MODULE 8:

MODERNITY, CULTURAL IMPERIALISM AND PLACELESSNESS

Context

One important facet of the contemporary interest in globalization is cultural; the idea, that is, that places are in cultural terms, becoming more and more alike, and, moreover, this alikeness may be in the image of some places rather than others, as in concerns about ‘Americanization’. This globalization of cultural forms has been in virtue of, inter alia: the increasing portability of cultural artifacts (CDs, internet images, broadcast messages and music, TV broadcasting); the role of major corporations in the transfer of cultural products from one place to another as part of their marketing policy; and some degree of linguistic homogenization, particularly the increasing popularity of English. But there are many other factors at work.

These trends have generated a number of concerns. There has been a critical reaction which has focused partly on the erosion of difference. One of the concepts used here is that of placelessness. This is the idea that environments – visual, auditory, cultural resources available, ways of life – are becoming increasingly similar. The cultural diversity of the world is slowly receding to be replaced by sameness. The same hotel and restaurant chains replace smaller, owner-operated ones that, according to the travel writers for the newspapers, have ‘character’. The fast food chains are seen as swamping local cuisines. Folk forms of music are displaced by more universal forms: those of so-called ‘classical music’, jazz, rock and ‘pop’. And popular culture as a whole, as expressed in such forms as T-shirts and the emblems on them, sneakers, as well as in music, TV programs and movies, displace local, supposedly more authentic cultures in a sea of homogenized mediocrity.

A second critical concern has been the charge of cultural imperialism. This is often reduced to Americanization. The idea here is that if everywhere is becoming the same, then it is in the image of the United States. It is in this context that some national cultural communities, particular France and Canada, have tried to regulate TV and publishing content so as to conserve the national and resist being overwhelmed by the foreign, most of which is seen as American.

I want to evaluate these claims in this Module. But first, what do we mean by ‘culture’? 

Culture

Culture is a highly complex idea with multiple, often contested, meanings. According to the culture theorist Raymond Williams it ‘is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language’ (Keywords, p.76). Some would argue that it includes technology and there is clearly a link through the word ‘cultivation’. Here I am going to be more restrictive since we have already said plenty about technology earlier in the course. When I talk about ‘culture’ in this Module I am referring to four related objects and practices:

i. Cultural products: By cultural products I mean objects that are consumed and part of whose attraction is aesthetic and communicative in the emotional sense. There are those in which the primary  attraction is aesthetic and communicative: works of art, novels, movies, musical forms. We appreciate these for their beauty and for the degree to which they are able to articulate and communicate emotional states. It is this sense of culture that is drawn on when people distinguish between elite and mass culture. There are also products in which the aesthetic / communicative role is secondary. We buy cars because of their utility in getting from one place to another. But cars also incorporate design features which make them exciting / beautiful to look at and those design features may also communicate something about the consumer: how ‘modern’ he or she is, for example. Other products that have secondary design features include furniture, houses, airports, tableware. 

ii. Norms and values: There is an overlap with the category above. People are often referred to as ‘cultured’ to the degree that they appreciate things like ‘good music’, ‘great literature’ and the like. That doesn’t mean to say that people who prefer bodice-busters to Jane Austen aren’t cultured; just that they aren’t cultured in the same way. So we also have to allow for the existence of so-called ‘sub-cultures’ that arise often in opposition to the dominant, establishment culture. They may have their own forms of language, as in our discussions of verlan or what the linguistics scholars call African American Alternative English. There can be very sharp divisions along these lines. In the England that I grew up in there was a massive cultural divide between the so-called ‘more cultured’ and the great mass of the population. This extended to music (classical vs. pop), newspapers (the so-called ‘broadsheets’ like The Times vs. the tabloids), radio programs, sports (rugby vs. soccer) and liquor (the broad mass of the population stuck to beer; wine was an elite thing).
But the norms and values in question can apply to other activities. We talk about particular cultures, for example, in terms of attitudes to the treatment of animals – Mediterranean cultures are typically regarded as less squeamish than their northern neighbors. But there are a whole host of attitudes that we can group under this heading: attitudes to women, to the environment, to children and the values we impart to children (little workers? objects of ‘consumption’ for their parents?), and to the food we eat.

iii. Modes of communication: Culture includes the variety of ways in which we communicate with each other – the whole realm of meaning communicated linguistically, through body language, through the built environment, through the visual form of the products we consume. Among other things, modes of communication are important since they are the vehicles through which literature – a central element of culture as the aesthetic and communicative – is appreciated. Hence the concern about (e.g.) the preservation of the Welsh language; if children can’t read Welsh then the national literature will become a museum piece rather than a living thing that is constantly re-evaluated, added to; a repository not just of the particular but of the universal, since all people share similar dilemmas of (e.g.) life and death, truth and falsehood, faith and treachery.

iv. Way of life: This harkens back to a nineteenth century view of culture but it is still very much with us. In the nineteenth century it would have had the connotation of ‘folk culture’: local forms of cultural expression like clothing, cooking, local traditions, vernacular architectural forms. It continues as a concern for ‘national’ culture including gastronomy for the French, for example. But it can also include practices that express relations of domination and subordination. So when white South Africans used to talk about ‘preserving our way of life as we know it’ that included a good measure of racial domination.

Evaluation

So what are we to make of claims about cultural homogenization and cultural imperialism around the world? Let us take each of these claims in turn.

Cultural Homogenization

It does indeed seem that, in a number of respects, there is increasing uniformity in cultural forms:

· As visitors to countries around the world it seems that the products we are used to, that we are familiar with, travel along with us. The cityscapes we are used to are replicated elsewhere. Every major city around the world has skyscrapers, often mimicking each other in terms of architectural style. Every airport is like any other. People are as likely to be seen wearing Benetton clothes in Cali as in Cape Town or Canberra. And if we happen to be a Big Mac or KFC addict, the chances are that we won’t be homesick. 

· Along a number of other dimensions it seems that there is decreasing diversity in the world. It is estimated, for example, that just 10% of over 6,500 languages spoken today will survive.

· The great virtuosi of classical (European) music are now, it seems, increasingly likely to be Japanese or Indian or Latin American whereas fifty years ago they would have been all European or North American.

· Jazz developed first in the United States but is now played around the world.

But several qualifications are in order here. The first is that there is nothing particularly extraordinary about this homogenization of cultural forms. It is, rather, an intrinsic feature of modernity. The first thing to note here is that in many cases these tendencies to uniformity, to the adoption of the same cultural forms, pass unnoticed. There are a huge variety of cultural forms that emerge and get adopted as capitalist development spreads around the world and which are in no way controversial. Each is part of a broader cluster of cultural changes. Consider, for example, the following:
· The rise of fast food: highly connected with the rise of wage work for women. 

· The dancehall and ballroom dancing. Before TV and other arenas for meeting ‘the opposite sex’ these were universal in the advanced industrial societies. Not only that, they were also part of a broader culture complex including dance music on the radio, big dance bands that toured the country, and the vinyl record industry. 

· TV watching and cinema.

· ‘Popular’ music: still important, despite the decline of the dance hall and touring big bands (not rock groups).

· The daily newspaper. This comes with literacy but also with other cultural developments, including professional sports (so the newspaper as a way of keeping up with ‘your’ team).

· Reading for pleasure: the rise of public libraries and news magazines. This is something also associated with the introduction of mass education. 

· Competitive team sports: These were only possible in North America and Western Europe with the shortening of the work week and the possibility of everybody being available on a Saturday afternoon. Again, the history of local leagues – soccer, baseball, darts, cricket – needs to be written; a remarkable development. 

· Professional sport. Where did this come from? Was it the realization that money could be made out of teams, if they were attractive enough to watch?
· Drawing on personal consumption – clothing, hair styles, vacation choices, as a way of creating a personal identity. ‘Keeping up with the Jones’s.’

· Coffee houses: Cup of Joe and most notably Starbucks, but lots of smaller ones too. These are international and, by and large, uncontroversial. They have also become associated with a variety of other cultural practices like working on one’s laptop. The latter has perhaps been stimulated by the widespread awareness that another icon of contemporary global culture, Harry Potter was concocted in exactly that way.

Second, cultural homogenization has been going on for a long time. It was happening in the nineteenth century and even before. We think of it as primarily occurring across international lines, as in the ‘Americanization’ but it was going on within countries before that and then concurrently. More centralized and resourced states imposed their rule throughout a country, driving out local customs. They were the vehicle for linguistic standardization and the introduction of mandatory education according to a national curriculum. Later the media were distinctively national: national newspapers, national broadcasting systems, imparting a shared set of understandings and values throughout a country. The markets for many consumer products were also ‘national’ in character. There are a whole variety of foods that British people grew up with and which they regard as part of ‘the British way of life’: strange things like Bird’s Custard and Marmite. 

Regional cultures have been correspondingly eroded along with the regional forms of language – like Breton in France – that were the vehicles for the reproduction of distinct cultural practices. Likewise, the building materials that defined particular regions – different sorts of stone in some regions, half-timber and thatch in others – have been superseded in Western Europe by the adoption of more national forms of construction based on brick, with or without a stucco exterior.
But certainly a lot of the homogenization has been across national boundaries and across the globe. Some of this was associated with empire. The spread of the English language is inseparable from the expansion of the British Empire. The same goes for the emergence of a distinct francophone realm. The creation of colonies was accompanied by missionaries – a hugely important group – and the Christianization of much of the world, and all that that entailed in terms of cultural attitudes – to the idea of modesty about the human body, for example. There is probably no country in the world that is not host to a Christian community, though it might be small in some cases. Some of the cultural convergence, on the other hand, was part and parcel of the rise of the nation state: the spread of the idea of a national anthem, the adoption of national flags, participation in international sporting events like the Olympic Games. And much of it, of course, was due to the marketing of the same products around the world; the rise of coffee as the stimulant of choice is an excellent example. But again, these forms of cultural homogenization were set in motion many, many years ago, so that the globalization of cultural forms has been with us for as long as we could conceive of ourselves as ‘modern’ and in contrast to some ‘pre-modern’ period of history.

The third point, however, is that much of the homogenization that has taken place can be misleading. The homogenizing force of particular cultural products that are disseminated around the world can be much less than we might believe to be the case. The products may be the same, the TV programs the same, but what is made of them, how people interpret them, their appeal, can be quite different. People are not blank sheets waiting for the marketing firms to do their bit (though even marketing firms recognize that they have to structure their message according to what the local audience is). Rather they bring to the matter of interpreting these messages from afar, these cultural artifacts, and acting upon them, a reflection that is rooted in their own cultural traditions. Consider here that archetype of cultural homogenization, McDonalds and what it means to people in different places: 

· In China, one of its attractions is that it allows businesspeople to negotiate what can be a tricky dilemma. Banquets in Chinese restaurants are highly competitive affairs. People try to outdo each other by ordering the most expensive dishes and beverages. Hosts watch what is being consumed at neighboring tables, anxious that their own guests will feel they are not being treated to the best. But at McDonalds there is no such worry since the menu is so standardized and there are so few items.

· In India and in parts of South Africa where there are lots of Indians, the standard item is not a hamburger, which would be culturally taboo, but a mutton burger.

· The food may be only part of the attraction of McDonalds. Another may be the cleanliness of the toilet facilities in countries, like those of East Asia, where sanitary standards at restaurants have not always been of the highest.

This raises a broader point about the fact of hybridization. Peoples with different cultures encounter one another but it doesn’t mean to say that one is going to impose its culture on the other as if it were a blank slate. Rather what we can expect is some mutual transformation so that what emerges culturally cannot be reduced to one or the other but is different from them. Language is a classic case of this as we saw in our discussion of Afrikaans: it is admittedly, largely Dutch in character but there are also elements from indigenous African languages and Malay. Likewise the same cultural tradition can mean different things in different places as a result of how it has developed in different contexts. Roman Catholicism is a much more intense thing, much more implicated in the lives of its practitioners in Ireland and Poland than it is in, say Britain, or even in a dominantly Catholic country like France.

There is, fourthly, the question of how we should judge cultural homogenization. Some aspects of it might certainly be judged a bad thing. The loss of literary traditions as languages disappear is certainly cause for regret. The same applies to gastronomic traditions, the local specialties that enliven the cuisines of particular countries. But one has to ask, is that necessarily the case? Might homogenization not be welcomed in some instances? For example: Is it such a bad thing that the culture of gender relations should evolve in the direction of greater equality? That children should be protected from parental violence? And that democratic forms, along with the tolerance that typically accompanies those forms, should become more and more embedded in more and more countries? If one had a choice, would one rather have a world in which in some countries the population was by and large literate while in others the ability to read was not the norm and the oral tradition dominated; or a world in which everyone had the capacity to read?

Another way of looking at this question of whether or not we should value cultural homogenization is in terms of the people themselves who opt to adopt the cultural forms of others. If homogenization is so bad, why do people willingly embrace new cultural forms coming in from outside (albeit on their own terms)? The fact is, as societies change, as perhaps economic development and associated social changes set in, so cultural forms and preferences get refashioned in line with changes in material practice. Culture does not exist in a vacuum. People are exposed to messages through foreign media – movies, music, perhaps – and find that it answers some felt need. But why that particular felt need? Almost certainly it has something to do with economic change within their own societies. With the development of the production of commodities with commodities, the intensification of competition, the fact that money can seemingly buy anything, the freeing of society from old inequalities of gender, noble blood and the like, we should not be surprised at the embrace of media messages and cultural forms from outside. The mullahs of Iran felt threatened by the ‘godless Western movies’ but many Iranian women, struggling for the emancipation implicit in their roles as employees of capitalist firms and as participants in labor markets, welcomed the (relatively emancipated) female roles that they saw in them. Likewise there is the rampant individualism that only makes sense in societies where people receive wages that they are free to spend as they like, and where obtaining more money depends on edging others aside.

This discussion also draws attention to two contrasting ways of looking at the development of cultural forms in the world: On the one hand, one can look at them as the product of diffusion from one place to another. So, for example, you might point to the role that missionaries played in the spread of education and reading to less developed societies; or the role of MacDonald’s in making fast food popular in places like Russia or China. Alternatively, these cultural practices can be seen as spontaneous developments within particular societies as they reach a certain level of affluence or development. So, e.g., with more and more women going out to work, it was almost inevitable in North America and Western Europe that fast food would emerge. Likewise mass reading builds on the growth of leisure and of ‘free time’ as well, of course, on the development of publishing industries. Likewise team sports are impossible to conceive without leisure (e.g., Saturday afternoons off and mass transportation for teams to visit other teams). But finally, of course, you can also look at the way these two modes of understanding are complementary: e.g., Russia was ready and MacDonald’s obliged.

On the other hand, while it is quite easy to exemplify increasing uniformity in cultural forms from one country to another and also between the different regions within countries, we should also be alert to tendencies that go in the other direction. We have already encountered this in our discussion of sub-cultures above: the sub-culture of the Paris suburbs that has emerged among North Africans, and characterized by a rejection of the dominant French culture; hence the emergence of verlan as a mode of expression. 

One can also see it in the form of intensified national feelings; senses of difference that one might have thought were slowly disappearing get revived. Old differences are accentuated, taken off the shelf and rediscovered as new purposes for them emerge. This is especially so where these can be turned to nationalist advantage, used to justify antagonism against others, feelings of exploitation at their hands, to mobilize people around feelings of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’. The re-emergence of national hatreds within the old Yugoslavia is a case in point. 
Cultural Imperialism

Many of the points already made about the erasure of diversity in the world, the tendency to increased sameness, albeit qualified in the ways I have above, also apply to the thesis of cultural imperialism. The difference is that instead of a sort of melting pot image as the modern submerges old, local traditions going back to the pre-modern, now there is one agent of harm – typically the US or, more vaguely ‘the west’.

The first thing to note is against the charge of American cultural imperialism. If cultural forms with their origins in particular countries impress themselves on, are disseminated to, peoples elsewhere, the US is far from being the only culpable agent – if blame is the appropriate word, of course. To mention only one counter-example: Britain, partly through its empire, partly through its language, has been hugely influential. In some respects it has been far more influential than the US. Rather in some areas the US remains unusual and has been singularly unsuccessful in exporting its cultural forms around the world. A major example is sport. Very few people elsewhere in the world play the games Americans do. American football is played in Canada, true, and there have been very qualified attempts to export it to Western Europe; but in the latter case it remains a very, very poor competitor with soccer. Baseball is played in the US, Japan (an effect of post-war occupation) and in Central America, and virtually nowhere else. Basketball has been a little more successful in globalizing itself but still remains a minor sport elsewhere in the world.

Now take soccer. Originating in Britain in the second half of the nineteenth century, it is the world sport, the first sport of goodness knows how many countries and still pushing back its frontiers, particularly in the Far East and in Africa. Cricket has enjoyed less global success but is still the summer sport of choice in countries whose populations greatly exceed the populations of countries playing baseball.

We can look at this from another standpoint. Undoubtedly the US is an exporter of cultural forms; Hollywood is a major global influence both through the cinema and through the materials made for diffusion to TV stations around the world. But the US is also an importer from elsewhere. Reality TV shows are all the rage now but they are an export from Britain. Likewise think of eating in the US and the myriad Chinese, Greek, Indian, Italian, Mexican, even Ethiopian restaurants! And where did fish ‘n chips come from?!

The final point, however, is that culture wars, charges of cultural imperialism are often the external form of conflicts of a very different character. Recall here a battle between French cheese makers and the World Trade Organization. Pressed by cheese manufacturers in the US, the WTO wanted to create a standard for cheeses entering into international trade that would outlaw those made with unpasteurized milk. The concern was listeriosis, even though French cheeses are made under scrupulously hygienic conditions and the incidence of listeriosis is no higher than from eating cheese made from pasteurized milk. It was an obvious attempt of the US cheese manufacturers to drive the French from world export markets. But the response of the French was in cultural terms, and not economic, and drawing on wider cultural antagonisms; as one French producer claimed: “Its about whether we want a food landscape of 350 different cheeses or one, like the US, where you have the choice between cheddar, cheddar and cheddar.” 

Eurocentricity 
Finally, consider a quite different, more subtle sense of cultural imperialism: A western, Eurocentric construction of most of the rest of the world as backward, traditional, not modern, as ‘third world’; i.e., a particular imaginative geography in which the rest of the world is defined as inferior and which has effects on people and their values. This is something that works today partly through the categories of the social scientist, the think tanks, the non-governmental organizations or NGOs,
 international consultants, and the media. These categories, ways of understanding and classifying include such dichotomies as modern / traditional, developed / undeveloped, advanced / backward, free / unfree, scientific / superstitious dichotomies. Historically this sort of understanding would have worked through and been communicated by the discourse of missionaries, colonial administrators, including those charged with the ‘development’ of things like forestry or agriculture.

The cultural effect is one of the West as something that other countries should aspire to. This is an imaginative construction of the world that many colonized peoples have ‘bought into.’ This has occurred partly through the educational systems established by the colonial powers and partly through the authority that came with the technological achievements they brought to the colonies, including those of warfare. This helps to explain their neediness, their willingness to be advised by the West, to accept their recipes for ‘development’ and what it takes to be ‘modern.’ 

� For example, the way the consumption of certain food and drink – beef among Hindus, wine among muslims – is proscribed by certain ‘cultures’.


� The major countries where it is played: Australia, Britain, New Zealand, the West Indies, South Africa, Pakistan, and most importantly from the standpoint of population, India.


� Simply the fact of the NGO: its assumption of how the indigenous peoples need the help of Westerners; how they are needy while the Westerners know how.
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