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Preface

My interest in developing this book can be traced to an observation I first made during the course of my doctoral studies at Michigan State University when I was reviewing the literature on imported TV effects. I found out that most writers, including those of books, articles, and conference papers, assumed that imported TV programs have a strong cultural influence on local viewers. However, when sorting articles according to their method of inquiry, I could only find a very few empirical studies about this topic. Where was the systematic evidence that was being relied on for assuming strong influence? I figured that the evidence must have been profuse as the writers were so confident in their contentions of strong influence. I was determined to find it. The more I searched, the more disappointed I became. As a student of both international communication and empirical methods of inquiry, I could not believe that there were only very few empirical studies about this topic. Over time, I collected both published and unpublished manuscripts that followed an empirical approach. This effort eventually led me to prepare the first meta-analytic effort in this subject area, the earliest outcome of which was a paper presented during the Speech Communication Association (now National Communication Association) conference in 1993. A later version of this meta-analysis (co-authored with John Hunter) was published in Communication Yearbook in 1997 and is reprinted in this book.

My effort to understand the process and effect of crossborder television gave me the opportunity to meet several empirical researchers with similar interests. Some of these researchers had active programs of study in this area and had conducted seminal investigations about this topic long before my interest in it had ever transpired. Others were my contemporaries. Without knowing it, we were all independently examining the same questions using similar methods.

This book brings together the works of multiple researchers in an effort to shed some light on the premise of strong and homogenous international television effects. It aims at filling a void in the literature of international communication concerning empirical perspectives for explaining the influence of imported television.

This book is narrow in scope as it approaches this topic by focusing on the local viewer of imported TV programs that are designed to entertain. It neither pretends to cover the entire field of international communication nor the effects of other forms of crossborder information flows. It also neither claims to uncover the intentions of international government policies nor the covert objectives of multinational companies. It focuses on the viewer of imported entertainment TV.

Some readers might object to the use of the word paradigm in the title of this book, considering a modification of a paradigm to be too pretentious a goal for a single book. The reality is that, for several decades, cultural imperialism has been the dominant paradigm for conceptualizing, labeling, predicting, and explaining the effects of international television. The cultural imperialism paradigm has been used as an unchallenged premise on which were built hundreds of essays about the topic of imported television influence. By bringing the work of several independent researchers together, this book bridges over 40 years of research efforts that, altogether, challenge the de facto homogenous and strong effects assumed by those who subscribe to the cultural imperialism paradigm. By doing so, this book indeed offers an alternative paradigm that researchers might wish to consider when conceptualizing the effects of crossborder TV.

I certainly do not contend that the definite answer concerning the effects of crossborder TV lies within the pages of this book. Instead, my hope is that this volume will inspire the future generations of researchers to further our knowledge of this issue by approaching this topic with an open mind and by considering more than one paradigm.

In the first chapter of this book, we (Elasmar and Bennett) review the historical factors that have led to the emergence of the cultural imperialism theoretical framework. We also extract and detail the key assumptions of this theory. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a background for the reader to understand the contentions of cultural imperialism and the context in which its assumptions emerged and developed.

In the second chapter, David Payne reviews the results of his research program, the earliest one that exists about this topic. Payne takes a retrospective view of the studies he conducted. These studies have inspired many researchers to begin their own research programs about this topic. Payne’s studies were the first to yield findings inconsistent with the assumptions of the cultural imperialism theory.

The third chapter also reviews the results from yet another early research program that examined the influence of imported TV shows. Alex Tan and his colleagues extract results from Tan’s early studies, integrate them with newer findings, and then discuss the relevance of their results to several theoretical perspectives about the process of television influence. This chapter illustrates the complexities of the relationship between exposure to foreign TV and its subsequent effects on local audience members and the difficulty of achieving strong and homogenous effects.

In chapter 4, Thimios Zaharopoulos details the results of a recent study he conducted in Greece. Zaharopoulos illustrates the inadequacy of cultural imperialism theory in explaining the variation in the culturally specific behaviors of Greek adolescents. He observes the complexities of the process of influence on culturally specific behaviors and the limited role that imported TV plays in it.

In chapter 5, Mary Beadle focuses on the impact of imported American television on the beliefs that adult professionals in Argentina have of the United States. Beadle finds that imported U.S. television has limited direct effects on the beliefs of the participants in her study.

In chapter 6, Joseph Straubhaar integrates the findings of his many years of studying the process by which local audiences select imported television programs. Selection and exposure are a prerequisite for influence. Straubhaar integrates the results of his previous studies with a more recent case study of Brazil. He finds that language, cultural capital, and cultural proximity are predictors of television program selection and exposure. Local viewers prefer programs that share their language, that are compatible with their cultural capital, and that represent content that is imbedded with elements close to their own culture. Given the similarity between the culture of the locals and the culture imbedded in the imported programs they prefer to watch, one cannot argue that imported television programs can have homogenous and strong cultural effects on local viewers. Further, this chapter also refutes the tacit assumption made by many subscribers to the cultural imperialism theory that the mere presence of imported television programs in domestic television schedules is evidence of cultural influence.

In chapter 7, Linda Davis focuses on the selection of television programs by local viewers in Ecuador. She finds results consistent with Straubhaar’s contentions concerning language, cultural capital, and cultural proximity as predictors of television program selection. Davis shows that the simple presence of American television programs in the schedules of Ecuadorian television stations cannot be taken as evidence that the local viewers are exposed to them. This chapter therefore confirms the finding that imported television programs cannot have homogenous and strong cultural effects on local viewers.

In chapter 8, we (Elasmar and Hunter) present a very systematic approach for examining the strength of the effect of imported television. This chapter integrates the results of over three decades of study findings using meta-analytic procedures. The results of the meta-analysis are totally inconsistent with the assumption of homogenously strong effects contended by cultural imperialism proponents.

Chapter 9 observes that although the previous studies find no evidence that imported television programs have strong and homogenous effects, they do not rule out the possibility that they can be influential some of the time and for certain local audience members. However, the cultural imperialism theoretical framework is not useful in understanding under what circumstances these effects are possible. In this chapter, I propose an alternative process to that which is implicit in the cultural imperialism theoretical framework. I call this new process the model of Susceptibility to Imported Media (SIM). I also propose a new label for labeling an effect stemming from this process. The new label is Media-Accelerated Culture Diffusion (MACD). This chapter explains which local viewers are most likely to be influenced by imported television, illustrates and labels the process of influence, and by doing so, demonstrates the reason why strong and homogenous effects cannot be found.

Chapter 10 looks ahead beyond the current body of research. Its purpose is to help future researchers build upon the current findings to advance the knowledge in this field.


CHAPTER

1

The Cultural Imperialism Paradigm Revisited: Origin and Evolution

Michael G. Elasmar
Kathryn Bennett

Boston University

In the field of international communication, the concept of cultural imperialism (Schiller, 1976, 1991) has fueled many debates. When it comes to conceptualizing the impact of international television messages, cultural imperialism (CI) has been the theoretical framework of choice for most researchers. For this chapter, international television is defined as entertainment television programs originally produced for an audience in country A then exported to country B. The term international television is used interchangeably with the terms imported TV and foreign TV. We are interested in international TV regardless of how this foreign TV content reaches its audience (e.g., traditional broadcast, cable, satellite, etc.).

CI has been described as “a verifiable process of social influence by which a nation imposes on other countries its set of beliefs, values, knowledge and behavioral norms as well as its overall style of life” (Beltran, 1978, p. 184). The prominence of this theoretical framework in the literature leads us to conclude that, by far, it is the dominant paradigm when it comes to explaining and predicting the impact of international television (Elasmar & Hunter, 1996).

This chapter traces the roots of the CI paradigm in order to gain a better understanding of its contentions concerning the role and effects of international TV. We first identify and review the building blocks of the underlying rationale of CI. We then focus on the mindset of the CI proponents and use an interpretive approach for understanding how CI advocates have framed and linked historical events in order to generate their contentions regarding the effects of international TV. Many scholars have documented the historical developments reviewed in this chapter and their work will be cited throughout this manuscript. Thus, this chapter does not claim to be a historical research effort but rather is an interpretive effort that focuses on the mindset of CI advocates that has led to their conceptualizing about the effects of international TV.

FROM CONSPIRACY TO CULTURAL DOMINATION: THE COMPONENTS OF THE CI PARADIGM IN BRIEF

CI proponents utilize an inductive process for drawing conclusions about the contemporary international intentions and behaviors of states, using conspiracy theory as their premise (see Schiller, 1976). Conspiracy is assumed and never questioned. CI advocates set out to document the presumed conspiracy that underlies the behavior of powerful states in their quest to dominate weaker states (see Roach, 1993). The conspiracy assumption, itself, is most probably based on the historical motivations of rulers (e.g., kings, princes, emperors, and governments) as observed via their documented behaviors throughout human history (see Diamond, 1999). CI advocates, however, are especially interested in the era of European colonialism that is seen as an extension of the crossborder realities of intergroup behaviors throughout history. Colonialism, therefore, is an important concept in the CI paradigm (see Roach, 1993). CI draws on the realities of the economic relationships that existed between European colonizers and their colonies: Economic dependency is another important concept in the CI paradigm (see Tomlinson, 1991). Colonialism is seen as a direct antecedent of the economic dependency that prevailed during the colonial era (see Berger, 1974). Furthermore, the economic inequities among states observed in the postcolonial era that followed World War II are seen as a direct effect of the desire of more powerful states to maintain their control over weaker states (see King, 1997). Here is where CI advocates begin interpreting the intentions of states by projecting past behavioral trends in order to explain the causes of contemporary economic inequities among states. Still assuming conspiracy and aiming to uncover it in the postcolonial era, CI advocates perceive stronger states as intending to perpetuate the economic dependency that prevailed during colonialism (King, 1997). CI proponents believe the mass media to be the remote control tools with which more powerful states control the populations of weaker states (see Tomlinson, 1991). The mass media are said to achieve their mission by altering the culture of the local inhabitants of weaker states and affecting their behaviors in ways that benefit the more powerful states (Tomlinson, 1991). Hence the definition of CI by Beltran (1978) quoted earlier.

Figure 1.1 illustrates the underlying rationale and building blocks of the CI framework vis-à-vis the impact of international TV. Figure 1.1 is designed to be read from top to bottom.

The relationships among the building blocks illustrated in Fig. 1.1 are implicit in the CI literature. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to test out the relationships illustrated in Fig. 1.1. In fact, many of these relationships cannot be tested as they are based on ideological interpretations and assume conspiracy. It is fairly clear, however, that the early links in Fig. 1.1 are based on undisputed historical facts whereas the latter links are based on ideological interpretations of historical and current events. The main focus of this book is on the last component of Fig. 1.1, that which concerns the effects of international or imported television on local viewers. However, in order to better understand the role that this component plays in the CI framework, one needs to examine the components that precede it. This chapter briefly reviews each of the building blocks of Fig. 1.1 and the interrelationships among them as advocated by CI.
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FIG. 1.1 The underlying rationale of the CI paradigm.

Conquests and Empires—Setting the Stage

There is no doubt that the history of human civilization is full of wars and conquests. Ever since the dawn of civilization, humans have attacked each other and attempted to control each other (Diamond, 1999). Early on, these conquests occurred on a smaller scale. For example, a tribe attacked another tribe; a village loyal to one prince attacked a neighboring village loyal to another prince (Korman, 1996). These conquests eventually developed into wars that involved organized armies and spanned very large geographical territories (Diamond, 1999). Every time that a group of people felt powerful, they would expand their control over neighboring geographical areas. Organized groups of humans (whether they were tribes, nations, countries, or others) would invade other groups, occupy their lands, kill some, enslave others and impose on the rest their norms, laws, and ways of life (Adams, Langer, Hwa, Stearns, & Wiesner-Hanks, 2000; McNeil, 1987). This pattern of international relations was the unchallenged norm of international behavior (Jacks, 1938; Phillips, 1920; Williams, 1929).

Throughout our history, many of these invasions were very successful at subordinating large groups of people (Diamond, 1999). By doing so, the invaders built their empires. Historians describe in detail the rise and fall of many empires such as the Egyptian, Roman, Ottoman, French, British, and others (Fieldhouse, 1966; Herold, 1963;Inalcik & Quataert, 1994; Rodolfo, 1925;Rowell, 1922). In summary, conquests, wars, empire creation, and predatory behavior have been at the roots of international behavior ever since the dawn of human civilization. This very fact seems to be the source of inspiration for CI advocates’ belief that conspiracy underlies the international behaviors of states today.

THE EMERGENCE AND DIFFUSION OF IDEOLOGICAL SEEDS FOR INTERPRETING HUMAN HISTORY

In order to discuss the many events that have shaped human history, historians and critics have adopted labels to represent certain types of historical events. Three of these labels are central for our understanding of the emergence of the CI framework: colonialism, imperialism, and dependency.

Colonialism

The term “colonialism” is a label that has had many meanings in modern history. The origins of the colonialism label can be traced to the establishment of a settlement or colony by one group of humans in a geographical area inhabited by another group of humans (Emerson, 1968). Over time, however, this label has acquired a different meaning: “… the establishment and maintenance, for an extended time, of rule over an alien people that is separate from and subordinate to the ruling power” (Emerson, 1968, p. 1).

The most common meaning of “colonialism” is associated with the European invasions beginning in the 15th century (Emerson, 1968; Roach, 1993). Although there were invasions and conquests for many centuries before European countries emerged as centers of power (Diamond, 1999), the term “colonialism” is fairly confined to the international behavior of countries of Europe.

As with the invasions that preceded them, European conquests brought with them control over the language, teachings, economics, trade, natural resources, norms, values, and other aspects of the group of humans who were colonized (Roach, 1993). Historians report that European colonialism was fueled by theories such as those of Kipling, who believed it was the “white man’s burden” to offer civilization to these “backwards” nations (Daalder, 1968, p. 101). The European colonial relationship is said to have been characterized by a civilization with Christian origins, that is, superior technologically and economically, imposing itself on a non-Christian civilization that was inferior materially, economically, and technologically (Emerson, 1968). With total control imposed on them, colonies naturally developed dependencies on the colonizers. These dependencies were facts of life regardless of whether they were intended by the colonizers (Verlinden, 1970).

In addition to labeling the behaviors of European countries that controlled other countries, other labels were also developed to describe the extent of these countries’ breadth of control and the effects that this control had on the population living within the controlled territories. Two labels emerged: imperialism and dependency.

Imperialism and Dependency

Imperialism. As a word, it originally comes from the word empire and was inspired by the large-scale invasions that led to the creation of immense centers of power. Most notably it was used to describe the territorial expansion of the French empire under the leadership of Napoleon (Daalder, 1968). During the 19th century, the term imperialism was also used to describe a formal policy, first begun by the British, to expand their markets by invading weaker countries and creating colonies (Simnett, 1942). Such expansions were credited for giving the British a powerful economic edge over other European countries. Imperialism was advocated for achieving economic power by many prominent British leaders of the time (Daalder, 1968). The belief that the colonies contributed to the powerful economic edge of the British led other European countries to begin establishing colonies (Daalder, 1968; Townsend, 1941).

In the 20th century, the connotation of the term significantly changed and acquired a negative meaning. Although the expansion of the British and others, through the creation of colonies, was in line with the international behavior of states known until that time, the concept of colonialism progressively came under attack. Scholars, most notably Hobson (1902), spoke vehemently against colonialism. In his book titled Imperialism he linked European colonialism to capitalism and economics. At the start of the 20th century Hobson formalized the idea that colonialism was an undesirable state of existence.

In addition to labeling the breadth of control that European countries had over others, the effect of their control was also given a label: Dependency.

Dependency. It is a label that formalizes the relationship between the invader and those invaded. The latter group becomes dependent on the former (Tomlinson, 1991). This type of relationship was present throughout human history, whenever invasions occurred. It gained a particular importance in the 20th century as more observers began conceptualizing the relationships among countries with a critical eye on colonialism. According to these observers, dependency was the means that colonialists used for achieving their economic power: They exploited  those whom they had colonized (Galtung, 1971). Building upon Hobson’s (1902) work, Lenin (1916) further developed the argument against colonialism and its link to capitalism. In one of his most famous critiques of the United States, Lenin argued that capitalism in its highest monopolistic stage was, in fact, imperialism. He argued that this advanced stage of capitalism, which had taken on the form of “international cartels” was responsible for the current “peculiar epoch of world colonial policy” (Lenin, 1916, p. 235). Lenin drew on the ideas of Marx, who had begun criticizing capitalism in the mid-19th century.

The recording of historical events and reflections on these events allowed observers of international relations to make important links between events and theories. By connecting certain concepts with each other, they were laying down the seeds of a theoretical framework later known as cultural imperialism. By the end of World War I, imperialism, colonialism, and capitalism had been linked by those who subscribed to a neo-Marxist ideology. The observers of the time had looked at the trend in international behavior and extracted a type of model that makes certain predictions about international relations. This model that is imbedded in Marxist writing makes the following predictions:

Powerful countries will invade and exploit others for their own benefits. Their goal is to create empires. They will first attempt to take control over their neighbors. Then they will expand further by taking over other weaker countries. Their military control is designed to put into place a system that later allows the invader to withdraw militarily while still retaining control over the various establishments of the invaded country by creating a dependency. The dependency that remains after military withdrawal benefits the economy of the invader.

In the early 20th century, these observations were not widely disseminated outside their ideological circles and the educated elites. However, as the century progressed, an increasingly larger number of people had the appropriate level of education and could now devote time for thinking about these issues and communicating their thoughts to others in writing. The culmination of these observations about the facts of world history, the behavior of powerful countries, the creation of empires, the motivations of colonialists, and the resulting effects on those who were invaded were utilized to develop an ideological framework for interpreting the international behavior of states during the post World War II era.

IDEOLOGICAL SEEDS AS FRAMES FOR INTERPRETING CONTEMPORARY WORLD EVENTS FOLLOWING WORLD WAR II

The end of World War II ushered in a new international order: The United States emerged as a superpower whereas many of the countries that were powerful before the war suffered significant destruction (Katz & Wedell, 1977). After the war, there were severe economic disparities among countries. Some were progressively becoming centers of economic activity, others were in desolate conditions. More often than not, countries that were not doing well economically were those that were or had been colonies. Many of the colonizers began letting their colonies gain their independence (Lee, 1980). At about the same time, the United States and the Soviet Union, the world’s superpowers of the time, began what has been termed the Cold War (Walker, 1993). Note here that the Soviet Union was built on the ideology of Marx and Lenin. The emergence of the Soviet Union as a world superpower put the ideas of Marx and Lenin in the limelight. Outside the Soviet Union, neo-Marxist schools of thought became quite popular in certain academic circles in both the United States and Latin America. These schools of thought developed an ideological framework based on the work of Marx and Lenin for interpreting contemporary world events.

Following World War II, many observers were concerned about the economic discrepancies among countries. Although some were concerned about how to remedy these economic discrepancies, others set out to explain the reason behind these inequities. The effort of the former led to the development of the modernization hypothesis (Higgott, 1980), whereas the latter resulted in the re-formulation of the dependency hypothesis (Sinclair, 1982).

Modernization: A Misinterpreted Effort

American social scientists were among those who were concerned about the economic discrepancies that were witnessed following World War II. They believed that the inequities could be remedied if developing countries adopted the more developed nations’ technologies and ways of life, thus modernizing themselves (Berger, 1974; McAnany, Schnitman, & Janus, 1981). The idea of modernization was conceived by American social scientists and was supported and funded by the U.S. government (Katz & Wedell, 1977). It was thought that the prevailing cultures in underdeveloped countries prevented them from moving ahead. Therefore, an immediate goal of modernization was to alter the cultural fabric of countries that were in need of economic development. For modernization, the mass media were the chosen tools for social change (Berger, 1974; Wells, 1972). Modernization assumed a powerful media effect (discussed later): It concentrated on the “internal social processes” (Fejes, 1981, p. 283) of the developing countries and assumed that all individuals in the country would be strongly effected by mass media. Such was a popular view of American social science at the time that modernization was being promoted.

For conspiracy theorists, however, many aspects of the modernization effort were framed and interpreted using Marxist ideology (McQuail, 1987). Conspiracy theorists began looking for evidence that would confirm their suspicions that, consistent with the European colonial goals that preceded them, modernization efforts were somehow self-serving to the United States. The critics of modernization used their knowledge of pre-World War II trends in international behaviors to frame and interpret the efforts of the United States. They saw striking similarities between the assertion by modernization advocates that efforts should be concentrated on changing the cultures of developing countries and those of colonialists who advocated similar goals. Colonial states were perceived by conspiracy theorists to have plotted against the people that they controlled for the benefit of their own economies. By association, critics also perceived the United States as conspiring against those countries where modernization efforts were taking place for the benefits of the U.S. economy.

Conspiracy theorists looked at the activities of American social scientists who were involved in modernization efforts and were suspicious about the objectives of their studies. American social scientists were closely following the progress of modernization efforts. They did so by collecting quantitative data to monitor the effects of the modernization interventions on the beliefs and behaviors of the residents of less-developed countries. Critics saw these data collection efforts as evidence of collusion between the United States government and the social scientists associated with the modernization programs for the purpose of controlling the minds of the people in the countries where these programs were implemented (Schiller, 1983). American social scientists were accused of being “more interested in individual actions and reactions than in the overall social system and its communication fabric” (Beltran, 1976, p. 116). Analysis of the effect of mass media on individual viewers was seen by critics as a tool for fostering American economic superiority by making “findings about the less powerful… available to the more powerful” (Schiller, 1983, p. 256). In summary, the modernization efforts were misinterpreted and rejected.

Whereas American social scientists focused on using modernization techniques to remedy the economic discrepancies following World War II, others set out to explain the reason for the prevailing economic discrepancies and focused specifically on Latin America. Led by Latin American observers, critics began using the early concept of dependency for framing and interpreting more contemporary events occurring in Latin America. They extended the concept of “dependency” to encompass an explanation of the prevailing economic discrepancies and also as an interpretation of the modernization efforts undertaken by the United States.

An Extension of the Concept of Dependency

The first attempts to challenge the goals of modernization theory came from Latin America. It is not surprising that Latin America was the source of this challenge. Given the expectation that powerful countries always conquered their weaker neighbors, and because the United States had emerged after World War II as a super power, its Latin American neighbors became quite fearful of being invaded. Modernization efforts were perceived by Latin American observers as an attempt by the United States to achieve influence by changing the cultural fabric of Latin America, not for the sake of improving the lives of Latin American people, but for the purpose of making these people dependent on the United States (McAnany et al., 1981; Nordenstreng & Schiller, 1979). This interpretation was reached through the looking glass of conspiracy theory.

As a result, a movement of resistance emerged and focused on the need to free Latin America from what was perceived to be attempts by the United States to control it. Latin American academics rejected modernization theory and all that was associated with it. They also rejected the methodologies and quantitative analytic techniques that American social scientists had been utilizing (Curran, Guerevitch, Woollacott, Marriott, & Roberts, 1977).

Latin American academics and their U.S. colleagues decided to adopt a totally different paradigm for conceptualizing and interpreting the modernization efforts. They chose a Marxist critical-cultural approach, and drew on the work of Althusser, Gramsci, and the Frankfort School (Roach, 1997). This critical-cultural paradigm resulted in conceptualizing modernization as an effort to formalize dependency. “The dependency model can be seen as a counterpart of earlier theories of imperialism, particularly the Marxist-Leninist concept of imperialism, reformulated from the point of view of the underdeveloped countries” (Fejes, 1981, p. 284). By the mid-20th century, conspiracy theorists had yet another international development to contend with: widely diffused electronic communication.

The Electronic Media as Tools for Control

Although Marx had written his thoughts before the advent of electronic mass media, his ideas about capitalism and his approach for analyzing international events were adopted by Latin American scholars for framing and interpreting the role and effects of modern communications. A group of academics were central to the formalization of these neo-Marxist analytic approaches. They belonged to the Frankfort School, which stemmed from Marxism, and comprised German theorists who fled to the United States during World War II. Members of this school sought to explain why the “revolutionary social change predicted by Marx” did not occur. In doing so, they analyzed the mass media as a means through which economic change within developing countries was being prevented (McQuail, 1987, p. 65). Members of the Frankfort School believed that mass media could be used to eliminate diversity in an audience by “homogeniz[ing it] into [an] unthinking mass” (Fiske, 1986, p. 392).

The Marxist approach to media analysis adopted by dependency theorists focused on “attempting to detect the ideologies of the communicators behind the manifest content of their mass media messages [and] taking these as expressions of the pro-status quo interests of the power structures that dominate society” (Beltran, 1976, p. 127). Such an approach ignored the analysis of the effects of media on individuals, which was the methodological approach used by American social scientists. It rather concentrated on the analysis of media flow and the messages embedded within the content of media. Conspiracy was assumed to be the main motivation for the exportation of U.S. television programs and efforts were concentrated on revealing their underlying messages.

Critics uncovered capitalist values within American media content (Dorfman & Mattelart, 1975; Goldsen & Bibliowicz, 1976). They believed that these values would be instilled in the foreign audiences who consumed such media by the mere fact that these values were present in the programs that filled the schedules of local television channels. This type of analysis was often referred to as the critical-cultural approach.

The critical–cultural school of thought linked American economic prosperity and capitalism and U.S. involvement in Latin America with the large influx of American mass media into Latin America. By relying on Marxist theories of economic determinism, supporters drew a direct link between the quantity of American mass media being exported and the way an “American world hegemony” (Schilller, 1978, p.185) was maintained. Dependency theorists believed that capitalism was supported and maintained by the cultural influences of developing countries brought up through modern communications (Roach, 1997). In contrast to the functional analytic approaches of American social scientists, Latin American scholars used structural analysis to interpret the economic discrepancies among nations in the postwar era. This resulted in a modern conception of dependency theory: Developed countries act intentionally to keep developing countries in economically and politically inferior positions for the benefit of the developed countries (Fejes, 1981). Electronic media play a major role in perpetuating the dependency.

To summarize, dependency theory was re-formulated as a Latin American reaction to a perceived American influence in the form of (a) modernization efforts, (b) efforts by American social scientists to quantify the effects of modernization efforts by studying individuals receiving modernization messages, and (c) the widespread presence of U.S. media content in Latin American countries. Dependency was perceived to be a function of a conspiracy for controlling Latin American countries remotely through American mass media. Those who subscribed to this perspective looked for evidence about the motives of the United States consistent with their points of view.

MEDIA POWER AND TRANSNATIONAL CORPORATIONS: FEEDING THE FEARS OF CONSPIRACY THEORISTS

In the post World War II era, the United States also emerged as a major producer of audio-visual products. By the late 1940s, television had become a mass medium in the United States. Without a context, these facts, by themselves, should not have been a source of concern to international observers. However, in the first decade of the 20th century, new theories about the effects of mass communication had emerged. The most notable of these theories contended that mass mediated messages, especially those transmitted audio-visually, had strong and homogenous effects on those who received them (Sproule, 1989). This “strong effects” theory, which was developed in the United States, had gained credibility during both World War I and World War II, when many countries spent considerable money and effort developing engines of propaganda (DeFleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1989; Roetter, 1974). Governments were convinced that mass communication could be used as a weapon against the enemy. Believers in this theory also existed outside of government. They reasoned that because the government was spending so much money and effort for using communication as a weapon against the enemy, this theory must be true.

Between the 1950s and 1970s, the era of audiovisual mass communication progressively flourished worldwide as, in most countries, television stations began broadcasting to local audiences. Television stations required content to fill their schedules. As most countries were not capable of producing enough local television programs, they resorted to importing television content from the United States (Noam, 1993). By the 1970s, most countries had a substantial proportion of their television schedules filled with programs produced in the United States (Nordenstreng & Varis, 1974).

The U.S. exportation of television programs was seen by critics as additional evidence of a conspiracy to control developing countries (Masmoudi, 1979; Schiller, 1983). The flow of media from the United States to developing countries was interpreted by using the dependency frame developed before the Second World War but reformulated by subscribers to the critical-cultural school of thought.

At the same time that the United States was exporting TV programs, American and European companies were exporting another type of business: the transnational corporation (Mattelart, 1983). A transnational corporation is a business entity headquartered in one country that branches out into other countries for the purpose of selling a product or service. The vast majority of early transnational corporations were American and European. They were seen by critics as another piece of the conspiracy by primarily the United States for achieving world control (McAnany et al., 1981). Critics who subscribed to this point of view reasoned as follows: After influencing the local inhabitants with their television programs and convincing them to adopt the American ways of life, the United States sends its transnational corporations to take their country’s natural resources, convinces them to provide cheap labor for manufacturing U.S. goods, sells these same products back to them and brings the profits back to the United States (Masmoudi, 1979; Salinas & Paldan, 1979). Conspiracy was the frame through which critics interpreted everything that the United States was doing.

From Neo-Colonialism to Cultural Imperialism

From the early writings of Hobson, imperialism has been linked to dependency. In the early 20th century, countries labeled as imperialistic, such as Great Britain, began to let go of their colonies. Structural theories of imperialism were established. According to these theories, there are “Center Nations” and “Periphery Nations” and the Center nations maintain relationships with the Periphery nations that benefit the Center nations (Galtung, 1971, p. 81). These relationships have been characterized by unequal flows of goods. To ensure its economic prosperity, a Center nation keeps its Periphery nations dependent on it and by doing so maintains the economic inequalities (Wallerstein, 1979).

After World War II, when colonialism was brought to an end, economic disparities among states remained. The idea of neo-colonialism was born. It was argued that through neo-colonialism, the colonial relationships of the past were maintained through forms subtler than forceful military control. In the past, colonial powers had instilled their cultures on the people within their colonies. This act may have been partly due to a feeling of obligation to help a “backwards” culture and it could have resulted from a desire to maintain “remote control” over their colonies. During the post-World War II period, the United States was exporting large quantities of mass media. This one-way flow of media was seen by critics as an effort to create neo-colonialism through electronic media. For believers in conspiracy theory, the simple presence of U.S. television programs in domestic television schedules was equated with cultural influence.

THE EFFECTS OF TELEVISION AS SEEN THROUGH THE CULTURAL IMPERIALISM FRAMEWORK

The theory of cultural imperialism is derived through the linking of several circumstances occurring at specific points in time within the ideological framework established by certain schools of thought. Supporters of cultural imperialism theory study the relationships among nations on a macro level. Doing so leads to the discovery of two important contentions of cultural imperialism theory with respect to imported TV:

1.  Flow of media is indicative of the exporter’s desire to affect and control the developing nation that receives this media. This belief has been fueled by an interpretation of the historical events summarized in this chapter.

2.  Presence of media content is equated with strong effects on the people who consume this media content.

Interestingly, this belief was borrowed from the hypodermic model or magic bullet theory that had helped conceive modernization theory. By the 1950s, this theory was deemed invalid by the American social scientists who developed it. However, supporters of cultural imperialism theory still rely on the assumptions of the magic bullet theory (Tracey, 1985).

Linking these two contentions along with the emergence of transnational corporations leads to cultural imperialism theory: Western powers (mainly the United States) export mass media to developing countries with the deliberate intention of corroding the traditional cultures of these countries and convincing the people of these countries to adopt Western cultural values which will lead to their purchase of Western products (Salinas & Paldan, 1979).

The theory of cultural imperialism gained prominence in the 1970s, as Third World nations fought to resist attack on their indigenous cultures by preventing the excessive influx of American media. The Non-Aligned movement was created to maintain the cultural integrity of these nations and the UNESCO studies were commissioned to examine the international communication flow (Gunter, 1978).

Summarizing the various concerns expressed about imported TV programs, Lee (1980) concluded that the vast majority of critics widely believe that the values embodied in these programs will indeed influence the values structures of audience members. Those who are fearful of this influence claim that, as a result of the spread of crossborder media, “the indigenous cultures of the Third World disintegrate consistently and without resistance” (Goonasekara, 1987, p. 11). Others believe that international television is used by industrialized countries as a device to broaden their domestic commercial activities (Hadad, 1978). Hadad (1978) asserted that this goal is best achieved “by launching a ‘cultural invasion’ of developingnations” (p. 19). The vast majority of authors who have published articles about this topic hold these beliefs about de facto effects of foreign television. The influence assumption has prompted them to be suspicious of any imported TV programs, including those that are educational. Commenting about the importation of Sesame Street into Latin America, Goldsen and Bibliowicz (1976) stated that it will “lay down an important part of the cultural scaffolding that Latin American children will build on. They expose the continent’s children to a massive cultural assault whose consequences are incalculable” (p. 125).

Goonasekara (1987) contended that CI refers to an effect that stems from the documented flow of television programs from Western countries into Third World television schedules. Critics of imported TV programs use the term CI to label a process of influence and the influence that is assumed to result from such a process. The contentions of CI are at the roots of all international legislation to protect indigenous cultures from influence through foreign television. The CI arguments are also used as a basis for international debates and resolutions about the same topic (for a discussion of these debates, see McPhail, 1987). In addition to focusing on the role of television and other media, it is worth noting that more recent CI research efforts have centered on using the CI framework for studying the effects of interpersonal communication contact between Westerners and non-Westerners through such means as travel, education, missionary work, and others (Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1997).

Extracting the Assumptions of Cultural Imperialism Relevant to Imported Television

By examining the interacting developments that have led to the formulation of the cultural imperialism paradigm, we are now able to extract its assumptions about the role and effect of imported television:

1.  Imported television programs present in domestic television schedules are placed there as part of a conspiracy against the local population. These TV programs are used to lure viewers and entice them to watch content that has foreign cultural values imbedded within it;

2.  The object of this conspiracy is to erode the local values and replace them with those imbedded in the foreign TV content;

3.  This foreign TV content is then imposed on local viewers;

4.  The foreign TV content has strong effects on those who watch it;

5.  The ample presence of foreign TV content in domestic television schedules is evidence of the conspiracy;

6.  Associations between exposure to foreign TV content and adoption of foreign attitudes, behaviors, and the like on the part of local residents are further evidence of the conspiracy.

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, it is beyond the scope of this book to test out the contentions that have led to the CI paradigm. CI proponents contend that international television programs have powerful (strong and homogenous) effects on the local viewers who are exposed to them. The focus of this book is on determining the impact of international television as revealed by the empirical literature. Are the empirical research results consistent with CI’s contentions about the power of international TV? Is CI a useful paradigm for explaining and predicting the effects of imported TV on local viewers? In the next chapters, several researchers examine these questions from multiple dimensions.
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