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The Globalization of
Communication

John B. Thompson

One of the salient features of communication in the modern world is that it takes place
on a scale that is increasingly elobal. Messages are transmitted across large distances
with relative ease, so that individuals have access fo information and communication
which originates from distant sources. Moreover, with the uncoupling of space and
time brought about by electronic media, the access to messages stemuning from
spatially remote sources can be instantaneous {or virtually so). U.wm.ﬁmunm has .wmg
eclipsed by proliferating networks of electronic communication. Individuals can inter-
act with one another, or can act within frameworks of mediated quasi-interaction, even
though they are situated, in terms of the practical contexts of their day-to-day lives,
in different parts of the world.

The reordering of space ard time brought about by the development of the Bw&m
is part of 2 broader set of processes which have transformed {and are still ﬂmﬁ?ﬁﬁ.ﬁmv
the modern world. These processes are commonly described today as ‘globalization’.
The term is not a precise one, and it is used in differing ways in the literature.! In
the most general sense, it réfers to the growing interconnectedness of different parts
of the world, a process which gives rise to complex forms of interaction and inter-
dependency. Defined in this way, ‘globalization’ may seem indistinguishable from
related terms such as “internationalization’ and ‘transnationalization’, and these terms
are often used interchangeably in the literature. But while these various notions refer
to phenomena that are closely connected, the process of globalization, as 1 shall Eam.wm-
stand it here, involves more than the expansion of activities beyond the boundaries
of particular mation-states. Globalization arises only when (a) activities take place
in an arena which is global or nearly so (rather than merely regional, for example);
(b) activities are organized, planned or coordinated on a global scale; and (¢) mﬁ.&@%
mvolve some degree of Teciprocity and interdependency, such that localized activities
situated in different parts of the world are shaped by one another. One can mmw&.n of
globalization in this sense only when the growing interconnectedness of different regions
and locales becomes systematic and recipracal to some degree, and only when the scope
of interconnectedness is effectively global.

H ﬁw@wa can be no doubt that the organization of economic activity and concentra-
tions of economic power have played a crucial role in the process of globalization.
But all forms of power — econormic, political, coercive and symbolic — have both con-
tributed to and been affected by this process. If one retraces the process of global-
ization, one finds that these various forms of power overlap with one another in complex
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ways, sometimes reinforcing and sometimes conflicting with one another, creating a
shifting interplay of forms of power. In this chapter I shail focus primarily on the social
organization of symbolic power and the ways in which it has contributed to and been
transformed by the process of globalization. But this will necessarily involve some dis-
cussion of economic, political and coercive power as well.

[--}

The Emergence of Global Communication Networks

The practice of transmitting messages across extended stretches of space is not new.
[...] Elaborate networks of postal commurnication were established by pofitical author-
ities in the Roman Empire and by political, ecclesiastical and commercial elites in
medieval Europe. With the development of printing in the late fifteenth century, books,
pamphlets and other printed materials were circulated well beyond the locales of their
production, frequently crossing the frontiers of the emerging nation-states. Moreover,
as European powers developed trading relations with other parts of the world, com-
mupication channels were established between Europe and those regions of the world
that were drawn Increasingly into the spheres of BEuropean colonial expansion.

It was only in the nineteenth century, however, that communication networks were
systematically organized on a global scale. It was in the nineteenth century, therefore,
that the globalization of commumnication took hold. This was partly due to the devel-
opment of new technologies which enabled communication fo be dissociated from phys-
ical transportation. But it was also linked directly to economic, political and military
considerations. I shall examine the beginmings of the globalization of communication
by focusing on three key developments of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
nuries: (1) the development of underwater cable systems by the Buropean imperial
powers; {2} the establishment of interpational news agencies and their division of the
world into exclusive spheres of operation; and (3} the formation of international
organizations concerned with the allocation of the electromagnetic spectrum.

(1) The telegraph was the first medium of communication which successfully ex-
ploited the communication potential of electricity. Experiments with early forms of
telegraphy took place in the late eighteeath and early nineteenth centuries, but the
first electromagnetic telegraphs were developed in the 1830s. In 1831 Joseph Henry
of Albany, New York, succeeded in transmitting signals over a mile-long circuit, and
by 1837 unsable systems had been developed by Cooke and Wheatstone in England
and Morse in the United States. The system devised by Cooke and Wheatstone, which
used needles that could be read visually, was initially instalied along the railway between
Paddington and West Drayton in July 1839. But Morse’s system, which used a dot-
dash code for the transmission of messages, eventually proved to be the most suc-
cessful. In 1843 Morse built his first practical telegraph line between Washington and
Baltimore with funds provided by the US Congress. Subsequently the telegraph
industry developed rapidly in the United States and in Europe, stimulated by demand
from the railways, the press, and the business and financial sectors.

The early telegraph systems were land-based and therefore restricted in terms of
their geographical scope. It was not uatil the 1850s that reliable methods of under-
water telegraphy were developed. The early submarine cables were generally made
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of copper wire coated with gutta percha, 2 natural insuiating material made from
the sap of a Malayan tree.? In 1851-2 submarine cables were successfully laid across
the English Channel and between England and Ireland. In 1857-8 the first attempt
was made to lay a cable across the Atlantic Ocean, though it ended in failare. The
first attempts to link Britain with India were similarly unsuccessful. In 1864, however,
a submarine cable was successfully laid between Karachi and the Persian Gulf; the
line was then connected by land-based cables to Constantinople and Europe. By 1865
a telegraph link between Britain and India was complete. A year later, a transatlantic
cable was successfully laid.

Following these early successes, the submarine cable industry developed rapidly. In
the early 1870s, cables were laid throughout Sonth-Fast Asia, so that Europe was linked
to China and Australia. Cables were also laid between Europe and South America,
and along the coasts of Africa. Most of the cables were produced, laid and operated
by private companies, although these companies often received substantial financial
assistance from governments. London was the centre of this expanding communica-
tion network and was the principal source of finance for the international submarine
cable business. By 1900, approximately 190,000 miles of submarine cable had been
laid throughout the world. British firms owned 72 per cent of these cables, and a sub-
stantial proportion were owned by one firm — the Eastern and Associated Companies
fougded by the Manchester merchant John Pender, who had been involved in the
submarine cable industry since the 1860s.

The early submarine cable networks were used primarily for commercial and busi-
ness purposes, although political and military concerns also played an important role
in their development. As leaders of the most extensive empire of the late nineteenth
century, British officials were well aware of the strategic value of rapid commun-
ications. “The British Admiralty and the Colonial, War and Foreign Offices placed
pressuze on the government to construct additional submarine cables which did not
cross non-British territories, and which would therefore be less vulnerabie in times of
crisis. One such cable was Jaid between Britain and the Cape of Good Hope in 18991901,
and was used during the Boer War. This line was subsequently extended to Mauritius,
Ceylon, Singapore and Australia, thereby connecting Britain to South-East Asia and
Ausiralia via a route which avoided the Middle East.

The submarine cable networks developed in the second half of the nineteenth
century thus constituted the first globai system of communication in which the cap-
acity to transmit messages was clearly separated from the time-consuming processes
of transportation. Individuals located in the major urban centres of Europe and North
‘America acquired the means to communicate almost instantaneously with other parts
of the world. The contrast with earlier forms of transport-based communication was
dramatic. Up to the 1830s, a letter posted in England took five to eight months to
reach India; and due to monscons in the Indian Ocean, it could take two years for a
reply to be received.? In the 1870s, 2 telegram could reach Bombay in five hours, and
the answer could be back on the same day. And in 1924, at the British Empire Exhibition,
King George V sent himself a telegram which circled the globe on ali-British fines in
80 seconds. Rapid communication on a global scale — albeit along routes that
reflected the organization of economic and political power — was a reality.

(2} A second development of the nineteenth century which was of considerable signi-
ficance for the formation of global communication networks was the establishment
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of international news agencies. The significance of news agencies in this context was
threefold. First, the agencies were concerned with the systemaftic gathering and dis-
semination of news and other information over large territories — primarily in Europe
to begin with, but soon extending to other parts of the world. Second, after an initial
period of competitive rivalry, the major news agencies eveniually agreed to divide up
the world into mutually exclusive spheres of operation, thus creating a multilateral
ordering of communication networks which was effectively global in scope. Third
the news agencies worked closely with the press, providing newspapers with stories,
extracts and information which could be printed and diffused to a wide audience. Hence
the news agencies were tied into networks of communication which, via print {and
later Tadio and television), would reach a significant and growing proportiorn of the
population.

The first news agency was established in Paris by Charles Havas in 1835° A
wealthy entrepreneur, Havas acquired what was primarily a translating office, the
Correspondance Garnier, and turned it into an agency which collected extracts from
various Fusopean papers and delivered them daily to the French press. By 1840 the
agency catered for clients in London and Brussels as well, supplying news by coach
and by means of a regular pigeon service, In the late 1840s, rival news-gathering
services were set up in London by Paul Julius Reuter and in Berlin by Bernard Wolff.
The agencies took advantage of the development of telegraph cable systems, which
made it possible to transmit information over ever-greater distances at great speed.
Competition among the three agencies intensified in the 1850s, as each agency sought
10 secure new clients and to expand its sphere of operation. However, in order to avoid
damaging conflicts, the agencies eventually decided to cooperate by dividing the
world ap into mutually exclusive territories. By virtue of the Agency Alliance Treaty
of 1869, Reuter obtained the territories of the British Empire and the Far East; Havas
acguired the French Empire, Italy, Spain and Portugal; and Wolff was granted the
exclusive right to operate in German, Austrian, Scandinavian and Russian territories.
While the apencies were independent commercial organizations, their domains of
operation corresponded to the spheres of economic and political influence of the major
European imperial powers. Each agency worked closely with the political and com-
mercial elites of the country which served as its home base, enjoying some degree of
pelitical patronage and providing information which was valuable for the conduct of
trade and diplomacy.

The triple agency cartel dominated the infernational collection and dissemination
of news until the outbreak of the First World War. Other news agencies were estab-
fished in the Iate nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but most had aligned them-
selves with one of the three principals. In the wake of the First World War, however,
the triple agency cartel was broken by the expansion of two American agencies,
Associated Press (AP) and the United Press Association (UPA, subsequently trans-
formed into United Press International or UPT). Associated Press was a cooperative
established in 1848 by six New York daily newspapers. AP joined the European
cartel in 1893, agreeing to supply the European agencies with news from America in
return for the exclusive right to distribute news in the United States. The United Press
Asscciation was founded by E. W. Scripps in 1907, partly in order to break the hold
of AP in the domestic US news market. In addition to serving the US market, UPA
set up offices in South America and sold news to South American and Japanese news-
papers. During the First World War and its aftermath, both AP and UPA expanded
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their activities worldwide, placing increasing pressure on the carte] arrangements. By
the eazly 1930z the triple agency cartel was effectively at an end; in 1934 Reuters signed
a new agreement with AP which gave the American agencies a free hand to collect
and distribute news throughout the world. While the American agencies expanded
rapidly and Reuters maintained a strong position in the global market, the other
Buropean agencies underwent major changes. The capitulation of France in 1940 brought
about the dissolution of Havas, although it was eventually replaced by a new agency,
the Agence France-Presse {AFP), which took over many of the assets and connec-
tions of its predecessor. With the rise of Nazism and the subsequent defeat and par-
fition of Germany following the Second World War, the Wolff agency lost its position
of influence in the international domain and eventually disappeared.

Since the Second World War, the four major agencies — Reuters, AP, UP1 and AFP
- have maintained their positions of dominance in the international system for the
collection and dissemination of news and other information. Many other agencies
have been established and expanded their spheres of operation; and some agencies,
such as TASS and the Deutsche Presse Agentur, acquired (at least temporarily) a
prominent international role. But the four majors Temain the key actors in the global
information order. Many newspapers and broadcasting organizations throughout the
world depend heavily on them for international news, as well as for news of their own
geopolitical region, and many of the smaller agencies are affiliated to them. The major
news agencies have alse expanded and diversified their activities, taking advantage
of new developments in information and communication technology and emerging as
ceniral players in the new global market ¢or information and data of various kinds,
including information relating to financial and commercial transactions.’

The dominance of the major news agencies, combined with other inequalities in the
international fow of information and communication, has led to calls from various
quarters for a reorganization of the global information order. A series of conferences
and commissions sponsored by UNESCO in the 1970s and early 1980s generated a
wide-ranging debate on the theme of a ‘New World Information and Communication
Order’ (NWICO). The proponents of NWICO were seeking a more equitable bal-
ance in the international fiow and content of information, as well as a strengthening
of the technological infrastructures and productive capacities of less developed coun-
tries in the sphere of communication. But the UNEBESCO initiatives met with consid-
erable resistance from certain governments and interest groups in the West. In 1984
the Unitec States withdrew from UNESCO, followed by the United Kingdom in 19835,

© together this deprived UNESCO of around 30 per cent of its budget and greatiy lim-
jted the effectiveness of any policy recoromendations.t Nevertheless, the NWICO debate
helped to increase awareness of the issues raised by the dominance of the major news
agencies and, more generally, by the inegualities associated. with the globalization
of communication. It also helped to stimulate the development of various forms
of cooperation among so-called Third World countries, including the expansion of
regional and nop-aligned news agencies in Africa and elsewhere”

(3) A third development which played an important role in the globalization of com-
munication also stems from the late mineteenth century: it concerns the development
of new means of transmitting information via electromagnetic waves and the succes-
sion of aitempts to Tegulate the ajlocation of the electromagnetic spectrum. [ ... ] The
use of electromagnetic waves for the purposes of communication greatly expanded
the capacity to transmit information across large distances in a flexible and cost-efficient
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way, dispensing with the need to lay fixed cables over land or under sea. But the increas-
ing use of electromagnetic waves also created a growing need to regulate the alloca-
tion of spectrum space both within and between countries. Each country developed
its own legislative framework for spectrum allocation and selective licensing. Initially
one of the key concerns of the authorities entrusted with the task of allocating
spectrum space was to set aside a segment of the spectrum for military and security
purposes, thereby minimizing interference from amateur radio users. But as the com-
mercial potential of the new medium became increasingly clear, political authorities
became directly involved in the selective licensing of broadcasting organizations, which
were granted exclusive rights to broadcast at designated frequencies in particular regions.
The practices of selective licensing were shaped not only by the technical constraints
of spectrum scarcity but also by a broader set of political considerations concerning
the proper nature and role of broadcasting organizations, considerations which varied
greatly from one country to another.®

The international frameworks for the management of spectrum space were less
effective. The key organization in this regard was the International Telegraph Union,
subsequently transformed into the International Telecommunication Union (ITU).
Originally formed in 1865 under a convention signed by 20 European states, the union
was concerned primarily with the estabiishment of international standards and the
resolution of technical problems.® At its 1906 Berlin conference, it dealt with radio
for the first timme and agreed to allocate certain sections of the spectrum to specific
services, such as the frequencies nsed by ships at sea. Subsequently the ITU convened
a regutar conference — the World Administrative Radio Conference or WARC - to
address problems of spectrum allocation and related issues. In the early phase of these
international activities, frequencies were generally allocated on a first come, first served
bagis.”® Users simply notified the ITU of the frequencies they were using or wished
to use, and they thereby acquired a ‘squatter’s right’. But as demands on the radio
spectrum increased, the ITU gradually adopted a more active stance. Sections of the
spectrum were allocated to particular services, and the world was divided into three
broad regions — Europe and Africa, the Americas, and Asia and the South Pacific -
which could each be planned in more defail. The systems developed by the ITU have
none the less come under increasing pressure in recent years, partly as a result of ris-
ing demands by existing users and partly due to new demands by countries hitherto
largely excluded from the domain of international telecommunications.

The development of technologies capable of transmitting messages via electromagnetic
waves, together with the emergence of npational and international organizafions
concerned with the management of spectrum space, marked a decisive advance in the
globalization of communication. It was now possible to transmit increasing quantities
of information over large distances in an efficient and virtually instantaneous way.
Moreover, the messages transmitted by electromagnetic waves were poteatially
accessible to anyone who was within range of the signals and who had the equipment
to receive them — a fact which was of enormous significance for the commercial exploita-
tion of the medium. However, during the first half of the twentieth century most
communication by electromagnetic transmission remained confined to specific geo-
graphical locales, such as particular urban areas, nation-states or the regions between
tand and ships at sea. It was not uatil the 1960s, with the launching of the first
successful geo-stationary communication satellites, that communication by electro-
magnetic transmission became fully global in scope. I shall return to this development
shortly.
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Patterns of Global Communication Today: An Overview

While the origins of the globalization of communication can be traced back to the
mid-nineteenth century, this process is primarily a phenomenon of the twentieth. For
it is during the twentieth century that the flow of information and communication on
a global scale has become a regularized and pervasive feature of social life. There are,
of course, many dimensions to this process; the twenticth century has witnessed an
unparalleled proliferation of the channels of communication and information diffu-
sion. The rapid development of systems of radio and television broadcasting through-
out the world has been an important but by no means the only aspect of this process.
The globalization of communication has aiso been a structured and uneven process
which has benefited some more than others, and which has drawn some parts of the
warld into networks of global communication more quickly than other parts. Since
the late 1960s, the characteristics of global communication flows have been studied
in some detail by researchers in international comutunication — well before the term
‘globalization’ gained currency in the social sciences.'’ In this section I shall draw
on this literature for the purpose of analysing some of the main patterns of global
communication today. I shall not attempt to analyse these patterns in 2 detailed and
comprehensive fashion, but merely to identify some of the main dimensions of global-
ized communication processes; and 1 shall be concerned above all to highlight their
structured and uneven character. While the range of relevant issues is potentiaily very
wide, I shall restrict my atfention to four themes: (1) the emergence of transnational
communication conglomerates as key players in the global system of communication
and information diffusion; (2) the social impact of new technologies, especially those
associated with satellite communication; (3) the asymmetrical flow of information and
communication products within the global system; and {4) the variations and mequal-
sties in terms of access to the global networks of communication.

(1) The giobalization of communication in the twentieth century is a process that has
been driven primarily by the activities of large-scale communication conglomerates.
The origins of these conglomerates can be traced back to the transformation of the
press in the nineteenth century {...]. The change in the economic basis of newspapers,
precipitated and promoted by the introduction of new methods of production, set m
motion a long-term process of accumulation and concentration in the media indus-
tries. In the course of the twentieth century, this process has increasingly assumed
a transnational character. Communication conglomerates have expanded their opera-
tions in regions ofher than their countries of origin; and some of the large industrial
and. financial concerns have, as part of explicit policies of global expansion and
diversification, acquired substantial interests in the information and communication
sector. Through mergers, acquisitions and other forms of corporate growth, the
large conglomerates have assumed an ever-greater presence in the global arena of the
information and communication trade.

“The names of some of the largest communication conglomerates are well known:
Time Warner, formed by the merger of Time, Inc., and Wamer Communications in
1989 and now the largest media enterprise in the world, has subsidiaries in Australia,
Asia, BEurope and Latin America. The German-based Bertelsmann group, with strong
interests in publishing, television, music and high-tech information systems, has
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operations in Burope, the United States and Latin America. Rupert Murdoch’s News
Corporation, which has substantial interests in publishing, television and film, prob-
ably has the most extensive reach, with subsidiaries in Europe, the United States,
Australia and Asia. These and other large communication conglomerates operate increas-
ingly in a worldwide market and organize their activities on the basis of strategies which
are effectively global in design. But nearly all of the large conglomerates are based
in North America, Western Europe, Australia or Japan; very few are based in Third
World countries, although the latter provide important markets for their goods and
services.? Hence the development of communication conglomerates has led to the
formation of large concentrations of economic and symbolic power which are privately
controlled and unevenly distributed, and which can deploy massive resources to
pursue corporate objectives in a global arena. It has also led to the formation of
extensive, privately controiled networks of communication through which information
and symbolic content can flow.

The nature and activities of some of the large communication conglomerates have
been documented in the literature and I shall not examine them further here.” There
is a need, however, for more up-to-date comparative research on the activities of these
conglomerates, on the ways in which they are adapting to the changing economic and
political circumstances of the 1990s, and on their expioitation of new technological
developments.

{2) The development of new technologies has played an important role in the glob-
slization of communication in the late twentieth century, both in conjunction with the
activities of communication conglomerates and independently of them. Three inter-
related developments have been particularly impertant, One is the deployment of more
extensive and sophisticated cable systems which provide much greater capacity for
the transmission of electronically encoded information. A second development is the
increasing use of satellites for the purposes of long-distance communication, often in
conjunction with land-based cable systems. The third development -~ in many ways
the most fundamental — is the increasing use of digital methods of information pro-
cessing, storage and retrieval. The digitalization of information, combined with the
development of related electronic technologies (microprocessoss, etc.), has greatly
increased the capacify to store and transmit information and has created the basis for
a convergence of information and communication technologies, so that information
can be converted relatively easily between different communication media.

All three of these technological developments have contributed in fundamental ways
to the globalization of communication. Most obviously, the use of telecommunications
satellites, positioned in geosynchronous orbits and interlinked, has created a system
of global communication which is virtually instantaneous and which dispenses with
the need for terrestrial relays and transmission wires. Since their development in the
early 1960s, telecommunications satellites have been used for a variety of purposes.™
The needs of the military and of large commercial organizations have always played
an important role, and many multinational corporations make extensive use of satel-
lite communication. Satellites have also been increasingly integrated into the normal
telecommunications networks, carrying a growing proportion of the international
traffic in telephone, telex, fax, electronic mail and related communication services.

From the outset, telecommunications satellites were also used as relay statioms
and distribution points for television broadcasting. They formed an integral part of
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nationat network systems in the USA, the former USSR and elsewhere, and they were
used as disgibution points to supply cable systems on a natjonal and international basis.
In recent years, however, the development of more sophisticated satellites, capable
of transmitting stronger, well-targeted signals, has made possible the introduction of
direct broadeasting by satellite (or DBS). The first DBS systems began transmitting
programmes in the USA in 1975, and the first European systems began operating in
1986; by the early 1990s, a variety of DBS systers were operating or planned in other
parts of the world. Part of the significance of DBS is that it creates new distribution
systems outside of the established terrestrially based networks of broadcasting -
systems which are often privately owned and controlied and in which the large
communication conglomerates may have a substantial stake. Moreover, these new
distribution systems are inherently transnational since, from a technical point of view,
there is 1o reason why the reception area (or ‘footprint’) of a DBS satellite should
correspond even roughly to the territorial boundaries of a patticular nation-state.

In addition t¢ creating mew transnational distribution networks, the development
of DBS and other technologies (including cable and videocassetie recorders) has
expanded the global market for media products. The internationat flow of films, TV
programmes and other materials has increased as producers and distributors seek fo
exploit the lucrative markets created by satellite and cable channels and by videocassette
rentals and sales. This expansion of the global market should be viewed against the
backeloth of earlier trends in the international flow of media products.

(3) A central feature of the globalization of communication is the fact that media prod-
uets circulate in an international arena. Material produced in one country is distributed
not only in the domestic market but also - and increasingly — in a global market. It
has long been recognized, however, that the international fiow of media products is
a structured process in which certain organizations have a dominant role, and in which
some regions of the world are heavily dependent on others for the supply of symbolic
goods, Studies carried out in the early 1970s by Nordenstreng and Varns showed a
clear asymmetry in the international flow of television programmes: there was, to a
large extent, a one-way traffic in news and entertainment programmes from the major
exporting countries to the rest of the world)® The United States was (and remains)
the leading exporter in television programming, selling far more material to other coun-
tries (especially to Latin America, Europe, Canada, Australia and Japan) than it imports
from abroad. Some European countries, such as Britain and France, were also major
exporters (and remain so); but, unlike the United States, they also imported a
significant quantity of programming from abroad (mainly from the US). Subsequent
studies by Varis and others have tended to confirm the unevenness of flow, although
they have also produced a more compiex picture and have highlighted the growing
importance of intraregional trade (for instance, countries like Mexico and Brazil have
emerged as major producers and exporters of programming material to other parts
of Latin America).’®

The structured character of the international flow of symbolic goods is the outcome
of varions historical and economic factors. In the domain of news, the patterns of depend-
ence reflect the legacy of the international news agencies established in London, Paris
and New York (although the precise significance of Western-based news agencies remains
a matter of some dispute’). In the sphere of entertainment, the economic power of
Hollywood continues to exert a major influence on the international flow of films and
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TV programunes. Many television stations in less developed countries do not have the
resources to produce extensive programming of their own. The import of American
serials, at prices negotiated on a country-by-country basis, is a relatively inexpensive
{and financially very attractive) way to fill broadcasting schedules.

‘While some of the broad patterns of international flow have been documented over
ﬂwm years, the research remains fragmentary. There are many sectors of the informa-
tion and communication industries which have yet to be studied in detail from this
point of view. And the ways in which existing patterns of international flow will be
affected by new technological developmenis — such as those assoclated with satellite
mm.a cable systems, or those linked more generally to the digitalization of information
— 15 a gquestion which demands a good deal more research. Given the complexity of
global networks of {ransmission and trade and the buge volume of material which passes
through them, it is unlikely that onr understanding of patterns of internationsal flow
will ever be more than partial. But further research could help to shed light on some
of the more significant trends.

(4) In addition to anpalysing the patterns of international flow, it is essential to
consider the patterns of access to and uptake of material transmitted through global
networks. Much of the research on patterns of international fiow has been based on
the content analysis of television broadeasting schedules in different countries, But in
some paris of the world, access to television broadcasting services was restricted for
many years to the relatively small proportion of the population which lived in the major
urban areas. For the rural population, which comprises 70-90 per cent of the popula-
tion in many Third World countries, radio has probably been a more important medium
of communication than television.™® Of course, this situation is changing continuously
as more resources are devoted to the development of television services and as more
individuals and families are able to gain access to them. But significant inequalities
remain in terms of the capacity of individuals in different parts of the world, and in
different paris and social strata of the same country, to gain access {0 the materials
which are diffused through global networks.

Quite apart from these inequalities of access, globalized symbolic materials are
subjected to different patterns of uptake. Taken on its own, the content analysis of
programming schedules tells us relatively little about who watches whick programmes,
how long they watch them for, etc., and hence tells s relatively little about the extent
of uptake of globaily distributed material'* Moreover, if we wish 1o explore the impact
of the globalization of communication, we must consider not only the patterns of uptake
but alse the uses of globalized symbolic materials — that is, what recipients do with
them, how they understand them, and how they incorporate them into the routines
and practices of their everyday lives.

{..-1

Globalized Diffusion, Localized Appropriation:
Towards a Theory of Media Globalization

[--1
We have atready shed some light on the globai-local axis by examining some of the
patterns of global diffusion. I now want to develop this analysis further by focusing
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on the process of appropriation and pursuing three interrelated themes. The first
theme is this: given the hermeneutical character of appropriation, it follows that the
significance which media messages have for individuals and the uses to which medi-
ated symbolic materials ate put by recipients depend cruciaily on the contexis of
reception and on the resources that recipients bring to bear on the reception process.
This is well iltustrated by the Liebes and Katz study of the reception of Dallus. It is
also vividly demonstrated by the perceptive account by Sreberny-Mohammadi and
Mohammadi of the role of communication media in the Iranian Revolution.” During
the 1970s, traditional religious language and imagery were used in Iran as symbolic
weapons in the struggle against the Shah, who was associated with the corrupting import-
ation of Western culture. Although Khomeini was in exile, his speeches and sermons
were recorded and smuggled into Tran on audiocassettes, which were easily reproduced
and widely diffused. But with the development of an Islamic regime in the post-
revolutionary period, Western cultural products began to assume & very different
significance for many Iranians. Videos of Western fitms and tapes of Western pop music
circnlated as part of a popular cultural underground, taking on a subversive character,
they helped to create an alternative caltural space in which individuals could take some
distance from a regime experienced by many as oppressive.” Examples such as these
illustrate well the contextually bounded character of the process of appropriation.
As symbotic materials circulate on an ever-greater scale, locales become sites where,
to an ever-increasing extent, globalized media products are received, interprefed and
incorporated into the daily lives of individuals. Through the localized process of
appropriation, media products are embedded in sets of practices which shape and alter
their significance.

Let us now consider a second theme: how should we understand the social
impact of the localized appropriation of globalized media products? Here I want to
emphasize one key feature of this process. I want to suggest that the appropriation
of globalized symbolic materials involves what ¥ shall describe as the accentuation of
symbolic distancing from the spatial-temporal contexts of everyday life. The appro-
priation of symbolic materials enables individuals to take some distance from the
conditions of their day-to-day lives —not literally but symbolically, imaginatively, vicari-
ously. Individuals are able to gain some conception, however partial, of ways of life
and life conditions which differ significantly from their own. They are able to gain
some conception of regions of the world which are far removed from their own locales.

The phenomenon of symbolic distancing is brought out weli by James LuH in his
study of the impact of television in China.” Television became a widespread mediam
in China only in the course of the 1980s. In the 1960s and 1970s relatively few tele-
vision sets were soid in China; they were very expensive relative to normal wages and
were generally restricted to the more privileged urban elites. In the 1980s, however,

domestic television production increased dramatically; by 1990 most urban families -

owned at least one TV set, and there was about one set for every eight people nation-
wide.? Broadcasting is dominated by the national network, Central China Television
(CCTV3, which suppies a large proportion of the programming material to the vari-
ous regional and local stations operating throughout the country.

What sense do Chinese viewers make of the programmes they watch? Lull pursues
this question through a series of extended interviews with families in Shanghai,
Beijing, Guangzhou and Xian. Among other things, he shows that, while many
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Chinese viewers are critical of the programmes available to them, they value televi-
sion for the way that it offers new vistas, new lifestyles and new ways of thinking. ‘In
our daily lives we just go to work and come home, so we want to see something that
is different from our own life. TV gives us a model of the rest of the world™* this
comment by a 58-year-old accountant from Shanghai captures well the effect of sym-
bolic distancing in the age of global communication. Chinese viewers are drawn to
programmes imporied from Japan, Taiwan, Europe and the United States not only
for their information and entertainment value, but also because they give a glimpse
— albeit a feeting and partial one — of what life is like elsewhere. When people watch
international news, for instance, they may pay as much attention to street scenes, hous-
ing and clothing a¢ to the commentary which accompanies the pictures from foreign
lands.

[...]

In emphasizing the phenomenon of symbolic distancing, I do not want to suggest,
of course, that this is the only aspect of the process of appropriation which is worthy
of consideration. On the contrary, in the actual circumstances of day-to-day life, it is
tikely that the appropriation of globalized media products will interact with localized
practices in complex ways and may, in some Tespects, serve to consolidate established
relations of power or, indeed, to create new forms of dependency. [ ... ]

This brings us to a third theme that I want briefly to consider: the localized appro-
priation of globalized media products is also a source of tension and potential conflict.
It is a source of temsion partly because media products can convey images and
messages which clash with, or do not entirely support, the values associated with a
sraditional way of life. In some contexts this discordance may be part of the very appeal
of media products: they help individuals to take a distance, to imagine aHernatives,
and thereby to question traditional practices. So, for instance, it seems that Egyptian
soap operas are of interest to young Bedouin women in the Western Desert precisely
because they present 2 set of lifestyles — such as the possibility of marrying for love
and living sepasately from the extended family — which diverge from the set of
options traditionally available to them.?

i...]

It would be imprudent to claim that the localized appropriation of globalized
media products has been a major factor in stimulating broader forms of social conflict
and social change in the modera world; most forms of social comdlict are extremely
complex and involve many diverse factors. But it could be plausibly argued that the
increasingly globalized diffusion of media products has played a role in triggering
off some of the more dramatic conflicts of recent years. Lull contends that the stream
of domestic and international television programmes transmitied throughout China
in the 1080s created a cultural reservoir of alternative visions, encouraging people to
question traditional values and official interpretations and helping them to imagine
alternative ways of living. By itself, this certainly did not bring about the audacious
demonstration in Tiananmen Square, nor did it determine the course of the sub-
sequent confrontation. But in the absence of television it seems unlikely that the
events of Tiananmen Square would have unfolded in the way they did, nor would
they have been witnessed by millions of individuals in China and throughout the
wosld.

(-]
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