
 

 The flow of media industries, images, and products across bor-
ders is as much a hallmark of our globalized world as the flow 
of money, resources, and people. And as with every variety 

of these cross-border movements, there are imbalances in the pat-
terns; there are those advantaged and disadvantaged by the move-
ments, and there are debates about fairness, access, impact, and 
consequences. The most recent incarnation of these long-standing 
debates over the global flow of information and communications 
has focused on the digital divide—on the gap between the have 
and the have-not countries in the field of telecommunications.

It is important to set an international context for transborder 
information flows and the movement of media products. Media—
 print, radio, television, film, music, and the like—do not function 
independently of dominant regional and international politics and 
trends. In the early twenty-first century, contradictory trends such 
as globalization and nationalism frame movements of people, ideas, 
and products across borders. To one degree or another, media pro-
duction, information access, and communications distribution are 
also framed by these social, political, and economic trends. Since 
the first systems of mass media and telecommunications emerged, 
writes the media scholar Robert McChesney, “their control and 
structure have been political issues” (1996, 1).

Clearly, the United States wields immense influence in the 
economic, cultural, and social struggles in this deeply polarized 
world. Acceptance or resistance to U.S. superpower status is im-
plicit in many fundamentalist challenges to modernity, nationalist 
challenges to globalization, and regional challenges to economic-
 cultural hegemony. It is, therefore, not surprising that there is 
national and regional resistance to the dominance of Western, 
and particularly U.S., media industries, products, resources, and 
influence. Yet, at the same time, one can also find evidence of 
widespread imitation of Western cultural norms spread around 
the globe in television, advertising, music, movies, radio, and print 
media. In this complex globalized environment, which is both 
propelled forward and supported by dynamic media exchanges, 
how one experiences and interprets the global communications and 
information system will have much to do with how one frames the 
U.S. presence and influence in the media debate.

Understanding the 
Media Debate
There is no question that U.S. cultural presence around the world 
has reached a zenith—no television production center, publishing 
enterprise, or news establishment outside the United States can 
compete on equal terms with the powerful U.S. media giants. The 
inequality of media presence has widened in the past decades, with 
 media-rich nations becoming richer and media-poor countries 
falling further behind. As of 1997, for example, over half of the 
world’s people had not yet made a single telephone call. Only 10 
percent of the world’s population currently uses the Internet, and 
85 percent of the world’s users are located in the small number of 
developed countries where 90 percent of Internet hosts are located. 
As of 2003, there were 862 million illiterate people in the world. 
Africa produces less than 2 percent of the world’s book titles and 
Latin America just 5 percent; the United States and Europe domi-
nate the industry. Fewer and fewer corporations within Western 
countries (primarily the United States) control more and more 
media. Against this backdrop, many individuals, grassroots ad-
vocacy alliances, nongovernmental organizations, and UN bodies 
such as UNESCO argue that the inequity in communication flows 
and information access must be redressed and rebalanced. These 
groups see communications as basic to the life of all individuals 
and communities, and they believe that all people should have 
fair and equitable access to communication resources and literacy 
and media skills; all people should be able to protect their cultural 
identity and participate in decisions regarding media images, media 
products and resource distribution, and relevant policies.

The Debates in the 
1970s and 1980s
While the years after World War II saw tremendous expansion of 
Western culture (primarily U.S. culture) abroad, many questioned 
the nature and impact of that global penetration. The economist 
and media scholar Herbert Schiller did ground-breaking work 

Mass Media—
 debates and divides
The United States is the most powerful producer of media images in terms 
of both sheer quantity and pervasiveness in other parts of the world. 
Despite this prevalence, the impact of U.S. media penetration is unclear.
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 examining the role of the U.S. media presence in the world in Mass 
Communications and the American Empire (1969). Schiller offered 
a comprehensive examination of international mass communica-
tions structures and policies and documented the emerging and 
merged networks of U.S. economics, finances, and communica-
tion industries.

By the early 1970s, critical voices were heard around the globe, 
as the call went up to address the question of control over the 
flow of global news and mass culture. UNESCO’s International 
Commission for the Study of Communication Problems (1980) 
noted the increasing importance of mass media and argued for a 
balanced and nonpartisan approach to meet the challenges. De-
veloping nations argued for a movement from disadvantage and 
dependence to self-reliance; they advocated for more equal op-
portunities in the creation and distribution of media. The United 
States strongly opposed the UNESCO efforts, arguing, among 
other things, that any efforts to place controls on the media news 
flow abridged press freedom, and restricting Western ownership 
of local media outlets abridged the free flow of information. The 
debates at the United Nations faded in the latter half of the 1980s, 
though they were not resolved, and disparities between nations 
were actually growing greater. The reaction from the United States 
and other Western countries proved to be a significant force in 
slowing down UNESCO’s efforts to redress imbalances. Also, the 
problems of the great media and communications divide required 
addressing problems that extended well beyond the sphere of media 
and UNESCO’s purview.

The Struggle Today
As the gap between the information rich and the information poor 
has continued to grow, the literature on this topic has also grown. 
Terms such as cultural imperialism and references to the digital 
divide have become commonplace in discussions. Sometimes the 
rhetoric fails to do justice to the complexities of the challenges. For 
example, the digital divide should not only refer to the gap between 
the information-rich Western nations and the information-poor 
nations of the developing world, but also to the gaps between the 
rich and poor within Western societies themselves.

UNESCO and many nongovernmental and grassroots alli-
ances continue to focus much of their attention on communica-
tions and information issues. A few examples will demonstrate 
the nature of these contemporary international media advocacy 
alliances. The People’s Communications Charter, for example, 
recognizes the need to define communication rights and respon-
sibilities such that people are assured of media independence, 
safeguards for cultural identity, access to cyberspace, and account-

ability. Similarly, the Association for Progressive Communica-
tions, an international network of socially oriented organizations 
that has consultative status at the United Nations, has created an 
Internet rights charter that stresses that access to information 
and freedom of expression must be safeguarded if information 
and communications are to have an empowering role in national, 
regional, and even individual development. Nor are developing 
countries the only ones challenging the penetration of U.S. me-
dia. France and Canada, for example, have long contested the 
intrusion of U.S. cultural products and programming and have 
placed constraints on the flow by, for example, requiring a certain 
number of nationals to be employed in productions done within 
the country, in order to support their own national media indus-
tries and national culture.

As with all debates, of course, there are multiple positions. 
With respect to the omnipresence of U.S. media and its influ-
ence on the cultural landscape of other nations, there are those 
who believe that there is in fact more media diversity in the world 
today than less. The media scholar Benjamin Compaine has sug-
gested that the widely held notion that the world’s media is now 
controlled by a handful of dangerous all-powerful transnational 
media giants is vastly overstated and argues that a tremendous 
diversity exists in media outlets, citing newswire services as an 
example. Compaine believes that national and regional media 
systems and producers determine their own programming, not 
the large Western transnational media corporations. Compaine 
sees today’s global media situation as promoting cultural diversity 
and democracy, rather than undermining it.

One way to approach this debate is to suggest that it is not an 
either/or situation, but rather that there is both a system of global 
media flow dominated by U.S. and Western companies and a 
system of local or national media, which in some cases—Brazil’s 
and India’s, for example—is quite robust. Some contemporary 
media scholars strongly believe that while the dominant trends 
in communication and information flow are against the fullest 
balance and diversity, transnational cultural production is shift-
ing toward commercializing local cultural content on a global 
 scale—something that was not the case in the 1970s. “The older 
systems of one-way cultural distribution—like TV, with people 
in Tonga or East Asia watching reruns of U.S. Westerns—are in 
a state of metamorphosis,” notes Schiller (Amelan 2003).

This more nuanced dualist approach explains why media con-
sumers around the globe might simultaneously flock to U.S. movies 
while also enjoying their own indigenous film industries or watch 
CNN while reading their national newspapers. In fact, one can find 
instance after instance of local or national media being preferred 
to U.S. cultural products, even though the U.S. media products 
dominate the national market. As one Brazilian study concludes, 
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“Even though U.S. mass media products contribute to alienation, 
damage the local culture and serve as imperialist instruments, 
Brazilian audiences are not passive and vulnerable. The Brazilian 
public still prefers and values its own national TV programs and 
music” (Kamalipour 1999, 193).

The Question of Impact 
on Perceptions
Although no nation holds more power than the United States in 
terms of the sheer quantity and extent of media penetration into 
other societies, the impact of U.S. media penetration on percep-
tion and public opinion is not predetermined.

It is virtually impossible to assess causality in human behavior, 
and it is therefore difficult to assert with precision the relationship 
between media consumption and individual perception. Observers 
should be careful not to assume that media images broadcast into 
a region simply enter like serum from a hypodermic needle into 
the national bloodstream of the people. At the same time, it would 
be ridiculous not to believe that a repetitive diet of Hollywood 
movies, violent video games, Madison Avenue advertising, and 
U.S.-produced news coverage has no impact at all. Again, it is not 
an either/or situation. Images of nations and peoples are formed 
through a very complex communication process involving varied 
information sources within the context of politics, culture, and 

values; media consumers’ traits (race or ethnicity, class, education 
level, gender, religion, and the individual personalities) also affect 
how the information is received.

Cultivation theory, which was developed in the 1970s by the 
media scholar George Gerbner, explores how people form impres-
sions of the real world based on long-term exposure to television 
images. Gerbner hypothesized that exposure to recurring patterns 
of images, themes, and messages through television cultivates a 
viewer’s set of attitudes. Gerbner also stated people’s social real-
ity changes with the amount of television they watch. In essence, 
heavy viewers believe in a reality consistent with the television 
world they are watching. In terms of national impressions and 
opinions about other countries, cultivation theory would posit 
that people’s impressions of the United States would reflect and be 
influenced by their media diet: Their sense of U.S. culture would 
be affected by how heavy a diet of U.S.-produced television shows 
and movies they consume. However, there are many cases that 
seem to contradict this theory, cases in which no clear correlation 
can be made between a steady diet of U.S. media products and 
perceptions of the United States and its people.

An individual’s opinion about the United States certainly may 
be cultivated by, informed by, even challenged by media images and 
information. So too, “the nature and quality of political relations 
between countries is a critical factor in the images they portray of 
each other in their mass media” (Kamalipour 1999, 35). Of course, 
the degree to which media consumers welcome and believe the 

A U.S. Army soldier surfing the web 
in Iraq. Source: istock/Amanda 
Goeke.
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images or distrust and disagree with them will also be influenced 
by the relations of the countries, as well as by the consumers’ own 
characteristics, as mentioned above.

Images of the U.S. around the World (1999), edited by the com-
munications scholar Yahya Kamalipour, brings together eleven dif-
ferent national studies exploring perspectives on the United States 
in relation to media consumption patterns. When asked their opin-
ions about people in the United States and then about the sources 
from which they received information, international respondents 
gave answers that suggest that impressions of Americans in many 
nations are far from positive in spite of—or perhaps owing to—a 
heavy diet of U.S. media programming. Alex Fernando Teixeira 
Primo, who contributed the study from Brazil, notes that “much 
of the body of relevant knowledge in Brazil holds that American 
TV programs, movies, music and other cultural products have an 
alienating power and constitute a form of imperialism, cultural 
invasion conducted by the U.S. to maintain international hege-
mony and generate higher profits. At the same time, Brazilian 
audiences fill movie theaters showing American movies in great 
numbers, “buy CDs of American music and stay tuned to U.S. 
TV programs” (Kamalipour 1999, 179). Another study, perhaps 
closer to home, notes that Canadians hold negative values about 
the United States and feel that U.S. culture is “swallowing up the 
whole planet” yet are relatively high consumers of U.S. media 
(Kamalipour 1999, 166).

The Iraq War and Perceptions 
of the United States
In the months leading up to and following the U.S. invasion of 
Iraq, studies documented a rising degree of negative public opinion 
toward the United States. In 2003, Business Week reported that in 
a majority of twenty countries surveyed, people held America “in 
much lower esteem than they did a year ago” (Business Week 2003, 
104). A Pew Global Attitudes survey, published in December 2002, 
showed that an overwhelming majority of respondents in France 
and Russia believed that the U.S. policy in Iraq had been driven by 
the United States’ wish to control Iraqi oil. And a survey conducted 
for the Brookings Institute in six Arab countries in March 2003 
found an “unprecedented tide of public opinion running against 
the U.S” (Telhami 2003, 24).

What has been the role of media in this situation? While rec-
ognizing that media do not have a singular casual role in determin-
ing a viewer’s attitude, nor in confirming or countering a reader’s 
opinion, it is still possible to acknowledge that media organizations 
may try to cater to audiences and, in commercial enterprises, to 

their advertisers. This has definitely been the case when it comes to 
how the Iraq conflict has been presented by different news services 
to different audiences around the world.

Many countries had saturation television coverage of the U.S. 
invasion. However, despite the saturation, major differences ex-
isted in the information and images made available to audiences 
around the globe. Take, for example, the case of CNN, a unit of 
the distinctly U.S. transnational corporation, Time Warner (then 
AOL Time Warner). Whereas during the first Gulf War in 1991, 
CNN’s global presentation was uniform, by the time of the 2003 
Iraq War, CNN had developed several overseas networks catering 
to regional audiences. Thus, CNN International (CNNI) presented 
“more of the gore” (Flint, Goldsmith, and Kahn 2003, B1) than the 
domestic network did, and viewers of CNN outside of the U.S. 
were (and are) more exposed to casualties, to interviews about the 
“dire situation,” and to coverage of how Arab nations view the war 
and broader Middle East issues.

Non-U.S. media are also focusing on information and images 
not frequently aired in the United States. Arab regional media 
coverage of the war has focused heavily, for example, on the fact 
that postwar looting happened in hospitals and museums that 
were left unprotected by U.S. forces, and not in the oil installations 
and oil ministries, which were heavily guarded by troops. Euro-
pean media coverage has also differed from U.S. coverage, thus 
demonstrating the degree to which national coverage does exert 
autonomy. In Italy, for example, both state and private television 
stations often broadcast long excerpts from al-Jazeera—not some-
thing one is likely to find in the United States—and in Germany, 
the press has concluded that the U.S. media has “gone through 
a ‘Gleichschaltung,’ an ominous word used to describe how the 
Nazis took over key public institutions” (Flint, Goldsmith, and 
Kahn 2003, B1).

Faced with negative and hostile global public opinion, govern-
ments often try to coordinate public diplomacy efforts to present 
their side of the story. Along those lines, a panel appointed by 
the White House argued in October 2003 that the United States 
must drastically overhaul its public relations efforts to salvage its 
plummeting image among Muslims and Arabs. “Hostility toward 
America has reached shocking levels. What is required is not 
merely tactical adaptation but strategic and radical transforma-
tion,” recommended the panel (Weisman 2003, 1).

Positive media can only cover up bad reality for so long, how-
ever. Even with an overhaul of official public relations and an effort 
to get ahead of the story and frame the news, it is unlikely that the 
image of the United States in the eyes of the Muslim world will 
improve until foreign policy and political relations change course. 
One cannot blame media for all that is wrong, and one should not 
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be lulled into the false belief that good public relations are all that 
is needed to change public opinion.

Laurien Alexandre
See also Media Corporations
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