewers’ choice of television programs, therefore, becomes highly
important in view of the current theoretical debate.

Young viewers: a mixed viewing agenda

To have a clear picture of what, and how many, foreign programs young viewers
in Taiwan choose to watch and why, a telephone survey was conducted. As a
youth culture often refers to the subculture of 13 to 19-year-olds (Amit-Talai,
1995), this research surveyed 12 to 19-year-olds in the Taipei metropolitan area.
The sample was taken by the systematic random sampling method. Altogether 1,
096 respondents were interviewed with a refusal rate of 21.62 percent. In the end
there were 602 valid respondents of which 329 were men, or 54.7 percent, and
273 were women, or 45.3 percent.

In the telephone survey respondents were asked for their opinions on the
quality of programs from the US, Japan, and Taiwan and their overall impression
of these places. Questions were asked regarding the viewers’ cultural and
economic capital, e.g., their educational level and average family monthly income.
Because family factors were likely to influence the kind of programs young
viewers watched, the survey also solicited information on their parents.
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Table 13.2 Respondents’ “frequently” watched genresa (n=602)

Note
a Multiple choice up to three. 

Table 13.1 Respondents’ demographic variables
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The survey found that respondents had a “hybrid” viewing pattern. As we can
see from Table 13.2, we found that the most popular programs were live local
variety shows, but Japanese cartoons took second place. Next to these two in
popularity were films, including Hong Kong films, and news which provided
local information and culture, serving as major channels for the promotion and
expression of local culture.

Of the foreign programs, Japanese cartoons were most popular; 42.7 percent of
the respondents watched Japanese programs regularly while only 2.3 percent
watched US cartoons. US films, with a rating of 23.9 percent, were also much
less popular than Japanese cartoons.

Why did young viewers have a marked affinity for local variety shows? Local
material in these programs made them more attractive than imported programs. In
the case of live local variety shows, solo comedies, local popular music and verbal
humor in the programs formed a good base for appealing to a broad general
audience. These formats are also interesting to young viewers. As for Japanese
cartoons, the story line and characters are major attractions to the young
audience. Since the costs of their production are largely recovered in Japan,
producers were able to sell at whatever price the host market can afford—often
much below the local costs of producing competing programming.

Local films (including Hong Kong films) and American films had an audience of
a similar size. Respondents also watched other foreign programs like HK and
Singaporean drama, and MTV In terms of program origin, they displayed a hybrid
pattern; 56 percent of the programs watched were local with the rest foreign,
including Japanese, US and Hong Kong in rank order.

What is worthy of attention from the above finding is that the genres of
popular foreign programs, e.g. Japanese cartoons and American films, were not
produced in Taiwan. When local programs could not satisfy their needs with the
genres they preferred, they turned to Japanese and American products.

As seen in Table 13.4, of the channels regularly watched by the young, the top
three were local terrestrial stations, the fourth was HBO and the sixth MTV. The
latter two were foreign, both entertainment channels.

Table 13.3 “Frequently” watched programs from key regions and countries
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From the list of the top 10 popular programs (Table 13.5), it was clear that
respondents’ viewing pattern were heavily entertainment-oriented with a
multitude of genres. Of the top ten, four were foreign with two from the US and
two from Japan. At the top of the list was a live variety show, the second,
national news. Both of these were produced in Taiwan with a strong local flavor.
At the third place there was a tie among three foreign programs—a Japanese
cartoon, HBO, and NBA sports.

Cultural and economic capital and frequently watched
programs

This study found that age differences led to different TV menus. Respondents of
the 16- to 19-year-old group watched less Japanese cartoons but more US films,
local TV news, MTV and sport. The 12- to 15-year-olds mainly watched local

Table 13.4 Top ten “frequently” watched channels

Table 13.5 Top ten “frequently” watched programs
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variety shows and Japanese cartoons. It seems that while early teens in the sample
liked to watch cartoons, late teens preferred dramas played by “real people.”

Young people at this stage also began to show gender differences in their
viewing behavior, as described in Fiske’s notion of “Gendered Television.” Girls
preferred to watch variety shows and TV news, while boys liked local films,
Hong Kong films and sports. However, there were no significant differences in
watchingJapanese cartoons, HK drama, Singapore drama and Japanese drama by
gender. The results from age and education figures were similar: late teens
watched TV news and US serials, while the younger respondents often watched
cartoons (see Table 13.6).

Table 13.6 “Frequently” watched genres from key regions and countries by gender,
education and age

As Table 13.6 indicates, respondents from lower-income families (under NT
$50,000 per month) watched many more Japanese cartoons than those from
higher-income families (over NT$90,000); there was a 9-percent gap between the
two. Those from high-income families watched slightly less drama, but more
MTV and TV news. “Father’s education” also seemed to make a difference.
Respondents with highly educated fathers showed a preference for US serials and
films. However, the popularity of Japanese cartoons among this group was similar
to respondents whose fathers only had primary-school education. Those
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respondents whose fathers had high-school education showed less preference for
cartoons, but preferred variety shows and MTV.

One possible reason for the 12- to 15-year-olds to prefer Japanese cartoons could
be their content which provides many sub-genres like robots, cyberpunk, science
fiction, animals, fantasy worlds, sports, romance, or police stories. There is usually
a strong, but not overtly intrusive, moral element to the story structure. Programs
are generally aimed at appealing to either boys or girls. Stories for girls normally
contain as much action and adventure as those for boys, while those for boys
often have strong, positive female characters as well as the expected young heroes
(McCarthy, 1993:40). The odorlessness of Japanese cartoons that mix school and
home-life stories, retelling of classic tales, fairy stories and action/adventures,
things that make up most children’s programming, may be the main reasons for
its attraction.

If program origin were the only factor taken into consideration, female, as
versus male, respondents and those attending high schools would have a greater
percentage watching local programs (Table 13.8). Males showed a preference for
US programs, but there was not much gender difference for viewing Japanese
programs. The data also showed educational influence. High-school students

Table 13.7 “Frequently” watched genres from key regions and countries by income and
father’s education
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often watched local programs, while middle-school students liked Japanese
programs. This preference was probably associated with age and program genre,
as indicated earlier in our discussion. Respondents attending high school watched
more local and US programs than those attending middle school. The popularity
of Japanese cartoons declined with older age groups.

Because the young viewers were still in the process of receiving education so
that their cultural capital cannot really be reflected, this item asked the level but
mainly took father’s educational level as an indicator. For economic capital, the
monthly family income was asked but because some were not familiar with this
figure, of the 627 respondents only 327 answered this question (52.1 percent).

Table 13.9 shows that cultural capital does seem to make a difference as a
greater percentage of the respondents with highly educated father reported
frequently watching foreign, and also regional programs. In other words, the
higher the educational level of the father the more likely that they would be
frequent viewers of US and regional programs, and less likely frequent viewers of
local programs.

But a closer look at the data shows that the differences related mainly to US
programs. For example only 9 percent of the respondents whose fathers had
primary education reported watching US programs frequently; however, the
percentage grew to 17.1 percent with respondents whose fathers had high- school
education, and 21.9 percent with those whose fathers were highly educated. Of
the respondents whose fathers had received higher education, the percentage of
frequent US and Japanese program viewers were almost the same: 21 percent.

It is worthy of notice that the level of fathers’ education did not seem to make
a difference in the percentage of respondents reporting frequently watching
Japanese programs. The similarity may be attributed to the proximity of Japanese
culture to Taiwan viewers; it could also mean that Japanese programs have
successfully transcended cultural differences to become “neutral” products which

Table 13.8 “Frequently” watched program sources from key regions and countries by
gender, education and age
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are capable of attracting foreign viewers with, or without, cultural capital—a
development which deserves further study.

In contrast to what was found with regard to cultural capital, no significant
differences in viewing foreign versus local programs were found among
respondents from high-, middle-, and low-income families. Regardless of the
monthly family income over half of respondents from all three income groups
were frequent viewers of local, as opposed to 30 percent foreign, programs,
showing little support for the economic capital theory.

Impression of place of origin and assessment of program
quality

Table 13.10 shows that respondents had a higher opinion of the US and Japan
than of Taiwan, with the US topping the list. Correlation analyses found a
significant association between what respondents thought of program quality and

Table 13.9 “Frequently” watched program sources from key regions and countries by
income and father’s education

Table 13.10 Countries’ program quality and countries’ overall image
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their impression of its place of origin. The strongest association was found with
their impression of Taiwan and perceived quality of its programs, weakest with
the US. The result was different from what Straubhaar and Viscasillas (1991)
found in the Dominican Republic.

Conclusions and implications

The rapid expansion of the domestic market in Taiwan is a relatively recent
phenomenon. Since 1990, cable TV has broadcast an increasing number of
foreign programs, and youths have seemed more inclined to prefer and watch
foreign programs. Although mainstream viewing is still Taiwanese, Japanese and
US programs have an important place, especially Japanese cartoons. The direction
of change is clear, and the following points are worthy of notice.

The first key issue regarding the impact of foreign programs on young viewers
discussed here has been the complex interrelationship between “globalization”
and “localization” of satellite channels and local TV. After deregulation of
telecommunications policy, young viewers in Taiwan began to have access to
a greater variety of foreign programs, and a new viewing agenda emerged. This
study showed that local programs remained the main course of respondents’ TV
menus, with foreign programs subsidiary. Part of the reason is that the foreign
program genres which the young viewers prefer, including Japanese cartoons and
US films, are not made in Taiwan.

Japan’s leading position in the popularity of foreign programs is worthy of
notice. Japanese cartoon production is now a well-developed industry with
products sold on the international market, often in concert with US-based
companies. Although Japanese media products may display a somewhat different
national image as part of the sales pitch, the story line and characters in Japanese
programs are culturally neutral.

Secondly, the most likely explanation for the popularity of foreign programs is
that time slots suitable for young viewers were dominated by foreign programs.
For foreign programs to be seen there must be media accessibility. The heavy
pressure of examinations on students—especially high school students—in Taiwan
severely limited the time they could afford to watch television. As parents usually
allow children to relax a while after school, late afternoon hours—usually time
before dinner—would be their time for television entertainment. It was perhaps
no accident that the showing times of Japanese cartoons were designed to be in
tune with young viewers’ habits, a factor which explains, at least in part, the
heavy consumption (over 40 percent of the respondents reported frequently
watching) of Japanese programs. Likewise the 20 percent of regular viewers of US
films could be attributed to the availability of movie channels, e.g. HBO, offered
over cable networks at the right hours.

If a global culture can be seen as pre-eminently a “constructed” culture (Smith,
1990:177), we can see the barriers to transnational broadcasting disappearing;
transnational programs are carrying more attributes of a conventional commodity.
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Besides satellite broadcasters, local TV services are also scheduling foreign
programs to meet the needs of local youths in order to attain high ratings. In this
sense, young viewers’ preferences will certainly have special implications for
international broadcasters and will exert a significant influence on the future of
Japanese programming in Taiwan.

Research found that young viewers liked cartoons and films. Serials and NBA
were among the most popular programs. In this study, we found that genre is
indeed an important factor to explain what people watch. Live variety shows
were the most frequently watched local programs. Most foreign programs
watched by the audiences were of special genres, such as cartoons, professional
sports, and films, genres that local audiences had to depend on imports for because
it is almost impossible for local industry to generate large enough budgets to
produce such high-quality programs. Program genre, however, did not seem to
be sufficient to explain the hybridity of viewing patterns; cultural proximity also
needs to be considered.

While terrestrial television bombarded audiences with Japanese cartoons in late
afternoon hours, US cartoons were also available on the Disney and
Cartoon Network satellite channels. But youths in Taiwan seldom watched these
programs; Japanese cartoons remained the most frequently watched for both junior
and senior high-school students. The success of Japanese cartoons may be
attributed to the young age of the major characters and the context of the stories.
In contrast to the animal world depicted in American cartoons, the narration of
school and home life made up the main theme of Japanese cartoon stories,
something which youths can identify with. It is, therefore, both cultural and
generational proximity that have brought young Taiwanese audiences to Japanese
programs. This finding shows that imports from the first world will likely be
reduced if local or regional cultural industries are capable of producing the genre
of programs that are currently missing.

Consequently whether or not an increase in the supply of foreign programs
results in increased viewing depends on program genre and content proximity—
including, but not limited to, cultural proximity. This phenomenon does not
necessarily represent the acceptance of US or Japanese culture.

The different preferences of foreign programs among different age groups also
indicate that viewing patterns may change according to age, as a result of changes
in lifestyle, tastes, or the development of the cognitive and affective abilities of the
young viewers. This was the case with gender, too. More girls than boys liked to
watch local programs while boys watched more Japanese, US, and Hong Kong
programs, probably because the program genres (sports, action programs) are
more attractive to boys.

In addition, in young viewers the influence of cultural capital was more
significant than that of economic capital. The educational level of the father
seemed to be an important factor—respondents with highly educated fathers had
a much higher acceptance level of foreign programs than those whose fathers
were poorly educated, a finding which was in agreement with what was found in
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previous research. In brief this study shows that the viewing of foreign programs
is not just related to demographic factors; also present are social and cultural
factors such as age, gender, cultural capital and program genre.

Therefore in Taiwan’s case, Straubhaar’s three levels of preference have to be
taken into consideration with a number of other factors. First, youths looked to
entertainment programs for relaxation after school and before homework. Within
the entertainment category, local products might be preferred, but foreign
programs would be chosen if they were of a genre that was missing in the local
supply.

Second, statistics show that young viewers have different preferences for
programs from different countries at different ages; the interest in viewing
transnational programs increased when the program genres became more
compatible with the lifestyle and subculture of the audience. This can not be
called media imperialism. We need to find out why Japanese and US programs
are attractive to youths and look into the reason for their growth.

Most interesting is the fact that choice among foreign programs was influenced
by the combined effect of program genres and cultural proximity. Japanese
programs have been increasing in supply and becoming more popular than
US programs in Taiwan recently. These audiovisual products offer a greater
variety of sub-genres, and more importantly perhaps, are culturally more
proximate in that they depict the life of characters with whom young viewers could
identify. These features may facilitate the eventual building of a regional, or
geographical-cultural, popular domain in Taiwan.

Last but not least, the abundant supply and scheduling of foreign programs also
contributed to their popularity among the young. The gap in investment
contributed to the differences in the variety of genres between local and foreign
products. As it is almost impossible for local production to match Japan and
Hollywood in terms of economy of scale, foreign programs will likely remain a
major supplement to local programs.

From the development of the Taiwan TV environment it is evident that
culture is dynamic and changing. While the Taiwan TV industry is subject to
global, regional and local influences, it is also important to note that the viewing
behavior of youths in Taiwan is neither purely regionally, nor internationally,
oriented, despite their significant intake of foreign programs.

This study stayed away from the issue of the cultural influence of foreign
programs. But if the hybrid viewing pattern is of any indication, the influence
will be mixed, at best.
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14
THE PRODUCTION AND

CONSUMPTION OF NATIONAL AND
LOCAL CULTURAL PRODUCTS IN THE

AGE OF GLOBAL COMMUNICATION
Gérard Pogorel

The decade-long debate over monopoly in telecommunications is now coming to
an end, with pro-competitive policies having gained the upper hand. A further
step in this direction has been taken by the February 1997 agreement by the
World Trade Organization (WTO) on a set of liberalization principles to be
implemented in domestic telecom regulation (WTO, 1997). Three issues,
however, prevent a full shift to the market paradigm in the world of
telecommunications (WTO, 1994; 1998). First comes the legacy of telecom
monopolies, which confront us to a transition period toward normalcy, whose
length still has to be determined. Second, although the natural monopoly
argument is no longer prevalent, telecom peculiarities and technicalities leave us
with a range of issues to be dealt in with at policy, industry, and firm level. Those
issues are, inter alia, interconnection modes and prices, the provision of universal
service, implementing actual competition, and its expected outcomes in terms of
enhanced innovation and decreasing costs of services. Lastly, the issue of satellite
communication has been raised during the negotiation. It has been considered,
however, that satellites were still mostly dealing with television broadcasting, that
telecommunications were the focus of the negotiation, and subsequently media-
related issues have eventually been kept aside in the agreement. Under these
circumstances, and given the looming occurrence of “convergence,” the WTO
agreement might appear in the future more like the end of an era than the
beginning of a new one.

We would like here to concentrate on an issue, which is common to the worlds
of telecommunications, the media, and computers, i.e., the issue of market
dominance. Although it is commonplace in anti-trust theory and policy, is
specifically critical in this context, as we have to address the issue in all its
industrial, social and cultural dimensions.

Dominance is an apparently touchy concept, as the word itself is kind of taboo
among the former telecom monopolies, who now proudly advocate their full
conversion to competitive doctrines and practices, and tend to deny the use of the
word, for fear maybe of confronting its reality. In software, we are presently
witnessing a titanic struggle, with the questioning of the effects of dominance in
operating software and Internet browsers. As for the media, and specifically the
movie and TV broadcasting industries, sensitiveness to dominance is present in



most countries, even if a whole spectrum of answers can be observed in various
regions of the world.

If we look for instance at telecommunications, the opinion has been widely
held that the regulator(s), whoever they are, should devote special attention to the
behavior of former monopolies, to prevent uncompetitive practices. Speakers for
the historical telcos are symmetrically advocating that any overshooting in this
respect should be avoided. In the media, a parallel process is taking place,
although it is not clear whether the present situation could last. The present paper
will survey dominance concepts, as inherited from the anti-trust tradition, and
articulate it to the localization-globalization debate. It will confront them with the
specificity and practicalities of communications at large, and with the new issues
arising from the overlapping of telecommunications and media activities
(convergence). It will survey the present experience, and tentatively address issues
to arise in the predictable international structures and environment (Pogorel,
1994).

Market dominance in communications

It is clear that the usage of the term “market dominance” in anti-trust debates and
circles, as opposed to straightforward monopolies, cartels and the like, denotes a
change in paradigm and reality. In a “world of monopolies,” monopolies are no
longer the primary concern. More tricky issues have emerged, generic, relating to
the prevalent oligopolistic industrial structures, or specific, relating to
communications peculiarities.

The monitoring of market dominance in communications takes place against a
background which has been subject to a recent shift on global markets. Increasing
attention is being paid to the competitive dynamics observable in networks,
media and software activities. The Federal Trade Commission and the
Department of Justice in the USA has devoted considerable attention to possible
consequences deriving from the vertical integration of the various components
and layers of computer and network equipment and software. The market supply
structure of microprocessors, operating systems, application software, and Internet
browsers are being placed under close scrutiny. Briefly stated, the emphasis on
horizontal integration, which accounted for most of anti-trust policy in the past,
in Europe as well, is now complemented with increasing concern concerning the
advantages accruing to vertically integrated firms versus those which are not.
Similarly, if price caps are commonly in use to curb excessively high tariffs, along
the lines of traditional anti-trust policy, preventing barriers to entry in the form of
predatory pricing and price squeezes build up to an always more complex set of
“postmodern” anti-trust thought based on medium- to long-term strategic
considerations.

Asymmetric regulation, whether it should be acted and for how long, is also
part of this line of thought, especially in the telecom context.
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Aims and tools of communications regulation

Equity and “fairness” considerations loom high among the concerns of the
telecom community, if we still can call it this. Arguments based on fairness
considerations are likely to strongly interfere with the issue of dominance.
Opposed opinions can be heard from incumbents and insurgents on telecom
markets. Incumbents deem it fair to ask for due consideration to be given to the
historical costs of their investments. The economic and managerial perspective is
quite clear on the only value to be considered for investments: it should be based
on the present (i.e. replacement). If an incumbent is clogged with higher book
values for its investments, some write-offs should occur. Whether the burden of
this operation should be borne by the company, or by any other means, is a
policy issue too delicate, unfortunately, to have been actually addressed.

Conversely, insurgents are vocal in demanding initial offsetting advantages for
the historical integration and subsequent market power of the incumbent. This
should of course only be considered as part of the transition phase toward a
competitive environment. A strong caveat should be made for possible
overshooting in that respect. It has to be kept in mind that the competitive means
should not unwittingly allow anti-trust authorities to give undue emphasis to the
protection of competitors rather than to competition.

Various aims appear to be pursued in the name of fairness:

• allowing the incumbent operator to recoup its historical costs
• accounting for the special provisions imposed on it by the legislator (in the case

of France: universal service, lifelong employment for the staff, setting up a
pension fund from scratch)

• providing cost-based (i.e. in this case today’s costs, as determined by present
technological alternatives) interconnection tariffs to new entrants.

Those aims appear to be largely conflicting. If the tariffs, interconnection costs,
and rules for entry and regulation pretend to address them all simultaneously, it is
likely that the market will suffer some efficiency (allocative and technical) and/or
provide bypass mechanisms. On the other hand, renewed attempts at a higher
dose of laissez faire, (light-handed regulation) have not proved dynamically
efficient either. Even if it is widely accepted that it should progressively be up to
the market to deal with telecom activities, we still are confronted with the flaws of
the actual negotiation processes between firms. Although negation is mentioned
as central in various regulatory frameworks (USA, European Union, for instance),
it is not yet clear how long it will be before the actors are actually left on their
own in reaching reciprocally satisfactory agreements. Interconnection modes and
prices are a critical example of this inadequacy.

Industrial considerations are prevalent in telecommunications as well as in
software industries. Even if they are present in the media as well, social and
cultural considerations are at the forefront of concerns in this area. This is specially
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true in the European Union and Canada, where a continuous stream of measures
has aimed at preserving national (or regional) cultural identities and market shares,
mostly through, often complex, systems of quotas and selective support of local
media industries. The essential trade-offs here are between local and foreign
media companies, their market shares, the cultural content they convey, the
supposedly different impacts of national or foreign control, etc.

Communications regulation: specific versus generic,
anti-trust, and other regulatory bodies

Two assumptions actually conflict when dealing with communications issues.
According to the “normalcy” assumption, communications activities are to fall
progressively into the realm of anti-trust policy at large, with market rules
concurring with freedom of information principles to bring consumers and
citizens the best services at the best price. According to the “cultural exception”
assumption, communication is different, and a special regime should apply. As a
sign of differences in treatment between two areas, policies, competencies and tools
are often, in many countries, segmented among various regulatory bodies.
Various modes of segmentation are present, and various agencies can be found
dealing with:

• telecommunications
• the media (or even TV and broadcasting on one side and the press on the

other)
• frequencies
• anti-trusts at large
• issues pertaining to contents, whatever the conduit.

National, regional (EU for instance), and international (potentially WTO)
dimension might interfere, and make the resulting structure even more complex.

Frontiers are now blurring between the previously separated worlds of
telecom, the media and computers, as all kinds of information converge into
versatile digitized channels. This tendency has until now manifested itself at
industry level through joint ventures, strategic alliances, and mergers. Those
moves are carefully monitored nationally or regionally by various institutions in
charge of uncompetitive practices in general or of the specific cases arising in the
communications area in particular. Whether the complex industrial structures
which come out of these moves can be handled through the existing anti-trust
agencies or the specific communications or media regulators is still an open
question, the conceptual basis and aims pursued being somewhat diverse.

Each of those activities and the corresponding bodies build upon a longstanding
tradition and practice. Sectoral cultures, conceptions of the aims to be pursued,
levels of emergencies and the way to handle them widely differ, giving rise to a
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host of potential conflicts not to forget conflicts between anti-trust/trade/
industrial and innovation policies.

Modes of regulation, of course, should not lose sight of the basic emphasis on
lowering prices of all kinds. The other considerations we mentioned often
interfere and lead to a more “baroque” set of rules.

A recent proposal at EU level, included in the December 1997 Green Paper on
Convergence, would be that the whole organization of regulatory bodies dealing
with communications be submitted to a ninety-degree rotation. Instead of
“vertical” agencies dealing with specific industries (telecommunications, media,
and informatics), the technological convergence would lead progressively to a
horizontal organization: networks, services, contents. As concerns networks,
access would be the rationale, with a weaker obligation that presently exists, given
precisely their number and variety. Services would be mostly considered in an
anti-trust perspective. As for contents, Member countries would remain largely
free in what they intend to implement in terms of moral values and national
culture.

A convergence process on commonly agreed regulation principles, practice and
bodies, can only take place as actors, including governments and regulatory
bodies themselves, gain an overarching view of the whole picture and become
increasingly aware of the issues at stake. No such situation has emerged yet, and
whether it will is subject to the redefinition of the EU Commission agenda in a
renewed context in 1999. This might entail a lengthy learning process as
interested bodies progressively get rid of old patterns and habits.

Conclusion

The nature of competitive and cultural dynamics in
communication activities

We have illustrated the particular nature of competitive dynamics in
communication. Analysing and forecasting the outcomes of technological change
and industrial strategies, and their cultural impact at local and global level, still
remains a risky exercise. This holds especially in our area.

Convergence factors interfere with large uncertainties. Potential markets,
productivity trends, capital-output ratios and barriers to entry widely differ among
the various segments. No intuitive application of the industrial strategist toolbox
can easily be made. The reality of the economies of scale and scope, actual
synergies, presiding over the recent industrial moves—whether the firms involved
are behaving as attackers of defenders—is still hotly debated. Interference with
changing customer tastes and aspirations also combine into complex scenarios. 

Due to network, critical mass, and standardization effects, competitive
dynamics in information and communication activities are of a special kind. They
differ from linear, mechanic phenomena, which can be observed in many other
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manufacturing or service industries. The yields of innovation and marketing
efforts in the former are potentially much more dynamic than in the latter. Risks
are also very high, as capital-intensive activities are developed in a market
characterized by evolving standards and short or unpredictable life cycles for
certain kinds of services.

The suspension, then later in 1998, abandonment, of negotiations concerning
the “Multilateral Investment Agreement” project, which had been initiated at
OECD, is still an example of the perceived potential threats brought in by the
freedom granted to large international companies in their investment policy. It is
not indifferent that local, cultural, arguments were instrumental in bringing the
negotiation to a halt. The problem of “local” and “global” culture we deal with
here is still an open one, with new combinations in the process of being invented.
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15
NO CULTURE IS AN ISLAND

An analysis of media protectionism and media openness

Joseph Man Chan

Between restrictive and supportive protection

To adopt trade protection or free trade is the central policy issue in international
economics (Krugman and Obstfeld, 1991). The same issue is of even greater
importance in the international flow of cultural products because of the
ideological effects that they may have, as reflected in the global debate over
cultural imperialism and the new information order in the 1970s and 1980s (e.g.
MacBride, 1980; Richstad and Anderson, 1981; Lee, 1980). Although the row
between blocks of countries such as the advanced Western nations and the
developing world has subsided in the 1990s, media protection remains an
enduring subject in policy discourse, especially in countries that are experiencing
what is to them an asymmetrical cultural flow. The issue is expected to re-surface
in the year 2000 for the next round of GATT negotiations (Grainger, 1998).

Protective measures are either restrictive or supportive in nature. Restrictive
measures are meant to regulate the inflow and exhibition of cultural products
whereas supportive measures aim at promoting the domestic cultural industry.
Restrictive cultural protection is analogous to the policy of import-substituting
industrialization—a strategy of encouraging domestic industry by limiting imports
of goods (Krugman and Obstfeld, 1991). Tariffs and quotas are the most common
forms of restrictive protectionism. At the extreme, a country can choose to
dissociate from the world by banning all foreign products, as it was once practiced
by China during the Cultural Revolution (Chan, 1994a).

Supportive protectionism aims to promote national cultural industry through
government sponsorship and subsidy. Economically, supportive protectionism
serves to free the domestic industry from market dictates or to enable the
domestic cultural industry to survive foreign competition. Restrictive protection
and supportive protection may work jointly or independently.

This author agrees that individual nations should have the right to make their
own communication policies. Neither media protectionism nor media
openness should be imposed on them. However, it is critical for us to be aware of
the assumptions, arguments, and empirical bases for and against each policy
option. This article attempts to contrast the theoretical and empirical foundations



of media protectionism and media openness. It will also assess the relevance of
media protectionism to cultural development, especially in this age of global
communication.

For protectionism

Media protectionism is premised on the ideological nature of cultural products.
Physical goods such as cars, computers, and television sets are often considered to
be non-ideological or, to say the least, much less ideological than cultural
products, and are therefore less often subject to protective measures. In contrast,
cultural products are perceived to be value-laden and ideological. If cultural
goods did not have these potential influences, televisual products would receive a
much less restrictive treatment.

Media protectionism is deeply rooted in the fear of influence from foreign
culture and the loss of cultural integrity. Foreign culture is often viewed with
suspicion. Rightly or wrongly, foreign media are accused of causing moral
deterioration such as the rise of sexual permissiveness, growing disrespect for
authority and even the spread of violence. From the protectionist perspective,
foreign culture is on the main socially dysfunctional. For a nation to call itself a
nation, it requires a cultural identity of its own. The preservation of a distinct
indigenous culture is often considered to be critical for maintaining such a
cultural identity. The inflow of a seemingly stronger foreign culture tends to
induce fear in the recipient country because of the alternative values and
behavioral codes it carries. If the recipient country does find such challenges
threatening or alienating, the knee-jerk response is to restrict the proliferation of
foreign culture.

The use of protective policy is sometimes tied to the vested interest of the
ruling elites who are in a position to make policies. Western culture that advocates,
for instance, individualism, freedom, democracy and equality is often estimated to
be instrumental in undermining the domination structure of many third-world
countries and giving rise to social fragmentation and instability. That explains why
some Asian governments, among others, cite “cultural invasion” and “social
instability” as reasons for the control of satellite TV (Chan, 1994b). They are
afraid that alien values and outside information may erode traditional culture and
disrupt racial, religious, and political harmony in their societies.

The governing elites do not act just out of their own concerns, they serve as
the articulators of various interests within a nation. For instance, a protective
policy may serve to pacify the fears of religious groups over Western decadence
and the displacement of domestic religions. It may also serve to ease the teachers’
worry over the deterioration of moral standards among the young. The
audiovisual industry of a given country may have its own vested interest to protect
too. In cases where it enjoys state subsidy and protection, free trade will threaten
to change its status quo. For some governments, broadcast television itself is an
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important source of revenue, as well as an agent of socio-political control. All
these interests coalesce to form protective measure against foreign competition.

Asymmetrical cultural exchange is conducive to media protection. The
stronger party in such a relationship always favors free trade because of the gains it
enjoys. In contrast, the weak tend to resort to protection. This rule applies to
both cultural and non-cultural goods such as cars. Known for advocating free
trade and viewing international trade as a force not only for prosperity but also for
world peace, even the United States tinkered with protectionism when its car
exports plunged in face of Japanese competition in the 1980s (Krugman and
Obstfeld, 1991).

In the media realm, the United States is undoubtedly the dominating force of
the world. Indeed, statistics in the 1990s continue to show that the world’s media
are American (Turow, 1997): US media products account for 75 percent of
broadcast and basic cable TV revenue and 85 percent of pay-TV revenues
worldwide.1 Fifty-five percent of all theatrical film rentals and 55 percent of all
home-video billings worldwide are for US products. While the USA reaps about
half of global recording revenues, it commands 35 percent of the book sales
market. The American domination in the media world is so lopsided that many
countries regard such a relationship as a form of cultural imperialism, which is
feared to be the major cause of cultural homogenization around the world. Given
the huge domestic market and strong transnational media conglomerates that the
USA has (Wasko, 1991), few would question the seeming perpetuity of the
inequitable international flow of cultural products. Under the perspective of
cultural imperialism, free trade is loathed by the developing nations for its role in
reinforcing their subordination. Protection is seemingly the logical way to get out
of the deadlock.

The fear of American cultural domination is not restricted to just the
developing nations, some forms of media protection are practiced even in
developed areas such as Canada and Western Europe. To tame the cultural
influence from its giant neighbor—the United States—Canada relies heavily on
government regulations to strike a balance between freedom of access to
international programming and the imperatives necessary for maintaining a
national cultural identity (Servaes, 1992). One strategy to help its mass media is to
tax the advertising dollars Canadian firms use when they buy advertisements in
foreign media outlets that reach Canada (Turow, 1997). Government grants are
used to support production by firms which sell programs to Canadian television
stations. Western Europe is equally nervous about the penetration of American
media fare (Turow, 1997). While some European nations set quotas on how
much TV stations can carry foreign programs, the Council of Ministers at the
European Parliament funds plans to develop its own audiovisual industry that it
can sell to the world. The plan provides seed money for production projects,
coproduction, multinational distribution, and the development of audiovisual
technologies.2
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For openness

The policy of free trade is an expression of faith in the effectiveness of the market
mechanism in allocating resources around the world. The exporting country
of certain goods is one that has comparative advantage over others in producing
the goods in question (Krugman and Obstfeld, 1991). In other words, countries will
export goods that they have relatively higher productivity. From the vantage of
the free trade perspective, the international flow of cultural products resembles the
global exchange of regular commodities. Cultural products flow from the
industrial countries to less developed countries because their prices are cheaper
and the quality is better (Ito, 1990a).

Under this competition model, it is possible for the importing country to
change its position in the world map. Japan has been hailed as an outstanding
example in this regard (Ito, 1990a; 1990b). Japan was at one time an importer of
media and information. However, without resorting to protectionism, Japan
finally gained strength and became a media exporter. Hong Kong is an even more
telling example because of its small domestic market (Chan and Lee, 1992; Chan,
1997). It is a tiny territory that practices an open cultural policy. Yet it succeeds as
a regional media center in the Asia-Pacific region. We shall elaborate on this
later.

Media protectionism presupposes an elitist cultural perspective, which does not
expect the mass to have a good sense of cultural judgment. In contrast, advocators
of cultural openness have greater confidence in and respect for the individual’s
autonomy in making cultural choices. As consumers, most people around the
world prefer an open cultural system and the availability of more choices. From
an economic point of view, protection measures not only result in higher costs of
production but also lower consumer welfare (Kotler, Jatusripitak, and Maesincee,
1997). A clear demonstration of the damage that can be done to consumer
welfare is the undue higher prices that the Japanese and Koreans have to pay for
rice caused by their closure to rice imports (Carnahan, 1994). By similar token,
the potential loss to audience brought about by cultural protectionism includes
higher prices, reduced cultural choice, and undue omission of information.

Unlike protectionism that tends to assume the vulnerability of the domestic
culture to foreign influence, free trade policy has a more moderated estimation of
the impact of foreign media. It has been increasingly recognized that domestic
cultural products have a competitive edge over imports as far as they are
comparable in quality (Cantor and Cantor, 1986). Ratings showed that the
overwhelming majority of the top twenty television programs in seven Asian
nations were locally produced (Wang, 1993). In a country open to foreign
satellite TV, the competitiveness of local terrestrial television is observed to be a
crucial factor in determining whether people will tune in to satellite television,
because of the audience’s preference for locally oriented programming (Chan,
1994b). People turn to non-home products only when they find foreign
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programs to be of higher technical quality, more interesting content, and greater
variety.

Local cultural products owe their competitive edge to what Straubhaar (1991)
has termed cultural proximity, the audience’s familiarity with the language and
the cultural context they carry. The local media fare is always easier to understand
and culturally resonating. Non-English-speaking countries therefore have
linguistic and cultural barriers against American and British media products. Given
this natural competitive edge of local cultural products, the competition with the
resourceful West is not necessarily lost, as testified by the case of Japan, which has
a language and culture of its own (Ito, 1990b).

As the ultimate appeal of local cultural products is recognized, the notion of
cultural imperialism that once prevailed in the discourse on the global flow of
information is being reconsidered. Another source of doubt about the relevancy of
cultural imperialism is derived from a more sophisticated understanding of the
structure of global television. By the theory of cultural imperialism, the world’s
culture is being homogenized with the West at the center. But the emerging
vision finds the global, regional, national, and even local circuits of program
exchange overlapping and interacting in multi-faceted ways (Sinclair, Jacka and
Cunningham, 1996; Hannerz, 1997). Instead of the concentric perspective, it sees
the world as divided into a number of regions, which have their own internal
dynamics as well as their global ties. These regions are defined by geographic
realities on the one hand and by the common cultural, linguistic, and historical
connections which transcend physical space on the other. The new perspective
allows a much more intricate organization of global television than is envisioned
in a center-periphery structure with just a handful of all-purpose centers
(Hannerz, 1997). It allows the examination of the internationalization of
television at the global, regional, and national levels fairly equally (Straubhaar,
1997).

Media protectionism is associated more with the powerful media-effects
model, whereas cultural openness tends to emphasize the activeness of audience.
By the latter perspective, it is doubtful whether the same media fare will have
uniform audience effects across nations. A review of relevant studies in this area
has led Wang (1996) to observe that the audience effects assumed by cultural
imperialism run short of empirical evidence. Indeed, as demonstrated by Lull
(1991), even the Chinese audience interprets state-controlled television in
diverging ways, ranging from preferred reading to oppositional reading.
Researchers should therefore factor in an equal, if not greater, activeness on the
part of the audience in discourse on international media effects.

Media policy in the age of globalization

The evaluation of policy options, in the last instance, depends on the desirability
of the goals they set out to achieve and the outcome they produce. Protectionism
is meant to fend off foreign media, protect the home media industry, and
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maintain social stability and the integrity of indigenous culture. The degree to
which protectionism is successful depends on the interplay of factors such as the
size of the home country, the strength of its media industry, and the effectiveness
of policy implementation. The smaller nation is always the most vulnerable
because its cultural industry suffers from the lack of economy of scale. Those
countries with a strong home industry can more readily provide their people with
the necessary media products. Otherwise, given the strong demand at home, the
easiest way out is to resort to relatively cheap foreign goods. 

A growing challenge to protectionism is the increasing ineffectiveness of policy
implementation and the cultural cost that protectionism incurs in the age of
globalization. Globalization refers to the process by which the world’s economy,
polity, and culture are becoming a connected and interactive whole (Giddens,
1991; Feather stone, 1990). What happens in one place will have its repercussions
felt elsewhere. It has become difficult, if not impossible, for one nation, however
big it may be, to be dissociated from another in economic and cultural transactions.
While people may lament over the consequence of globalization and debating
about its meaning, it is taking place at a rapid pace.

A major factor that adds impetus to globalization is advancement in information
technology which has important implications for the making and implementation
of communication policies. In the past, if a country had the political will, it could
root out foreign television programs and movies. But technological advancement
in information technology has made this rather difficult. A device as simple as the
videocassette recorder could make piracy and the illegitimate interpersonal
exchange of movies and television programs relatively easy. The illegal inflow of
foreign audiovisual products has become even more uncontrollable as VCD and
DVD players become more commonplace. Transborder satellite television poses
another challenge to cultural protectionism. Almost overnight, signals from Star
TV, for instance, became available to any Asian who had a reception dish or had a
TV set wired to a cable network. While its penetration varies across countries
(Chan, 1994b), the availability of Star TV has prompted some countries to
deregulate their television industry (Lee and Wang, 1995). Enforcing restrictive
protection in a relatively competitive environment is not easy. The policy options
available will be much reduced when the reception dish for receiving signals
further dwindles in size and cost.

No medium is perhaps more penetrating globally than the Internet. The way it
was set up was to evade central control and to stress local autonomy. Through a
global network, individuals, media organizations, business corporations, agencies,
and governments are connected. Given its multimedia format, exchanges of all
kinds can take place at the click of a mouse. While some controls can be imposed
on the use of the Internet, it is infeasible for a country to screen all incoming
information. If people can receive foreign information and entertainment through
the Internet, it will not make much sense for the government to continue
restricting the inflow of foreign media in the long run.

260 THE NEW COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE



Technological advancement implies the multiplication of information channels.
Cable television, for instance, has made tens of channels available, resulting in a
surge of demand for audiovisual products. Given that the United States has a large
stock of cheap and attractive programs, it is natural to expect the American
domination in the audiovisual realm to be enhanced as channel capacity increases
around the world. Similar economic incentives and organizational imperatives
accounted for the saturation of American programs on third-world TV channels
one or two decades earlier (Katz and Wedell, 1977; Mowlana, 1986). 

The trend towards globalization gains momentum when democracy and
market economy triumph around the world. The downfall of socialism in Soviet
Russia and Eastern Europe has lent unprecedented credibility to capitalism and
the universal suffrage system. Given its market and social reforms, even socialist
China has been losing its status as a source of alternative ideology. China has
become much more open to the outside world (Chan, 1994a). Although the
entry of foreign culture is still regulated or controlled in some ways, it can get in
through different channels, including trade, piracy, and spillover. The movie
Titanic, for instance, with the personal blessing of Jiang Zeming, the chairman of
the Chinese Communist Party, has become a national hit (Wong, Key and
Wong, 1998). As China is going to ascend the World Trade Organization, one
can expect it to be more open to the world even in the cultural realm.

While globalization is an important trend, it has to be understood in
conjunction with the idea of localization: The global and local are relative to one
another. This relativity is well captured by the notion of “glocalization” which
Robsertson (1995) uses to express the global production of the local and the
localization of the global. To be more attractive to the local audience, media
operators have to have their programs and content tailor-made for a target area.
That is the lesson learned by satellite TV broadcasters such as Star TV in Asia
(Chan, 1994b; Lee and Wang, 1995). It discovered that having a country-specific
and culture-specific programming is more effective than a Pan-Asian menu.

One fundamental assumption of protectionism is that foreign culture is
potentially harmful to indigenous culture. From the open trade perspective, the
reverse may be true. Foreign culture is viewed as a national enrichment. It is
through the synthesis and hyrbridization of the foreign and domestic cultures that
cultural development is achieved. Cultural development is a dynamic process, in
which hegemonic powers may be contested and resisted. The culture of a nation
is always changing, particularly in this age of globalization when no culture can
remain an island. What is considered to be foreign at one time will be considered
indigenous if it has been successfully assimilated. The resultant culture, undeniably
national, will then serve as a new platform for further development. Given this
dynamic view of cultural formation, the need for protective measures is reduced.
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A case of extreme media-cultural openness

Hong Kong is a case of extreme media-cultural openness. Hong Kong has been a
Chinese society under British rule for about 150 years. Needless to say, it was
subject to heavy British influence. Adopting an open cultural policy, Hong Kong
is also susceptible to cultural influence from mainland China, USA, Japan, Taiwan,
and other parts of the world. Hong Kong therefore serves as a living laboratory
for observing the consequences of openness. The observations to be made about
Hong Kong are meant to shed light on some of the important issues discussed
above.

One significant assumption of media protectionism is that an open policy will
result in the radical transformation of an indigenous culture by foreign
cultures. Hong Kong shows that such fear is unwarranted. Hong Kong had all the
right conditions to be fully Westernized under British rule and an open
environment. Yet the people remain Chinese in many important ways. Anyone
who is familiar with Hong Kong and the Western world will agree that the
former continues to show, for instance, relatively strong family ties and
conservative sexual mores, which constitute some of the characteristics of Chinese
societies. Having a distinct identity of their own, the Hong Kong people cannot
be mistaken for Americans or British. They do not even hesitate to show their
Chinese nationalism when the time calls. During the heat of the 1989 pro-
democracy movement in China, as many as one-sixth of Hong Kong’s six million
residents marched on the streets to render their support. In groups and as
individuals, Hong Kong people spontaneously protested against Japan’s claim to
some disputed islands to the north of Taiwan and Japan’s attempts to gloss over its
invasion of China during the Second World War. All these illustrate the limit of
influence from foreign media and culture on the one hand and the endurance of
the Hong Kong Chinese identity on the other. Losing one’s cultural identity is
simply not as easy as protectionists tend to think. If Hong Kong can survive colonial
openness, cultures in a less open environment should more easily hold on to their
roots.

Another assumption of media protectionism is that an open cultural policy is
conducive to the domination by foreign media. Hong Kong has a small domestic
market, which does not favor the growth of indigenous media. However, Hong
Kong successfully exploits the overseas market that is scattered in Taiwan and
southeast Asia and other Asian societies and turned itself into a regional media
center (Chan and Lee, 1990; To and Lau, 1995; Chan, 1996, 1997; Leung and
Chan, 1997). All this has been achieved without the help of the government. The
case of Hong Kong clearly demonstrates that protectionism is not a necessary
condition for domestic media development in developing nations. Given the
appropriate conditions and necessary effort, the media-importing countries can
transform themselves into exporters. This is not to say that Hong Kong can
always maintain its competitive edge. Its market share may fluctuate as the
environment changes. While Hong Kong’s television industry remains vibrant, its
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movie industry, for instance, has been suffering from a crisis that is partially
precipitated by Hollywood’s competition (Einhorn and Grover, 1998). Attested
by the outstanding past performance of Hong Kong’s movie industry, this should
not stop us from concluding that there is at least room for the national media
industry to negotiate and compete with its foreign counterparts in an open
environment.

Media protectionism tends to assume that policy makers can differentiate the
cultural good from the cultural bad. But this is not easy if we, as we should, allow
some level of cultural relativism and pluralization. Table 15.1 shows the results of
a comparative survey of people’s values in Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Beijing
in 1998.3 We can draw several observations: First, Hong Kong citizens are the
least likely to resort to illicit means (“backdoor”) in achieving their goals, a
behavioral tendency that is perhaps cherished by all fair-minded people. We can
safely argue that this is tied to the British rule of law in Hong Kong. The point to
be stressed here is that foreign culture can be socially functional. It is also observed
that Hong Kong people are more likely than their mainland counterparts to call
before visiting a friend. Whether this cultural practice is good or bad depends on
one’s vantage: For those who are busy and privacy-respecting, it is “good.” The
reverse is true for those who have an open schedule and less concern for privacy.
Second, the indigenous culture of a nation is not uniform as is often assumed. It
varies across regions, cities and social strata within the nation. For instance, on the
question of whether one should send one’s parents to an elders’ home, more people
in Guangzhou (58.9 percent) readily disagree than Hong Kong (51.2 percent) and
Beijing (50.0 percent). In this case, which city better represents the indigenous
culture of China Guangzhou or Beijing? Beijing residents are closer to their Hong
Kong counterparts rather than Guangzhou’s in this regard. In such a case, the
exposure to foreign culture is simply an extension of the domestic process of
cultural pluralization. The origin of a cultural practice should not be the criterion
for judging whether it should be adopted or not. It hinges on whether the
practice serves to meet the people’s needs.

Table 15.1 Comparative values in Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Beijing
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China provides a strong contrast to Hong Kong. It illustrates what extreme
media protectionism could do to a country. Regarding foreign cultural influence
as “spiritual pollution,” it has been trying to restrict people’s access to foreign
culture (Chan, 1994a). Such protectionism reached its extremity when China
disconnected from the Western world during the Cultural Revolution. Over-
protection as such not only gives rise to cultural monotony and sterility, as
admitted by many Chinese intellectuals and officials, but also deprives the media
of their ability to compete internationally, thus making way for the inroads of
foreign media when China reopens. In spite of the huge domestic market and
resources that China has in audiovisual production, its media industry pales during
competitive encounters with Hong Kong products. Indeed, the popular culture
from politically peripheral areas such as Hong Kong and Taiwan has made an
immense impact on China, the political center of Chinese societies (Gold, 1993;
Tu 1991).

Harnessing foreign competition

To open or not to open, that is the question facing many governments. Given
that nations vary in their histories and needs, it is foolhardy to recommend a
uniform policy for the world. Nations should have the right to make their own
choice. However, policy makers should be aware of the goals, assumptions and
arguments for and against media protectionism and media openness that are
summarized in Table 15.2. Whatever the choice, the policy option should be the
result of a rational cost and benefit analysis.

In this age of global communication, no culture can afford being alone. The
boundaries between indigenous and foreign cultures are shifting. As evidenced by
Hong Kong’s case of extreme openness, the fear of foreign culture supplanting a
given culture is basically unfounded. Total cultural Westernization is impossible.
The home culture of a nation may change on the surface but it is very difficult to
transform its genetic base. People’s identities are tied more to their blood, soil and
religion. Domestic and foreign cultures are not necessarily locked in a zero-sum
game. They may interact to form a hybridized culture. Some level of cultural
blending and the formation of multiple and hybrid identities are perhaps
unavoidable and arguably desirable. At the least, one should not rush to make
judgments about the effects of importing foreign cultural products without a more
explicit understanding of how cultural borders are constituted, reproduced and
modified (Schlesinger, 1987).

Globalization appears to have weakened the capability of nation-states to
control the influence of foreign media. However, it is wrong to assume that the
nation-state is losing its relevancy in the age of globalization (Schlesinger, 1993).
Formal regulation rests mainly in the hands of the national political and
commercial elite (Sreberny-Mohammadi, Winseck, McKenna and Boyd-Barrett,
1997). Globalization is not a process that uniformly subverts the national. It may
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Table 15.2 Comparing media protectionism with media openness
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consolidate some nation-states while further weakening the already weak. The
idea of cultural sovereignty will continue to run strong in countries that range
from Australia, France, Canada to China. Such countries will likely continue to
resist the inclusion of cultural products in future GATT agreements (Grainger,
1998). To many nations, cultural products should be excepted from free trade. In
addition, the protection rendered by quotas and other controls for the domestic
media industry will continue to be valued. The undesirable consequences of
foreign culture will be stressed. The nation-state will therefore continue to play a
critical role in regulating communication across national boundaries and the
development of national cultural industry. It is through a competitive and
learning process that nations will eventually discover what best meets their needs.

The adoption of general openness does not require one to have blind faith in
the market as the sole mechanism guiding cultural development. On the one
hand, the market may fail under some conditions. On the other, it is sometimes
necessary to strike a balance between the social need for foreign media and the
need to minimize the undesirable changes that they may cause. (What is
undesirable, in the last instance, is subject to the interpretation of individual
nations.) While media openness is the way to go, one should allow an open
policy complemented by a limited form of supportive protection and even
restriction on certain potentially harmful content.

The sudden introduction of openness may overwhelm the domestic media
industry of a nation, especially in the initial period. It will take a longer time for it
to recover, if ever. A good strategy is therefore to open a protected market on a
scheduled basis and/or phase by phase. Given a scheduled opening and the
introduction of domestic competition, the home media industry will have both
the drive and the time to get into gear and to develop the power to face up to
foreign competition.

Allowing domestic competition is the key to preparing one’s media industry
for global competition. Without competition among national players, it is
impossible for the home industry to develop its strength. Through competition,
the home industry can grow and incorporate whatever it can learn from both
domestic and foreign players. Indeed, the competitive national environment is
crucial for the international competitive success of firms (Porter, 1990). Without
open competition, firms—be they car manufacturers or media organizations—lose
dynamism and become preoccupied with dealing with regulators and protecting
what they have.

In addition to the prerequisite of domestic competition, there are two other
conditions for protectionism to work (Porter, 1990). One is the presence of
appropriate demand conditions, availability of the essential production factors, and
other domestic circumstances which support the development of sustainable
advantages.4 The other requirement for successful protection is that it is limited in
duration. Protected industries tend to suffer eventually from the lack of full
competition. An undue extended application of protection will keep the infant
industry from maturing.
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Notes

1 For a more detailed account of the domination of American cultural products, see
Barker (1997).

2 The first plan for the said purposes was initiated in 1991. But it was found to be
ineffective. A second plan was launched in 1995 whose main concern was to build
up the global distributional network for European cultural products.

3 I would like to thank Professor Chen Huailin, Zhu Jianhua and Steve Quo for
letting me use their survey data.

4 The development of a domestic media industry requires contingencies such as
advertising and economic growth, as in the case of Japan (Ito, 1990b) and Hong
Kong (Chan and Lee, 1992), the large size and competitive structure of domestic
markets, the availability of a critical mass of competent creative personnel, and the
availability of financial services and manufacturers of necessary equipment, as in the
case of the United States (Collins, Garnham and Locksley, 1988). 
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16
MEDIA IN THE INFORMATION

HIGHWAY
Representing different cultures in the age of global

communication1

Anura Goonasekera

New communication technologies are creating a new type of community. It is
variously referred to as intelligent communities, smart communities, para-social
communities, virtual communities, and cyber communities. The social
relationships among the members of these communities are not necessarily based
on physical proximity. Strategic locations such as transportation crossroads, easy
access to raw materials and labor, which were very important for the emergence
and sustenance of communities in earlier periods of history, are no longer the
deciding criteria for the emergence of intelligent communities. New
telecommunication technologies have made it possible for business to produce,
consumers to purchase and workers to interact without the need for common
physical location.2

While an entirely new form of civic organization is emerging, as a result of the
impact of new communication technologies, the policies governing these social
processes are still influenced by an old mode of thinking. Even the scientific
community has not been very helpful in this regard. Social scientists, researchers
and popular writers use metaphors borrowed from earlier period of history to
describe futuristic developments in the field of communications. We speak of
global villages, electronic superhighways, multimedia super-corridors etc. These
metaphors are much too simple and commonplace to capture the momentous
changes that are taking place in the intelligent communities. However policies
continue to be influenced by this thinking. We bring in regulations, deregulation
and re-regulation which may be entirely irrelevant to the processes that are going
on in the newly emerging communities. There is a vast chasm between the needs
of new communication technologies and the policies that are used for its social
applications. This is clearly the case in policies that govern the transnational
media.

What is significant in the changes that are brought about by new
communication technologies is that the traditional centers of control are
withering away. Mass communication under the previous modes of production,
both capitalist and socialist, used to be controlled by a group of functionaries. It was
easy for the owners of the media to design policies to control the media,
including its content, at various stages of production. The owners could be media
moguls or governments. However, in the intelligent communities, linked to the



information superhighway, such direct controls through ownership are becoming
increasingly difficult. The service providers of the Internet, for instance, cannot
monitor the content of the messages that are transmitted using their online
services. Furthermore the traditional distinction between different kinds of media
such as print, broadcasting, film are getting blurred. Multimedia is becoming the
vehicle of the future. Old-fashioned censorship will now be very difficult to
impose. With the advent of new communication technologies the medium, the
message and the audience will not be discrete entities. They are interacting and
merging to become parts of civil society—an intelligent community. A different
morality will emerge. The question is what kind of a morality will this be? Will it
support values such as openness, freedom and tolerance that are sorely needed for
civil life in any human community? Or will it bring about a hegemony that will
be a threat to smaller communities and their cultures?

Modern communication technologies are creating unprecedented opportunities
for cultural contacts among individuals and communities living in remote parts of
the globe. Transnational television broadcasting is the most conspicuous medium
that brings about these cross-cultural contacts. However, apart from television there
are other media, both traditional and new, which continue to impact on societies.
Electronic networks, e-mail, electronic databases, cellular networks, faxes,
telephones are all putting people into contact with each other and cutting down
isolation in an historically unprecedented manner.

Transnational media

Spurred on by the opportunities opened up by modern information technology,
the media of communication are rapidly getting internationalized. They are
looking for far wider markets than those in the countries of production and
immediate distribution. Unlike for Hollywood movies, such foreign sales are not
a bonus. It is the mainstay. Television is a frontrunner in the quest for global
audiences. The newspapers are, however, not far behind. Not only are these
media locating correspondents and stringers in a large number of countries, but the
management of these media organizations and their modes of production are
being diversified. CNN is opening bureaus in Asia. International Herald Tribune
(IHT) is published from Singapore. BBC World Service has commenced program
production in India. Rupert Murdoch’s Star TV, not being satisfied with Asia-
wide audiences for its English-language programs, is now looking for regional-
language audiences within Asia. It has commenced programs which cater to
communities that speak different Asian languages. Principally these are Chinese-
language, Malay-language and Indian-language audiences. While communication
technology has created the potential for global media, cultural interests and the
logic of the market are fragmenting the global media in Asia into regional, geo-
linguistic areas. These geo-linguistic areas cover more than one country. They are
supra-national and represent a multiplicity of mores, customs, laws and traditions.
This is a situation hitherto unknown in media history of the world.
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The internationalization or globalization of media has raised important issues.
One such issue is about representing diverse cultures in the programs that these
media create. The questions that arise in this respect are: what are the current
practices of these global media in recording, reporting and representing the
cultures in the different countries that they report on; what are the issues and
problems that arise out of such reporting or representation; what ought to be the
manner of such reporting by multinational media; how valid are the claims of
cultural imperialist theories in the light of experiences in Asia?

These issues raise questions not only of representing cultural diversity in
multinational media but more importantly questions of politics, i.e. power;
questions of law—both domestic and international; and questions of international
commerce and economics. More often than not politics, law and economics are
intertwined in the issues that have so far surfaced in Asia. I will present some
specific cases that were given wide publicity in the international media. I will
examine the issues of media globalization in Asia as a process of meaning creation
necessitated by a clash of interests between leaders in Asian countries and the
owners of multinational media. A clash between imperatives of nation building,
rapid economic development through authoritarian governance and the ideology
of a capitalist, confrontational press of the Western democracies. It is a power
struggle principally between the owners of multinational media and the rulers in
Asian countries. It will get resolved only after the major contenders agree to a set
of international covenants governing the conduct of global communication. We
need a Law of the Skies just as much as we need a Law of the Seas. The latter is in
place. The former is gradually emerging.

Cases

Let us look at some specific cases. I will look at the gazetting of international
publications in Singapore and libel action against International Herald Tribune
(IHT); allegations of bribery against the Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir,
in the London Sunday Times and its aftermath. (Incidentally the Sunday Times is
owned by Murdoch.) The Gandhi gaffe in the Nikki Tonight program broadcast to
India by Star TV, and the case against a television station in Sri Lanka, called
Extra Terrestrial Vision (ETV), filed by Star TV, for alleged copyright violations
and the implications of the Indian Cable Act (1994) for international satellite
broadcasts to India. I believe that knowledge about these cases is a sine qua non for
an understanding of the role of foreign journalists, reporting on Asian issues in the
international press, as perceived by leaders in these countries. The legal principles
that emerged through these court decisions and the efforts to create space for
coexistence between multinational media and Asian governments is a
fascinating study of the emerging culture of transnational communication. It is a
sociological study of how communities create meanings in new situations brought
about by the introduction of advanced communication technologies.
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During the years 1986–87, the Singapore government restricted the circulation
of Time, Asian Wall Street Journal (AWSJ), Asiaweek and Far Eastern Economic
Review (PEER)—all international publications having wide circulation in
Singapore. The restrictions were imposed by a Government Gazette notification,
under the Newspaper and Printing Act, and hence this procedure is referred to as
gazetting. The disputes with Time, AWSJ, and Asiaweek have been over the right
to reply. All three publications had carried stories about events in Singapore
which the Singapore government said was factually incorrect. The government
wrote to set the facts straight. Time and AWSJ refused to publish these
corrections. Asiaweek published the corrections but without the knowledge of
Singapore government edited the reply and attributed the edited version to the
Singapore government.

FEER’s report, it was alleged, was not only false but was also defamatory of Mr
Lee Kuan Yew, the Prime Minister of Singapore at that time. The government
wrote to FEER to either substantiate or withdraw the allegations. FEER refused
on grounds of editorial prerogative. Its circulation was restricted from 9,000
copies to 500 copies and a libel case was filed in Singapore courts.3

A more recent case involved charges of contempt of court and libel against
IHT. The article in question was written by an American academic who, at that
time, was a senior fellow at the National University of Singapore. It alleged that
some intolerant regimes in Asia, which he did not name, rely upon a compliant
judiciary to bankrupt opposition politicians. The Singapore courts found the
writer, the Asia editor of IHT, IHT publisher and CEO and IHT printer,
Singapore Press Holdings, guilty of contempt and libel. Fines were imposed on
those convicted.4 When IHT was criticized for agreeing to pay damages, IHT
president, Mr. Richard Simmons, said that the courts have found IHT to have
libeled and that it would not contest the High Court decision. It would continue
to operate from Singapore. Critics who were demanding that the IHT try to
impose American liberal standards abroad were uninformed. (AWSJ, January 18,
1995)

Apart from recourse to legal proceedings, there are also other ways in which
Asian leaders make known their displeasure to journalists who publish disparaging
articles. Malaysia’s Pergau Dam case is instructive in this regard. The London
Sunday Times of February 24,1994, in a story headlined “Wimpey offered
contract bribes to Malaysian Prime Minister,” alleged that the giant construction
company, Wimpey, had offered an initial payment of $50,000 through a middle
man to the Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir Mohammed. The Malaysian
Prime Minister was furious at what he alleged were totally false allegations. In
retaliation, the Malaysian government decided to shut out British contractors from
all infrastructure projects in Malaysia. Announcing the new policy, the Deputy
Prime Minister of Malaysia at the same time, Mr Anwar Ibrahim said “the British
media may have their own political agendas but we detest their patronizing
attitude and innuendoes that the governments of developing countries,
particularly a Muslim led nation such as Malaysia, are incompetent and their leaders
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corrupt” (Sunday Times (Singapore), March 13, 1994). Because of these press
reports, it was argued that to deal with British companies was to have shady
undertones. Therefore, the Malaysian government had decided not to award any
new contracts to British companies. This decision affected some big contracts that
may have been won by big industries in Britain including General Electric,
Balfour Beatty and British Aerospace. Britain lost thousands of jobs. The end
result was that the editor of the Sunday Times was removed by Murdoch and
transferred to another part of his empire. Dr Mahathir said that the editor was
sacked.

The Gandhi gaffe involved a Star TV program called Nikki Tonight which is
beamed to audiences in India. The program features gossip of the Bombay film
industry and in one of its programs the host Nikki Bedi egged her guest, Ashok
Row Kavi, a gay activist, into repeating scandalous remarks that Mr Kavi had
made a long time ago in the press against Mahatma Gandhi, father of modern
India. Kavi called Gandhi a bastard Bania. He implied by this that Gandhi was a
miser and a sharp dealer. This was a totally false allegation because money meant
very little to Gandhi, who lived a very simple life. The allegation went
unchallenged in the program. While such a remark may have been tolerated in
Western countries it created a roar of angry protests in India. The Indian
parliament accused Murdoch of cultural terrorism. Gandhi’s grandson complained
to the police that Star TV had insulted and defamed Gandhi. The police took
action based on the provisions of Indian Law of criminal libel. Warrants were
issued for the arrest of Rupert Murdoch and some program officials of Star TV (The
Independent, July 6, 1995). The program was scrapped and Ms Nikki Bedi lost her
job. While incidents such as this one are not common, these nevertheless help to
confirm the worst fears of Asian critics of international media who argue that
Western media would subvert the values and traditions of their countries.

The fourth case I want to take is from Sri Lanka. A commercial television
company in Sri Lanka was taken to court by Star TV for allegedly infringing its
copyright. The TV station in Sri Lanka, called Extra Terrestrial Vision (ETV), had
been downloading Star TV satellite programs and re-telecasting them on terrestrial
transmitters. In addition, it was alleged that the company was blocking Star TV
commercials and inserting local commercials for a fee. It was not paying Star TV
any royalties for the use of its programs nor had it sought Star TV authority to re-
telecast its programs in any form. The Sri Lankan court decided in favor of the
defendant. In light of this decision, the current position appears to be that
international TV broadcasters cannot complain against unauthorized use of their
material once they telecast these programs freely to other countries. Such decisions
sit uneasily with World Trade Organization (WTO) agreements on intellectual
property rights and copyright. Undoubtedly local laws have to be brought in line
with provisions in international agreements once these agreements have been
ratified by these countries.

The (Indian) Cable Act 1994 (ICA) is another instance of Indian efforts to
regulate the TV broadcasting scene in India. This law clearly applies to
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trans- national TV broadcasts to India when such broadcasts are re-telecast though
Indian cable companies. A majority of households in India receive foreign satellite
programs through cable services. A dish antennae is too costly for most Indian
families to own. ICA stipulates that no program or advertisement can be
transmitted in India unless it is in conformity with prescribed program and
advertising codes. The program code bans material which offends good taste and
decency, criticizes friendly countries, encourage violence or anti-national
attitudes, affects the integrity of the nation, encourage superstition or blind belief,
denigrates women or children and which contain visuals or words which reflect a
slandering, ironical and snobbish attitude in portrayal of certain ethnic, linguistic
and regional groups. The Act also limits foreign ownership of local channels to 49
percent. (Banerjee, 1996). It is clear that many a foreign program would fall foul
of such a program code.

Many of the areas opened up by transnational communication require or
envisage agreements among states in order to gain mutual benefits both in cultural
and economic fields. These can take the form of international conventions or
bilateral agreements. Such agreements are particularly important in relation to
international trade in cultural products. In the absence of such agreements
countries have been forced to settle issues of transborder broadcasting on their own
and at times in very unconventional ways. The manner in which Hong Kong and
Macau settled their differences in transborder broadcasting highlights the different
ways in which economic interests could impinge on such decisions (Lee, 1998). At
the center of the differences between Macau and Hong Kong was the need for
Hong Kong to secure its internal market for Cantonese TV broadcasts. The
moment Hong Kong’s local Cantonese TV market is adversely affected local
program operators such as TVB, ATV and Warf Cable will apply pressure on the
Hong Kong government to secure this market.

In 1991, Macau TV (TdM), which is government owned, decided to boost up
its signals to cover vast areas of Hong Kong. This would make TdM virtually
another free-to-air TV station in Hong Kong without getting a Hong Kong
license. Furthermore, one of the TdM channels broadcasts in Cantonese. This
would affect adversely the incomes of local program operators. The advertising
standards in Macau were freer with few restrictions on cigarette and alcohol
commercials. This would result in loss of advertising revenue for local TV
stations. Consequently pressure was brought on the Hong Kong government to
stop Macau from broadcasting to Hong Kong. In the absence of any covenants,
laws or understandings governing transborder broadcasting, the Hong Kong
government had no formal way of addressing this problem. It used economic
pressure on the Macau government to get them to stop the intended TV
expansion. They did this by threatening to legalize casinos in Hong Kong.
Legalization of casinos in Hong Kong would affect adversely Macau’s most
important source of revenue—gambling. People in Hong Kong are the major
customers of Macau casinos. If Hong Kong was not a major source of revenue to
Macau, probably the Hong Kong government would not have been able to

MEDIA IN THE INFORMATION HIGHWAY 275



persuade Macau to drop its intention to boost its TV. There was no legal basis on
which the two countries could have settled their differences (Lee, 1998). 

What conclusions can we draw from these cases? Obviously the main concern
of Asian governments is the effect of transnational communication media on their
local audiences. These audiences are the political power base of the Asian leaders.
It has been argued that the international media which report about events in
Singapore and Malaysia are not reporting these for an audience outside of these
countries, say people in Britain or the US. In fact, these reports are meant for
people in the countries about which the news item is written. English is spoken
and read by influentials in these countries and therefore has an impact on an
important section of the population. Local-language newspapers pick up these
stories and thereby give them wide publicity, even among people who cannot
read English. In short, the international press has become an off-shore press to be
read and consumed by the people in Asian countries. The AWSJ based in Hong
Kong report not to readers in America or Europe but to Singaporeans, Malaysians
and other Asians. They are like domestic presses of these countries but based
outside of their shores or territorial boundaries. In this situation, the leaders of
Asian countries sometimes see the correspondents of the international press as
acting like journalists do in America or Europe—taking sides to determine the
outcome of events. In other words, Asian leaders see journalists in the off-shore
press as interfering in the domestic affairs of their countries. It is even argued that
the purpose of such interference is to bring an outcome favorable to the
international media organizations for which they work or to the interests of
Western countries in general. This they do in many ways: by setting the agenda
for influential groups in these countries; by publishing stories that question the
honesty and integrity of government leaders, thereby making such leaders fearful
of the foreign media. This is a strategy to soften their stand against such media.
Freedom of the press is seen as a battle cry to impose Western hegemony in
emerging Asian nations. Refusal to publish rebuttals of their stories by
international media, which are controlled by companies based in Western
countries, is seen as cultural arrogance.

The permission given to international media to operate in an Asian country, it
has been argued, is a privilege granted by the government of the Asian country on
its own terms. The basic understanding is that these foreign journalists report
events in these countries as outsiders for outsiders. In short, they do not become
participants in the domestic debates of these countries. These journalists cannot
assume a role, say, in Singapore that the American journalists play in America.
They cannot become invigilators, adversaries, and inquisitors of the government.
No Asian country can withstand such an insidious and irresponsible onslaught
from the foreign press. The foreign correspondents are temporary guests in the
countries where they are stationed. Most of them have little or no understanding
of the language, history, culture or forms of governance in the countries that they
try to report on. Some of these journalists approach their subject with a cultural
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arrogance and superiority which is resented in Asia. In foreign countries these
journalists are observers, not participants.

Another point raised by Asian critics of Western media is that the Western
capitalist, libertarian ideology of the press is not a universal model that is
applicable all over the world and at all times in the same country. In Singapore’s
encounters with the US State Department over the restriction of the circulation of
AWSJ, the State Department said that it deplored the governments restriction of
sales. This was despite the fact that AWSJ had refused to publish the Singapore
government’s reply to an inaccurate report. This was a curious position to be
taken by media that champion the freedom of the press and, therefore by
implication, freedom of expression. The libertarian view is that the press should
be free to publish or not to publish what it chooses, however irresponsible or
biased its actions may seem to be. In this model, the audience is seen as freely
choosing in the market place of ideas. The “logic” is that where the media are
free, the market place of ideas sorts out the irresponsible from the responsible and
rewards the latter. But this model cannot be applied to all countries. In different
countries, the press has grown out of different historical traditions and political
experiences. Consequently, they will play different roles. The free market place of
ideas in multicultural, multi-party democracies in Asia can result in the
heightening of racial and religious tensions, mobilizing sectional constituencies
and arousing emotions. In this situation a partisan media can flood the market
place with racially divisive information, confuse and befuddle the people and set
the country on a course of racial strife and civil war. In such a media
environment, basic issues such as economic growth and equitable distribution are
rarely tackled by the press. Instead easy solutions are peddled for complex
problems that require hard political decisions. In this situation the free market
brings about confusion and violent dissension rather than enlightenment and
consensus.

Ethnicity in the global village

While it is true that telecommunications, satellites, computers and transnational
media have connected the world together in a manner hitherto unknown in
human history and provided unprecedented opportunities for the establishment of
closer cultural linkages and identities among nations, this potential for cross-
fertilization of cultures has also created apprehensions regarding the erosion of
cultural identities of indigenous people. National leaders have voiced fears of the
loss of cultural identity due to the intrusion of foreign cultural products and their
accompanying values. As such, the communication superhighway is viewed by
some Asian leaders more as a threat to cultural identities rather than as an
opportunity to create a more consensual culture among neighboring people. Such
fears, whether correct or not, has had their influence in creating policy regimes.
These policies impinge on foreign journalists working in Asian countries.
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Furthermore, upswings in ethnic politics, religious fundamentalism,
communalism and nationalism have taken the center stage in the world today.
National minorities, in many countries, have become militant activists. For most
of these activists, local autonomy and sovereignty take precedence over
multicultural coexistence and integration into a global village. Some sociologists
and political commentators have described the current spate of ethno-political
conflicts in the world as being rooted in the history, culture and traditions of
these countries. These conflicts are seen as movements of revivalism or nativistic
movements.

The ethno-political conflicts are undoubtedly organized by groups of “elites”
who are either defending existing political and financial interests or who perceive
political or financial advantages arising from such conflicts. These conflicts are
therefore rooted in the mobilization of groups of people on the basis of religion,
language, caste, ethnicity or other cultural markers. Claims for legitimacy of such
cultural identities are made on the basis of historical or mythological events
popular with the groups that are being mobilized. For instance, the extremists
sectors of the Bharatiyajanata Party (BJP) of India legitimize the Hindu identity
on a national scale and this identity is co-terminus with being an Indian. Minority
groups such as Muslims are perceived as “invaders” or “foreigners” who have,
through conquest or deceit, forced their way to centers of power. Such
“communal consciousness” refuses to accept the plural, culturally differentiated
reality of Indian society (Thomas, 1995).

The mobilization of groups on a communal basis easily spills over national
boundaries: the training of Sri Lankan Tamil separatist insurgents by the Indian
government under Mrs Indira Gandhi, and the haven provided for their military
training in Tamil Nadu (Samarajiva and Keerawella, 1988). Both India and
Pakistan have accused each other of mobilizing and training insurgents to
destabilize their respective governments. Here again, while primordial ethnic and
religious loyalties were the bases of such mobilization, these were being used as
instruments of state power in a modern context.

While it is true that the mobilization of communal groups by elites is based on
identities such as religion, language, caste or ethnicity, these by themselves do not
make such groups revivalists of something from their past history or culture. In
fact the distinguishing characteristic of modern-day religio-ethnic movements is
the weakening of traditional cultural values that bind the individual to the group
and insulate them, thereby minimizing the tendency for disorientation. Having
weakened and eroded the traditional cultural ties, no alternative ways of binding
the individual to his or her community is provided. The basis of social solidarity
in the emerging global village is not yet clear.

One important reason for the breakdown of traditional group identities is the
suicidal rate of population growth in some countries and the consequent mass
migration to the slum cities. Individuals are detached from community, ethnicity,
temple/church and caste associations. Their dependency on impersonal channels
of communication like mass media are heightened. Large groups of unemployed
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and floating people are available to be mobilized for innumerable causes, by the
“elites” in these countries. Multiparty politics make such mobilization of groups
part of political expediency and strategy. In this situation contentious issues
proliferate, and the political process gets fragmented with increasing numbers of
people advocating various group-related issues. The process leads to the
emergence of weak political regimes, leading in turn to political stalemate, public
disenchantment, apathy and the rise of extremist groups. The process becomes a
vicious circle with political regimes becoming increasingly weaker, and social
disorder, riots and assassinations becoming endemic in society.

Ethnic and communal conflicts in the contemporary world are therefore
specifically modern phenomena rooted in contemporary socio-economic and
political conditions. It is part and parcel of the process of globalization. While
such conflicts use metaphors from the past to mobilize groups and communities,
these are nothing less than modern political conflicts played on an ethnic,
religious or communal plane. The use of such metaphors must be understood as
symbols used by the “elites” to manipulate and mobilize the people for their own
assent to power.

What we see in the world today are the twin and opposite forces of
internationalization and localization playing on each other. Communication has
linked up the world in a hitherto unprecedented manner. At the same time it has
also created apprehensions about the survival of cultures making communities
look inward, become protective and closed. It has not resulted in creating
anything like a global village. Nor has it contributed much for consensual
understanding or for creating global markets in cultural products. Modern
communication technologies have given the opportunity to develop in this
direction. However, this requires international understandings, agreements and
cooperation based on fairness. This is yet to emerge. What has emerged are deep
divisions and perceptions of unfairness.

NICO

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) debate on New Information and Communications Order (NICO) is
instructive of the concerns and deep division that exist among the principal actors
in the emerging global village. It is common ground that there is a profound
imbalance between north and south in access to communication and information.
Countries in the South depend on communication structures of the developed
Western nations for gaining access to information. The debate at times has turned
into an ideological denunciation of cultural colonialism and imperialism. The
developed countries in turn rejected the cry for a new information order as
rhetoric designed to apply political pressure—not a genuine demand.

While the debate on NICO began as a North-South issue and continues to
proceed on these lines, it is fact much more than this. It is a question of
developing a communication system which would ideally allow every person to
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express him-or herself freely and choose the information that he or she wishes to
have. Viewed in this light NICO addresses a basic question of the Right to
Communicate within a global multicultural environment. The opposition to the
concept of the right to communicate and the demand for NICO stems from two
main ideological stand points. The Western nations distrust the concept of the
right to communicate because they see it as part of the New Information and
Communication Order of which they are suspicious. They fear that NICO will
be used as a lever to impose restrictions on Western particularly US news
agencies, on the marketing of Western films and TV programs in third-world
countries and on the exploitation of newer markets such as transnational data
transfers via satellites. 

The countries in the South on the other hand oppose the concept of the right
to communicate because they fear that this principle could be used by Western
countries to justify the continuation of the present massive imbalance in
information flows and unrestricted importation of cultural products and the
attendant values from the northern countries.

Therefore, while all sides to the debate accept the concept of the Right to
Communicate as valid, there is profound disagreement on the locus of the right.
Western countries see it as a right pertaining primarily to the individual and only
subsequently and secondarily to the state. On the other hand, developing
countries see society and state as the primary locus, with the state having powers
to restrict the right in the interest of public good. There is also disagreement as to
the content of the right. Some want the definition to include all the rights
associated with communication while others prefer a simple statement of the
principle. The other aspects of this right such as communication freedom and
fairer sharing of resources should be left to a different forum.

The debate on NICO is one instance where global communication has not
helped to bring people together. On the contrary it has tended to divide them on
the basis of perceived economic gains to be had by exploiting communication
resources. Global co-existence has given way to global contentions.

International agreements

Many of the areas opened up by transnational communication require or envisage
agreements among states in order to gain mutual benefits such as the potential
access it provides to markets. These can take the form of international conventions
or bilateral agreements. Such agreements are particularly important in relation to
international trade in cultural products. In the absence of such agreements
countries have been forced to settle issues of transborder broadcasting, on their
own and at times in very unconventional ways. The manner in which Hong
Kong and Macao settled their differences in transborder broadcasting described
earlier in this paper, highlight the different ways in which economic interests
could impinge on such decisions.
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Recently some of the issues in this area have been the subject of international
debate and negotiations. In the European Community (EC), for instance,
transborder TV is the subject of EC directives. A 1984 EC Green Paper refers to
the establishment of a common market for borderless satellite and cable TV
operations. Transborder television is also the subject of a 1989 EC Directive. In
the European context transborder could mean a common TV culture in Europe.
The objective of the 1989 EC Directive was to develop TV cultures in Europe
and to establish the identity of a European culture. In February 1996 a reform bill
was passed to strengthen the EC Directive and in this endeavor European
broadcasters were obliged to observe the European content clause as a result.
European-made programs must account for 51 percent or more of the total
broadcasts (HBF, 1996). This is obviously a way of restricting the market for
cultural products from non-European countries. 

In the Asia Pacific region it is difficult to envisage trans-national television or
any other type of communication to be the means of establishing a common
culture. Unlike in Europe the countries in the Asia-pacific region have different
traditions and historical experiences. These countries are far more diverse,
suspicious of each other and jealous of their indigenous cultural heritage.

In 1994 the General Assembly of the Asian Broadcasting Union (ABU) met in
Kyoto, Japan and adopted a resolution specifying Guidelines for Transnational
Satellite Broadcasters in the Asia-Pacific Region. The objective of the guidelines was
similar to that of the EC Directive but the contents were much different. Unlike
the European Directive the ABU guidelines placed emphasis on respecting the
cultural diversity in the Asia Pacific region rather than on creating a common
transnational culture in this region. In its introduction the guidelines say that the
development of satellite television services will undoubtedly foster free flow of
information in the Asia Pacific region. At the same time the document asserts that
there is serious concern that this situation could have a deleterious effect on the
values and cultures of the countries of the region. A series of similar guidelines
called Guidelines on the Program Contents of International Satellite Television
Broadcasting in the Asia-Pacific Region were also adopted at a Tokyo meeting of
government policy makers from twenty-one Asian and Pacific countries.

These guidelines reiterated the need:

• to respect the principles of free flow of information and
• to protect the sovereignty and domestic systems of those countries where the

satellite signals reach. (HBF, 1996).

It is quite possible that such guidelines would eventually provide a common
ground for the development of a pan-Asian TV culture. However, in order to
achieve this it would be necessary for the members of ABU and the relevant
government agencies to work out a consensus or a common vision among the
countries involved. This will require, at some stage, international covenants to
bind the countries to a common course of action.
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GATT/WTO

In this age of global communication there are many other areas in which
transborder communication has necessitated such international understanding or
agreements. Liberalization of trade in cultural products consequent to GATT/
WTO5 decisions is one such area. There was a time when cultural products such
as movies, performing arts and music were exempted from trade liberalization. In
1947 when the General Agreement of Trade and Tariff (GATT) was drafted,
Article IV of the agreement authorized the imposition of national screen quotas
for the “exhibition of cinematographic films of national origin during a specified
minimum proportion of the total screen time actually utilized.” This was based on
a dichotomy between trade and culture—trade liberalization and cultural
protection. International trade officials were scarcely involved in issues relating
to broadcasting and telecommunications. The recognition of the special character
of cultural products is not limited to GATT/WTO. The 1989 Free Trade
Agreement between the US and Canada specifically exempted cultural products
covering films, videos, TV, radio broadcasting, sound recording and print media.
In many countries foreign ownership of media of communication is either
prohibited or severely restricted. The reasons are national security and social and
cultural considerations. However, under the Uruguay Round of Talks in 1986
the sector of trade in services was brought under GATT commitments to open
markets and GATT discipline. The rules of GATT/WTO6 will now apply to
cultural products and services as they would apply to all other services.
Traditionally regulatory areas have become market access issues under GATT
Uruguay Round Negotiations (Kakabadse, 1995).

The question therefore is whether the rules of trade liberalization could be
sensibly applied to cultural products. If trade in cultural products is liberalized,
that is cultural protection withdrawn, will it result in the flooding of markets with
the products from the more powerful economies, particularly the US? From the
point of view of international trade what opportunities do the WTO trade
discipline provide for harnessing new markets in cultural services and products?

While it is true that GATT/ WTO rules make no special distinction between
cultural products and other goods this by itself does not open up hitherto
restricted markets in cultural products. This is because of the GATT/WTO
principle of allowing individual countries to make commitments in the market
access areas. This mechanism gives all countries considerable flexibility in
handling cultural products and services. Each country can decide whether they
wish to offer market opening guarantees for any particular cultural product or
services. “In addition GATT provide particular flexibility for developing
countries wishing to open fewer sectors or liberalize fewer types of transactions in
future negotiations, thus making explicit their rights to extend market access in
line with their development situations” (Kakabadse, 1995:76).

282 THE NEW COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE



TRIPS

From the point of view of international trade in cultural products perhaps what is
more significant is the Agreement on Trade-related aspects of Intellectual
Property Rights (TRIPS) on intellectual property protection which obliges all
member countries that wish to benefit from membership in WTO to apply Berne
Convention standards, enforceable through a dispute settlement mechanism. For
instance, producers of sound recordings must be granted an exclusive rental right
—the right to authorize or prevent the commercial renting of their work.
Protection provided for performers and producers will be effective for at least fifty
years, and will apply to all signatories to the Agreement. The Agreement also
contains detailed obligations on governments to provide effective enforcement
including criminal sanctions against copyright piracy. GATT signatories are
obliged to provide remedies under their municipal law to guarantee that
intellectual property rights can be effectively enforced by foreign nationals who
hold such rights. These very detailed and strict provisions, it was expected, would
build up investor confidence leading to more trade in cultural products in the
international market.

However, intellectual property rights still remain a major concern. This is a
particularly sensitive issues in Asia. One reason for this is the relatively weak and
ineffective legal and policing mechanisms. It has been claimed that violations of
software licenses in Asia-Pacific alone amounted to losses exceeding two billion
US dollars in 1994 (Low, 1995). Without protecting intellectual property rights
and building inventors’ confidence in the protection of their patent rights, Asian
countries would be unable to attract business and particularly investments in
research and development. Laws and regulations necessary for the enforcement of
WTO decisions are still not in place in some of these countries.

Furthermore, decisions of national courts have become quite important in
relation to satellite broadcasts in recent times. The Star TV decision in Sri Lanka
and the Indian Gable Act are instances where, in the absence of international
agreements, local laws were used in the determination of issues relating to
international broadcasting.

The important point is that a body of legal decisions, customs, conventions and
treaties are continually evolving. Transnational communication is being regulated
in one form or another. It is important to elucidate the principles based on which
such regulations are being made or attempted. Cultural considerations and
commercial considerations seem to be competing with each other in the
evolution of these principles. Flow of information at present depends much more
on national policies than on international agreements. Systematic research is
needed to elucidate the processes involved.

Another concern which impinges on international trade is the proliferation of
international electronic networks. The Internet, for instance, is fast becoming a
household word in South-East Asia, particularly in the more affluent countries in
this region. This has opened a vast area of contentious issues ranging from cyber-
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trade, cyberdollars, cyberporn to censorship. Many governments in Asia assumed
it as their moral duty to preserve core cultural values and protect society as a
whole from what these governments perceive as corrupting foreign influences.
This fear of foreign cultural domination is fueled by the historical antagonism
between the colonized, subordinated countries of Asia and the colonizing and
hegemonic imperial powers. It has been reinforced by the popular discourse of
media imperialism which became a powerful intellectual theme in the 1960s.
Western media products were perceived as culturally and morally harmful to the
wellbeing of Asian countries.

There is little or no contention regarding pornography on the Internet. Very
few, if any, would argue in favor of it. But in other areas there is much room for
contention. For instance, it often happens that what is legal in one country may
be illegal in another. And cyberspace being seamlessly global, it has been argued
that cyberspace censorship requires stricter laws (The Straits Times, April 12,
1995). Application of such laws becomes very difficult, particularly when it comes
to electronic mail. Furthermore, it is clear that the existing laws are not in step
with developments in cyberspace. It is difficult to frame laws to control and
censor information considered offensive and also, at the same time, allow a free
flow of information.

Market competition

Cyber trade is another area of concern. According to one report there were an
estimated 100,000 websites in early 1996 and their number is doubling every
three months. Business activity has begun to grow on the Web. It has been
estimated that commercial websites numbered 50,000 in 1996 (Ang, 1996).
Business deals through the Internet are said to account for around 4.1 percent of
purchases in the US in 1994 and are expected to grow up to 16 percent by the
year 2000 (The Straits Times, August 14, 1994). Such activities of electronic purses
could lead to the building up of currency and credit beyond the control of
national governments and could create problems in the implementation of
monetary policies. Imposing import duties and sales taxes could become
increasingly difficult leading to losses in government revenue (Low, 1995).

As this trend towards transborder satellite multi-channels in the Asia-Pacific
region increase, the competition for market shares is likely to intensify. Most of
the current satellite programs are in English, Chinese and Indian languages. Japan
and Korea are also likely to enter this market. In addition to the current commercial
transborder broadcasting services by private companies, several governments in
the region have also launched international services or are planning such services.
Notable among these services are CCTV International of China, Korea Channel
and the Japanese international TV broadcasts. These telecasts are for the nationals
of these countries living abroad.

The main characteristics of Asian satellite services at present can be summarized
as follows:
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• Singapore and Hong Kong have become the centers of Asian satellite TV
services

• Satellite sub-regions have been formed based on cultural similarities; for
instance, the Chines- language region and the Indian-language region

• An ASEAN sub-region has been formed as a result of the ten member
countries of ASEAN and neighboring countries launching broadcast satellites
for domestic services.

I think it is not an exaggeration to say that there is a scramble for the domination
of the skies. Large numbers of satellites are being placed in orbit by governments
and multinational corporations (see Table 16.1). For as little as US$25,000, China
could uplink a communication satellite using its long-march rocketry. The skies
have become open territory. This is looked on with apprehension by many
countries in Asia. Organizations and individuals are now examining ways and
means by which the international community could bring some order into this
situation before it spins out of control. The Kuala Lumpur-based ABU has already
formulated a series of guidelines to be followed by transnational broadcasters.
This, however, is not binding to any of the members of ABU. They remain
simply guidelines for voluntary compliance. International agreements are required
to bind countries to such rules.

Generic cultural products

We are also seeing changes in the very concept of foreign media programs. Earlier
we could identify such programs on the basis of the countries of origin. The US

Table 16.1 Gsostationary sateilites in the Asia-Pacific region

Source: Asian Communications, June 1995, 9(6), 29–32
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was identified as providing the bulk of these media programs. It could be argued
that in the future the world will see “generic entertainment software,” created by
the confluence of capital from the US, Japan, Europe and other nations, servicing
the newly deregulated and privatized media systems in Asia and elsewhere. In the
future, it may not make much of a difference if an increasingly “generic” cultural
product is owned and produced by companies in America, Japan, Europe or Asia.
The challenge is: how could one identify a path towards autonomous national
cultural productions in a system that is increasingly catering to the marketing
imperatives of transnational companies. Perhaps encouraging independent
producers for small media for niche audiences in local languages is the answer. The
emergence of regional markets for cultural products is a fair indication that despite
these overarching developments in global media room has been left for
autonomous, national cultural productions.

The loud and clear message of globalization is that we live in the same world.
But different groups see different meanings in this world. Communication across
cultures facilitated through advanced technologies makes for more informed,
more aware persons with, possibly, a less parochial outlook. It can promote unity
among diverse people and contribute to the emergence of a more tolerant,
consensual culture crossing national borders. Trying to shut oneself off from the
“intrusion” of foreign cultural influences may, perhaps, be like blinding oneself in
the hope that one may walk with more safety in a jungle of pits and precipices.
The global spread of media is here to stay. It cannot be wished away. We must
learn to live with it. In order to harness its potential for good, one should look at
it as an opportunity to open one’s eyes through education and experience and not
to blind them in fear and ignorance.

However, in a world that is divided on the basis of wealth and power we need
international agreements and common understandings if fairness is to prevail in
the way we share opportunities created by advanced technologies. The
formulation of international agreements relating to the common use of the skies will
be the first step in this direction. Many would agree that it is no longer desirable
to allow only those with technological capability to harness the skies either for
transborder communication or for any other use.This would obviously require an
examination of both international and municipal laws, conventions and customs
that apply to the use of the skies at present. This requires both legal and social
scientific research, preferably by an international community of scholars. The
findings of this research will form the basis to initiate discussions among nations in
order to agree on the ways in which the resources in the sky are to be used. We
already have a Law of the Sea. Perhaps this could provide a model, though not an
exact one, that could be a starting point for an examination of the emerging Law
of the Sky. Principles enshrined in the Law of the Sea such as the recognition of
certain areas of the sea as the “common heritage of mankind” perhaps will find
parallels in the skies.7

In such an inquiry the international community should also consider the rights
and responsibilities of governments and countries that receive unsolicited TV
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broadcasts from foreign commercial companies. Already international conventions
exist in areas such as civil aviation, activities on celestial bodies, exploration and
the use of outer space and the allocation of the radio spectrum. It can be argued
that cultural products in the form of TV programs beamed to one’s territorial
skies are as important as any other object in the sky. Therefore, in fairness to both
the senders and the receivers, the international community should agree on rules
and regulations governing such conduct.

Theoretical implications

Human beings are meaning-searching and meaning-creating animals. They act on
the interpretation of meanings. Events that they encounter must be meaningful to
them. Human beings interact with each other on the basis of understanding of
each others’ expectations. We interact with others in the expectation that the
other would behave in a “predictable” manner. When people do not act on the
basis of our predicted expectations we even say that these people are crazy. Such
predictability is required not only for social relations among individuals but also
for relations among individual countries. The law is one of the principal ways in
which these expectations are crystallized among members of a community.
International law is the crystallization of these expectations among members of
the international community. In this sense the law is one of the finest cultural
contributions of human kind. It is the basis for cultural advancement and civilized
living. However, history has shown us that laws can also be used to dominate and
victimize. It is necessary that laws are recognized as fair, just and legitimate by all
those who live by it. Amidst the clash of interests between multinational media
and Asian governments we see a search for such meaningfulness. In other words a
process of meaning creation is taking place. We could interpret this as the
emergence of a new set of meanings to which both contending groups could
subscribe. Legal decisions have crystallized these meanings as principles or
regulations. When the IHT president told his critics, who were demanding that
IHT try to impose American liberal standards abroad, that they were uninformed,
he was agreeing to a different role for the multinational media that would allow it
to co-exist in countries with press ideologies different to that of the US. The
dismissal of the London Sunday Times editor, Andrew Neil, removal of Nikki
Bedi from Star TV, and the withdrawal of the BBC World Service programs from
Star TV’s telecasts to China carry the same message. If multinational media want
to do business in Asia, they must learn to co-exist with the forms of governance
in these countries. Perhaps there is no profit to be made in cultural imperialism. A
new set of meaningful relations is emerging in Asia between the multinational
media and the governments in these countries.

Modern communication technologies have created social situations where the
traditional and older systems of conducting business will not do. It has created
new situations which require new modes of response. As it is, some countries that
have to decide on such a response to new situations have no option but to use the
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prevailing municipal law. India’s response to the Gandhi gaffe, Sri Lanka’s
response to Star TV’s complaint of using unauthorized commercials and India’s
supreme court decision regarding the use of the airwaves are interpretations of legal
principles applicable in the countries that decided these cases.

How best can communication researchers examine this situation where there
are cogent arguments for pursuing different communication policies by different
countries? Max Weber, the eminent German sociologist, used a theoretical
construct called “ideal type” to understand social structures and social processes
form a sociological perspective. An ideal type is a model constructed by the social
scientist or researcher. It is based on empirical and historical observations but an
ideal type is not found in its “pure” form in empirical reality. It is a theoretical
construct—a tool to observe, interpret and understand empirical reality. For
instance, Weber described an ideal typical bureaucracy. It is not found in its ideal
typical form anywhere in the world. However, the description of its principles,
logical connections, outcomes and its structure (hierarchy) are illuminating.
Perhaps Asian communication scholars should begin to construct historically
informed ideal typical models of media structures. The Western model or the
capitalist press model is one such type. Libertarian press freedom is its sheet
anchor. Its driving force is profit. It is risk-taking capitalist enterprise. The US press
is perhaps the archetypical example. In the words of Peter Hamilton, former
publisher of the Wall Street Journal, “a news paper is private enterprise owing
nothing whatsoever to the public, which grants it no franchise. It is therefore
affected with no public interest. It is emphatically the property of the owner who
is selling a manufactured product at his own risk” (quoted by Mahathir, 1989:
114). Nobody could have described the parameters of an ideal typical Western
capitalist press better. In contrast to this we have the communist model of the
press which is basically an instrument of state policy. It is state owned, party
operated and Marxist-Leninist in ideology. An annual subsidy from the
government is its main source of revenue. A third model is the communitarian
model. Perhaps this model approximates the Asian press. It has similarities with
the capitalist press. Profit is high on its agenda of priorities. Advertising is a prime
source of revenue. Working in tandem with the government of the day for the
general wellbeing of society is another priority. It is therefore not an adversarial or
confrontational press like that of the Western model. Maintaining high
journalistic standards is important in this model. An overriding feature is the
predominance of the collective over the individual. This is in consonance with
the national ideologies in some Asian countries such as Pancasila (five principles)
in Indonesia, Ruknegara (Framework of the Nation) in Malaysia and Shared
Values in Singapore. In all three models, censorship is a fact of life. In the
capitalist free-enterprise press, one would be very foolish to publish stories critical
of the owners of the press or go against the owners’ commercial and political
interests. Advertisers are another powerful group that keep journalistic freedom in
the capitalist press in check. In the Communist press profit is not a concern.
Newspapers are even distributed free. They are displayed on notice boards for
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anyone to read. In the emerging Asian model of the press governments are key
players and one would be very foolish to go against important government
policies. In all three systems an overarching ideology has developed. In the
capitalist press it is press freedom. In the communist press the ideology is one of
serving the proletariat by propagating the communist party line. In the Asian
model it is freedom and responsibility.

What we see in all three types of ideology is a process of meaning creation, or
making the activities of the press meaningful to the people who are its audience.
Each type of policy clearly serves a dominant group in society. It may be the
owners of the media, or the communist party bosses, or the leaders of the
government in power. What is more interesting is that when we examine press
systems as ideal types we see changes that are taking place within each system. As
we saw earlier, the capitalist model is adapting to the situations in Asian countries
where it is looking for markets. Murdoch, who wants to do business in Asia, would
not hesitate to drop programs from Star TV that offend governments of Asian
countries. His removal of the editor of the London Sunday Times, his dropping of
the program Nikki Tonight and removal of BBC World Service from Star TV’s
telecast to China are all examples of the adaptation of the Western free press/
free enterprise model to realities in the media scene in Asia. Equally momentous
changes are taking place in the Communist press. The tortuous road to press
freedom in China is well documented in Yu Xu’s study of the birth and demise
of the World Economic Herald (1992). What is interesting in this account is that the
struggle for openness, freedom and democracy came from the ranks of the
journalists within the Chinese Communist Party itself. Although the Herald waged
an unprecedented struggle against the Communist Party’s tight control of
journalists it could not change this. It perished in the effort. The Herald’s
experience in testing the limits of an outmoded political system toying with new
entrepreneurial spirit has implications far outside the Herald or the press in China.
It reflects the vulnerability of the media in most countries under the tight control
of political ideologies both from the Left and the Right. The values and meaning-
creating processes in these countries are far more complex and faces intense
competition from ideologues who have a vested interest in maintaining the status
quo in relation to media systems.

There are no easy formulae that journalists could follow in reporting other
cultures. Perhaps knowledge about the background to the cases filed against
foreign media would help. It would at least make them aware of the thinking of
the other side on these issues. Freedom of the press will not be accepted as a
defence as easily as in the Western countries. Perhaps sincerity and honesty will
be more appreciated. Foreign journalists working in other cultures need to be as
free of value judgments as is humanly possible. They should be able to step out of
their role as journalists and examine their own agendas and those of the
organizations for which they work. It is dangerous to get involved in the issues
being reported. They should never appear to take sides to bring a desired
outcome. Knowledge of the history and culture of the country which is being
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reported on is always useful. However, this is not easy to acquire in a short time.
Intellectual honesty is a good principle to follow in the search for truth.
However, one should also be aware that truth is often a question of conformity with
the conventions of the epistemic community to which one belongs. It is that
which conforms to the relevant criteria accepted in the social circle of one’s
“knowers.” Very often these are understandings that are in harmony with the
conventions of the culture to which one belongs. One needs to transcend this
idea of truth. And herein lies the greatest difficulty of reporting events in Asian
cultures by foreign journalists.

Conclusions

It is clear that transnational communication engendered by modern
communication technologies requires a consensually agreed set of rules and
expectations. The WTO provides a broad framework in relation to both trade in
goods and services. The principle of free trade has been enthroned in WTO
decisions.8 In the absence of covenants or agreements among countries as to the use
of the skies for transborder communication, trade in cultural products still works
on different expectations by different countries. This is compounded by violent
social movements based on ethnic, linguistic and other social identities. Fears of
cultural annihilation by the powerless countries and the division of the world into
cultural markets by the powerful countries need to be reconciled on an agreed
basis. The international convention on transborder communication is therefore a
pressing need at the moment. This is particularly so in Asia.

No doubt any move to convene an international convention to bring about a
law of the skies will be controversial. Those who benefit from the present
unregulated situation will presumably not want any such law. There will
necessarily have to be compromises. It is necessary for us to step back and look at
issues from a broader philosophical perspective. We should begin by recognizing
the enormous diversities in culture and the ethical considerations that arise out of
this diversity among nations. Communications technology has brought vast
cultural contacts among people of different nations. It has provided
unprecedented opportunities for the establishment of closer cultural linkages and
identities. It has also raised fears of cultural domination and obliteration of ethnic
identities. History has shown us that traditional indigenous cultures are strong and
adaptable and is at times strengthened in the face of challenges. History has also
shown that there is danger of a destructive backlash against all foreign influences—
good and bad—when countries are faced with foreign cultural intrusions. Perhaps
what is required most at the present stage of development of global
communication is to provide systematic education, both formal and informal, as
to the nature of this phenomena. This requires continuing research. We need an
informed public discourse through the media, through the schools and through
public debate. If the enormous possibilities for commerce across cultures, opened
up by modern technology, are to be harnessed for human freedom, betterment,
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tolerance and understanding it is necessary for the international community to
have a shared vision of the future. An international convention is the first step in
the development of this vision.

Notes

1 Some of the material in this chapter was presented at the 28th Annual Conference of
the International Institute of Communication (IIC), Sydney, Australia, in October
1977 and at the conference on Internationalizing Communities at the University of
Southern Queensland, Toowoomba in November 1996.

2 Building Smart Communities: How California’s Communities can thrive in a digital
age. San Diego State University, 1997. It was published by the International Center
for Communications, San Diego State University in 1997 with a foreword by John
M. Eger, Executive Director.

3 The article in question was about a Marxist conspiracy revealed by the government
in which some members of the Catholic Church were implicated. The report was
about a meeting held between Mr Lee and Catholic leaders led by Archbishop
Yong. In his suit Mr Lee alleged that the article depicted Mr Lee as being intolerant
of Roman Catholic Church and that he set out to victimize Catholic priests and
workers (The Straits Times, January 1988). The Singapore courts found all four
defendants guilty of ill-will, spite or wrong or improper motive. It awarded Mr Lee
$230,000 in damages. Eight years after this incident FEER remain gazetted under the
newspaper and Printing Act. However, after many years, the permitted circulation
has been increased to 4,000 copies. 

4 IHT was ordered to pay Mr Lee Kuan Yew $300,000 in damages, $350,000 to Prime
Minister Mr Goh Chok Tong and $300,000 to Deputy Prime Minister, Mr Lee
Hsien Loong.

5 General Agreement of Trade and Tariff or GATT. World Trade Organization
(WTO). GATT was replaced by WTO in 1995.

6 There are twenty-seven separate legal agreements and 25,000 pages of liberalizing
commitments on market access for goods and services which entered into force in
January 1995 together with the creation of WTO.

7 Convention on the Law of the Sea: article 1(1) and article 136, 140
8 The Uruguay Round has been described as the biggest and most difficult trade

negotiation in history. It produced results that no one thought would be possible
when the Round commenced in 1986. It is said that there has been no comparable
achievement since the creation of Bretton Woods institution in 1944.
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17
RECONCILIATION BETWEEN
OPENNESS AND RESISTANCE

Media globalization and new policies of China’s television
in the 1990s

Junhao Hong

From the late 1980s throughout the 1990s, television worldwide has been
undergoing a new wave of tremendous changes. These changes in television, a
medium which acts as the world’s common cultural ground (Dizard, 1994), have
resulted from the evolution of the world’s political environment, economic
structure, technological advancement, and cultural ecology; meanwhile,
unprecedented transformation in the media has also profoundly altered the global
scene (Sepstrup, 1989; Hamelink, 1994; Maney, 1995; Downing, 1996; Mosco,
1996; Mowlana, 1997). Although the emphasis and degree of the changes in
television in different regions/countries have been various, and have focused
either on institutional and structural changes or on ideological changes (Blumler,
1993), several general traits have been reflected in the alterations. Among them,
one major trend is deregulation and another one is globalization (Steinbock,
1995). As the pace of these trends becomes more vigorous, so does the need to
address the impact which these trends can have on the cultures and societies of
individual countries (Mohammadi, 1997).

While deregulation means change in degrees of “being regulated,” globalization
refers to a process of structuration that encompasses homogenization and
heterogenization (Mowlana, 1996). Both deregulation and globalization have
yielded global transformations of environment (Steinbock, 1995). However, in
different countries or regions, deregulation and globalization have manifested
themselves in different phenomena, such as privatization, commercialization, and
marketization (Blumler, 1993; Rowland, 1993; Vedel and Bourdon, 1993).
Together, these phenomena have promoted a rapid growth of television. In
return, again the proliferation of television has given great impetus to the trends of
deregulation and globalization. Deregulation and globalization of the media have
been so strong that no country’s media has been able to evade them. Even in
countries such as Russia and China, where the media were treated as part of the
chief ideological state apparatuses ever since the media were put in use (Althusser,
1971), substantial institutional and structural changes, and even to a certain degree
evolution in the ideological concept, have all occurred (Pei, 1994; Johnson, 1995;
Chaudhary and Chen, 1995).

Accompanying the tendency towards deregulation and globalization has been
the trend of adjusting and redesigning media policies in countries ranging from



Western industrialized nations to communist/former communist nations and
third-world nations (McDowell, 1997). To most countries across the world,
globalization has posed more of a dilemma than an opportunity, and thus setting
new media policies has been a urgent task (Winseck, 1997). The rationale for
doing so was out of each country’s political, economic, and cultural concerns: as
McAnany and Wilkinson (1996) point out, despite the variations of the
considerations, most countries adjust and redesign media policies mainly in order
to resist Western or American—depending on the individual cases—influences,
whether they are political, economic, cultural, or ideological.

The past ten years have been a critical period in China’s television both in terms
of its growth and policy remaking. The drastic development of television has made
Chinese television one of the world’s largest, most sophisticated and powerful
broadcasting systems. The largely adjusted new policies have enabled the
country’s television to have become one of the global major media players—
buyers, sellers, competitors, etc.

Since the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) established its media system half a
century ago, mass media in China has always been part of the CCP’s political
machine. The fate of the media has always been bound to the fluctuation in the
political climate. In the late 1980s, Chinese television suffered a serious setback
after the pro-democracy Tiananmen Square event in 1989. But during the 1990s,
especially after the late paramount leader Deng Xiaoping in 1992 called for a
continuous reform and openness, the media have not only quickly recovered but
also, along with a more rigorous economic transition, a few new situations have
emerged. Confronting the dilemma between continuing the open-door policy
and resisting the Western influence, in the 1990s the CCP has adjusted most of its
media policies.

This chapter examines China’s position—a newly opened television giant with
the world’s largest viewership under a tightly controlled political system—which
is under siege from worldwide trends of deregulation and globalization. In a
centralized communication system such China’s, central policies are the most
critical factor for any changes. Therefore, this study attempts to analyze the
motivations, implications, and impacts of China’s television import and export
policies in the 1990s. The purpose of this research is to explore how countries
such as China were affected by the worldwide tendency of deregulation and
globalization, how the country has reacted to and counteracted those trends, how
new policies were shaped and contested in an age of globalization, what factors
and motivations caused the CCP to reconcile between openness and resistance,
and what the implications of the new policies have been. 

This research was mainly based on primary sources obtained by the author in
China. Most of the documents and other data were collected from interviews
with Chinese officials, researchers, and media practitioners.
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New situations of China’s television in the 1990s

Three years after the Tiananmen Square event, in 1992 Deng Xiaoping made an
inspection tour to southern China during which he called the country for a
further openness and deeper reform. Soon after this, economic reform was not only
put back on the CCP’s agenda but was also carried out at a faster speed and on a
broader scale. Reforms in other spheres which were curtailed due to the
Tiananmen Square event, including the media, were also resumed. The
continuous open-door direction and further reform have brought about new
situations of mass media in general, and television in particular.

The new explosion of television

Deregulation in China was realized through the decentralization of television.
Similar to cases in many other countries, the direct and most evident consequence
of the decentralization—the Chinese version of deregulation—was a new
explosion of television stations.

For many years, the central government restricted television stations only at the
regional and above regional levels. Beginning in the early 1990s, many new
provincial, regional and local television stations became incorporated. In 1992
alone, fifty new television stations were established, making a 22.8-percent
increase from 1989. In each of the three years of 1994, 1995 and 1996, the
increase rate kept a percentage similar to that of 1992. As a result, the total
number of television stations established in the first five years of the 1990s was
nearly equal to the total number of television stations that had been established
over the three decades between the 1950s and the 1980s. This swift proliferation
of television continued until 1997, when experts warned the government that
China had more television stations than most Western industrialized nations and
that the number of the country’s television stations was disproportional to its
economic ability (China Radio and Television Yearbook 1996, 1997).

But what was more phenomenal was the even quicker growth of cable
television stations. Program-generating cable television stations were rare in the
1980s. Even by 1990, there were no more than 100 cable stations in the country
(China Radio and Television Yearbook 1992, 1993). In May 1991, China’s first major
program-generating cable television, Beijing Cable Television, was on the air. In
subsequent months, cable stations at different levels were seen everywhere. By the
end of 1991, there were a total of more than 400 cable television stations (Zhou,
Ren and Yang, 1993). In 1992, Shanghai Cable Television (SCTV), China’s
largest and most advanced cable station, was established. According to an
interview with Wu (1997), President of SCTV, in 1996 SCTV alone had two
million household subscribers and the station has became one of the world’s
largest cable networks. 

This nearly out-of-control growth of television has generated an unanticipated
high demand for programming. As is the case with many other countries, the
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explosion of television stations in China did not arrive with a correspondingly fast
development of program production. Despite the fact that production did
increase during the same period, the speed of the increase of production was far
behind the speed of television station’s growth. Thus, the supply was far beyond
the demand, resulting in a serious nationwide shortage of television programs.
Subsequently, the swift development of broadcasting infrastructure has
substantially widened the gap between the needs for programming and its
capability for production.

In order to resolve the problem, many television stations, especially local ones,
inevitably have looked to import programs. According to Gong Xueping (1997),
former president of STV and presently deputy mayor of Shanghai in charge of
culture and media, many television stations’ heavy dependence on imports has
made the government decide not to license any new television stations; instead,
the government has been canceling unqualified television stations, defining
“unqualified” as those stations which totally relied on imports.

The marketization and corporatization of television

While privatization and commercialization have been sweeping over television
systems in many countries, what has happened in China’s television has been
marketization and corporatization. Media privatization has always been a
forbidden issue in China. Therefore, there have not been any changes in media
ownership. All media institutions are government owned. Likewise, media
commercialization has not been a favorable idea to communist authorities because
commercialization has been perceived as something that will eventually alter the
fundamental nature and the primary function of the communist media.

However, under the influence and pressure of the changing international
environment as well as the country’s domestic transition from a state economy to
a state-controlled market economy (or, as some call it, a Leninist market
economy), the CCP has allowed television to move toward marketization and
corporatization. What marketization and corporatization in the Chinese context
really mean is that, despite the fact that by nature television stations are still
government agencies, stations must be operated like a corporation in order to join
the market competition and to seek revenues for their survival; television stations
will either no longer receive or will be provided with less government subsidy.
Regardless of what it should be called—an alternative version of
commercialization or “commercialization with Chinese characteristics”—
marketization and corporatization have been phenomenal in China’s television
since the early 1990s.

The government has implemented a series of directives on reforming the
media’s financial structure. With increasingly reduced government subsidies,
television stations have unavoidably become more and more dependent on
advertising revenues and other profit-seeking activities. By 1993, at least one-third
of the operating cost of televisions had been derived from advertising and other
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business sources (J.Yu, 1990; Jiang, 1993; Chan, 1994a). By 1996, more than half
of the operating cost of television had come from the market (Ma, 1997). In more
developed areas such as Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou, Tianjing, and Wuhan,
commercial revenues have made up the bulk of television stations’ financial
resources. As for Shanghai-based OTV, China’s first non-government subsidized
television, according to its president Mu (1997), since the first day of operation in
1993, 100 percent of the station’s finance has come from market activities. As Lee
(1994) points out, in the short period of the early 1990s commercial support has
become the financial backbone of television stations’ survival. The severance of
state subsidies to the media has “unleashed their vital energy to meet intense
market competition, causing them to cater to the growing needs and tastes of a
diverse audience” (Lee, 1994:15).

As market competition has brought additional flexibility and opportunities to
television stations, it also has pressured them into seeking more appealing programs
in order to be competitive. Until most recently, independent production
companies were not allowed in China. All television stations had to produce
programs on their own. But producing market-competitive programs not only
requires advanced skills, but more importantly, also necessitates large investment.
Most television stations, especially local ones, not only lacked production ability
but also lacked investment and financial resources. Then, a short cut in order to
maintain market competitiveness was the purchase of programs from abroad. On
average, producing a one-hour quality teledrama in China costs more than
purchasing a one-hour foreign teledrama. Thus, structural changes in television—
marketization and corporatization—have again generated a high demand for
appealing, quality programs, which has further led to an excess of imported
programs on television screens. For a period of several years, television stations’
market competition was more like just a competition for importing foreign
programs. Until recently, after the government took some actions to re-regulate
imports, television program imports were out of control and very chaotic.

The increasingly fierce competition between Chinese television
and foreign television

Prior to the 1980s, foreign programs entering China had to go through official
procedures and channels, which meant that they had to be imported by
government-owned media institutions. Any unofficial import was illegal. Very
few foreign programs entered China unofficially or illegally—through smuggling
and available only on the black market. But now, the majority of foreign programs
enter the country unofficially: they arrive through the sky and can be obtained by
any household with a satellite antenna. In the past few years, a batch of major
transnational television programmers have poured into Asia with a particular
interest in China’s potentially huge market. Several American and European
broadcasting companies have been looking for ways to tap into the newly-
discovered world consuming power. CNN, BBC, MTV Asia, and Prime Sports
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have all entered the Asia/China market either by setting up their Asian operation
branches in Hong Kong or by opening an office in Beijing, “all vying for a share
of the great market” (Hachtan, 1996:55). While ESPN has begun its pan-Asian
satellite transmission, HBO has been considering the Asia/China market for a pay-
movie channel as well as a free general entertainment channel. In the meantime,
Japan’s NHK has also been looking at regional distribution via satellite. There
even has been an idea of creating an NHK-led Global News Network (GNN) to
counter and compete with American and European transnational media
organizations. Even the world media mogul Rupert Murdock, in order to obtain
a slice of the “China pie,” has attempted to get the approval from the Chinese
government to let his Star TV enter the country (Geddes, 1991; Tanzer, 1991;
Westlake, 1991; Tan, 1993; Dizard, 1994; Hachten, 1996; Ma, 1997; Zhou, 1997;
Roberts, 1998).

Although, thus far, transnational television services have not been permitted a
“direct operation” in China, abundant foreign programming is now hovering over
China’s sky day and night via satellite. This programming is watched by dozens of
millions of Chinese audiences. According to Ma (1997), in the 1990s, each year
about two million satellite dishes have been bought by Chinese individuals. And,
according to an interview with Yun (1997), professor of the Beijing Broadcasting
Institute, in Guangzou, Shanghai, Beijing and other major cities there were
millions of satellite receiver owners. These satellite dish owners now watch Star
TV CNN, and NHK everyday, especially the Hong Kong-based Star TV, which
has five specialized Chinese-language-speaking channels broadcasting twenty-four
hours a day (Poon, 1997). In 1996, a Chinese government survey admitted that
forty-eight million households—about 20 percent of China’s total households—
receive Star TV (Zhou, 1997).

Foreign television services have grabbed a considerable portion of Chinese
viewers away from the country’s own channels. Because of what we may call the
availability, intrusion, or competition of transnational satellite television programs,
China’s television has lost a great deal of audience share. Moreover, because most
foreign programs carries an “exotic flavor,” advanced production skill, and
appealing plots, transnational television services have put Chinese television in a
weaker and disadvantageous position to compete with them. In order to find a
way out and to compete for the audience share, many Chinese television stations
unfortunately have again turned to relying more heavily on foreign programs:
they are using foreign programs to compete with foreign programming. Although
this strategy allows some television stations to survive, as remarked by Chi (1997),
a senior official of the Ministry of Radio, Film and Television, it has also been a
form of suicide for the nation’s television.
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The changes of the social structure and the audiences’ tastes

Economic reform and political opening have inevitably had a strong impact on
the social structure. Among them, one was the change in the workday system
and another one was the change in audience’s tastes.

In the early 1990s, the six-workday per week system, which had been used for
decades, was changed to a five-workday per week system. The new workday
system has doubled the people’s leisure time; but even more importantly, it has
altered people’s life styles. For more than four decades from the beginning of
Communist China in 1949 to the early 1990s, the country used a six-workday
system. Accordingly, television stations just needed to prepare better programs for
Saturday evenings and Sundays. But the new workday system has again resulted in
a demand for more and better television programs.

In order to be compatible with international standards, one of the steps towards
China’s openness, around 1992 Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzou, and some other
large cities started a five-workday system. Overnight, this change meant that
hundreds of millions of people’s leisure time doubled. For most people, the
easiest and most economical solution has been to watch more television. Thus,
the change in the workday system has provided television stations with an
opportunity and a challenge. Television stations need more appealing programs,
and the battles for better programs among television stations has further escalated.
During an interview, vice president of Oriental Television (OTV) Liu (1997)
admitted that because a great hunger for appealing programs remains unfilled
among television stations, importing foreign programs has been considered an
effective “one stone, two birds” weapon: it simultaneously eases the lack of
programs and the lack of appealing programs.

While the change in the social structure and people’s lifestyles has generated an
even further demand for more appealing programs, changes in audiences’ tastes
have also generated a similar demand. In the 1990s, television audiences have
become increasingly harder to hold on to. There have been two main reasons.
One is that the audiences’ tastes have become more sophisticated, and the other is
that people are now able to be more selective about their leisure activities.

Since the opening of television imports in the late 1970s, audiences have had
opportunities to view programs of various themes and styles. Their tastes have
been “trained” to be much more sophisticated and their standards and
expectations much higher. Specifically, with access to a variety of choices of
programs provided by both domestic television services as well as the “uninvited”
foreign television services, viewers were no longer as “loyal” as they were to their
own country’s program providers; they have become “difficult customers.” The
former situation where viewers had only one or two channels to watch has vanished
forever. According to Wang (1997), vice director of the General Office of Radio,
Film, and Television Ministry, even in mid-size cities (cities with a population of
one-half to one million people), there are approximately seven broadcasting
television channels, plus dozens of cable channels and several satellite channels,
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and in large cities (cities with a population of over one million people), the
audiences have access to at least ten broadcasting television channels, about thirty
cable channels, and a number of foreign satellite television channels. 

The more choices audiences have, the more pressures television stations
receive, and the winners of the battles for audiences are always those who can
provide “better” programs. While the term “better” can hardly be defined
objectively, to the audiences “better” simply means more appealing. As Bishop
(1989) claims, when it comes to catering to audiences’ tastes, television programs
can be categorized at two levels. After basic needs for something to watch are
fulfilled, television programs will move to fill the “higher” needs such as
curiosity, sex and love, as well as self-esteem, competence, and achievement.
Regardless of judgment on value system or ideological preference overall,
Western television often provides this second level of programming, whereas
Chinese television seldom does so. To the audiences, inevitably, imported
programs have seemed more appealing than domestic programs. Once again, the
change in the audiences’ tastes has pushed television stations for more imports.

In the 1990s, Chinese audiences have had more selection regarding their leisure
activities. As economic reform has enabled people to become richer than they
previously were, the political opening has brought them relatively relaxed social
and cultural environments. Many Western-style leisure activities and facilities
have emerged in the country, such as Karaoke, KTV, dance clubs, video-tape
rental services, and even night clubs. Accordingly, if television programs were not
appealing, viewers no longer needed to stay home with their television sets as
they had done earlier. Even further, around the mid-1990s, VCR sets became
common in most mid-income families. For instance, in 1997 there were 500,000
VCR sets in Shanghai alone, which means that about 20 percent of households
owned VCRs. As Hachten (1996) posits, VCRs can have profound effects not only
on viewers but also on broadcasting and other media. Thus, this poses a challenge
to the latter. As Parsons (1993) observes, the change in the audiences’ selection
for leisure activities also reflects a social transformation, and this social
transformation has also created a serious challenge to television. Now, more than
ever, Chinese television has to learn to be audience centered and market driven,
because the “relative affluence and freedom to choose will mean that products the
government deems to be good for people will be swamped by products people
want to buy” (Bishop, 1989:180). Looking for an escape hatch, many television
stations were again forced to rely on importing more foreign programs in order to
hold onto the audiences.

Although the aforementioned situation in the 1990s represent discrepant
aspects and reflect discrepant dimensions, they all have pushed television stations
to struggle for a higher quantity of programming, for more appealing programs,
and for more diverse thematic and stylistic programs. However, due to the fact
that production capability was still at a relatively low level, willing or unwilling,
an easier solution for most television stations was to expand foreign-program
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imports in order to fill airtime, to hold onto audiences and to get more
advertising revenues.

Television’s increasingly heavy and even excessive or entire dependence on
importation was not something the CCP liked to see. Foreign television
programs’ dominance of China’s television, or more precisely, Western programs’
dominance of the communist television, has made the CCP feel uneasy. The
CCP has nevertheless sensed urgent needs for reevaluating and redesigning its
media and cultural product importation policies.

New policies on media and cultural product imports

Facing a reshaped international environment and attempting to compromise
between maintaining the open-door direction and resisting the Western influence,
the CCP has redesigned its media and cultural product import policies in the
1990s.

The new policies were based on somewhat contradictory or conflicting factors.
First, the CCP no longer dared to cut off media and cultural product imports as it
did before. The consensus was that the opening in media and cultural product
imports must be maintained, otherwise the people would be unhappy with the
CCP, which would ultimately endanger the Communist Parry’s ruling position.
Second, the authorities knew that in fact they were no longer able to curtail
media and cultural product importation: due to the increasingly advanced
technology and due to the fact that overly rigid restrictions will only backfire and
force audiences to seek foreign programs through transnational satellite
broadcasting, the black market or smuggling. Third, the CCP did not have the
intention to cut off media and cultural product importation. Since the 1990s, not
only has China’s television industry benefited from importing foreign
programming, but the country’s economy and society has benefited as well.
Fourth, on the other hand, however, the CGP was also by no means intending to
relinquish control over the cultural and ideological sphere. As always, the CCP
was very concerned about the political, ideological and cultural consequences of
the Western influence in the country. According to an interview with Chen
(1997), a research fellow at the Media and Communication Institute of China
Social Science Academy, to the CCP, in confrontation with the worldwide trend
of globalization, opening China to the outside world both economically and
culturally is not only unavoidable, but also necessary; nevertheless, the CCP’s
definition of opening has never meant being Westernized. Therefore, the new
policies were a mixed product of the CCP’s intention to continue the open-door
direction and maintain its “fundamental principles,” which were buttressed by
nationalism and Marx-Lenin-Maoism (Scalapino, 1963). As claimed by Li
Tieying, the CCP’s Politburo member in charge of media, culture, and education,
two fundamental principles were the cornerstone of the new policies. First, China
will continue to open its door to the world not only economically but also
culturally. Second, China’s cultural exchanges with other countries should keep
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two things balanced: the country’s media and cultural product imports must resist
Western dominance, and as a long-term goal China must also make substantial
efforts to expand its cultural exports, to create a balanced cultural trade with other
countries, and to enter the global cultural arena as an equally important player. Li
reminded China’s media practitioners of being careful about “the inferior spiritual
products of the Western culture” while maintaining the open-door direction
(People’s Daily, June 10, 1993). 

Promoting domestic production

Unlike before, when the major concern of the media and cultural import policies
was how to effectively prohibit or control, a new emphasis has been placed on
promoting domestic production and encouraging television stations to compete
with foreign programs. The CCP was aware that the attempts to sanitize foreign
influence have already been severely undermined by the presence of too many
broadcasting satellite dishes, too many shortwave radio sets, too many foreign
journalists in the country, too many open telephone lines, too many fax
machines, and too many Internet users. All these, although necessary for
modernization, have been perceived by the CCP as a threat.

To reduce the degree of this Westernization, or “cultural deficit,” China made
plans to double its domestic production in the 1990s. For major television
stations, the target was to be able to produce ten hours of their daily programs;
for others, the target was four hours (Chan, 1994a). In addition, the CCP also
launched a massive counter-Western-influence campaign among media and
cultural institutions, which included a huge project of producing 100 patriotic
theme teleplays and the “Five Ones Project.” The former were assigned to the
nation’s television industry by the central government and the latter required that
every year, every province produce one quality teleplay, one quality stage drama,
one quality movie, one quality ethnic or local opera, and one quality musical.
They should be “domestic” both in the content and format, not just “the local
version of Hollywood style” (Kleinsteuber, 1992). The CCP’s Central
Propaganda Ministry allocated a special fund for these projects (People’s Daily,
August 25, 1993). Each of the thirty provinces has also set specific plans to echo
the campaign and allocated a budget to support producing quality programs. As a
result of this policy, in the past several years, domestic production has grown
steadily. Table 17.1 provides an illustration of the growth of China’s domestic
television production during the first half 1990s.

Expanding exports

Efforts to expand exports of China-produced programs to the global television
market have also been encouraged by the CCP. Under this new policy, the
government has subsidized a series of specially designed productions which are
aimed at overseas markets. This approach was part of the CCP’s ultimate goal of
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gradually improving the world’s overwhelmingly unidirectional flow of media
and cultural products and making China’s television more internationally
competitive.

According to an interview with Ma (1997), a senior official of the Radio, Film,
and Television Ministry, four main methods were used to expand the exports. The
first method was to boost direct international sales; the second was to provide
programs to overseas Chinese television stations or channels at no cost or low
cost; the third was to run video rental services overseas; and the last was to launch
regional satellite television services.

The government established a specialized company, China International
Television Inc., to undertake the task of promoting sales. In the past few years,
television program exports have been increasing steadily. According to the
statistics provided by China Television International Inc., in Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Singapore, Thailand, Japan, Korea, and other southeast Asian countries—
even including Vietnam, China’s most recent war enemy—China has become
one of the region’s major television program suppliers. Despite the fact that
China’s television exports to other areas of the world still were limited due to
linguistic, cultural and/or ideological differences, in recent years exports to
Western European countries have been increasing, especially once several
countries such as Germany and France redesigned their Far East/China policies.
China has also expanded its television exports to the United States (Yu, 1997).

In addition, recent efforts included the incorporation of CCTV’s Fourth
Channel, the network’s international channel dedicated to overseas Chinese and
transmitted via satellite; the launching of another satellite channel based in a
Fujian province over Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Southeast Asia; and the purchase
and operation of Hong Kong’s Phoenix Television, one of Star TV’s major
channels, which is now used by the communist regime as a global channel
targeting half of the globe (Wang, 1997). Not only has the export volume been
greatly expanded, but also the themes and styles of the exported programs have
become much more diversified.

Table 17.1 Hours of domestic programming shown on television per week

Source: Ministry of Radio, Film, and Television, 1997.
 

THE NEW COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE 303



Setting the quota system

Another new policy was setting the quota system. For the first time in China’s
television history, in the early 1990s, the CCP issued an explicit quota policy
regarding percentages of broadcasting hours of imported programs. This policy
mandates that in principle the percentage of broadcasting hours of foreign
programs cannot exceed 15 percent of a television station’s total broadcasting
time. Regardless of whether one perceives this percentage as low or high, this
new policy should be viewed as a positive step because there had never been such
an explicit quota policy before.

Quotas have been criticized for being paternalistic and inefficient, and for
reducing the audience’s freedom of choice. However, as Renaud (1993) argues,
a quota system also can be seen as fulfilling distributive aims; it becomes a means,
however imperfect, of improving the country’s ability to restore competition in
the international market. Therefore, while the new policy, criteria, and regulations
still appear to be quite restrictive, they can also be interpreted quite positively if we
consider China’s political system and its formerly ambiguous policies.

Certainly, the fundamental concern of the quota system was to limit Western
cultural influences. But adopting a quota system has legitimized the CCP’s
resistance of Western influences rather than simply prohibiting or restricting
imports. Because of this quota policy, on the Chinese television screen the
dominance of Western programs, particularly the dominance of US programs, has
nevertheless begun to diminish, albeit slowly.

Balancing the import source

In the 1990s, another new step in China’s media and cultural exchange activities
was parallel to the CCP’s adjusted foreign policy. China’s foreign policy during
the late 1970s and the 1980s was criticized by some third-world nations for being
“too soft to the West” because China needs Western capital and technology (Zhi,
1997). Although the CCP did not admit that tendency, since the late 1980s—
particularly after the Tiananmen Square event in 1989—China nevertheless
adjusted its policy towards the West. The CCP wanted to establish a balanced
relationship with both third-world nations and Western countries. To the CCP,
cultural exchanges were not just part of foreign relationships, but they were always
an important indication of the degree of foreign relationships.

During the post-Cold War era, balancing the import source functions as one of
China’s major diplomatic strategies rather than merely acting as a media policy.
While continuing to import television programs from Western countries, the
CCP has given import priority to programs from non-Western countries,
especially those countries that maintain good political relationships with China.
As for Western countries, they have also been singled out: priority has purposely
been given to European countries, Canada, Japan, and Australia, not the United
States. According to an interview with Xu (1997), president of China
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International Television Inc., at the present time, programs from non-Western
countries is particularly welcome and often assigned a better spot in the television
stations’ programming schedule than Western programs are, although in reality
non-Western countries do not have much programs to offer. This new policy has
nevertheless been somewhat effective. As Chen (1997) observes, as a result of this
new policy, in the last few years the dominance of Western programs on Chinese
television screens— especially the dominance of US programs—has begun to
alter, although not very visibly. Presently, programs from other countries, such as
Central European nations, Asian states, former Eastern European bloc countries,
and Latin- and South-American nations, are more welcome and often get a good
spot in the programming schedule (Zhou, 1997). 

Further decentralizing and depoliticalizing television

As these new policies basically reflected the CCP’s prudence toward globalization
and its resistance to the Western influence, the policies of further decentralizing
and depoliticalizing television reflected the CCP’s willingness for a continuous
openness.

A new policy began during the 1990s, which was intended to distinguish
networks and major stations from local, small or specialized television stations,
such as educational stations. As Chan (1994a) observes, the CCP now attaches
discrepant political status and functions to discrepant media institutions. While the
central media organizations are still considered to be nothing but the CCP’s
mouthpieces, such strict requirements will no longer apply to media institutions
at lower levels. This new step, as Baum (1991) indicates, was part of a global
tendency throughout the communist world whereby the pattern of centralized
political control has been greatly, although not uniformly, attenuated. The
difference between this new approach and the former policy is that, unlike
previously when all television stations were equally tightly controlled, now
networks and major television stations still receive tight control whereas local,
small or specialized stations are given a bit more freedom or flexibility. Thus, to a
certain extent, this new policy has reflected the CCP’s limited openness to the
outside world or tolerance of the Western influence. This new practice of setting
various control criteria for television stations at various levels should be viewed as
a meaningful symbol. Although it is unrealistic to expect the Party to relinquish
its control on media and culture, this change has symbolized that the CCP
nevertheless still wants to continue its open-door direction when confronting
globalization.

Besides further decentralizing television, the CCP’s intention to continue the
open-door direction was also demonstrated through its efforts to further
depoliticize television. Television in China was always treated as a purely political
and ideological instrument. A new policy now claimed that television is a multi-
functional tool which serves both the needs of the Communist Party and the
needs of the people. Because of this depoliticization, television’s entertainment
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and social-service functions have been recognized. Despite the fact that politics
and ideology are still the dominant function, efforts to make television useful both
to economic development and to people’s daily lives have also become evident.
Moreover, in recent years, by and large, television’s political and ideological
functions have been gradually reduced, and in the meantime its entertainment and
social-service functions have been increasingly emphasized. This tendency to
become more depoliticized was crucial in alleviating the clashes ensuring from the
process where communist television merges with the so-called global television—
Western television.

Implications

China’s new media and cultural product importation policies in the 1990s contain
contradictory or conflicting intentions and elements. On the surface, the
country’s media were facing a dilemma. In fact, it was not the media but the CCP
itself that was facing the dilemma (Su, 1994). Changes in China’s media always
have had a close connection to changes in the country’s political and economic
spheres: when the country’s political climate and economic development became
more open and diverse, the media also headed towards an open, plural,
marketized, and entertainment- oriented direction; and vice versa.

However, in fact, the contradictions or conflicts that have been seen in China
in recent years have also precisely reflected the dilemmas and challenges which
many other countries had been confronting and how they have compromised
between the opposing choices. Unable to avoid media globalization, the CCP has
chosen a balanced, but contradictory and conflicting, model for the country’s
media. The reasons behind the motivations of the new policies are located
between the two ends of a spectrum: the one end is to continue the open-door
policy, and the other end is to resist Western influence. According to Chan
(1994b), few countries are at either of the two ends of the spectrum, i.e., virtual
suppression and total openness. The majority of countries are located in between
the poles. Depending on whether they are closer to “total openness” or to
“virtual suppressiveness,” they roughly fall into three categories: regulated
openness, illegal openness (open not legally, but in practice), and suppressive
openness (heavily restricted or very limited openness). During the last few years,
China has evolved from a virtual suppression to a suppressive openness.

Apparently, there remain many restrictive components to the new policies.
Yet, despite this, the new policies have still basically reflected an open-door
intention. There are a number of factors that have kept China on the track of
openness. As the last communist stronghold, China faces growing international
challenges and pressures to be open. As Baum (1991) notes, globalized markets,
information flows, and cries for popular empowerment have already conspired to
render autarky, self-reliance, and neo-Maoist ideological mobilization obsolescent
as developmental strategies and have radically altered the political environments
of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. China’s chaos-fearing leaders
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have discovered that they cannot achieve their goals without openness and
pluralism. For China, it is now impossible to shut the door without exacting a
huge price (Lee, 1994). Therefore, the CCP has been proclaiming that China will
never change its open-door direction. And the adoption of the open-door
direction was the most crucial fact for the changes in media and cultural product
imports, which has to some extent signified a relaxation of ideology and social
control.

In fact, China’s television has already departed substantially from the classic
Soviet model. As Sparks and Reading (1994) point out, two important categories
can be used to measure the degree of departure. The first is in the nature of the
programs shown, and the second is the readiness to carry advertising. Contrary to
the image of a tightly controlled and wholly propagandistic output, a considerably
high percentage of programming shown on China’s television was purchased on
the world market. The percentage of China’s imported television programs is now
even higher than that in many Asian countries, third-world nations, and
former communist countries. As for carrying advertising, the amount of television
advertising has reached a historical high.

Nevertheless, the fundamental concern and the overall goal of the new policies
is still to resist Western influence. The CCP has learned that, in the post-Cold
War world, fast-moving political and social changes are being strongly influenced,
shaped, and accelerated by transnational communication. To the Chinese
communist leaders, high among the various factors contributing to the worldwide
collapse of communist regimes was certainly the impact of Western influence.
Fearing this kind of threat, the CCP launched the “anti-spiritual pollution
campaign” in 1983, the “anti-bourgeois liberalization campaign” in 1987, and the
“anti-peaceful evolution campaign” in 1989. In each case, the perceived threat
was the influence of Western media and culture (Chan, 1994b).

These new policies have reflected little change in the CCP’s concept of media
and culture as a purely political tool and ideological state apparatus. The
introduction of marketization and corporatization into the media has been a
controlled process in which political factors have played and still play a decisive
part because of the assumptions that free-market competition should not be totally
adopted into the Chinese system. This system continues to subscribe to Marxist
and Maoist thoughts and has a communist party which shows no intention of
relinquishing its grip over the media. Accordingly, in recent years, while media
marketization and corporatization have emerged, the mass media, as a whole,
have yet to demonstrate their independence as genuine social institutions and
purely independent market forces; instead, politically the media still insist on the
dictatorial rule of the Communist Party (Chan, 1994a). As Sparks and Reading
(1994) observe, overall the continuities are much more than the discontinuities
between communism’s past and communism’s present in terms of political structure
and media nature.

However, there are indeed significant differences between the old policies and
the new policies. The main difference between the new policies and old policies
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was not the overall principle, but the approach: the previous form of resistance to
Western influence was to isolate China from the outside world or to sever the
country’s contact with the West, but the new resistant approach was to open
China to the outside world and then to compete with the Western countries in
the global arena. In short, a revolutionary-type approach has been replaced by a
cooperative-type approach. It should be noted that the new approach is of great
significance because it corresponds to a global characteristic in the transition of the
world political structure from the Cold War era to the post-Cold War era. In
Polumbaum’s view, for China these new policies are a good signal because they
have shown that the country’s “fluid and manipulatable” system has been
becoming “increasingly formalized and regularized,” and overall the new policies
have suggested “a subtle, graduate, and still-evolving institutionalization of media
management” (1994:118). At any rate, according to Zhang (1997), director of the
Policy and Regulation Office of the Ministry of Radio, Film, and Television,
these new policies so far have generally proven effective. That is, they serve the
CCP’s two intentions: to continue its openness in media and cultural product
imports and to minimize the Western influence.

Conclusion

Changes in the global media in the 1990s have had a profound impact on
countries across the world. The growing global cultural exchanges among
countries have become among the most important of international activities.
However, thus far, media globalization is virtually a media Westernization.
Therefore, to most countries, changes in global media have posed a dilemma.

Facing the global environmental changes, most countries’ media have
undergone various changes, including structural, institutional, and policy changes.
Among them, setting, adjusting, or redesigning media policies have been one
urgent and difficult task. Although the motivations for policy changes in different
countries resulted from various concerns, the fundemantal concern was: while
openness has become unavoidable, how does a country protect its own political,
ideological, economic, and cultural interests, and how does it resist foreign
influence (McAnany and Wilkinson, 1996)?

These and other concerns have urged the CCP to reconsider its media and
cultural product import policies. The CCP has adopted a series of new policies in
an attempt to both maintain the open-door direction and to resist Western
influence. These new policies have vividly reflected the CCP’s ambivalent
attitude: under siege from globalization, the CCP has neither wanted to lose the
opportunity to become an active part of the global village nor has it wanted to
give up its control on culture and ideology. In fact, the compromise is a result of
the high demand and the shortage of supply, the need for openness and the fear
of Western influence, and the willingness to accept globalization and reluctance to
give up control.
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There interpretations can be made of China’s new policies. First, in recent
years reconciling openness with resistance has become a common trend in many
countries across the world. Second, there was more “old stuff” than “new stuff”
in those policies, or, that is to say, there was more continuity than discontinuity in
those policies. Third, the major concern of the new policies was still to resist
Western influence.

In general, three trends for the future of China’s media and television may be
identified. First, the open-door direction will be maintained and the policies in
the 1990s will continue to be the basic guidance for media and cultural product
imports in the next few years. Second, even though those policies may be altered
slightly in the future due to new factors, essentially the media will still be an
ideological apparatus of the Party and the fundamental elements of those policies
will remain untouched. Lastly, despite the fact that the CCP’s two efforts—
openness and resistance—are contradictory or conflicting and represent two
opposite directions, the CCP will still attempt to reconcile these two opposing
directions until they have no choice at all. 

Overall, the post-Deng era has reflected a drifting course or a compromise
between openness/acceptance of globalization/Westernization and self-
protection/ resistance to globalization/Westernization. Ironically, as Huang (1994)
sees it, “socialist” or “communist” are now understood as maintaining monopoly
control of political power by the Communist Party, while the “market system” is
understood as using whatever capitalist means are necessary to keep things
moving. Time is needed to know whether these two different strategies can work
well together or not. Frequent clashes between these two strategies have already
often been seen both in China as well as in other countries. Therefore, what can
be expected would still be a twisted course because, as Chan (1994a) observes, the
tension between the CCP’s desires to deflect the Western influence and to
continue the open-door direction has been growing in recent years.

The present Chinese communist regime in the post-Deng era will certainly
continue to prevail. Thus, two predictions may be more certain than others. First,
China’s media in the foreseeable future will not be total replicas of the Western
model. Second, however, the media, especially television, will be more
marketized and corporatized. That is because in both so doing the state can
license the media organizations but also grant a degree of autonomy in exchange
for the media observing certain controls. As a result, the CCP ultimately may be
able to remain hegemonic in the political and ideological sector, while at the
same time it may further relax a measure of control in the areas of media
administration, management, financial resources and, to some extent, program
import policies.
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18
GLOBALIZATION: CONSUMPTION

AND IDENTITY
Towards researching nodal points

Rico Lie and Jan Servaes

The goal of this concluding chapter is to explore aspects of the relation between
(a) cultural globalization, (b) consumption and (c) identity, and identify areas of
research. In the current age of globalization, consumption is increasingly becoming
cross-cultural. All kinds of flows—like those of people and all kinds of products—
are increasing in quantity and changing in quality. The more specific question
that will be addressed is therefore: “How does this process of changed and
changing cross-cultural consumption of products, people, information, knowledge
and interpretations relate to culture and local-global identities?” The possible
answers to this question seem to be heading in two opposite directions. The first
line of answers points us in the direction of cultural homogenization and the
emergence of uniform identities. The second line of answers addresses the
emergence of hybrid identities and points us in the direction of diversity. The first
line of answers builds on dependency thinking and early modernization theories.
The second line of answers builds on what we have termed the multiplicity
paradigm (Servaes, 1998). In the process of changing from modernization-
dependency thinking to thinking in terms of multiplicity, several shifts in
emphasis have occurred. The first shift is that the emphasis in communication
processes has been changed from the emphasis on the producer/sender to the
emphasis on the consumer/receiver. A second shift is towards an emphasis on culture
and on cultural identity. People speak of the “cultural turn.” A third shift that can
be identified is a shift from an emphasis on similarities (What makes people the
same?) towards an emphasis on differences (What makes people different?). These
three sub-paradigmatic shifts will be addressed throughout this chapter.

It is assumed that the two basic concepts underlying processes related to
globalization and identity are communication and culture. Communication is of
course closely related to consumption. All communication includes consumption.
Though globalizing identities (globalization) and the linked process of localizing
identities (localization) are the result of communication/consumption in its widest
possible forms, it is through communication that culture is made public and
shared, and, secondly, it is through culture that the forms of communication are
shaped. Moreover, the content of communication is culture, and culture itself can
incorporate different modes of communication. Culture and communication seem
to be two linked and inseparable processes. Communication is regarded to be all



(inter)action between people (P), between people and institutions (I), and
between people and products (P) (PIPs). Although this (inter)action is in form and
content highly influenced by culture, communication can also have changing
cultures/identities as a result.

Globalization/localization is such a process of changing cultures/identities. All
communication can lead to intended or unintended globalizing or localizing
change. As a result of the centrality of culture and communication, a theoretical
basis for the study of globalization/localization, consumption and identity needs to
have a comprehensive and integrated view on these concepts. From the
perspective of communication scholars this would mean that the ultimate goal is
to embed communication in culture. For the communication specialist the entry
to the relation between culture and communication will be communication. From
an anthropological perspective, this would mean that in the study of cultural
processes, more emphasis would be put on issues specifically concerned with
communications. In order to explore the basic concepts of communication and
culture let us first take a look at how these concepts are approached in the
disciplines of symbolic anthropology, communication studies and cultural studies. In the
second part of this chapter we will then shift attention towards globalization/
localization, consumption and identity and present a model on researching nodal
points.

Culture and communication

Symbolic anthropology

In the beginning of the 1960s a new field of study emerged within social
anthropology: symbolic anthropology. With the coming of symbolic
anthropology it was the concept of culture that was specified. Previously there was
little interest in the concept of culture, but with the introduction of the concept
of symbol, a handle was offered to put the concept of culture into operation.
Where Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown—as founding fathers of British social
anthropology—were debating about the centrality of either function or structure,
the symbolic anthropologists centralized the concept of culture. The symbolic
anthropologists see culture as the concept that is responsible for being a human
being, namely “the ability to symbolize.” As we intend to show here, this “new”
symbolic perspective on culture has opened ways for seeing culture as
communication.

Symbolic anthropology has its roots in British social anthropology, but does
not exist without explanation. There seems to be only little agreement on what
symbolic anthropology actually stands for: “During the 1960s and 1970s,
discussions of culture theory showed a preoccupation with the idea that cultures
are systems of symbols and meaning” (Singer, 1984:32). Ever since, different
anthropologists have given different names to this new perspective on culture. A
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few are: “comparative symbology” (Victor Turner/Mary Douglas),
“interpretative anthropology” (Clifford Geertz), “structural (intellectual)
anthropology” (Claude Lévi-Strauss/ Edmund Leach), Singer pleaded for a
“semiotic anthropology” and Peacock claimed to have introduced the term
“symbolic anthropology” in 1965. All these different names refer to a specific
theoretical perspective. A perspective that positions symbols, their appearance, their
operation and their use in the center of culture.

Ortner, in an excellent compressed account of theory in anthropology since the
1960s, argues that “symbolic anthropology” as a label was never used by any of its
main proponents in the formative period—say, 1963–66. Rather, it was a
shorthand tag (probably invented by the opposition), an umbrella for a number of
rather diverse trends” (Ortner, 1984:128). According to Ortner there were two
major trends in symbolic anthropology: (a) Clifford Geertz, David Schneider and
the Chicago School (influenced by Max Weber), and (b) Victor Turner at
Cornell University (influenced by Emile Durkheim). The most prominent
difference is that the Geertzians’s focus is on “culture” (how do symbols operate as
vehicles of “culture?”—from the actor’s point of view), whereas the Turnerians’s
focus is on “society” (symbols as operators in the social process; more concerned
with how symbols actually do what all symbolic anthropologists claim they do:
operate as active forces in social processes).

Although Tennekes (1982), a Dutch anthropologist, agrees with the above-
mentioned theoretical perspective, he warns for a too broad symbolic
anthropology. He sees symbolic anthropology as a thematic specialism within the
total field of anthropology. According to Tennekes, symbolic anthropology has
four objects of study: myths, rituals, symbolic classifications and collective representations.
We, building on Tennekes, see symbolic anthropology not in the first place as a
thematic specialism (it has a too arbitrary character), but as a symbolic perspective
on human processes in society. The particularity of this perspective is stressed by
seeing cultures represented or classified by the use of symbols.

In sum: symbolic anthropology is perceived as a symbolic perspective on
processes which take place within structures. Such a perspective seems useful for
the following reasons: first, its concern with how signs become symbols; second,
its concern with how symbols operate as vehicles of culture, and how culture
itself can be seen as a system of symbols; third, its concern with how symbols
actually operate in processes, and how they represent and classify a particular
culture, and fourth, as a result, its concern with how symbols are consumed and
in more general terms operate in the processes of cultural globalization and
cultural localization.

There are two basic works underlying the development of this “new” symbolic
perspective on culture. The first is Philosophy in a New Key by Susanne Langer
(1948) and the second is Ernst Cassirer’s The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (1929).
Langer showed that what makes a human being a human being is his/her ability
to symbolize. This ability is the key to understanding all forms of interaction and
communication. In communication studies one often refers to Langer as one

GLOBALIZATION: CONSUMPTION AND IDENTITY 315



of the central persons in developing symbolic theory. One can also trace its
development by referring to the biologist Johannes von Uexküll and Ernst
Cassirer’s adjustments to his functional circle. Uexküll developed a scheme for the
biological world:

Every organism, even the lowest, is not only in a vague sense adapted to
(angepasst) but entirely fitted into (eingepasst) its environment. According to
its anatomical structure it possesses a certain Merknetz and a certain Wirknetz
—a receptor system and an effector system. Without the cooperation and
equilibrium of these two systems the organism could not survive. The
receptor system by which a biological species receives outward stimuli and
the effector system by which it reacts to them are in all cases closely
interwoven.

(Cassirer, 1944:24)

In the human world, the functional circle (receptor system—effector system) is
quantitatively enlarged and qualitatively changed. Between the receptor system
and the effector system we find in human beings a symbolic system. The answers
in human beings toward outward stimuli are not direct as in the animal world,
but delayed by the symbolic system (Gassirer, 1944). This symbolic system is a
key to understanding the differences in human culture. Differences in human
culture are made up by differences in symbolic systems. A symbolic system is
culture-bound and a medium or any product is not only communicating through
a symbolic system, but entirely made up by it. Within the centrality of human
being’s capacity to symbolize many different theories developed based on either
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) or Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914). Many
different perspectives emerged, and theories on signals and indices, signs, images,
symbols and so forth developed. Here, to keep it simple and to the point, symbols
will include connotations (subjective meanings) and signs will not include
connotation. Therefore, symbols are culture-bound, because meaning is culture-
bound, and signs are not. Signs are a construct of the researcher/outsider and do
not exist in real life. In real life, and from an interpretative perspective, signs
without culture do not exist.

As mentioned, symbolic anthropology as it developed since the 1960s has two
important representatives: Clifford Geertz and Victor Turner. Also these two
anthropologists have had and still have their influence on the development of
interpretative communication studies. Turner is mainly known through the
introduction of his concepts “liminality” and “communitas.” Furthermore, he has
linked these concepts with the study of rites. “Liminality” refers to the middle
phase of rites, which Van Gennep distinguishes in his classic book Les Rites de
Passage from 1909. Van Gennep distinguishes three phases in all rites de passage:
separation, margin (or limen, signifying “threshold” in Latin) (transition) and
reaggregation (reintegration). Particular in initiation rites (e.g., initiation from boy
to man, marriage or dying) these phases can be distinguished quite clearly. In the
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phase of transformation one does not belong to society and one is not a member
of normal daily structure. One is located in a time and space that has no social
definition. The identity of the person or group is unclear. Such a liminal position
offers a possibility of reflection and critique, but also of idealizing, equality and
intense comradeship: “communitas” (Turner, 1969). It is in liminality that
communitas emerges. Turner sees social structure as the opposite of communitas
(Turner, 1974:231) as communitas exists outside structured time.

Turner’s theory has been very influential in the anthropological studies of
sociocultural rites. But also within communication studies, Turner’s ideas with
regard to liminality and communitas have been used for the study of television
(e.g. Martin, 1981; Newcomb and Alley, 1983; Hoover, 1988). The act of
watching television is regarded as a liminal experience; a phase in which the
viewer experiences a transformation. The viewer leaves behind his daily life and
enters the ideal Utopian world of “communitas.” This is a basic way to denote
that there is a fundamental difference between watching “the world of television”
and being in the real world. It is rather strange that the interest from
communication scholars in Turner’s theories doesn’t go further than the concepts
of “liminality” and “communitas,” and shows no interest in Turner’s ideas on an
anthropology of performance or experience. Turner wrote, especially in the
period before his death in 1983, about how to consider symbols within different
fields of social action. In other words, he theorized about how cultural symbols
are producing meaning in different situations of social action, including all kinds
of acts of consumption. For instance, watching a soccer match in a pub differs
from watching the same match in a domestic situation. Not only can one speak of
a different ritual, and consequently of a different kind of liminality, but all the
cultural symbols belonging to the ritual get a different connotation, because of the
difference in the social situations. This kind of contextual socializing of cultural
symbols is something Turner saw as an important aspect of the way symbols work.
In a study on Turner, Moore states: “…the important point is that symbols,
condensed and multi-vocal, may speak to different people in different ways; the
construction and reconstruction of meaning occurs with specific, dynamic
contexts of social process” (Moore, 1997:234).

This is a very important point, because if the same symbols connote different
things in different situations, how do they relate to social structure? If the same
cultural symbols or symbolic forms (like a documentary on killing whales or on
bull fights) are interpreted in different or even contradictory ways, the relation
between symbolic forms and social structure becomes multi-interpretable. There
is no clear connection because of the dynamic character of the symbols.
Therefore, as Moore goes on:

Culture exists as experience; it only occurs insofar as it is practized. This
leads to an anthropology of performance and a concern with praxis (literally,
“action” or “practice,” as in the performance of an art or skill), rather than
an anthropology of social structure
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For many, especially those who are working in the interpretative interdisciplinary
field of the human sciences, the symbolic story of culture begins with Clifford
Geertz. Geertz was probably for many non-anthropological scholars a first indepth
theoretical contact with anthropological thought. Somewhere in the 1960s he
gave a lecture for The Voice of America under the title “The Transition to
Humanity”. He ended with:

We are going, in the next few decades, to look at culture patterns less and
less in terms of the way in which they constrain human nature and more
and more in the way in which, for better or for worse, they actualize it; less
and less as an accumulation of ingenious devices to extend pre-existing innate
capacities and more and more as part and parcel of those capacities
themselves; less and less as a super organic cake of custom, and more and
more as, in a vivid phrase of the late Clyde Kluckhohn’s, designs for living.

(Geertz, no date: 8)

Geertz didn’t know then what we know now: he himself was one of the key
persons who formulated this change in thinking about culture (Geertz, 1973:1983).

When communication scholars refer to theories on symbols they more often
point to Geertz than to Turner. Geertz has studied the concept of culture more
indepth than Turner did. As Turner was more interested in how symbols operate
in social life, Geertz was more concerned with the concept of culture itself. It was
James Carey who, by way of reviewing The Interpretations of Cultures in 1975,
introduced Geertz and his ideas concerning culture in communication studies: “To
read the essays chronologically, though they are not so laid out in the book, is to
witness the development of an increasingly precise and powerful theory of culture
and one that progressively becomes a theory of communication as well” (Carey,
1975:174). For an analysis of Geertzian theory with regard to its relevance for
communication studies we refer to two earlier works (Lie, 1997a; Servaes and
Lie, 1996).

From communication studies to cultural studies

The history of communication as a concept and the history of communication
studies as a discipline is worth a study of its own. Communication is the main
object of study in communication studies and much has been written on the
concept. The history of communication studies, theories and ideas is in the
process of becoming quite well documented and the field can identify its own
founders and key scholars (see, for instance, Hardt, 1979; Rogers and Balle, 1985;
Lent, 1995; Schramm (Chaffee and Rogers (eds), 1997). However, much of the
available history or overviews of communication thoughts focuses almost solely
on the development of mass media studies as a specialized area within the broader
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frame of communication studies. This media centrism has long been the
dominant perspective and reduced the issue of culture to be only context. 

The emphasis in both—communication studies and media studies—is mainly
on the English-speaking world and especially on the United States of America.
European development of communication studies or the Asian, African or Latin
American development of communication studies and theory is less documented.
This is true at least for the English language. In Europe, communication studies
and theory developed as a separate discipline as late as the post Second World
War period. In its early days, it simply followed the American-based
communication studies that already flourished in the United States before the
Second World War. This is also the case in Asia (see, for instance, Dissanayake
and Said, 1983). It emerged simultaneously with the inventions of the new mass
media. It is therefore no surprise that communication studies were media
centered. In the early American and European days, the social and political study
of communication equalled the study of the (impact of these) new mass media.
One could say that, on the one hand, there was a technological fascination with the
new media like radio, film and television and, on the other hand, an instrumental
fascination with propaganda, persuasion and effects. The media were seen as
important instruments in shaping people’s behavior and attitudes.

Things have changed since these early days. Communication studies itself has
undergone several paradigm shifts and is now in a process of evolving towards a
“culture centered paradigm,” taking anthropological ideas into account and
leaning towards a fusion with cultural studies (see, for instance, Baran and Davis,
1995; Renckstorf and Wester, 1997). In the early days, the concept of culture
seemed of little relevance to the development of communication studies in
general. It was common place to see communication as communicating culture.
The content of the messages was culture (M=culture). As the emphasis in this time
in the history of communication research was on the sender side, culture could be
seen as an intention of the sender (S=M=culture). The sender was seen as putting
culture into the message. Because of the dominant influential perspective, it seems
also logical to assume that communication was regarded as having a direct
influence on culture (R). The culture of the receiver (R) changed according to
the culture “transmitted” ([S=M]=[R]). One could term this perspective on the
relation between communication and culture the old mainstream/dominant
perspective. Culture was directly transmitted from sender to receiver.

In the last twenty or thirty years we have seen, within the human sciences in
general, and within communication study in particular, a shift away from the
above perspective. The paradigm shift in communication studies refers to two
related developments. First, we have witnessed a shift from media centrism to
audience  centrism (from production to consumption). Audience centrism centers
the audience in the study of the communication process. This shift is often
summarized in the following two sentences; in stead of asking “What do the
media do to people?” (M R), one should ask “What do people do with
media?” (M R) (Katz, 1959; 1980). This basic idea of reversal marked the
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change in focus of theory development and studies which started in the 1960s.
The shift was not only a reversal of perspective, but included a changed
perspective on culture. It was with the shift to audience activity in
communication theory and studies that culture came into the picture in a
contextual way. The message and the receiver were not separately placed in a
context of culture, but together, as a process of decoding ([M R]) (see
Figure 18.2). Studies had undermined the direct influence of messages on
changing cultures and the linear transmitting of cultures. This was especially felt in
the field of intercultural communication. It became clear that American culture was
not simply transmitted through for instance television programs to other
countries. Scholars recognized that the receiver was decoding the programs in his
or her own cultural context. So, with the shift towards an emphasis on the
audience, a more contextual perspective on culture was introduced.

Within this “new” audience-centered perspective, Frissen and Nelissen (1993)
distinguished and addressed four theoretical approaches: the uses and gratification
approach, the information-seeking approach, media use as social action and
cultural studies (for a review see Frissen and Nelissen, 1993). Characteristic for
these four approaches is that the process of decoding is studied in a socio-cultural
or individual framework. In this new perspective, the emphasis is no longer on
culture as being transmitted through messages. Instead the emphasis is on the
cultural context of the acts of reception/consumption. Furthermore, several
nuances are being made with regard to culture. The culture transmitted is not
simply the same as the culture of the receiver and the contextual culture of the
receiving acts. This again differs from the contextual culture of the production
process (the sender side).

All four approaches mentioned above emphasize that media consumption is not
an isolated activity, though, cultural studies seems to differ from the other three
approaches in several ways. Cultural studies cannot be seen as either media
centered or audience centered. It tends to study the whole process of
communication, or processes of communication, as cultural processes (see
Figure 18.3). This means that culture is not only seen as context, but as text.

Figure 18.1 Media centrism: the old mainstream perspective on the communication process
and culture 

Figure 18.2 Audience centrism: the new perspective on the communication process and
culture
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Cultural studies expresses an integrated view on culture and communication and
in many cases uses the symbolic anthropological notion of the concept of culture.
Furthermore, following Hall, “culture” is the site of convergence (Hall, 1980:59)
and not communications (Garey, 1975:175) (see also Ang, 1990; Martín-Barbero,
1993; Silverstone, 1994; and others). In theorizing the concepts of culture and
communication, cultural studies contributes substantially to a more fundamental
embedding of the concept of communication in the concept of culture.

As far as the reception acts are addressed within cultural studies, scholars tend to
talk about consumption, instead of reception. Consumption is a broader concept
than reception and includes not only the reception of media content, but also the
reception of countrysides, food, cities, neighborhoods, tourists, migrants, drinks,
social festivals, rituals, consumption goods and so on. Furthermore, consumption
has a more active connotation than reception and stresses the activity of actors.
Consumption is seen in this chapter as an active process of symbolic
communication. Consumption can be seen as a conglomerate of moments of
cultural interpretations within the local level. As such these are crucial moments
for identity spin-off processes, like globalization and localization.

The moment of consumption seems to be a crucial moment, but still needs to
be embedded in a broader cultural frame. Such an idea of grasping the whole
“circuit of culture” is very well illustrated by the Sage series on Culture, Media and
Identities (Hall, 1997a). The whole series studies the “circuit of culture” which
consists of five major cultural processes: representation (RP), identity (ID),
production (PR), consumption (C) and regulation (RG). “Taken together, they
complete a sort of circuit—what we have termed the “circuit of culture”—
through which any analysis of a cultural text or artefact must pass if it is to be
adequately studied” (Du Gay, 1997:3). S M R is no longer an isolated
process of communication, but includes the whole wealth of the circuit (see
Figure 18.4).

Underlying the shift in emphasis in communication studies is a more general shift
in the philosophy of communication studies which is generally associated with a
turn towards interpretative and qualitative research. This concerns a shift in
epistemology (assumptions regarding knowing) and ontology (assumptions
regarding reality). Especially in (inter)cultural contexts we can witness a shift from
a passive epistemology (knowledge arises out of discovery) towards an active  epistem
ology (knowledge arises out of interaction between knower and known;
knowledge is interpreting) and from a non-actional ontology (people as factors)
towards an actional ontology (people as actors) (see, for instance, Littlejohn, 1983:
18–23; Dervin and Huesca, 1999). It is in this philosophical context that we
touch upon issues such as (inter)subjectivity, normative theories, inner

Figure 18.3 A cultural studies perspective on communication and culture
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perspectives, eticemic distinctions, participatory theories, etc. Therefore, it is also
in this context that we need to problematize the position of the researcher/outsider in
studying or guiding/interfering the cultural process. Especially in an intercultural
context, the researcher is often an outsider to the cultural process. But even if the
researcher shares the same culture, his or her position remains problematic.
Figure 18.4 shows that, although the researcher is recognised as a subject in the
process of communication and culture, he or she is not always problematized
within the emphasis in theory and studies.

Emphasizing the wholeness in a specific perspective, cultural studies has in a
sense created the meeting of symbolic anthropology and communication studies.
The new field has evolved towards a distinct discipline with its own
representatives, its own paradigm and object of study.

Cultural globalization, consumption and research

Globalization and localization

In recent years, the disciplines of anthropology, communication studies and
cultural studies have shifted their attention towards using the process of (cultural)
globalization/localization as an umbrella for sheltering their theoretical and
practical enterprises. Anthropology shifted interest from classical ethnographic
studies in search of authenticity to an interest in global-local connections (see for
instance, the Routledge series on The Uses of Knowledge: Global and Local Relations
(Strathern, 1996)). It also shifted attention towards current issues of consumption
in general (see for instance Miller, 1995:289), cross-cultural consumption (see, for
instance, Howes, 1996) and the sociological/anthropological study of the
consumption of places and cities (see, for instance, Urry, 1995; Eade, 1996).
Communication scholars also shifted from isolated media studies towards more
embedded cultural studies as they are moving towards the “culture centered”
paradigm in communication studies. Interdisciplinary cultural studies had already
taken up the theme in 1990 with a special issue of Theory, Culture and Society on
global culture (Featherstone, 1990). More recently, the already mentioned book
series Culture, Media and Identities (Hall, 1997a) discusses all aspects of globalization
and localization. Disciplinary boundaries within the study of globalization/
localization seem to be fading.

Figure 18.4 A new cultural studies perspective and the position of the researcher in the
process of communication and culture 
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Within this interdisciplinary field of studying culture, much has been written
on the process of globalization/localization. Globalization is often said to refer to
the process of the world becoming a single place. The increased flows of
knowledge —especially on the Internet—will cause a homogenized world
culture. Such a political-economic and top-down perspective on development
and change disregards that most people first of all live locally, in the sense of
geographically, bounded lives. From within these localities people incorporate
elements from other cultures. A homogenization in the supply of products and in
the production processes themselves, does not implicitly mean that consumption
is also homogenizing. This is one of the central aspects in the above discussed
paradigm shift. Globalization/localization can also be approached as a(n) (inter)
subjective/ interpretative process. In this case it articulates changing identities.

Identity and consumption are two closely related terms. In a sense it can be said
that consumption defines identities or even that identity is consumption; “you are
what you consume.” In the current age, collective and individual identities seem
to be fragmented (see Servaes, 1997). With this we mean that identities are
composed by interpreted fragments that originate from multiple levels. These levels
range from the global to the local. A global identity and a local identity are
therefore “ideal” forms, not existing in real life. All identities are a mixture of
global and local aspects. People in local settings constantly reshape their own
individual and collective identities by consuming cultural elements originating
from a variety of levels. Within such a more people-centered perspective on
globalizing and localizing identities (globalization/localization), and building on
earlier research (Lie, 1997b and 1997c), we can distinguish several aspects in the
process of defining cultural globalization/localization:

(aspect a)

Globalization and localization refer to a process of changes taking place in people’s
perceptions of time and space. On the one hand it refers to a broadening/widening of all
kinds of boundaries… On the other hand it refers to a strengthening or a firmer articulation
of existing boundaries...

Globalization/localization is in essence about changing perceptions of time and
space. Giddens defined globalization for instance as “the intensification of world-
wide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local
happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa”
(Giddens, 1990:64). By this definition he emphasises that local happenings can be
interpreted in a broadening frame of time and space (“at distance”). Though,
people’s perceptions/interpretations within this frame of time and space tend to
go in two opposite directions. First, we can identify the globalizing direction of
homogeneity, synchronization, integration, unity and universalism (scale
enlargement) and second, we address the direction of heterogeneity, differentiation,
disintegration, diversity, variety and particularism (scale reduction). Although the
different directions are often recognized, little is known about how the two are
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related and interconnected. Is the second direction a process of resistance to the
globalizing process? Is localization a process of counteraction? Is it to be seen as an
effort to counterbalance the international flow of alien cultural products? Does a
macro culture globalizing process exist or can it only be found in the local? 

All the ethnic and cultural movements around the world are not global in
perspective. They are not about homogenization, they are about differentiation.
Differences can only exist if there are others, and if there are others, there are
boundaries. Locality, community, Gemeinschaft (Tönnies), neighborhood
(Appadurai) all exist because of small-scale boundaries, which are either symbolic
(Cohen, 1985), structural (political, economic, social, cultural), territorial/
geographical or virtual (Jones, 1995). Cultures have always tried to distinguish
themselves from other cultures, emphasizing differences rather than similarities.
The only way in which these movements can be termed global is in their use of
new communication technology. Now, different groups, especially in the fourth
world, can communicate with each other through e-mail, fax and visuals. This of
course only means that their means of communication are global, not their goals.

Maybe we can actually pinpoint a process of broadening/widening of all kinds
of boundaries, but cultural homogenization seems to be a myth. It does not exist
as an actual process in its purest form. It is a mythical idea we probably need in
order to be able to confront and emphasise the idea of cultural diversity.

Television with its packaged imagery may sometimes suggest the vision and
evoke the veneer of cultural globalism, but we must not confuse an
essentially illusory effect with the continuing reality of ethnic and national
divisions. It is not in the power of television, or any other media, to
undermine these underlying realities.

(Smith, 1992:12; see for related discussion also Ferguson, 1992)

(aspect b)

Globalization and localization, as far as they refer to culture, are interpretative
processes… This means they are not objective processes, but defined differently by different
subjects, belonging to different communities, in different times and different spaces…

What is emphasised with this aspect is that globalization and localization not only
refer to abstract changes taking place at a macro level; they also refer to how people,
situated at local levels, perceive these changes. This aspect also points at what
Braman (1996) has termed “interpenetrated globalization.” With this she means
that the relationship between the parts and the whole may be understood as
mutually constitutive; the global never exists except in the local. In fact, this seems
to be one of the new fundamental issues in thinking about globalization.
Thinking about cultural globalization is not something completely new, but
simply building on already existing theories and ideas such as “the global village,”
dependency thinking, Americanization/Westernization, cultural imperialism,
media imperialism and cultural synchronization. But linking it in an intrinsic way
to a process of localization seems to be a breakthrough. We now recognize that
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globalization and localization are two polar points on a continuum and that
studying globalization from a people centered local perspective is not the
exclusive domain of fieldwork anthropologists. 

(aspect c)

Globalization and localization are in fact one process, because they are two sides of the
same coin…The same (inter) cultural domains of origin (e.g. watching international
television programs, encounters with international tourists, business contacts within the global
economy…) can lead to both; a global interpreting process or a local interpreting process…
This can even take place in the same interpretative community. Therefore, the processes are
intrinsically linked to each other…

The main issue here is that we can identify different domains of origin to the
process of globalization/localization. Domains of origin—causes or sources to the
process—contribute in one way or the other to the process of globalization and
localization. Globalization/localization as a process of change, is a result of acts
and interactions. It originates from communication because all interaction is
communication. We can distinguish between three different domains of origin:
“personal communication,” “institutional communication” and “product
communication.” These domains refer to communication between “people living
in a particular local setting” on the one side, and, respectively, “people from
other local settings” (P), “institutions” (I) and “products” (P) on the other side. It
is these domains or communication processes that we can focus on in order to grasp
the globalization/localization process (see Table 18.1).

Personal communication (P) between members of a cultural “in-group” and
members of a cultural “out-group” is the first major domain of origin. All kinds of
long-term or permanent intercultural migration (labor migration, student
exchange, volunteers in development aid, military presence, etc.), and all kinds of
short-term intercultural encounters, like those in “international” tourism (leisure
migration) are major elements of concern. Especially in many “countries in
development,” tourism is regarded as an important factor in the globalization/
localization process. This is mainly caused by the fact that the encounters are
short-term. Because there is no time to get to know each other, people on both
sides presume a lot. Therefore, the short-term encounters within the tourism
industry have a major influence on the interpretative processes of globalization
and localization.

Institutional communication (I) is the second domain of origin that is distinguished.
In the field of communication and culture, it is important to realize that not only
international television (as an institution) adds to the globalization/localization
process. Other forms of institutional communication, like film, radio,
telecommunications, the Internet, etc. are also responsible. Moreover, it is not
only the media industry that is a major player in changing cultures. Other—
sometimes overlapping —institutions like the cultural industry in general, religion
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(s), global politics, art, science, the economy and commercial trade, tourism,
capitalism and production, etc., add to these changing processes.

What we mean by “institutional communication” might need some additional
explanation. First of all, institutional communication refers to communication
that is institutionalized. It refers to practices that are regularly and continuously
repeated, legitimized and maintained by social norms. For instance a “flow of
power” in a particular society is accepted by most of the people living in that
society. Therefore, this accepted power has been institutionalized. The same can
be true for a “flow of television programs” or a “flow of people.” The flow itself
has been institutionalized. Being institutionalized does by no means mean that there
is no change. Change occurs within an institution. The television programs or
people that flow from one country to another change over time, but the
institution remains. So, on the one hand, “institutional communication” can be
regarded as “flows that are institutionalized.” This however is not what we are
aiming at here.

Table 18.1 Domains of origin of globalization and localization

326 THE NEW COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE



The aim is “communication with institutions” (=institutional communication
as interaction). This refers to communication between persons and institutions in
society (e.g. general perceptions and opinions about the institutions; e.g.
“Television stimulates the fantasy and creativity of my children,” “I think tourism
is good for our society,” “All those advertisements in our street are very ugly…
They are all in English.”). In this case “institutional communication“ consists of
general ideas and statements about institutions. Here the interpretations/perceptions of
institutions by people living in local settings are emphasised. The difference
between “institutionalized communication” and “communication with
institutions” is that the first is a top-down communication flow; the latter is solely
a process of interpreta tion and thus consumption. “Institutionalized
communication” is a prerequisite for the bottom-up interpreting process of
“communication with institutions,” but of no further interest to a people-
centered perspective on globalization/localization.

One of the major institutions that need to be addressed within the domain of
institutional communication is the institution of “mass media” as part of the
cultural industry. As a domain of origin this institution can be studied as a form of
institutionalized communication. In this case one can study the top-down flow of
communication or media products (television programs, films, newspapers, etc.)
and the top-down flow of power (mass media policy). The study of these flows will
be addressed later under (aspect d). In the case of “communication with
institutions,” which is at issue here, one’s focus is on the communication between
persons and the institution of mass media, in other words, the perceptions of the
institutions. Within existing mass-media landscapes, television is one of the key
issues because of its communication through talk and moving pictures, its
widespread availability, and its (possible) content from/for other cultures.
Therefore, a main focus can be on the perceptions of television as an institution
(an example of the cultural industry). Other forms of “communication with
institutions” concern the other two domains of origin: tourism as an institution
(the tourism industry) and consumer goods as an institution (the production side
of the consumption industry).

Product communication (P) is the third domain of origin. Communication with all
kinds of (“international”) products (consumption) and communication about all
kinds of (“international”) products (e.g. advertising) contribute to the process of
globalization and localization. This field of study has come to be known as
material culture and consumer culture. Within this field of study, products can be
divided in two major groups. On the one hand we have cultural/media products, like
“international” television programs, action movies, video clips, books, theater
plays, etc. On the other hand we have consumer goods like food, Nike sports clothes,
baseball caps, Benetton clothes and (street) advertisements for these, and other,
consumer goods and cultural/media products. Communication with these goods/
products (consumption/“things or objects in use”) is regarded as a third domain
of origin.
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The above-distinguished three domains can be regarded as the most important
sources of the processes of globalization and localization. Describing these domains
of origin “internally as institutions,” and “as interaction or in interaction with
local people” gives us a fair indication of the process of globalization/localization.

(aspect d)

Globalization and localization as one linked process refers to the adoption/integration
and dissociation/disintegration of cultural elements belonging to an “out-group” or to
another sociocultural level…

The PIPs originate from different societal levels, like the global, national and
local level. The above-distinguished domains of origin can therefore be ascribed
to different levels of origin. Coca-Cola and Baywatch are, for instance,
global products. National products are, for instance, national television programs
or national symbols such as national flags and national anthems. Local products,
like local foods, originate from local settings. Although the above examples seem
clear enough, the important question to ask is, of course, “What criteria do we
use to ascribe people, institutions and products to what levels?” In our opinion
this is a fundamental research design problem. We seem to have two options
here. Either we, as researchers/outsiders, ascribe the PIPs to levels or we let local
people/the researched do it. Using the origin of the production as a determining
factor here is not an option. A product can be domestic in production, but global
in use. It seems to be in the process of consumption that we will have to look for
criteria on determining the level of origin. We will return to this later when
discussing research design issues.

The three domains of origin (personal communication, institutional
communication and product communication) and the three societal levels of
origin (global, national and local) can be framed within four flows. The different
kinds of flows can than be seen as responsible for the upward/outward process of
globalization and the downward/inward process of localization. Approaching the
process of globalization/localization from the angle of flows is overlapping the
earlier discussed approach to the same process from the angle of communication.
(For a short history of flow research, see Lie, 1997c.) The following flows can be
distinguished: the communication flow, the power flow, the cultural
interpretation flow, and the participatory flow. The first two are top-down flows.
The latter two are bottom-up flows. It is important to note here that the
communication flow and the power flow can in themselves be regarded as
institutions in the sense as mentioned earlier (top-down institutionalized
communication).

The communication flow is the top-down flow of people and products (cultural/
media products as well as consumption goods). Institutions cannot be studied as
flowing from the top downwards, because the flows themselves are the institutions.
The communication flow, in the case of the flow of cultural products, starts with
the producer of the product and ends with the watcher, listener or reader in a
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local setting. The actual consumption by the consumer is not included in the
communication flow. In other words, the sending part of communication is
under study here and this sending part is seen as an institution (see for instance,
Servaes and Malikhao, 1998). The power flow is the top-down flow of policy and
power with regard to the flow of people and products (regulation).

The cultural interpretation flow is the bottom-up flow of interpretations of people
living in a geographical defined setting. People give meaning by interpreting the
PIPs. The participatory flow is the bottom-up flow of action. This action refers to
active participation in the cultural industry, the tourist industry and/or the
consumption industry. This flow can for instance include counter movements,
alternative tourist actions or the production of local reproductions or variants of
foreign products, etc. However, it does not necessarily have to involve counter
action. It can also mean working in the McDonald’s or in a Coca-Cola plant.
Local discourse, talk or as we named it elsewhere “the horizontal intra-level shared
spiral flow” is the last “flow” under study. People talk about phenomena of
globalization and localization. The local and national mass media report about
issues related to globalization and localization. This local discourse is important as
it discusses the integration or rejection of aspects of the domains. It therefore
needs to be studied as local, but not cross-cultural communication. (For more
information on levels and flows see Lie, 1997c.)

Researching nodal points

The situation with regard to the relations between globalization, consumption
and identity is complex and intricate. Therefore, it seems necessary to adopt a
convergence approach and an integrated approach to its study. Such an approach
lets problems converge at key crossings or nodal points and approaches these
crossings from the same perspective. This means that one does not study linear
processes of for instance the long road from the production to the consumption
of “global” products, the historical processes of the rise and fall of nations, or the
cultural changes within subgroups. With a convergence and integrated approach
we mean that one does not study these processes in totality—not underestimating
the fruitfulness of such an enterprise—but instead, focuses on the nodal points
where several processes intersect. In this way, problems/processes are not
primarily approached in their own terms, but mainly in their interrelation with
other problems/processes. In this way one can also speak of an integrated
approach, because the problems are approached by stressing their links in an
integrated manner; with the same underlying theoretical arsenal.

Building on the above, we have distinguished several nodal points of research.
These points are deduced from the new cultural studies perspective that has been
mentioned earlier, and are situated within intersecting processes of flows, levels
and globalizing and localizing identities. The nodal points are: production (PR),
regulation (RG), the local entry point of the communication flow (E),
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representation (RP), consumption (C) and action (A). Identity (ID) is articulated
in the globalization/localization process itself, and is not a nodal point for research.

(nodal point PR)

Nodal point PR is a moment of production. What is produced at this point is
either people (“production” is used here in the sense of “originating form”) or
products and goods (in the sense of actual production and “originating from”). It is
the crossing point of, on the one hand, the communication flow and on the other
hand the level of origin. The level of origin (global, national or local) is variable
as is shown by the varying diagonal directions of the process of globalization/
localization. The smaller the angle gets between “globalization/localization” and
the “local level,” the nearer—more visible—the moment of production will be for
people at the local level. The nearer the moment of production gets, the better
people can probably associate with the communication flow. This is assumed to
be the case, because the communication flow is getting shorter and smaller. When
a product is produced in a nearby village (within the intra-national level), the flow
itself is more transparent to the people. When a product is instead produced in a
far-away country, the flow is less visible. The products are just there in the local
stores or on the local screens. In the area of mass media, an example would be that
local television as an institution is closer to the people’s homes than MTV or
CNN as institutions. This has consequences for the institutional communication
in general. When the process of “institutionalized communication” (the top-
down flow) changes in length, there will also be changes in what we have called
“communication with institutions” (general ideas, perceptions, opinions and
statements about institutions). How these changes relate to each other remains to
be seen. We will return to this case in point when we discuss the nodal point of
consumption.

(nodal point E/RP)

E is the moment of entry. People and products/goods enter the local level. It is
the point where the “communication flow” and the “local level” meet. As such it
is also an entry point for institutionalized communication. The most important
point to stress here is that the entry point is not a moment of consumption. The
reason for a distinction between entry (E) and consumption (C) is that
consumption is approached from an actor perspective and not a political economy
perspective. Approached from this angle, the communication flow does not
include consumption. Consumption is by definition horizontal and bottom-up
and surely not top-down. Reception would therefore be the better word here,
because it only connotes the moment of receipt. E is simply the end station of the
top-down flow. From here the PIPs enter local discourse and the processes of
consumption, interpretation and identity articulation start.

RP stands for representation. Representation (e.g. advertising) is seen here as
being without local discourse. Representation is regarded as a product, yet to be
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interpreted by people living in local settings. However, this does not mean that
representation is by definition completely without local content or local relevance,
“…in order to sell, it must first appeal; and in order to appeal, it must engage with
the meanings which the product has accumulated and it must try to construct an
identification between us—the consumers—and those meanings” (Du Gay et al.,
1997:25). These meanings are at this point only offered and have yet to go into a
process of decoding, local discourse, consumption and bottom-up flows. Content
analysis is an example of possible strategies to research the issue of representation.
It can, however, never draw conclusions about actual consumption. It can of
course produce hypotheses.

(nodal point RG)

RG means regulation and is also a moment of production. What’s being
produced here is power. The “highest” form of power is located at a macro
regional level. There is no power source at the global level. We have no world
government. The closest regulating body to a world government is the United
Nations. One of the most important levels of power is still the national level,
although there seems to be a trend towards regulation at macro-regional levels,
such as the European Union (EU) and the Association of South East Asian
Nations (ASEAN). However, on the other hand, we can also identify a process of
deregulation. Despite these tendencies, national governments are still major
producers of power and thus regulation. Regulation has a two-way relation with
production. Production influences regulation, but regulation also influences
production. In the second case, regulation is on the globalization/localization
continuum located at a higher level than production. For instance, when a
product is produced at the national level (ascribed as originating from the national
level), macro-regional policy does regulate the flow of this product. European
audiovisual policy, for instance, does apply to national audio-visual products. The
same national audio-visual product can also encounter intra-national policy/power.
This is, for instance, the case when national programs are rebroadcasted by
regional television stations, or, to give another example, when foreign cultural
products are censored, or when migrants are denied the right to vote in local
elections.

In the moments of power production that are situated at the local level, the
vertical power flow is reduced to zero. Institutional power does not exist any
more. This does not mean that within local discourse the issue of power is of no
relevance. Power within the local level does exist, but has a horizontal character,
like the ones based on kinship, age and local land rights. Every human relation
and interaction has an intrinsic element of power and regulation is located within
the community.
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Nodal point C is the key moment of consumption. It is located at the local level.
This is in fact the moment where personal communication, communication with
institutions and product communication are made concrete (see the earlier discussed
“aspect c” of globalization/localization). At this nodal point we can study people’s
interpretations of products, institutions and people (PIPs) and describe the bottom-
up cultural interpretation flow. These interpretations are fundamental to identity
processes. As such they are also regarded as the domain of origin for the process
of globalization/localization as far as it is approached from a people centered
perspective. In Table 18.1 we have already indicated some case examples for
study, like perceptions of television as an institution, watching the television
program Neighbours, buying souvenirs, drinking Coca-Cola, wearing Nike sports
clothes and watching advertisements.

Research into the moment of consumption can take different shapes. In line
with the paradigm shift, as explained in the first part of this chapter, it seems
logical to use qualitative and interpretative research methods and techniques.
These are suitable for research into interpretations. Techniques can vary from
surveys, over focus groups to participant observation. 

(nodal point A)

Point A is the moment of origin for action. This is the moment that we have
called elsewhere the action-oriented dimension of communication for localization (see Lie,
1997b). This dimension of communication for localization refers, for instance, to
the activities of grassroots social movements concerned with cultural and ethnic
issues, but also issues related to processes of democratization. It is these activities
that try to counterbalance “global” cultural flows and express concern with local
cultural identities. The first concern is with localization and not with
globalization, because the emphasis lies on differences. As an active concept
“communication for localization” refers to supporting the voice of the local
(which in some cases can also mean national or even macro-regional) or
disadvantaged groups (either in a global, macro-regional, national, regional or
local arena), in order to counterbalance the global communication flow and to
positively favor “the right to culture” from the inside out.

In Figure 18.5, the nodal points of research are brought together with the
process of globalizing and localizing identities.

What can we conclude from the scheme for research into globalization and
localization?

• The most obvious conclusion is that researching the nodal points might lead to
a manageable research project into the process of globalization/localization. The
nodal points of production (PR), entry/representation (E/RP), regulation
(RG), consumption (C) and action (A), can be studied in an integrated
project. Studying these points within a frame of flows and local discourse can
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forward more grounded statements on the globalization/localization processes
of identities.

• Within such a study, consumption seems to be the key moment as it is the
center of rotation for globalization/localization processes. It is the moment
where people’s use of symbols and their interpretations are located. The
interpreting processes of consumption are seen as the domains of origin for the
processes of globalizing and localizing identities. It is here that identities are
either starting to lean towards globalization or towards localization.

• There are multiple globalization/localization processes at work. We can identify
different globalization/localization continuums. Two diagonal continuums
have been explicitly drawn in Figure 18.5. On every continuum we can situate
a moment of production. (It is also possible to locate several moments of
production; e.g. in the case of Coca-Cola: the product itself is produced at the
global level, but advertising (representation) is for instance produced at the
different national or intra-national levels. This has not been explicitly drawn in
the scheme.) Regulation can be situated in at least three different nodal points
on every globalization/localization continuum. The points are the
intersections with the macro-regional level, the national level and the intra-
national level. The third point of consumption is in every continuum located in
the center. This connotes the people-centered perspective. If applicable, the
nodal point of action is the fourth point to be found on every globalization/
localization continuum.

• The nodal point of entry and representation (E/RP) is the only nodal point that
is not located on a globalization/localization continuum. This is because the
moment has a special status. The moment is either the end station of the
communication flow (including representation) or the point of departure for
decoding, local discourse, consumption and the bottom-up flow of
interpretations. These latter are associated with the nodal point of
consumption. It is however included as a nodal point because of the relevance
of content analysis for research into globalizing and localizing identities.
One could indeed argue that the issue of representation is the real “hardware”
source.

• In a people-centered perspective on the process of globalization/localization,
the domains of origin of the process (consumptions) are situated exactly in the
middle of the polar points of localization and globalization. The nodal points
of production (PR), regulation (RG) and representation (RP) are
systematically located nearer to the polar points of globalization (left to the
polar point of consumption). Only the nodal point of action (A) is located
nearer to the polar point of localization (right to the nodal point of
consumption). This indicates that production (PR), regulation (RG)—and
representation (RP)—have implicit globalizing tendencies, whereas local action
has localizing tendencies by, for instance, counteracting the globalizing
tendencies.
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• Every product is produced locally. As already mentioned earlier, this causes
problems for ascribing products and people to levels. However, it needs to be done
in order to be able to research globalization and localization issues. It is
assumed in this model that the researcher/outsider decides that something is
produced at a global, national or local level. Let us illustrate this with two
examples.

Example 1: Coca-Cola is a global product. Why? With Coca-Cola being a
global product, we mean that the production of Coca-Cola can be located at
the global level. The product is globally distributed and known in almost all
countries in the world. Furthermore, the product/company uses a global
strategy in the communication flow. Coca-Cola is not specifically or only

Figure 18.5 Nodal points of research in a people-centered perspective on globalization/
localization

 

334 THE NEW COMMUNICATIONS LANDSCAPE



aiming at national or local entities. It is global in its outlook and approach. A
global strategy can however insist on approaching nations and localities in its
own terms. This does not make the product less global. Coca-Cola’s strategy is
sometimes referred to as a “multi-local” global marketing strategy. Moreover,
consumers in their outlook towards the product (the cultural interpretation
flow) can reach all the way up to the global level. People in local settings can
see a product as being a global product. This is certainly true for Coca-Cola
(see, for instance, Gillespie, 1995:191–7, although here the global aspects are
often mixed with the “American way of life”). It might also be clear from this
example that the issue of representation (the way Coca-Cola is promoted and
presented to the consumer) is very useful in helping the researcher/outsider
ascribe a product to a level.

Example 2: The second example is situated in the field of tourism. The
question that needs to be answered here is when to denote a tourist as a global
tourist, or as a national tourist. The question is how to ascribe people to the
different levels? When Germans visit the Netherlands, their neighboring
country, they are not called global tourists. When Japanese go for their
honeymoon to Guam, they are referred to as national Japanese tourists, not
global tourists. The same is true for mainland Americans visiting Hawaii. What
seems to be the case is that most tourists are ascribed as being of national origin.
National tourists bring their national societal background as the primary frame
for interpreting “the other.” Global tourists are rare, because they are defined
as not using another single national framework as the main frame of reference
for interpreting “the other.” International tourists are therefore mainly ascribed
as originating from the national level. The tourist industry itself is a global
industry, because it transcends national boundaries and is dominated by
transnational companies.

• Only at the local level itself, globalization/localization is a horizontal process.
The communication and power flows do not exist anymore. Nothing is
institutionalized. This means that all the products, consumption goods and
people originate from within the local level, without hierarchical structuring.
There is no contact, whatsoever, with higher societal levels. There is no
contact with foreign people and products. Everything is produced within the
local level and communicated through local discourse. Regulation also exists
only within the local level. Hierarchical regulation does not exist. Social
community power is the only regulating source. It is horizontally distributed.
It is an ideal situation in which globalizing and localizing identities seem to
have no meaning anymore.

Conclusions

After having addressed the basic concepts of communication and culture within
the disciplines of symbolic anthropology, communication studies and cultural
studies, we have distinguished four different aspects in the process of defining
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cultural globalization/localization. These four aspects emphasised that
globalization/localization is a linked process, an interpretative process and a
process of changes taking place in people’s perceptions of time and space. By
stressing these aspects, globalization/localization articulates changing identities. It
has explicitly been emphasised that globalization can be researched as a local
process of changing identities. Globalization is seen as originating from local
consumption and local discourse. Situated at the local level, globalization has an
outlook towards national and global levels. On the other hand, the same
moments of consumption can lead to inward processes of localizing identities. In
this way this concluding chapter has also addressed the three sub-paradigmatic
shifts towards culture, consumption and differences.

We lack insights into how the processes of cultural globalization and
localization actually operate in locally defined public spheres. We consequently
also lack insights in how the global is linked to the local and in how new
perceptions of the global and the local lead to adjusted (cultural) identities. This
chapter has therefore proposed—in line with the new cultural studies perspective
—to do research into the selected nodal points of production (PR), regulation
(RG), representation (RP), consumption (C) and action (A). It has been argued
that there are in fact multiple globalization/localization processes at work and that
consumption seems to be the key moment. Researching these nodal points might
lead to a manageable research project and might provide us with more specific
answers to the otherwise complex issue of globalization.
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