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Approaches to theorizing
international communication

....... esvcrebaPrePtReOBINEOOREESRIRICCTOTY e e

Theories have their own history and reflect the concerns of the time in which they were
developed. This chapter examines some that offer ways of approaching the subject of
international communication and assesses how useful their explanations are in terms of an
understanding of the processes involved. This is by no means a comprehensive account of
theories of communication (see Mattelart and Mattelart, 1998; McQuail, 2005), nor does it
set out an all-embracing theorization of the subject, but looks at the key theories and their
proponents that, together with the preceding chapter on the history of international
communication, should help to contextualize the analysis of contemporary global
communication systems in subsequent chapters.

It is not surprising that theories, of communication began to emerge in parallel with the

rapid social and economic ;hain;ggs of the Industrial Revolution in Europe, reflectin the
significance of the role of communications in the growth of capitalism and empire, and
drawing also on advances in science and the understanding of the natural world. One of the
first concepts of communication, developed by the French philosopher Claude Henri de
Saint Simon (1760—1825), used the analogy of the living organism, proposing that the
development of a system of communication routes (roads, canals and railways) and a credit
system (banks) was vital for an industrializing society, and that the circulation of money, for
example, was equivalent to that of blood for the human heart (Mattelart and Mattelart, 1998).
The metaphor of the organism was also fundamental for British philosopher, Herbert
Spenser (1820~1903), who argued that industrial society was the embodiment of an ‘organic
society, an increasingly coherent, integrated system, in which functions become more and
more specified and parts more interdependent. Communication was seen as ¢ a basic
component in a system of distribution and regulation. Like the vascular system, the physical

network of roads, canals and railways ensured the distribution of nutrition, while the
channels of ianrmétiign (the press, telegraph and pom\fngg)ﬂfuncuoned as the equivalent
of the nervous §ysfem, making it possible for the centre to ‘propagate its influence’ to its
outermost parts. ‘Dispatches are compared to nervous discharges that communicate
movement from an inhabitant of one city to that of another’ (Mattelart and Mattelart,
1998: 9). At the same time, contemporary COMMENTAtors Were anxious about the social and

cultural impact of the speed and reach of the new means of communication and the rise of a

mass society fuelled and sustained by them.
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APPROACHES TO THEORIZING INTERNATIONAL COMMUNICATION

In _tbc twentieth century, theories of international communication evolved into a discrete

discipline within the new social sciences and in each era have reflected contemporary
concerns about political, economic and technological changes and their impact on society
the early twentieth century, during and after the First World Whar, a debate
05t about t role of communication in propagéting the competitive economic and
mihtaryvobjectirves of ;he imperial powers, exemplified in the work of Walter Lippmann on
‘public opinion’ (1922) and Harold Lasswell on wartime propaganda (1927). Lippmann’s
concerns were mainly about the manipulation of public opinion by powerful state

institutions, while Lasswell, a political scientist, did pioneering work on the systematic
analysis of propaganda activities.

and culture. In
arose about the

After the Second World War, theories of communication multiplied in response to new
developments in technology and media, first radio and then television, and the increas}
integrated international economic and political system. Two broad but often interrelatde
approaches to theorizing communication can be seen: the political-economy approach s .
which was concerned with the underlying structures of economic and political power
relations, and that of cultural studies, which focused more on the role of communication
and media in creating and maintaining shared values and meanings (Golding and Murdoch,
1997; Durham and Kellner, 2006).

The political-economy approach has its roots in the critique of capitalism produced by
the German philosopher, Karl Marx (1818-83), but it has evolved over the years to
incorporate a wide range of critical thinkers. Central to a Marxian interpretation of
international communication is the question of power, which ultimately is seen as an
instrument of control by the ruling classes. In his seminal text, German Ideology, Marx
described the relationship between economic, political and cultural power thus:

The class which has the means of material production has control at the same
time over the means of mental production so that, thereby, generally speaking,
the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it ...
Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a class and determine the extent and compass
of an epoch, it is self-evident that they ... among other things ... regulate the
production and distribution of the ideas of their age: thus their ideas are the
ruling ideas of the epoch.

(cited in Murdoch and Golding, 1977:12-13)

Much of the critical research on international communication has been an examination
of the pattern of ownership and production in the media and communication industries,
analysing these within the overall context of social and economic power relations, based on
national and transnational class interests. Researchers working within the Marxist tradition
are concerned, for example, with the commodification of communication hardware and
software and inequalities of access to media technologies.

By the late twentieth century, the growing literature of cultural studies had become
increasingly influential in the field of international communication. Social science analyses
of mass communication were enriched by concepts from the study of literature and the
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international mass communication could be used to spread the mcss:.ige of modernity anfi
transfer the economic and political models of the West to the _ncwly mctiependc:.lt c?ut’ltrles
of the South. Communications research on what_ came to be known as ‘modernization’ or
‘development tHcvog’wv?aE based on the belief that the ma§swmfc§1a \fvoa,‘dd help trapsform
fraditional societies. This pro-media bias was very influential and received support from

international organizations such as UNESCO and from the governments in developing
countries, .

One of the earliest exponents of this theory was Daniel Lerner, a political science
professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, whose classic worl'c in the field, The n
Passing of Traditional Society (1958) — the product of research conducted in the f:arly 19505‘ i
in Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, Syria, Jordan and Iran — examined the degree to which peoplfe in
the Middle East were exposed to national and international media, especially radio. In this
first major comparative survey, Lerner proposed that contact with the media helped. the
process of transirion fram a ‘traditional’ to_a ‘modernized’ state, characterizing the mass
media as a ‘mobility multiplier’, which enables individuals to experience events in far-off
p]acés,—gélné them to reassess their traditional way of life. Exposure to the media, Lerner
argued, made traditional societies less bound by traditions and made them aspire to a new
and modern way of life.

" The Western path of ‘development’ was presented as the most effective way to shake off
traditional ‘backwardness’. According to Lerner:

[Thel Western model of modernisation, exhibits certain components and
sequences whose relevance is global. Everywhere, for example, increasing
urbanisation has tended to raise literacy; rising literacy has tended to increase
media exposure; increasing media exposure has ‘gone with’ wider economic
participation (per capita income) and political participation.

(Lerner, 1958: 46)

Western society, Lerner argued, provided ‘the most developed model of societal attributes -
(power, wealth, skill, rationality)’, and ‘from the West came the stimuli which undermined
traditional society that will operate efficiently in the world today...’ (ibid.: 47).

Another key modernization theorist, Wilbur Schramm, whose influential book, Az
Media and National ] Development, was published in 1964 in conjunction with UNE.SC\O,~

of education is
g, slow social transformation required for economic

development, and, in particular, to speed and smooth the task of modernising
human resources behind the national effort.

(Schramm, 1964: 27)
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Schramm endorsed Lerner’s view that mass media can raise the aspirations of the peoples in
developing countries. The mass media in the South, he wrote, ‘face the need to rouse their
people from fatalism and a fear of change. They need to encourage both personal and
national aspirations. Individuals must come to desire a better life than they have and to be
willing to work for it’ (ibid. 1964: 130).

The timing of Schramm’s book was significant. The UN had proclaimed the 1960s as
‘the Decade of Development” and UN agencies and Western governments, led by the USA,

were generously funding research, often in conjunction with private companies, through
universities and clé';r-elobment bureaucracy, notably the newly established United States
Agency for International Development (USAID), the United States Information Agency
(USIA) and the Peace Corps, to harness the power of the mass media to ‘modernize’ the
gewly independent countries of the South.

In the 1970s, modernization theorists started to use the level of media development as
an indicator of general societal development. Leading theorists of the ‘development as

modernization’ school, such as Everett Rogers, saw a key role for the mass media in
international communication and development (Rogers, 1962; Pye, 1963). Such research
benefited from the surveys undertaken by various US-government-funded agencies and
educational foundations, especially in Asia and Latin America for what Rogers (1962) called
‘disseminating innovations’.

This top-down approach to communications, a one-way flow of information from
government or international development agencies via the mass media to Southern
peasantry at the bottom, was generally seen as a panacea for the development of the newly |
independent countries of Asia and Africa. But it was predicated on a definition of
development that followed the model of Western industrialization and ‘modernization’,
measured primarily by the rate of economic growth of output or Gross National Product
(GNP). It failed to recognize that the creation of wealth on its own was insufficient: the
improvement of life for the majority of the populations depended on the equitable
distribution of that wealth and its use for the public good. It also failed to ask questions
about.development for whom and who would gain or lose, ign‘o’r_i‘ng:an} ’Jiks—cas;ion of the

olitical, social or cultural dimensions of development. In many Southern countries, income

disparities in fact increased over the succeeding 30 years — despite a growth in GNP
Moreover, the mass media were assumed to be a neutral force in the process of

development, ignoring how the media are themselves products of social, political, economic

and cultural conditions. In many developing countries economic and political power was

and remains restricted to a tiny, often unrepresentative elite, and the mass media play a key

role in leg‘ith"llizing‘_’t;l:{cf political establishment. Since the media had, and continue to have,

close proximicy o the ruling elites, they tend to reflect this view of development in the news.
The international communication research inspired by the modernization thesis was very

;u?ﬂucntial, shaping university communication programmes and research centres globally.
Ihough sx‘xch rescarcl'x provided a Ruge amount of data on the behaviour, attitudes and
val\.lcs of the people in the South, it tended to work within the positivist tradition of what
sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld (1941) had long identified as ‘administrative’ research, often

failing to analyse the political and cultural context of international communication
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However, the outcomes of this type of research in international communication can be
useful in analysing the relationship of media growth to economic development, measured in
cerms of such indicators as sales of communication hardware and gross national product.
They are also useful in international promotion of advertising and marketing.

It is important to understand the cold war context in which modernization theory
emerged, a Ei_fné when it was politically expedient for the West to use the notion of
E?@g@ggn to bring the newly independent nations of Asia, the Middle East and Africa
into the sphere-of capitalism. As Vincent Mosco comments: “The theory of modernisation
meant a reconstruction of the international division of labour amalgamating the non-
Western world into the emerging international structural hierarchy’ (1996: 121). }t is now
being accepted that some modernization research was politically motivated. It has been
éointed out that Lerner’s seminal study was a spin-off from a large and clandestine
government-funded audience research project, conducted for the Voice of America by the
Bureau of Applied Social Research (Samarajiva,1985).

Despite its enormous influence in the field of international communication, Lerner’s
research had more to do with the East—West ideological contest of those days of cold war
when in the Middle East radical voices were demanding decolonization — Iran had
nationalized its oil industry in 1951, leading to the CIA-backed coup, two years later, which
removed the democratically elected Prime Minister, Mohammed Musaddiq. Given the
prominence of radio propaganda during the 1950s, this research could also be seen as an
investigation of radio listening behaviour in 2 region bordering the Soviet Union. In this
context it is interesting to note that Lerner had worked for the Psychological Warfare
Division of the US Army during the Second World War.

One major shortcoming of the early modernization theorists was their assumption that
the modern and the traditional lifestyles were mutually exclusive, and their dismissive view
of the culture of the ‘indigent natives’ led them to believe in the desirability and inevitability
of a shift from the traditional to the modern. The dominant cultural and religious force in
the region — Islam — and a sense of collective pan-Islamic identity were seen as ‘sentimental
sorties into the symbolism of a majestic past’. The elites in the region had to choose between
‘Mecca or mechanisation’. The crux of the matter, Lerner argued, was ‘not whether, but how
one should move from traditional ways toward modern life-styles. The symbols of race and
ricual fade into irrelevance when they impede living desires for bread and enlightenment’
(Lerner, 1958: 405).

What modernizers such as Lerner failed to comprehend was that the dichotomy of
modern versus traditional was not inevitable. Despite all the West’s efforts at media
modernization, Islamic traditions continue to define the Muslim world, and indeed have
become stronger in parts of the Middle East. In addition, these traditional cultures can also
deploy modern communication methods to put their case across. In the 1979 Islamic
revolution in Iran, for example, radical groups produced printed material and audio cassettes
and distributed them through informal networks to promote an anti-Western ideology based
on a particular Islamic view of the world (Mohammadi and Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1994).
In the twenty-first century, militant Islamists have used satellite television as well as the
Internet to propagate their ideology (Burke, 2004).
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In Latin America most communication research, often funded by the US Government,
was led by proponents of the modernization thesis. However, since the gap between the rich
and poor was growing, as elsewhere in the developing world, critics started to question the
validity of the developmentalist project and raised questions about what it left out — the
relationship between communication, power and knowledge and the ideological role of
international organizational and institutional structures. This led to a critique of
modernization in Latin America, most notably from Brazil’s Paulo Freire, whose Pedagogy of
the Oppressed (1970/1974) had a major influence on international development discourse,
though how far his views were adopted in devising international communication strategies
remains an open question.

Southern scholars, especially those from Latin America, argued that the chief
beneficiaries of modernization programmes were not the ‘traditional’ rural poor in the
South, but Western media and communication companies, which had expanded into the
Third World, ostensibly in the name of modernization and development, but in f fact in
scarch of new consumers for their products. They argued that modernization programmes
were exacerbating the already deep social and economic inequalities in the developing
countries and making them dependent on Western models of communication development.

Partly as a result of the work of Latin American scholars, the proponents of
modernization in the West acknowledged that the theory needed reformulation. Despite
decades of ‘modernization’, the vast majority of the people in the South continued to live in
poverty, and by the mid-1970s the talk was of the ‘passing of the dominant paradigm’
(Rogers, 1976). In a revised version of modernization theory, a shift has been detectable
from support for the mass media to an almost blind faith in the potential of the new
information and communication technologies — in what has been called ‘a neo-
developmentalist view’ (Mosco, 1996: 130). Also noticeable is the acceptance of a greater
role for local elites in the modernization process. However, the importance of Western
technology remains crucial in the revised version too. According to this view, modernization
requires advanced telecommunication and computer infrastructure, preferably through the
‘efficient’ private corporations, thus integrating the South into a globalized information

economy.

Dependency theory
Dependency theory emerged in Latin America in the late 1960s.and 1970s, partly as a

consequence of the political s:tuaaon in the continent, with increasing US support for right-
wing authoritarian governments, and | partly with the realization among the educated elite
that the developmentalist approach to mternauonal communication had failed to deliver.
The establishment, in 1976, in Mexico City of the Instituto Latinoamericano de Estudios
(ILET), whose principal research interest was the study of transnational media business, gave
an impetus to a critique of the ‘modernization’ thesis, documenting its negative
consequences in the continent. The impact of ILET was also evident in international policy
debates about NWICO, particularly through the work of Juan Somavia, a member of the
MacBride Commission.
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Though grounded in the neo-Marxist political-economy approach (Baran, 1957; Gunder
Frank, 1969; Amin 1976), dependency theorists aimed to provide an alternative framework
© an;,ﬁg;,i_ummaﬂo,n_alkcomm,unjcatigr_\_. C_e_‘ntga'l_.tg'gcpendengy theory was the vigW_Eha_t
tré;;sngg);l,gl_ corporations (TNCs), most based in the North, exercise controli with t_be
S.u?.ij.g)rt of their respective governments, over the developing countries by setting the terms
for “g'l—gl;;l“tﬂrad'e _ dominating markets, resources, production and labour. Development for
these countries was shaped in a way to strengthen the dominance of the developed nations
.nd to maintain the ‘peripheral’ nations in a position of dependence — in other words, to
make conditions suitable for ‘dependent development’. In its most extreme form the outcome
of such relationships was ‘the development of underdevelopment’ (Gunder Frank, 1969).

This neocolonial relationship in which the TNCs controlled both the terms of exchange
and the structure of global markets, it was argued, had contributed to the widening and
deepening of inequality in the South, while the TNCs had strengthened their control over
the world’s natural and human resources (Baran, 1957; Mattelart, 1979).

The cultural aspects of dependency theory, examined by scholars interested in the
production, distribution and consumption of media and cultural products, were particularly
relevant to the study of international communication. The dependency theorists aimed to
show the links between discourses of ‘modernization’ and the policies of transnational media
and communication corporations and their backers among Western governments.

Dependency theorists both benefited from, and contributed to, research on cultural
aspects of imperialism being undertaken at the time in the USA. The idea of cultural
imperialism is most clearly identified with the work of Herbert Schiller, who was based at
the University of California (1969-92) . Working within the neo-Marxist critical tradition,
Schiller analysed the global power structures in the international communication industries

and the links between transnational business and the dominant states.

’-'_—//-—_’__‘ . . . . -
At the heart of Schiller’s argument was the analysis of how, in pursuit of commercial

interests, huge US-based transnational corporations, often in league with Western

('p‘r'éd}—)'rﬁijr}flﬂt‘ll US) military and political interests, were undermining the cultural

autonomy of the countries of the South and creating a dependenc_}; on both the hardware
and software of communication and media in the developing countries. Schiller defined

R ay S ——

culvral imperialism as:
the sum of the processes by which a society is brought into the modern world
system and how its dominating stratum is attracted, pressured, forced, and

sometimes bribed into shaping social institutions to correspond to, or even to
promote, the values and structures of the dominant centre of the system.

(Schiller, 1976: 9)

Schiller argued that the declining European colonial empires — mainly British, French
and Dutch — were being replaced by a new emergent American empire, based on US
economic, military and informational power. According to Schiller, the US-based TNCs
have continued to grow and dominate the global economy. This economic growth has been
underpinned with communications know-how, enabling US business and military
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organizations to take leading roles in the development and control of new, electronically
based global communication systems.

Such domination had both military and cultural implications. Schiller’s seminal work,
Mass Communications and American Empire (1969/ 1992), examined the role of the US
government, a major user of communication services, in developing global electronic media
systems, initially for military purposes to counter the perceived, and often exaggerated,
Soviet security threat. By controlling global satellite communications, the USA had the most
effective surveillance system in operation —a crucial element in the cold war years. Such
communication hardware could also be used to propagate the US model of commercial
broadcasting, dominated by large networks and funded primarily by advertising revenue, as

Schiller noted:

Nothing less than the viability of the American industrial economy itself is
involved in the movement toward international commercialisation of
broadcasting. The private yet managed economy depends on advertising.
Remove the excitation and the manipulation of consumer demand and
industrial slowdown threatens.

(Schiller, 1969: 95)

_{\_;gording to Schiller, dependence on US communications technology and investment,
coupled with the new ;_iefnénd for media products, necessitated large-scale imports of US
media produ&g}iotébly television programmes. Since media exports are ultimarely N
c‘iependentib'rrs-ﬁgri-s'gursmﬁ;r advertising, they endeavour not only to advertise Western goods
and services, but also promote, albeit indirectly, a capitalist ‘American way of life’, through

was an ‘electronic invasion’, especially in the global

mediated consumer lifestyles. The result
South, which threatened to undermine craditional cultures and emphasize consumerism at

the expense of community values.

In the revised edition of the book, published in 1992, Schiller argued that US
dominance of global communication increased with the end of the cold war and the failure
of the UNESCO-supported demands for NWICO. The economic basis of US dominance,
however, had changed, with TNCs acquiring an increasingly important role in international
relations, transforming US cultural imperialism into ‘transnational corporate cultural
domination’ (Schiller, 1992: 39).

In a review of the US role in inte
Schiller saw the US state still playing a decisive role in promoting the ever-expanding
2 central pillar of the US economy. In US support for the promotion
of electronic-based media and communication hardware and software in the new
information age of the twenty-first century; Schiller found ‘historical continuities in its quest
for systemic power and control’ of global communication (1998: 23).

Other prominent works using the ‘cultural imperialism’ thesis have examined such
aspects of US cultural and media dominance as Hollywood's relationship with the European
movie market (Guback, 1969); US television exports and influences in Latin America
(Wells, 1972); the contribution of Disney comics in promoting capitalist values (Dorfman

rnational communication during the past half-century,

communication sector,

.................
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and Mattelart, 1975) and the role of the advertising industry as an ideological instrument
(Ewen, 1976; Mattelart, 1991). Internationally, some of the most significant work has been
the UNESCO-supported research on international flow in television programmes
(Nordenstreng and Varis, 1974; Varis, 1985).

One prominent aspect of dependency in international communication was identified in
the 1970s by Oliver Boyd-Barrett as ‘media imperialism’, examining information and media
inequalities between nations and how these reflect broader issues of dependency, and
'ihalﬁi—ﬁg’f}fénﬁé:g‘é@érﬁiéé_\fqr' of mainly US-dominated international media — notably
Hé\ﬁé;Aéger_l'c:i'és,__mqga.z_ines, films, radio and television. Boyd-Barrett defined media
iﬁiperialisrn as:

The process whereby the ownership, structure, distribution or content of the
media in any one country are singly or together subject to substantial external
pressures from the media interests of any other country or countries, without
proportionate reciprocation of influence by the country so affected.

(Boyd-Barrett, 1977: 117)

For its critics, dependency literature was ‘notable for an absence of clear definitions of
fundamental terms like imperialism and an almost total lack of empirical evidence to
support the arguments’ (Stevenson, 1988: 38). Others argued that it ignored the question of
media form and content as well as the role of the audience. Those involved in a cultural
studies approach to the analysis of international communication argued that, like other
cultural artefacts, media ‘texts’ could be polysemic and were amenable to different
interpretations by audiences who were not merely passive consumers, but ‘active’ participants
in the process of negotiating meaning (Fiske, 1987). It was also pointed out that the
‘cotalistic’ cultural imperialism thesis did not adequately take on board such issues as how
global media texts worked in national contexts, ignoring local patterns of media consumption.

Quantifying the volume of US cultural products distributed around the world was not a
sufficient explanation; it was also important to examine its effects. There was also a view
that the cultural imperialism thesis assumed a ‘hypodermic-needle model’ of media effects
and ignored the complexities of ‘Third World” cultures (Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1991,
1997). It was argued that the Western scholars had a less than deep understanding of Third
World cultures, seeing them as homogeneous and not being adequately aware of the regional
and intra-national diversities of race, ethnicity, language, gender and class. There have so far
been few systematic studies of the cultural and ideological effects of Western media products
on audiences in the South, especially from Southern scholars. i

Despite its critics (Tomlinson, 1991; Thompson, 1995), the cultural imperialism thesis
was very influential in international communication research in the 1970s and 1980s. It was
particularly important during the heated NWICO debates in UNESCO and other
international fora in the 1970s. However, even a critic such as John Thompson, while
rejecting the main thesis, has conceded that such research is ‘probably the only systematic

and moderately plausible attempt to think about the globalisation of communications and
its impact on the modern world’ (Thompson, 1995: 173).
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Defenders of the thesis found the 19905’ debates criticizing cultural imperialism ‘lacking
even the most elementary epistemological precaution and sometimes actually bordering on
intellectual dishonesty’, arguing that the critics of this theory have often ‘taken the notion
our of context, abstracting it from the concrete historical conditions that produced it: the
political struggles and commitments of the 1960s and 1970s’ (Mattelart and Mattelarr,
1998: 137-8).

With changes in debates on international communication reflecting the rhetoric of
privatization and liberalization in the 1990s, theories of media and cultural dependency
have become less prominent, though their relevance should not be underestimated
(Golding and Harris, 1997; Thussu, 1998a; Hamm and Smandych, 2005; Hackett and
Zhao, 2005). Boyd-Barrett has argued that while media imperialism theory in its original
formulation did not take into account intra-national media relations, gender and ethnic
issues, it is still a useful analytical tool to make sense of what he terms the ‘colonisation of
communications space’ (Boyd-Barrett, 1998: 157).

One of the limits of the cultural and media imperialism approach is that it did not fully
take into account the role of the national elites, especially in the developing world. However,

though its influence has dwindled, the theory of structural imperialism developed by the
Norwegian sociologist Johan Galtung also offers an explanation of the role of international
communication in maintaining structures of economic and political power.

Structural imperialism

Galtung argues that the world consists of developed ‘centre’ states and underdeveloped
periphery’ states. In turn, each centre and periphery state possesses a highly developed ‘core’
and a less developed ‘periphery’. He defines structural imperialism as a ‘sophisticated type of

dominance relation which cuts across nations basing itself on a bridgehead which the centre

of the centre nation establishes in the centre of the periphery nation for the joint benefit of
both’. For Galtung, there is a harmony of interest between the core of the centre nation and
‘ the centre in the periphery nation; less harmony of interest within the periphery nation than
" within the centre nation and a disharmony of interest between the periphery of the centre
| nation and the periphery of the periphery nation (Galtung, 1971: 83).
t In other words, there exists in the countries of the South a dominant elite whose

| interests coincide with the interesé of the elite in the dg\{el‘qﬁ_édﬂ\;@rl‘gl. This ‘Eo‘r»c_" not only
’ | I;r_dvic'l'esfa.br_idgehca_d bywhxcﬁthe_ centre nation can maintain its gcoqémi,c,a’p'd pohucal
r domination over the periphery nation, but s also su{ppqrtediby: the centre in maintaining
|
|
|

dominance over its own internal periphery. In terms of values and artitudes, the elite group
i;‘E:VI()rsE_rgigother elites in the developed world than to groups in its own country.

Galtung defines five types of imperialism that depend upon the type of exchange
between centre and periphery nations: economic, political, military, communication and
cultural. The five types form a syndrome of imperialism, and interact, albeit through
different channels, to reinforce the dominance relationship of centre over periphery.
Communication imperialism is intimately related to cultural imperialism, and news is a

combination of cultural and communication exchange (Galtung, 1971: 93).
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Periphery—centre relationships are maintained and reinforced by information flows and
through the reproduction of economic activities. These create institutional links that serve
the incerests of the dominant groups, both in the centre and within the periphery.
Institutions in the centre of the periphery often mirror those of the developed world and
thus recreate and promote the latter’s value systems.

According to Galtung, the basic mechanism of structural imperialism revolves around
two forms of interaction, ‘vertical’ and ‘feudal’. The ‘vertical” interaction principle maintains
that relauonshlps,_arfe;gsymmetrlcal that the flow of power is from the more developed state
to thsk:igég\ieloped state, while the benefits of the system flow upwards from the less
developeel‘ states to the centre states. The ‘feudal’ interaction principle states that there ‘is
interaction along the spokes, from the periphery to the centre hub; but not along the rim,
from one periphery nation to another’ (Galtung, 1971: 89).

Galtung’s theory is particularly relevant in understanding global news flow: news flows
from the centre and the core to the periphery via transnational news agencies. The effect of
this feudal st structure is r.hat Southern nations know virtually nothing about events in
neighbouring countries that has not been filtered through the lenses of the developed media
systems at the centre.
~ The theory argues that the core’s definition of news will be reflected in the news in the
penEheral nation. This has been called the ‘agenda-setting function’ of the international

media. Informatlon on is trhwsferred to the Southern elite in such a way that primary

importance is attached to the same issues the developed world sees as important. The
identity of interests bet between the centre of the centre and the centre of the periphery greatly
influences ‘the_ac'c_ep_tanceﬂqf an international agenda.

A suiking similarity can be found between Galtung’s theory of structural imperialism
and Schiller’s definition of cultural imperialism. Both maintain that the structure of political
and economic domination exercised by the centre over the periphery results in the re-
creation of certain aspects of the centre’s value system in the periphery.

There is also evidence of a dependency relationship in the field of media and

communication research in Southern countries. As British media analyst James Halloran notes:

Wherever we look in international communication research — exports and
imports of textbooks, articles and journals; citations, references and footnotes;
employment of experts (even in international agencies); and the funding,
planning and execution of research — we are essentially looking at a
dependency situation. This is a situation which is characterised by a one-way
flow of values, ideas, models, methods and resources from North to South. It
may even be more specifically as a flow from the Anglo-Saxon language
fraternity to the rest of the world.

(Halloran, 1997: 39)

Dependency theory has enjoyed widespread influence and equally widespread criticism.
It was criticized for concentrating on the impact of transnational business and the role of
other external forces on social and economic development to the neglect of internal class,
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gender, ethnic and power relations. Theorists such as Galtung responded by examining the
roles of the often unrepresentative elites in the South in maintaining and indeed benefiting
from the dependency syndrome. While the globalization of new information and
communication technologies and the resultant wiring up of the globe, and the emphasis on
cultural hybridization rather than cultural imperialism, have made dependency theories less
fashionable, the structural inequalities in international communication continue to render
them relevant.

Another concern for scholars working within the political economy approach has been
to analyse the close relationship between media and foreign policy. The role of the mass
media as an instrument of propaganda for corporate and state power has been an important
area of inquiry among critical scholars (Herman and Chomsky, 1988/1994). In their
‘propaganda model’, US economist Edward Herman and the renowned linguist Noam
Chomsky examine, through a range of detailed case studies, how news in mainstream US
media systems passes through several ‘filters’, including the size, ownership and profit
orientation of media firms; their heavy reliance on advertising and dependence on business
and governmental sources for information; and the overall dominant ideology within which
they operate. These elements, write Herman and Chomsky, ‘interact with and reinforce one
another and set the premises of discourse and interpretation, and the definition of what is
newsworthy’ (1994: 2).

For Herman and Chomsky, a propaganda approach to media coverage suggests:

a systematic and highly political dichotomisation in news coverage based on
serviceability to important domestic power interests. This should be observable
in dichotomised choices of story and in the volume and quality of coverage ...
such dichotomisation in the mass media is massive and systematic: not only are
choices for publicity and suppression comprehensible in terms of system
advantage, but the modes of handling favoured and inconvenient materials
(placement, tone, context, fullness of treatment) differ in ways that serve
political interests.

(Herman and Chomsky, 1994: 35)

Despite meticulously researched case studies - ranging from the US media’s coverage of
the war in Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s, to its treatment of US involvement in
subversive activities in Central America during the 1980s — the propaganda model has
received more than its share of criticism, especially in the West. Internationally, however,
Manufacturing Consent, a title borrowed from a phrase used by Lippmann in a 1922
publication, has had a profound influence. Though criticized for its ‘polemical’ style, the
book remains one of the few systematic and detailed studies of the politics of mass media.

Hegemony

By arguing that the propaganda model succeeds because there is no significant overt
coercion from the state, in some ways Herman and Chomsky were following European
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political function of the mass media in propagating and maimntaming the doinane idenloy
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in 1923 and affiliated with the University of Frankfurt, its key members included Max
Horkheimer (1895-1973), Theodor Adorno (1903-69) and Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979).
Analysing the industrial production of cultural goods — films, radio programmes, music
and magazines, and so on — as a global movement, they identified a trend in capitalist
societies towards producing culture as a commodity (Adorno, 1991). Adorno and
Horkheimer believed that cultdiaifﬁggiﬂugt.smrpgnifested the same kind of management.
practices, technological rationality and organizational schemes as mass-produced industrial
goods such as cars. This ‘assembly-line character’, they argued, could be observed in ‘the
synthetic, planned method of turning out its products (factory-like not only in the studio
but, more or less, in the compilation of cheap biographies, pseudo-documentary novels, and

hit songs)’ (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1979 [1947]: 163).

Such industrial production led to standardization, resulting in a mass culture made up of

a series of objects bearing the stamp of the culture industry. This industrially produced and
commodified culture, it was argued, led to a deterioration of the philosophical role of
culture. Instead, this mediated culture contributed to the incorporation of the working
classes into the structures of advanced capitalism and to limiting their horizons to political
and economic goals that could be realized within the capitalist system without challenging
it. The critical theorists argued that the development of the ‘culture industry’ and its ability
to ideologically inoculate the masses against socialist ideas benefited the ruling classes.

Marrying the psychoanalytical theories of Sigmund Freud with Marxian economic
analysis, the critical theorists borrowed the notion of commodification from Marx, who had
argued that objects are commodified by acquiring an exchange value instead of their
intrinsic value. In their analysis of cultural products, they argued that in a capitalist
economy cultural products are produced and sold in media markets as commodities, and the
consumers buy them not just because of their intrinsic worth but in exchange for
entertainment or to fulfil their psychological needs.

The concentration of ownership of cultural production in a few producers had resulted
in a standardized commercial commodity, contributing to what they called a ‘mass culture’ —
influenced by the mass media and thriving on the market rules of supply and demand. In
their view, such a process undermined the critical engagement of masses with important
socio-political issues and ensured a politically passive social behaviour and the subordination
of the working classes to the ruling elite.

Marcuse, who migrated to the USA, where he had a huge influence on the labour
movement, argued that technological rationality or instrumental reason had reduced speech
and thought to a single dimension, establishing what he called a ‘one-dimensional society’
which had abolished the distance required for critical thought. One of the most incisive
chapters of Marcuse’s book, One Dimensional Man (1964), discusses ‘one-dimensional
language’ and frequently refers to media discourse.

In an international context, the idea of ‘mass culture’ and media and cultural industries
has influenced debates about the flow of information between countries. The issue of the
commodification of culture is present in many analyses of the operation of book publishing,
film and popular music industries. One example of this was the 1982 UNESCO report,
which argued that cultural industries in the world were greatly influenced by the major
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media and communication companies and were being continually corporatized. The
expansion of mainly Western-based cultural products globally had resulted, it argued, in the
gradual ‘marginalisation of cultural messages that do not take the form of goods, primarily
of values as marketable commodities’ (UNESCQ, 1982: 10).

This emphasis on ownership and control of the means of cultural production and the
argument that it directly shapes the activities of artists has been contested by several writers,
arguing that creativity and cultural consumption can be independent of production cycles
and that the production process itself is not as organized or rigidly standardized as stated by
the Frankfurt School theorists.

The public sphere

A natural heir to the critical theorists, the German sociologist Jiirgen Habermas (born 1929)
also lamented the standardization, massification and atomization of the public. Habermas
developed the concept of the public sphere in one of his earliest books, though it was 27
years before it appeared in English translation as The Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, in 1989. He defined the public
sphere as

an arena, independent of government (even if in receipt of state funds) and
also enjoying autonomy from partisan economic forces, which is dedicated to
rational debate (i.e. to debate and discussion which is not ‘interests’, ‘disguised’
or ‘manipulated’) and which is both accessible to entry and open to inspection
by the citizenry. It is here, in this public sphere, that public opinion is formed.

(quoted in Holub, 1991: 2-8)

Habermas argued that the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ emerged in an expanding capitalist
society exemplified by eighteenth-century Britain, where entrepreneurs were becoming
powerful enough to achieve auconomy from State and Church and increasingly demanding
wider and more effective political representation to facilitate expansion of their businesses.
In his formulation of a public sphere, Habermas gave prominence to the role of
information, as, at this time, a greater freedom of the press was fought for and achieved with
parliamentary reform. The wider availability of printing facilities and the resultant reduction
in production costs of newspapers stimulated debate contributing to what Habermas calls
‘rational-acceptable policies’, which, by the mid-nineteenth century, led to the creation of a
‘bourgeois public sphere’.

This idealized version of a public space was characterized by greater accessibility of
information, a more open debate within the bourgeoisie, a space independent of both
business interests and state apparatus. However, as capitalism expanded and attained
dominance, the call for reform of the state was replaced by an effort to take it over to
further business interests. As commercial interests became prominent in politics and starced
exerting their influence — for example, by lobbying parliament, funding political parties and
cultural institutions — the autonomy of the public sphere was severely reduced.
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According to Habermas, the growing power of information management and
manipulation through public relations and lobbying firms in the twentieth century has
contributed to contemporary debates becoming a ‘faked version’ of a genuine public sphere
(Habermas, 1989: 195). In this ‘refeudalization’ of the public sphere, public affairs have
become occasions for ‘displays’ of power in the style of medieval feudal courts rather than a
space for debate on socio-economic issues.

Habermas also detects refeudalization in the changes within the mass media systems,
which have become monopoly capitalist organizations, promoting capitalist interests, and
thus affecting their role as disseminators of information for the public sphere. In a market-
driven environment, the overriding concern for media corporations is to produce an artefact
which will appeal to the widest possible variety of audiences and thus generate maximum
advertising revenue. It is essential, therefore, that the product is diluted in content to meet
the lowest common denominator — sex, scandal, celebrity lifestyles, action adventure and
sensationalism. Despite their negligible informational quality, such media products reinforce
the audience’s acceptance of ‘the soft compulsion of constant consumption training’
(Habermas, 1989: 192).

Though the idealized version of the public sphere has been criticized for its very male,
Eurocentric and bourgeois limitations, the public sphere provides a useful concept in
understanding democratic potential for communication processes (Calhoun, 1992;
Dahlgren, 2003 and 2005). In recent years, with the globalization of the media and
communication, there has been talk about the evolution of a ‘global public sphere’ where
issues of international significance — environment, human rights, gender and ethnic equality
— can be articulated through the mass media, though the validity of such a concept is also
contested (Sparks, 1998).

Cultural studies perspectives on international communication

While much of the debate on international communication post-1945 and during the cold
war emphasized a structural analysis of its role in political and economic power
relationships, there has been a discernible shift in research emphasis during the 1990s, in
parallel with the ‘depoliticization’ of politics, towards the cultural dimensions of
communication and media. The cultural analysis of communication also has a well-
established theoretical tradition to draw upon, from Gramsci’s theory of hegemony to the
works of the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School.

One group of scholars who adapted Gramsci’s notions of hegemony was based at the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham in Britain. Led
by the Caribbean-born scholar Stuart Hall, ‘the Birmingham School’, as it came to be
known in the 1970s, did pioneering work on exploring the textual analysis of media,
especially television, and ethnographic research. Particularly influential was Hall’s model of
‘encoding-decoding media discourse’, which theorized about how media texts are given
‘preferred readings’ by producers and how they may be interpreted in different ways —
accepting the dominant meaning, negotiating with the encoded message or taking an
oppositional view (Hall, 1980).

.................
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The model was widely adopted by scholars interested in the study of the ideological role
of the mass media. However, the research focus of the Birmingham School was largely
British, and more often than not its perceptions of the ‘global’ were based on the
ethnographic studies of migrant populations — their television viewing habits, consumption
of music and other leisure activities. The undue emphasis on ethnic and racial identity and
‘multiculturalism’, tended to limit their research perspectives, exposing them to the danger,
for example, of confusing ‘British Asian cultural identity’ with the diverse culures and
subcultures of the South Asian region, with its multiplicity of languages, ancient religions
and ethnicities.

The dominant Western view of the global South is profoundly influenced by
Eurocentricism, defined by the Egyptian theorist Samir Amin as constituting ‘one
dimension of the culture and ideology of the modern capitalist world’ (Amin, 1988: vii).
Many other scholars from the developing world have argued that contemporary
representations of the global South are affected by the way the Orient has been historically
constructed in Western thinking, for example, through travel writing (Kabbani, 1980),
literature (Said, 1978; 1993) and films (Shohat and Stam, 1994), contributing to the
continuing subordination of non-European peoples in the Western imagination. The US-
based Palestinian scholar Edward Said explored how dominant culture participated in the
expansion and consolidation of nineteenth-century imperialism. Taking the Gramscian view
of culture, Said wrote:

Western cultural forms can be taken out of the autonomous enclosures in
which they have been protected, and placed instead in the dynamic global
environment created by imperialism, itself revised as an ongoing contest
between North and South, metropolis and periphery, white and native.

(Said, 1993: 59)

Though the cultural studies approach professes to give voice to those concerns by
addressing such issues as race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality, it has generally given less
importance to class-based analysis, despite the fact that championing the ‘popular’ has been
a major achievement of this tradition. The cultural studies approach to communication has
become increasingly important in recent years, especially in the USA and Australia, and with
its new-found interest in the ‘global popular’, the trend is towards the internationalization of
cultural studies (Abbas and Erni, 2005).

Theories of the information society

Spectacular innovations in information and communication technologies, especially
computing and digitization, and their rapid global expansion have led to claims that this is
the age of the information society. Breakthroughs in the speed, volume and cost of
information processing, storage and transmission have undoubtedly contributed to the
power of information technology to shape many aspects of Western and, increasingly, global
society. The convergence of telecommunications and computing technologies and the
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continued reductions in the costs of computing and international telephony have made the
case for the existence of the information society even stronger.

According to its proponents, an international information society is being created via the
Internet, which will digitally link every home, office and business in a networked society
based on what has been termed the ‘knowledge economy’. These networks are the
information superhighways, providing the infrastructure for a global information society
(Negroponte, 1995; Kahin and Nesson, 1997). However, critics have objected to this view
of society, arguing that these changes are technologically determined and ignore the social,
economic and political dimensions of technological innovation (Webster, 1995, 2004).

The technologically determinist view of communication was promoted by Canadian
media theorist Marshall McLuhan (1911-80), one of the first thinkers to analyse the social
impact of media technology. Arguing that ‘the medium is the message’, he maintained that,
seen in a historical context, media technology had more social effect on different societies
and cultures than media content (McLuhan, 1964). McLuhan, a Professor at the University
of Toronto, was working within the tradition of what came to be known as the Toronto
School of thought, identified with the research of economic historian Harold Innis ([1950]
1972). McLuhan argued that printing technology, for example, contributed to nationalism,
industrialism and universal literacy. Though at the time he was writing, electronic media,
especially television, were confined to few Northern nations, McLuhan foresaw the impact
of international television, suggesting that new communication and information
technologies would help create what he called a ‘global village’. The rapid changes in
international communications, spurred on by the expansion of direct satellite broadcasting
i the 1980s and the Internet in the 1990s, seem to have made the world shrink, generating
renewed interest in McLuhan’s concept of the ‘global village’ (McLuhan, 1964).

The term ‘information society’ originated in Japan (Ito, 1981), but it was the USA
where the concept received its most ardent intellectual support. In the USA, even in the
early 1960s, the ‘economics of information’ was being considered as an important area of
research activity, as set out in Fritz Machlup’s 1962 work, The Production and Distribution of
Knowledge in the United States, one of the first attempts to analyse information in economic
terms. Changes in industrial production and their effect on Western societies informed the
work of sociologist Daniel Bell, who became an internationally known exponent of the idea
of a ‘post-industrial’ society — one in which the service industries employ more workers than
manufacturing,

In his hugely influential book, 7he Coming of Post Industrial Society, published in 1973,
Bell argued that US society had moved from an industrial to a post-industrial society,
characterized by the domination of information and information-related industries. Bell
contended that not only was more information being used, but a qualitatively different type
of information was available. Bell’s ideas were keenly adopted by the scholars who wanted to
pronounce the arrival of ‘the information age’. Another key figure, Alvin Toffler, though
more populist than Bell, was very influential in propagating the idea of an information
society, calling it the third wave — after the agricultural and industrial eras — of human
civilization (Toffler, 1980).

The third wave was characterized by increasing ‘interconnectedness’, contributing to the
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communication’, which, some argue, will promote intellectual p p

contro} over communication (Neuman, 1991: 21). | '
In this version of the information society, the democratic potennal of x?ew t‘cchnologles
s constanty stressed. However, critics such as Frank Webster emPhasize ‘historical ‘
antecedents’, arguing that ‘there is no novel, “post—industria‘lf’ SCTC'let)’: the growth of .se}:vnl:e
occupations and associated developments highlight the continuities of the ‘prlese.nt t\;’lt 1tbcl
past (Webster, 1995: 50). These continuities need to be ur'ldcrllmc.d, espc.cxal y in the g o( al
context, as the rransnationalization of media and communication industries has been greatly
facilitated by expansion of new international communication networks, for anmplc, among
non—govcmmental organizations and transnational political activists (Frederick, 1992;
Tarrow, 2005). The resultant ‘time—space compression’ is implicated in what has been called,
taking up McLuhan’s phrase, the phenomenon of ‘global villagization’ (Harasim, 1994).

With its growing commodification, information has come to occupy a central role as 4
‘key strategic resource’ in the international economy, the distribution, regulation, marketing
and management of which are becoming increasingly important. Real-time trading has
become a part of contemporary corporate culture, through digital networking, which has
made it possible to transmit information on stock markets, patent listings, currency
fluctuations, commodity prices, futures, portfolios, at unprecedented speed and volume
across the globe.

The growing ‘informatization’ of the economy is facilitating the integration of national
and regional economies and creating a global economy, which continues to be dominated by
a few megacorporations, increasingly global in the production, distribution and
consumption of their goods and services. The growth of Internet-based trading and e-
commerce (electronic commerce) has given a boost to what has been called ‘digital’
capitalism (Schiller, 1999).

In the analysis of the emerging global information society, the most significant input has
come from the Spanish theorist Manuel Castells. In his trilogy 7he Information Age, Castells
gives an extensively rescarched and detailed analysis of the emerging trends in the global
condition. The first volume focuses on the new social structures at work in what Castells
caJ}s F_}Le,ll,c;f‘ﬂ_qali‘séggigty’;hthc; second volume examines social and political processes within
the context of such a society; whi_le the third volume includes integration and information-

Lascﬂo_@gzqqggin the 'internationa_l_"_iﬁfér’r_qatiqn_g_l_ economy’ in which communication
becomes both global and customized. B

Informational capitalism, Castells argues, is increasingly operating on a global basts,
through exchanges between electronic circuits linking up international information systems.
This bypasses the power of the state and creates regional and supranational units. In this
‘networked’ globe, he contends, flows of electronic images are fundamental to social
processes and political activity, which has been progressively affected by mediated rcéllity
(Castells, 2000a, 2000b, 2004). Though he rejects technological determinism, his ideas are
fundamentally shaped by the new technological paradigm. ,
. It has also been claimed that new technologies have contributed to the decline of
ideology. For example, a visually based medium such as television has shifted ideology from
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‘conceptual to iconic symbolism’ (Gouldner, 1976). The growing use of computer-mediated
communication could further reduce the impact of ideology in daily life, though the
empowering potential of the Internet, on the other hand, could create new forms of
transnational ideological alliances. However, the possibilities of the Internet creating new
communicative space (Poster, 1995) have been opposed with questions about access to the
new technologies, within and between nations.

Some critics have been concerned with the growing commodification of personal
information, from database marketing to individually targeted personalized advertising and
consumer sales (Gandy, 1993). With the growing use of the Internet, companies can exploit
commercially valuable data on their users, for example, by so-called cookies (client-side
persistent information). Others have raised questions about the use of new technologies for
personal and political surveillance (Lyon, 1994). US dominance of global military
surveillance and intelligence data gathering through spy satellites and advanced computer
networks, for political and, increasingly, trade-related espionage, must also be considered an
integral part of the push towards the creation of a global information society. The ‘control
revolution’ (Beniger, 1986), though more pronounced in all modern organizations in
‘networked societies’, is in the process of going global (see Chapter 7, pp. 234-5).

Discourses of globalization

Despite the disputed nature of the utility of globalization as a concept in understanding
international communication, there is little doubt that new information and
communication technologies have made global interconnectivity a reality (Held ez 4/, 1999;
Appadurai, 2001; Held and McGrew, 2003). It has been argued that ‘globalisation may be
the concept of the 1990s, a key idea by which we understand the transition of human
society into the third millennium’ (Waters, 1995: 1). The term has also been used more
generally to describe contemporary developments in communication and culture.
Wallerstein (1974, 1980, 2004) sees globalization as a world system, a theory rejected by
others on the grounds that his ‘mechanisms of geosystematic integration are exclusively
economic’ (Waters, 1995: 25); while Robertson argues that ‘globalisation analysis and world-
systems analysis are rival perspectives’ (Robertson, 1992: 15).

In its most liberal interpretation, globalization is seen as fostering international
economic integration and as a mechanism for promoting global liberal capitalism. For those
who see capitalism as the ‘end’ of history (Fukuyama, 1992), globalization is to be
welcomed for the effect that it has in promoting global markets and liberal democracy. The
triumph of democracy is celebrated through increasing emphasis on global governance (UN,
1995), ‘cosmopolitan democracy’ (Archibugi and Held, 1995) and even ‘cosmopolitics’
(Cheah and Robbins, 1998). The idea of cosmopolitanism is now being expanded to
emphasize social and cultural life (Breckenridge e 4/, 2002; Beck, 2006). In this view of
globalization, the expansion of information and communication technologies, coupled with
market-led liberal democracies, are contributing to the creation of what has been called a

global civil society (Keane, 2003; Kaldor, 2003), though others have identified tensions
between globalization and fragmentation (Clark, 1997).
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on the increasingly internationalized system of manufacture and productii:: : lzfltlon. e
world trade, on the extent of international capital flows and, crucially, on th»etinlgro: R
transnational corporations. Liberal interpretations of globalization see markets ;Z ci)nthi
key role at the expense of the states. Japanese business strategist Kenichi Ohmae, »th f: -
been included in the category of ‘extreme globalization theorists’, claims that, in the ®
globalized economy the nation state has become irrelevant and market capitalism is
producing a ‘cross-border civilisation’ (Ohmae, 1995).

Both Marxists and world-system theorists stress the importance of the rise of global
dominance of a capitalist market economy that is penetrating the entire globe — pan-
capitalism is how one commentator described the phenomenon (Tehranian, 1999). Wich
the collapse of communism, the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc,
seen by many as alternative to capitalism, the shift within Western democracies from a
public to a private sector capitalism, and the international trend towards liberalization and
privatization have contributed to the acceptance of the capitalist market as a global system.

However, questions remain about the extent of globalization. It is argued that many of
the indices of globalization are concentrated within the OECD countries, especially between
the USA-EU—Japan triad, prompting scholars to talk of ‘triadization’ rather than the
globalization of the world economy. It is beyond dispute, however, that in the post-cold war
world, transnational corporations have become extremely powerful actors, dominating the
globalized economy. They must compete internationally and will, if necessary, sever the links
to the nations where they originally operated, a trend which has been described as a
reflection of the ‘global footlooseness of corporate capitalism’ (Sassen, 1996: 6).

In sociological interpretations of globalization, the notion of culture is of primary
importance. British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1990) sees globalization as the spread of
modernity, which he defines as the extension of the nation-state system, the world capitalist
cconomy, the world military order and the international division of labour. Warers argues
that globalization is ‘the direct consequence of the expansion of European culture across the
planet via settlement, colonisation and cultural mimesis’ (1995: 3—4).

Enthusiasts talk of a new ‘global consciousness’ as well as physical compression of the
world, in which cultures become ‘relativized’ to each other, not unified or centralized,
asserting that globalization involves ‘the development of something like a global culture’
(Robertson, 1992). Others have been more cautious, arguing that globalizing cultural forces,
such as international media and communication networks, produces more complex
interactions between different cultures (Appadurai, 1990, 1996). Some have made the case
for considering cultural practices as central to the phenomenon of globalization (Tomlinson,
1999).

Global homogenizing forces such as standardized communication networks — both
hardware and software, media forms and formats — influence cultural consciousness across
the world. However, as the US-based anthropologist Arjun Appadurai argues (1990), these
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globalizing culeural forces in their encounters with different ideologies and traditions of the
world produce ‘heterogeneous dialogues’. Appadurai specifies five ‘'scapes’ — ethnoscapes,
technoscapes, finanscapes, mediascapes and ideoscapes — to describe the dynamics of
contemporary global diversity.

‘Ethnoscape’ denotes the flow of people — such as tourists, refugees, immigrants,
students and professionals — from one part of the globe to another. “Technoscape’ includes
the transfer of technology across national borders; while finanscape’ deals with international
flow of investment. ‘Mediascape’ refers to global media, especially its electronic version —
both its hardware and the images that it produces; and ‘ideoscape’ suggests ideological
contours of culture. Appadurai argues that the five ‘scapes’ influence culture not by their
hegemonic interaction, global diffusion and uniform effects, but by their differences,
contradictions and counter-tendencies — their disjunctures’ (Appadurai, 1990).

Some critics see globalization as a new version of Western cultural imperialism, given the
concentration of international communication hardware and software power among a few
dominant actors in the global arena who want an ‘open’ international order, created by their
own national power and by the power of transnational media and communication
corporations (Latouche, 1996; Amin, 1997; Herman and McChesney, 1997). A fear of what
the US sociologist George Ritzer called the McDonaldization of society is also expressed by
scholars (Ritzer, 1999, 2002). Ritzer says he prefers the term Americanization’ to
globalization, since the latter implies more of a ‘multidimensional relationship among many
nations’ (Ritzer, 1999: 44),

While conceding the pre-eminence of Western media and cultural products in
international communication, scholars influenced by post-structuralism dispute whether the
global flow of media and cultural products is necessarily a form of domination or even a
strictly one-way traffic, arguing that there is a contraflow from the periphery to the centre
and between the ‘geo-cultural markets’, especially in the area of television and films (Sinclair
et al., 1996; Thussu, 2006). Ulf Hannerz contests the notion that globalization reinforces
cultural movement from the ‘centre’ (the modern industrial West) to the peripheral
‘traditional’ world in a largely one-way flow, arguing that centre~periphery interactions are
more complex, with cultural flows moving in multiple directions, and thus the outcomes are
opposite tendencies, both towards what he calls saturation and maturation, for
homogenization and heterogenization (Hannerz, 1997).

Scholars broadly following this line of argument also question the assumptions about the
process of homogenization as a result of the diffusion of the Western media and cultural
products globally, arguing that the forces of fragmentation and hybridity are equally strong
and they affect all societies. Tomlinson argues that ‘the effects of globalization are to weaken
cultural coherence in all individual nation states, including the economically powerful ones
— the imperial powers of a previous era (1991: 175). Others, such as anthropologist Nestor
Garcfa Canclini ({1989] 1995), see possibilities offered by migration and modernity to
broaden cultural territory beyond the nation state. The so-called ‘deterritorialization’ and the
relocation of “Third World” cultures in the metropolitan centres is considered an enriching
experience for the receiving as well as the migratory cultures.

The apparent growth of alternative media and the possibilities opened up by the
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Internet are also seen to be a trend towards the disruption of the one-way flow of
information. Robertson adopts the concepr of ‘glocalization’, a term whose origins are in the
discipline of marketing, to express the global production of the local and the localization of
the global, while Nederveen Pieterse (1995) maps out how hegemony is not merely
reproduced bur ‘refigures’ in the process of hybridization.

The increased level of transnational information flows, made possible by the new
technologies of communication and shifts in the institutional organization — economic,
political and legal — on the means of communication, have profoundly affected global media
industries. Increasingly, the emphasis is shifting from the traditional approach of considering
the role of media in the vertical integration of national societies, to studying information
flows which show patterns of transnational horizontal integration of media and
communication structures, processes and audiences (Curran and Park, 2000). This has
become necessary because of the harmonization of international regulatory and legal
frameworks and the globalization of ownership and control in the telecommunication and
media sectors — including television, films and online media.

This horizontal communication is facilitating transnational patterns of marketing and
political communication, where people are increasingly being addressed across national
boundaries on the basis of their purchasing power. Transnational communication is also
used by international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) whose politics and actions
are being affected by the use of the Internet. The increasingly complex relations between
local, national, regional and international production, distribution and consumption of
media texts in a global context further complicates the globalization discourse (Thussu,
2006).

Accompanying the dramatic expansion of capitalism and new transnational political
organization is a new global culture, emerging as a result of computer and communication
technology, a consumer society with a wide range of products and services consumed
internationally. Global culture includes the proliferation of media technologies, especially
satellite and cable television, that veritably create McLuhan’s dream of a global village in
which people all over the world watch spectacles like the Gulf War, major sports events,
entertainment programmes and advertisements which relentlessly promote free market
capitalism.

With the expansion of Internet access, more and more people are entering into the
global computer networks that instantaneously circulate ideas, information and images
throughout the world, overcoming boundaries of space and time. What kind of
international communication this is generating remains a hotly disputed subject, given that
culture is an especially complex and contested terrain as ‘modern’ culture permeates
traditional ones and new configurations emerge (Iwabuchi, 2002; Rantanen, 2005; Kraidy,
2005). Some scholars have followed more innovative approaches to understanding
globalization in view of the economic rise of Asia (Gunder Frank, 1998; Hobson, 2004).
The debates about global culture have been largely ignored by many previous forms of
modernization theories that tended towards economic, technological and political
determinism. In classical Marxism, culture was sometimes reduced to a crass economic
commodity, with scant importance given to local forms of associations — whether based on
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ethnicity, religion, race or gender. It also did not take on board the issue of cultural diversity,
aesthetics and spirituality, being preoccupied with the study of the production and
consumption of material culture. For traditional liberalism, the advancement of the modern
economy and technology was necessary for creating world markets and consumers.

Both classical Marxists and liberals predicted a borderless world — in the idealized
Marxian version the proletariat across the world were to lead international communism that
would eliminate nationalism, class exploitation and war, while liberal interpretations saw the
market as eroding cultural differences and national and regional particularities, to produce a
global consumer culture. Missing from both models has been an understanding of the
complexity of the interaction of class with nationalism, religion, race, ethnicity and feminism
to produce local political struggles. Despite claims for the end of ideology and history and the
‘peace dividend’ since the end of the cold war, the world has witnessed a rise in ethnic and
religious conflict exacerbated by the events of September 2001 and the subsequent open-
ended and global ‘war on terrorism’ (Hardt and Negri, 2004; Hoge and Rose, 2005).

The intellectual uncertainty that the end of the cold war produced in the West, and the
dismantling of the last vestiges of progressive ideology in the former socialist camp, are
reflected in an increasing blurring of boundaries between various strands of international
communication theory. In this postmodern landscape, there appears to be a fragmentation of
theories, with an emphasis on the personal and the local, while macro-level issues affecting
international communication are often ignored. Postmodernists argue that developments in
transnational capitalism are producing a new global historical configuration of post-Fordism,
or postmodernism as a new ‘cultural logic’ of capitalism (Harvey, 1989; Jameson, 1991). Yet
the proliferation of difference and the shift to more local discourses and practices define the
contemporary scene, and theory, postmodernists argue, should shift from the level of
globalization and its often totalizing macrotheories to focus on the micro, the specific and the
heterogeneous. A wide range of theories associated with postculturalism, postmodernism,
feminism and multiculturalism and postcolonial studies tend to focus on difference and
specificity rather than more global conditions (Lyotard, 1984; Baudrillard, 1994; Bhabha,
1994; Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1994; Garcfa Canclini, 1995; Yudice, 2004; Beck, 2006).

A critical international communication theory?

In a postmodern theoretical framework where eclecticism is increasingly replacing
essentialism, a critical understanding of the political economy of international
comrmunication is essential if one wants to make sense of the expansion, acceleration and
consolidation of the US-managed global electronic economy. One significant contemporary
theme in international communication research within the critical political economic
tradition is the transition from America’s post-war hegemony to a world communication
order led by transnational businesses and supported by their respective national states,
increasingly linked in continental and global structures. The Italian political philosopher
Antonio Negri and his American colleague Michael Hardt used the old word ‘Empire’ to
define the new global form of sovereignty (Hardt and Negri, 2000), and what they termed
‘the multitude’, as ‘living alternative that grows within Empire’, a type of transnational
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network of counter-resistance, having the potential to bring global democratisation. The

roject of multitude, according to Hardt and Negri, ‘not only expresses the desire for a
world of equality and freedom, not only demands an open and inclusive democratic global
society, but also provides the means for achieving it' (Hardt and Negri, 2004: xi).

Critical theorists have focused on international organizations such as the World Trade
Organization and the International Telecommunication Union, which have played a crucial
role in managing the transition to a market-driven international communication
environment. They have analysed transnational corporate and state power, with a particular
stress on ownership concentration in media and communication industries worldwide (and
the growing trends towards vertical integration), companies controlling production in a
specific sector (and horizoncal integration) and across sectors, within and outside the media
and communication industry (Herman and McChesney, 1997; Tunstall and Machin, 1999;
Bagdikian, 2004; McChesney, 1999, 2004). Others have supported movements for greater
international information and communication equality, with concerns about incorporating
human rights into international communication debates (Hamelink, 1994, 2000; Kaldor,
2003).

Sceptical of the dominant market-based approach, many scholars have defended the
public-service view of state-regulated media and telecomrhunication organizations and
advanced public interest concerns before government regulatory and policy bodies, both at
national (Garnham, 1990), regional (Collins, 1998; Schiller and Mosco, 2001) and
international levels (Mattelart, 1994; Curran and Park, 2000; Hamm and Smandych, 2005).
The role of new technologies, especially the Internet, in international communication has
also informed the critical research agenda — including conceprualizing the communication
diaspora (Karim, 2003; Robins and Aksoy, 2005); the possibilities of resistance and online
activism (Castells, 2000b; Curran and Couldry, 2003; Tarrow, 2005; de Jong et al., 2005);
and security-related concerns (Hardt and Negri, 2004).

The economic growth of India and the ‘peaceful rising’ of China — the two ancient
civilizations with huge potential to influence the emerging global ‘knowledge society’ — is
likely to affect the way international communication is conceived and conducted (Hobson,
2004). The Chinese version of media marketization — where the state has played a central
role in globalization — offers interesting sites for future communication research. The
position of religion in international communication is another area which requires urgent
attention. A research agenda which aims at internationalizing media, cultural and
communication studies has almost become an imperative, given the complexities of global
interactions in the age of mobile satellites and digital diasporas (Erni and Chau, 2005). As
multi-vocal, multi-directional and multimedia flows, in real time and through digital
technologies, become more intensive and extensive, cultural contours of communications
will need to be given the prominence they deserve. If the cultural cracks that have emerged
in the ‘global village’ in the wake of 9/11 and its aftermath are not to become chasms, inter-
cultural communication will have to be deployed effectively. This would mean working
towards an innovative, more inclusive and cosmopolitan research agenda, one that cuts
across disciplinary, ethnic, national and religious boundaries to address the emerging
‘cartography of global communication’ (Thussu, 2006).
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