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Within the last ten years, the view ¢f what is Important in global
communications and of the role modern communicatfons play in the development
of Third World countries has undevrgone a drastic change. Whila duang the
1960's communication reseachars focused on ways in which modern media could
assist in the -oci;l development of the nations of Africa, Latin America and
Asid, this last decade has witnessed the emergence of an approach to the
study of communications and development which has, in many important
senses, an entirely different perspective and evaluation of the role of
modemn co-nunication-."Alghoush there 12 by no means completa agr§c-.nt,
the term "'media imparialism’ is truq?ently used to describe thc.goncnrn-
of this new approach. Hhiic there have bean several attempts to give thie
terms some conceptual precision, distinguishing it, for exsmple, from the
broader concept of "cultural imperialism” (Boyd-Barret, 1977), or
attamftins to define it in terms of levels of generality (ﬂc.. 1978), or
in terms of -pccific media and nations (Tunstall, 1977), on the whole 1t
still remains vague as an snalytical concept. Thnt being the case then,

_ for the purposes of this discussion, medis imperialism shall be used in a
broad and genaral manner to describe the processas by which moderm communi-
?acion media have operated to creates, maintain and expand systems of dosfination
and dependence on s world scale. Similiarly, recent co-nuniéntion research
affortes which attempt to study these processes shall be termed collectively
tﬁe "media imperialise approach." Hﬁila some may object fhat such a desigria-
tion is, on the one hand; too arbitrqty_hnd. on the other, too broad snd general
to be of much use, hopefully the purpose and necessity of making such an

initinliy crude and rough attempt at labelling of s body of work shall
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becoma Clear in the course ol tuis discussioa.
As has beeun noted by others (Nordenstienpg and Schilley, 1979 trutne

O'Brien, 1979), the media imperialism apprvach evolved in an attempt to
deal with those questions and areas of concern which earlier communication
models and thinking generally f{gnorad. 1In contrest to earlier models which
focused on the national level and ¢n social psychological factors in order
to determine the ways i: which modem communications media could help
accelerate the process of development and modernization, the media
impsrialism approach is bsased on "an emphasis on global structur®, whereby
it is precisely the international oocio—polltiéal systein that decisively
determines the course of development within the cphe;e of cacg nat!og"

(Nordenstreng and Schiller, 1979:7).: Whereas earlier mo&cls viewed modarn
communications modi; a8 a ''tool" for development, the media!iﬁperihlicn
approach viewed the media, éituated a-‘thny Qﬁra in a trgﬂ‘nitional context,
as an obstacle to any meanfngful and well-balanced aocﬁg;eébnomié'p;ogron- a
that a country mag attempt to achieve. Seen in a lat;ar context, the growth
of the media imperialism approach is one- rcflectiOn of the general critical

[4

assessment and yejection by many Third World QOuntries of Western modolo ‘of

-

growth and development of which th’ catliep communication models were a

part. The appearance of the media impenialism approach was matched on the
'l

level of international politiipﬁby the call by many Third World nations for

the restructuring of global commungcation relaciqpshfps and flow in order
to create a '"New International Ifformation Ordér" as an essential gomponeni

of a "ﬁpv International Econ
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}he major thrust and preatest accomplishment of the work undertaken-
wll.hhk the media imperfiallsm approach so far has been an empiilcal Jescviption

] .
©of the manper in which communications media operate on a global level. As
1}

-

_.; ' reflected, for example, in worka by Schiller (197i), Mattelaft (1979),
Varis (1973),‘and otherﬁ, the research in this area on the wh011 tends to \~
) focus on the operation of transnational agents, either transnational cor- ‘
. _ " porations or t;auunatlonal media Iindustrips, and their foie in the

structuring and flow of medig products at an international level. Such

works attempt to dgscriﬁe in detail the manner in which such transnational

. t ' .
ts dominate the international structure snd flow of communications.

1le attention has been focused on mass media products such as television

5’. - i\_ e .
E and film, other aspects.and areas of commuq}cations such ag advertising,

A}

: : aatellifa communications, educational television and media pfacticas have
> 4 .
- - o !

]

been examined. ™

While at the empirical level as represented by ;uch studies, therQ'has
+ bﬁgn much'progresa dealing with the cbncerhs of media 1m?érialism, such
L;. progress has not bee‘ matched At thf theoretical 1€vel (ﬁosco and Hermsn,
? .~ 1979: Subvord, 1079)5 Although there has been 1ndividual attempts to formulate
| and analyse nedia 1mperiniibm as a "'theory' (Boyd-Barret, 1977; Lee, 1978),
on thé whole the development of media imperiaiism as a_theoretical approach,
in céntrast to empiriéalﬁgescriptioné of-couc}eﬁé afamplea of media
imparialism, has not fopmed an important element of\Fhe agenda of work 1@

. . Ny \~
this area. While the reasons for the lack of theoretical development are

) l . . \ R «
many and varied, it would seem that one major reason is that the work on
: 4
media imperialism, much like the work done in other areas of communication

’ : . <
_.résearch, is linked to the concerns' of communication professionals, activists

’ !
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from mere replication of previous work to the breaking of new grouﬁdo.

- 4 .
and policy-makaers and Lu’ current presasing issues, in this cane the {nter-
national debate over imbalances In the intemational communication structulae
and flow. . There 18, of course, no inherent reason why such close links
between research and critical contemporary problems should fnhibit the
development of theory. There are numerous examples In the social sclences
where a pratticgl concern, often with a very narrow and sometimes eQan
innignificant ‘qualtion; has led to profound theoretical de\.'ei'opmentﬂ7
Nonethelegq,-in the case of the media imperialism aéproach_it seems that
pressing pfactical ani political concerns have not fet led@ to any broader
theoretical outcomes.

This, of course, should not imply tha} the empirical prograss achieved
thys far 1is of any less value. In contrast to tht common complaint that
radical and critical researchers and';cholars overemphasize the development
6} 8 theoretical exactness to the point of irrelevance, the work done on
media impcrialiom, because of its empirical nature, has been eminenbiyl
clear,_aécessible and relevant, characteristics which accoﬁnt for the L

4
dissemination of its ideas over a wide audiegce. Nonetheless, it must be '

N
recognized that the lack of an explicit and well foimulated theoretical

basis involves, dangara. Without any type of accepted theoretical framawotk
one 1is unable to formulate a research agendn, distinguishipg thoga questions

and issues that are important and need to be pursued from those less

important or that have been over-studied, thus moving the field in general

-

one hand; to abotract from an empirical study those general idesas that could

[

be applied to a whole different set-of data, or, ¢n the other hand, to set

.
N

-
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Without the development of_theory, one finds 1t much more difficult, on the
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the limits of explanation, to designate what the concept of lmedia

imperialism does not explain. Without theory, ther‘ is the danger of madia
imperialism becoming a pseudo-concept, something which can be u:*to explain
everything in genersal about the media {n developing countries n&d'ﬁence P
nothing in particular. f;‘inally, without theory, there 1s lacking the
criticai standpoint aﬁh set of standards and coqgepts by which one can judge

and evaluate the reseach‘efforts which deal with the {ssues raised by this

approach. A good example of this last point 18 William Read's study

America's Mass Media Merchants (1976). As an empirical work the subject of
this study - the expansion oflAmerican media overseas - Yalls within the
concerns of the media 1mperialism approach. But phe study's overall purpose
: aﬁd conclugion - to demonstrate that "through the market pPce system by
which América'a mass media merchants'communicate with foreign consumers,
both parties enjoy different, but useful benefits: (Read, 1976:181) - is
diamatricqlly oﬁposed to ;he central thrust of the previous work done 1“;
this area. R&ad'; atudysaptly demonstrates how, lacking an explicit J}
theordtical foundation, the critical outlsok that motivated the early progress
of this approach can be diluted and its concerns coopted.
To say, however, that media imperialism regearcliers lack a developed
theory does not mean that they do not work within the context of some under-

»

lying thearetical concepts and notions. In one éense the research on media
-}\ ' tmp;rialism cahvbe s;tu;ted within the broad tradition of a marxist critique
of capif;lism in thatlin the global gro&th of western communications medid

researchers see a refleétion of the generaf 1mfarialist expanéion\of vestern

capitalist societies. Yet it is mistaken to label this approach "mdrxist”

»  in any detailed and precise gense of the word. While some researchers

| T ‘ - . ).”
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fdentify themselves explictitly as marxists and consclously at tenpt to
develop a spectiica.lly marxist analysis of media jmpérinl,lnm, others do not.
While the motivation and sources behind the work on media imperialiom
are varied, such work perhaps can be best understood both as a research
apprpach and as a theoreticlnl endeavor by putting {t in the larger coﬁtext
of the workr and thinking done on the questions and probl.ema_ of Third World
development in general ove/r the past decade.r Parlier n/ndelﬂ of the fole
of c&ﬁl;nunications)m the developmental process of course were formulated
in the context of more general models of development that defined the entire
process as one of "modernization.” Within the last ten years, however, such
ggnerai models haYe been challenged by a radically different view of the
dggplopment process. The new view has been generally termed the dependency
mo;el. The impact and success of the dependency model 1in resﬁaping thinking
and work on Third World development has been so fundamedial that some
comrentators gee in the emergence of this new model and its replacemcdt of
earlier notiqsa of dqulopgent an example of a kuhni§n social scientific
revolution (Valneruela and Valenqula:.1979). As the emergence and growth
of the media imperialism approach can be seen as one aspec; of the larger -
change in development thinking that has occurred with the appearance of the
dependency model, aome_;f the basic theoretical noFions that underlie the
media imperialism approach can be best articulated and underetéod by !
presenting a brief overview of the/ﬁijor points of thé dependency model.
While the history of the dependency model and a detailed exposition
of its argument has beéh pxesented elgevhere (see Cﬁilcote and Edelatein,l

1974; Poftes, 1976, Cardoso, 1977; Valenzuela and Valenzuela, 1979), it is

impértant to note that the depéndbnsi/modals is significantly differentr

Ll i

. .
.
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‘) ' .
with regards both to 1ts intellectunal origins and {ts annlysia ol the
problems of develdpment than prior theories of modernization. In contrast

to such earlier thebties which were formulated in research institutions in

the countries of Europe and North America and which were based on the
[

exper;§hce of industrislization of these countries, the dependency model

A\
was initially formulated by a group of Latin American socjologists and
economists to explsin the fellure of previous development strategies in

. . N

Latin Americas.

While the modernization theories focused on the internal processes of
development and of the role of social values, the dependency theory proceeds
from an analysis of the relationships between developed and underdeveloped

countriea'and examines the developmental problemg of the Third World in

terms of these relationships. Its major conclusion is-that the Third World

~ dountries occupy 8 subordinate position in the international economic and

political systems whic% are seen as being structured primarily according to
the needs of the daxfloped’countries. Developed countries maintain their

dominant - position a;d continue their own prOijs of development at the

: j .
expense of the-developmental needs of the Third World countrxies. The K

penetration of Third World.countries by ﬁultinational corporations, qu
political objectives gnd foreign a}d soliciea of developed countries, the
subordinafe positiom of Third World countries in the intermational market
and credit system, anll are seen as aspects of this dependenty phenomenon.
Just as imﬁortapt, dependency relationships are seen as reproducing them-
selvaes in the séructure of internal relatidﬁahips. Underdeveloped countries
Are seen as being polarized between the urban sector, whose inte¥eats are

often_aliie& with_the developed countrieg, and the rural sector which exists

- 9 :



8.
In an nxploit:ntin relatfonship to the urban mector. An a result of this
ovarall structure ot dependency, Third World countries are seen as having
little chance of achieving self-sustained internal growth or modernization
in the Western sense as pregumed by the previous developmental models.
Indeed as Third World countries remain within this system over time they
encounter increasingly serious fnternal difficulties and a deterioration
of their position in international trade and finance. -.
As 18 evident, the dependencmgmodel presents a view of development
\\Ehd of the problems SfrThird World countries that {is fundamental;y different
from previous moderglzation models. ThisAdifference reflects the fact that
earlier zheories of modernization can be viewed as by~pr6ducts of classical
Westernz;ocial theory which stressed the evolutionary nature of the social
developmental process and role of‘ideaa and values. Thé dependéncy model,
in contrast, can be saen aa‘g cqpnterpargyof earlier~theories of ‘tmperialism,
parthularly the marxist-leninist concept of imperialism, reformulatied
from the point of view of the underdeveloped coﬁntries (Péttes, 1976).
The impiications of dependency models are likewise radically different.
Effective national development comes to be interpf;ted as the "liberation
from dependency,’ a concept whiéh could ﬁaan anything from the formation
of Third World raw material cartels to revolutions of national 1iberatign.
;n any event, the generally optimistic picture which was presented by :
previous theoriesaff modernization and which\éssu&ed_a basic mutuality of
interest between developed and Third WOrld countriee has been confronted
by an alternative theory of development that pregents a pessimistic view.

. of development and is based on a conflictual model of the world system.

Aside from the major elements of the dependency abproach presented

/ N 10




fn this briet overview, it is lmportant to stress some additional aspects
of the dependency model, aspects which are of direct velevance to an |
uudérst&gding and asgessment of the work done under the media imparfaliam
approach. First, rather than being a set ot propositions that are univer-
sally valid, the dependency approach {s based on an &l“'l\'!iiﬂ of the.
partigular historical context of dgpendent sbcieties. The relationshi;s
of dependency can only be understood in the context of concrete historical
situations. This then requires that an analysis be based on an examination
of the specific historical forces and factors 1nrolved in a nation's
incorporation into and situation within a system of extra-national relation-
ships. Thus, in an attempt to understand the notion of dependency, one
must be wary of talking about dependent societies or the relationships of
degendency in general without specifying ,the concrete historical aituation
1n“which socleties and relationships exist (Villamil, 1979), |

A second important aspect of the dependency analysis 18 1ts emphasis
on the role of extra-national forces and factors that create and support
the maintainence of underdevelopment in the Third World. Particular
importance is laid on the role that tramsnational corporakions play in
Third World countries (Sunkel and Fuenzalida, 1979). Yet, while in the
present stage of the cdpitalist world economy, the transnational corxrpor-
ations are the dominant institution, the dependent condition of a particular
nation cannot be regarded only in.terms of the domination by“tfansnational
interests and other external forces and factors. The condition of
dependency involves the dynamic relationship between inﬁéfnaquactora,such
as a nation's claa; structure ané history and éxternal factors such as

\

transnational éorpératibne, international finantcial institutions and so on.

o 1
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10.

Dependency analysis In esscentially a dlalectical analyais which gticssen
the complex manner in which fnternal and external factors operate uvur'txme.
Underdevelopment and dépcndency are not simply the result of "external
constraints' on periphéral gocleties, nor can dependency be operationalized
solely with refarence to external factors (Valenzuela and Valenzuela, 1979).
Fernando C;}doso, one of the major figures of the dependency school, has

. .
notaa that in the digsemination of the dependency model, particularly in
the United States, the attentidn to extermal variables - "the intervnet ion
of- the CIA in foreign poiicy,~the invisible and Machiavellian h@nd of the
muitinationals, etc.”" - while justified and necessary, has come to assume
prioritf over an understanding of the specific and historically s{tuated
internal factors‘%hat operate in the maintenance of the dependent status
of peripheral societieé (Cardodo, 1977:14), 'This misélnced emphasis lends
itself well to grand\theories of conspiracy, but does little to develop an

.
understanding of the cowplexities of Third World societies and their

relations to the daveloﬁ;d world, ‘

A fhird aspect of the dependeficy approach is its theoretical status
and methodology. The dependency approach does not pretend to be a precisely
articulated model comprised.o€ formal'aﬁd testable propos#tions (Villamil,
1979). Rather it is more correct to see the approach as, i& the words of
Richérd.Fag;n, a "way of framing' the problems of underdevelopment. The
approach 1s "in reality a conceptual éramework, a set of concepts, hypo-
thesized linkages, and above all an optic that attempts to locate and
clarify a wide range of probiema" (Fagen, 1977:7). Given the wide range

of complex problems and relationships wﬁich the approach attemﬁts to

explore, isolating and narrowly defining a set ofivariables and relationships

LY

12



11,

does violence §o the dialectical intorviationships amony the clements of
dependency, - 18 a bias on behalt of such formalist t¢ models which,

while conforming well to North American ideas of social sggenre, has

A

resulted in the overqmphésiﬂ on the external factors of dependency and the

neglect of the factors Oporailng at the national level and the dynamic . v

r

movement that exists within the entire complex whole. As Cardoso notes,

-

"In the struggle that takes place among the components there are no N
. . by «

'dimensions of variables' at stake, but tensions between interests, values,
appropriations of nature and society, all of which are unequal and in

opposition. Therefore, when speaking of 'dependent capitalist developmqnt:'

4
one speaks necessarily and simultaneously of socio-economics exploitation,

unequal distributien of Yncome, the private appropriation 6f the means of
production, and the subordination of some gconomies to others. On the
other hand, one also necessarily 1nqﬁires inot conditions under which
this order of affairs is negatgd" (Carddeo, 1977: 17).

As 1s hopefully obvious, it is within the broad context of the depend;ncy
approach that most of the substantive concerns of communicatidn gscholars
and- researchers 1nvestiga£ing nedia imperialism can be located. If one
wer% to view the intellectual hiétory of development'thinking‘in the 1970'8,
one would conclude that the fo;ﬁulation of the.media 1mperialism,appr6dch
was, objectively speaking; developed as a corollary to the dependency model,

’

Nonetheless, in spité of the great affinities that exist, there seems to

~be"very little active interaction between social scientists doing work -
,with;n‘the dependency approach and communication researchers doing work

- on media imperialiem. Those working in sociology, economics and political

science éenerallx‘tana to be ignorant of the work of communication //

15
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1\ 2.
regsearchers in this arca or even tend (o dismins communiceat fons as an
unimportant element in the overall structureg ot d;prndency. Astde trom
an occaslional ber[unctory cltation orv ﬂuntu from the works ot someone 1ike

A.G. Fraunk, a dependency theorist whoge work, written in English, is

generally more accessible but should not be taken as the detinftive

statement of the dependency model (Vu\enzuela and Valenzuela, 1979), commun -

ication researchers likewise rarely explicitly acknowledge what {is
happening elsewhere in develo;)rpental studies. Of course there are excep-
tions. Socfal scientists such as_ngaldo Sunkel and Edmundo F. Fuenzglida,
agsgoclated with the Institute of Development Studies at the Upiversity of
Sussex, show a keen appreciation and knowledge_of the issues of culture

and communication and attempt to relate such issues to the larger concerns
of dependency (Sunkel and Fuenzalida, 1975, 1979). The work of Rita
Cruise O'Brien, also ﬁasociated with the Institute of Devalopment Studies;

provides excellant examples of how an awareness of the larger dimensions .

of dependency can inform a study of media imperialism (Cruise O'Brien,

1979). Salinas and Paldfin (1979) have applied a dependency analysis to

a discussion of culture in a dependent society. L;e (1978}, .basing himself
primarily on the works of A.G. Frank, has used the dependency theory to
discuss the theoretical and methodologicai aspects of the work on media
imperialism. ' |

Yet such wbﬁk has made, as yet, little impact. It is unfortunagely
the cése that many communication‘scholars, researchers and students addresq.
the topic of'medig imperialism with little ox no acquaintance with the,

dependency approach and, failing to see the broad context in which media

imperialism falls, make numerous mistakes and misinterpretations that could

4 ‘N
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easily have been avolded. Soclal aclentfatas . on the other hand, tafl

to gsee in the development of modein r(mlm\llll\..d(.junt% media a new and extremely
important dimension of dependency that has grave economic, pol&ﬁical and
"h G +

cultural consequences. ,They fafl {6 apprecinte that the present stage’
of transnational capitalism {s only possible In the context of the
devg}opment of new communicatiqpe and Information media with vast new
capabilities. Future developments in commumications will play an impo;tant
role in determining the directionlln which transnational capitalism will
\

progress. \ .

Yet, as this discussion is primariiy direéted_toward cbmmunicatiou
researchers, its emphasis 18 on how an appreciation of the depehdency modal
can aid the study of media imperialism. If progress is to be maée in the

study of media imperialism, it is necessary that thoae'working in this

area- integrate their efforts into the larger Xramework of dependency

. analysis in order to draw upon its concepts, foymulations and insights

to inform their own work. Drawing fromithe sbove discussion of the

dependency model, the following brief comments and assessments are offered

»

about the present state of work on media imperialism to demonstrate how
the dependency approach can both strengthen the worklon media }mperialism
and point to new 188ue§ and areas which need to be explored.

As noted earlier, a major focus of, the media imperialism approach
has been on the role of transnational corpé;ations or ﬁ;dié interesté in .
shaping communications between developed and Third World countries. While
such a focus 1is, of course,,a necessary corrective‘to earlier moBels of
communication and development and does perform the very necessary task of

A4 -
edtablishing the overwhelming dominant role of transnational interests in

r . . N
<

- 15



i
world communfcationa, such a tocus nonetheleay leads to an fmbinl anced

perspect ive that views medla fmper il {an as primartly the (onmequence of

i
tactors external to a dependent soclety. This tends to ly,nnn‘i, ad noted
: |
- t !
above, the forces and factors operating on a national and ],()cn{l ld¢vel that

assist and react against the perpetuation of media imperiallsm and, more

importantly, it tends !o obscurg the complex relatfonships and dyjamics

?hat exist amonk the external and internal factors and forcesi Tgus it
is important that, under the rubic of the media 1mperlaitsm abpro&ch,
studies of transnational communicators and media be complemented with
studies focusing on communications media and interests ai‘the national
levei.' Such étudiee would dttempf to place the development and function
of tﬁe various communications media in the context of the class and poﬁer
dynamics that operate ‘within a nation and in the context o§ that nation's
status as a dependent society. For example, what groups control tge medis
and to wﬁat ends are the communications and<information media put; what role
* does a nation's media play in maiﬁtaining or changing the structure of
power in society, Such questions need to be‘explored ana then 11nke? to
an_analyeis of how that nation and its media 18 tied into the international
system of domination and dependence. The need for such studies is all f‘
the more 1;portant given the movement among some Third World na%ions towards
the intervention of the state through the formulaﬁion of ngtion%l communi—
cation policiﬂs. To many observers at the international leVel,\chh a

S

s movement represents a progressive move to overcome the consequences of media
’ P

" imperialism. But can such a general asgessment be valid if practically
next to nothing is known about the factors and forces that operate at the

an analysis at the national level can one hope

hational level. Only wi

16
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to determine whether the communfcation polictes of a parti{cular country
represents a progressive ﬂttvmpl.[u deal with the problewms of woadia imperial-
lsmﬁur is just a reflection of a minor realignment of internal forces that
does not fhreaten transnational interests {n any meaningful way.

Closely !1nked to the need for an analysis of internal factors and
the dynamics between sych factors and external forces and interest 1s the
need for an analysis of media imperialism as a historical phenomenon, that
is how it 81t8t8 in particular historical situations and periods. The
media imperialism approach, tied as it is to the pressing concerns over
curreng problems, doeaﬁ;n:have much to offer about the role of communications
media in relations of domination and dependence prior to World War II. Tt
is important to note, however, that the concern over media tmperialism by
comﬁ;nication scholars does not represent any radical new breakthrough in -

N
\

the study of commdnications, but more a vrevival of an older concern, per&eps

beatrrepresented in the work of H;rold Innis, of the relatibnsgthat haQ;
existed throuéﬁout.human history betwean the deﬁelopment of communications

N media and the extension of domination by particular societies. "It {1s
thus important to place the study of media imperislism in a larger historical ’
perspective, not only to give the apprdach more breadth and power, but also
to keveal the extremely complex in£errelationsh1pa that have é&isted over
time, and exist at present, ﬁet;een the development and expansion of

\

communications media and the forces and factors associated with the relations //
. ' ///

of dominance and dependence. Only with knowledge of medla imperialism as *. /

a concrete historical phenomendn_dperating in tﬁg larger context of domina-,/
. \ ‘ '

tion, can one hope to assiss and formulate effective and meaningful =«

strategies to over come 1t.




1.
A third concern that the media fmperialism approach munt addrvesn {f
ft ts to progreas (. the {nauve of calrure Whiile a prear deal of (he
cuuéern over Qndia fmperialtsm is motivated by a tear ui the cultural
donsejuences of_y,’;he transnat lonal medin - of the threat that such media |

. poses to the lhtegrlt.yl and the development of viable natfoual cultures in

I /

Third WOrlj,aocl¢t1ﬂs ~ it 18 the one area where, aside trom anecclotal
avcounts//little progress has been achleved in understanding specificaldy
the cultural imfact of transnationalimedia on Third World societies. All
too often thgfinstitutional aspects of tr;nenational media receive the majbr
attentiqﬂ‘wyéle the cultural impact, which ;pe assumes to occur, goes
-unadd;ééafﬁ in any detailed magner. Generally a peréeption of the cultural
consgﬁugéces of the content of various media pr&ducte is based on a view

/
/

of/fh 'mass media as primarily manipulative agents capable of having direct;

phm {ated effecte on the audience's behavior and world vigw. No one, of
, cofirse, can deqy that the study of the cultural dimehaion of the media

5 on& of the mgst difficult areas sf communications‘atudieé:‘ There 18
very little consensus as to the basic formulatf#on of the questions to be
asked, much less agreement on‘ﬁethods and criteria. In recent years
there have been attempts to address within the context of a dependency

AN

perspective the queafion of culture, both in terms of the impact of media

products and in terms of the broader impact that dependency has on the‘

overall structure Qf human relationehipe within a dependent soclety (see,

[N

for example Dagnino, 1973 Sunkel and Fuenzalida, 1975; Schiller, 1976;
Mattelart, 1978; Burton and Franco, 1978; Salinas and Paldfn, 1979).
yet, however, no compelling formulation has “emerged to guide future work.

Nonetheless the issue of culture must be addressed. One avenue of research

18
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7.
that shows hnp)-_ of progress particularly to commmication tegeavchors is
the work by ltterary Ughol"nu and some comnunicat lon reseavrchers which
attempts to expiicate the symbolic universe that {as contained {n the
content of the mass media In dependent eoc.h'l.iea and relate this to the
overall system.of dependency (Dorfman and Mattelart, 11975; Kunzle, 1978,
Flora and Flora, 1_978). Generally such Qtudies demonstrate how the relations
of dominance dependence aré reproduced within the content of the popular
média. Such works are useful to communication reaegrchera in that they -
establish a baselix;e for the content of the media ‘:rhich enables researchers
to say aomelthing about the prdducts of the transnstional media 1in dependent
societies. The next step - going from a discussion of.the content of the
popular media to & study of its actual impact on the lives and human.
xelatibnships of Third World populat}ons - 18, of course an extremely
difficult step that represents a major challenge. <

\ -
Another necessary direction of advancédis broadening the stu&; of
media imperialism from a primary focus on the mass media to’'an analysis o

F

»of other comnunications and information media and aesﬂciated questions and

areas of concerns. In spite of the popular conception held by many

communication researchers who address the topic, media imperialism is not

s
4

X . ‘
simply the flow of particular products of the mass medis such as

television programs or néws_scories between the deybloped countrieé and
Thi;d World ngfiona. Such a narrow view ignorea or obscures many important
dimensions of the process and miéingerprets the basic concern. Fortunate%’{
as shown by the works of Cruise O'Brien (1979) and Golding (1977) on the

transference of communication technology and professional models, and of

Schiller (1979) on transnational data flow, progreselhas already been made

3
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itn detining and analvsing media fmpectialiam with the gcope and bLreadth
¥

- that the phenomenon requires. Such efforts must be conttinued and expanded.

\ Finally attention must be patd to the development ot the media
K
imperialism approach as a theoretical endeavor. As noted earlier, the lack

of theoretical de.vglopmcnt that wvould match the empirtcal progress already
achieved in this area endangers the underlying critical outlook aund coacern
bahind this work. Yet one should be very cautious In the construction of ~
-ptheoretical formulations. The basic question which the media 1mperialism
appréach should seek to explore both on a theoretical and empirical level
is: how does modern communicration - its media, {ts practices and 1its pro-
ducts ~ relate to the larger structures and dynamics of dependency. The
theoretical formulation and the developmené of a speéific methodology
» should match the breadth of this basic concern. In approaching media
imperialism as. a theoretical proposition, one should keep well in mind the
earlier noted comments by Cardoso and others. An attempt to define both
dependency and ﬁ!ﬁia.imperialism as a precisely articulated model consisting
of'etrictlg defined variables and relationships totally distorts the
S - basic n;tions behind tﬁece two areae-of work. Attempting to reduce the

~

notions of dependency and media 1mpe:ialism to a gset of narrow empirical
pr;;ositione replaces the.dynaﬁism and organiciém esgsential to these ideas
with a sat of formal, mechénistic rg{ationships. |

One must recognize that empirjcal social scien;e Ae 1t has developed
today is not equipped an& does not have the t?ols to study the phenomenon
of dependency or media imperialism in the mapmar in which these notions

were origina ncaeived, Unfortunately the response by some in the social

‘science communit " to this problem has been to redefine dependency and media

20




19.
LS
fmperfalism (n order to make them amenabte to the avaflable empirtical
techniques. Thus for some social sclentists dopﬁndencv is peen as a set
of correlatigons between data on trgdc;purCOrnB between developed and Third
World countries and levels of G;P. For gsome communication researchers,
media impertalism 18 largely a question of how many eplsodes of Kojak are
shown on Bolivian television. While such information 18 no doubt usédful,
;nd while nof denying that there are numerous discreet aspects of both
-~ dependency and media imperialism that can be profitably examinedftn this
manner, what is being studied through primary reliance g; such narrow
- measures is not the phenomenon dependency or media imperialism. In th;
attempt to move the study of media.imperialiad ﬁrom detailed describtion
td 28 concern with wider theoretical isﬂues, it s neceagary to eschew a
narrow conception of what theory is and whét it is supposed to do. It/}s
'far better to utilizd the broéd notiomr of the purpose and Qae of theory that
1s best described in Fagen's words, that is seeing a 'theory" of media
impérialiB;'as "a con;;ptual framework, a get of concepts, hypothesized
, v
v .1inkages, and above all an optic that'attempt to lodate and clafify a wide
range’ of problums"\(Fagen, 1977:7). Hopefully in this manner, both the
: h ]

critical‘import of the notion'of media imperialism and the complexity of

‘the phenonemon which such a notion attempts to describe will be maintained

-

and appreciated.

4
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