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Question 1: 
 
Culture is an important analytical category in cinema and media studies, among many other 
related fields. But understandings of culture, including media, have also been repeatedly remade 
by different thinkers and traditions, especially in the second half of the 20th century. Beginning 
with Marxist cultural criticism and the Frankfurt School, trace the development of culture as a 
critical apparatus over time. Your discussion should touch on at least four key moments within 
these debates. Locate the concept within the work of specific thinkers, distinct frameworks, and 
larger shifts associated with cultural theory and cultural studies, including the more recent turns 
to globalize those fields. 
 
Question 2: 
 
Anglophone TV studies remains heavily rooted in the North Atlantic—especially, the United 
States and Western Europe. In conversation with canonical works from that arena, discuss 
important approaches to Argentinian (and also Latin American) TV history and theory. How 
does the particularity of Argentina’s geopolitical position and history in the twentieth century 
rework some of the canonical ideas about TV as a technology and cultural form? Focus on one or 
two key concepts from Argentinian context, locate them within national/regional media 
scholarship, and consider their implications and potential for global TV studies.
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Question #1 

 In 1992, Stuart Hall published a short piece called “Cultural Studies and Its Theoretical 

Legacies”1. As part of the Simon During Cultural Studies Reader, under the section titled 

“Theory and Method”, Hall attempted to locate the defining features and ethos of cultural studies 

by referring to what he considered to be some key “theoretical moments or theoretical legacies” 

(98) of this discipline. Without the intention of producing a definitive account, Hall introduces a 

double caveat, not only is he speaking from an autobiographical point of view – thus rendering 

explicit his subjectivity – but he also makes clear that cultural studies has always been “a set of 

unstable formations”, with “many trajectories; […] constructed by a number of different 

methodologies and theoretical positions, all of them in contention” (99). Therefore, by pointing 

out to the impossibility of reaching a definitive understanding of what the discipline is and how it 

is supposed to operate, he challenges himself to overview the contributions of these crucial 

moments for cultural studies throughout its development, since – according to him – its inception 

in 1950s Britain, trying to find “a common disposition of energy and direction” (Williams as qtd. 

in Hall 99).  

 In a similar vein as Hall, in the following pages I will be tracing the development of 

culture as an analytical category and an object of study with a special focus on the debates of the 

field of cultural studies. I will also be marking what I consider to be central moments of this area 

of study. However, even though there will be overlaps with Hall’s theoretical milestones, my 

account will start shortly before the formation of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 

(CCCS) of the University of Birmingham and will extend into the contemporary moment. At the 

																																																								
1 Lawrence Grossberg et al originally published Hall’s article in a collection simply titled Cultural Studies, in 1992. 
One year after, Simon During included the piece in his reader. Both collections share the aim of showing the breadth 
of content and methodologies of cultural studies as a discipline, and they both include several of the same 
contributors; e.g. Hall, Bennett, Bhabha, Haraway, hooks, and Ross among others.  
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same time, while the work done in Great Britain by figures like Hall and Raymond Williams will 

be fundamental to survey the development of the discipline and define its object, examples of 

debates and thinkers will come from other geographies, while still privileging the North-Atlantic 

World as the main source of these debates.  

 The moments that I have deemed as pivotal in the study of culture, and that will structure 

the course of the essay, are: The Frankfurt School (or orthodox Marxism), the thinking that 

Gramsci encouraged especially in British cultural studies, the linguistic turn, and the postmodern 

and the global. Before turning to the explanation of these shifts and their respective debates, I 

would like to introduce several methodological caveats. Firstly, although my discussion will be 

deployed diachronically, affirming a sense that we can historically locate each of these moments, 

they have all developed their own trajectories and – in one way or another – they still have 

currency in contemporary cultural analysis. Therefore, we can think of them not only as 

historical markers and movements but also as approaches that have contemporaneous theoretical 

importance within this field of study. Secondly, in order to already establish a common ground 

that unites all these moments, almost all the scholarship mentioned here directly or indirectly 

deals with Marx and his theoretical legacies. From Adorno and Horkheimer, to postmodernist 

conceptualizations, the work of these authors is interacting with Marx’s politico-economic and 

historic conceptualization of society, and trying to make sense of culture and its production in an 

evermore globalized, capitalist system. Finally, I regrettably have to mention that due to the 

scope of my reading list and the specifity of my current research interests, I am leaving out an 

account of very large portions of the contributions made by feminist scholars to the field of 

cultural studies, which Hall has deemed “ruptural”, and which has helped in the reorganization of 

the field in its extension into the contemporary moment (103).  
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MARX AND THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL 

 Even though Hall accepts that cultural studies as a critical practice was – at least in 

Britain – strongly influenced by Marx and Marxist critical theory, he asserts that Marxism as a 

mode of thought was not a perfect fit for the study of culture (100). Cultural studies was indeed 

interested in the problems that Marx had laid out; namely the question  

of power, the global reach and history-making capacities of capital; the question of class; 
the complex relationships between power […] and exploitation; the question of a general 
theory which could, in a critical way, connect together in a critical reflection different 
domains of life, politics and theory, theory and practice, economic, political, ideological 
questions and so on. (Hall 100) 

In a sense, Marxism influenced cultural studies from the beginning; encouraging a particular 

political awareness of the complex intertwining of power, class, capital, and labour in the 

different spheres of the human activity. However, Marx had left behind “resounding silences”, 

“great evasions” (Hall 100), regarding the understanding of culture. In fact, in Marx’s writings 

the term “culture” does not have much purchase. More often than not, it serves as an appendix to 

the word “agriculture”, given his interest in the different types of economic activities and the 

ownership of the means of production. And while when he writes “culture”, whose appearance is 

very scarce, the meaning he implies is not always fully clear, and his understanding of it is 

usually a narrow and antiquated one.  

 For example, in the first volume of Capital (*) he talks about “tropical culture” (377), 

when discussing the practice of slavery in The Americas, or, in a footnote, he refers to “forest 

culture”, when talking about agriculture in Scotland. By these two mentions, he is referring 

approximately to what later on Raymond Williams will define as the “social” definition of 

culture, which briefly implies “a particular way of life” (Long Revolution 57), a specific form of 

social organization and behavioural patterns – which I will discuss more thoroughly in the next 



Serpe 5 

section. Nevertheless, the most prevailing meaning of culture in Marx’s writing could be roughly 

equated to “education”, or “a process of human development” (Williams, Keywords 87), which is 

usually related to a developed economy and also, by the same token, the higher classes. So, for 

instance, when he refers to the American rural labourer as comparatively more “cultured” than 

the English peasant (Capital 938), he is implying that the former is more mentally and spiritually 

developed than the latter due to a better economic position. Similarly, in The German Ideology, 

he describes the Greek and Roman civilization as the “most cultured antiquity” also in relation to 

“one-sidedly developed nations, viz. trading nations” (18), when he details the appearance of the 

use money in inter-communal commercial exchanges. Ultimately, Marx explains that for a power 

to become “unendurable” – thus setting the conditions for a revolution – “wealth and culture”, as 

the result of great degrees of development in the productive forces, have to stand in contradiction 

to the great mass of propertyless humanity (German Ideology 54). Here, although not referring 

necessarily to a more cultivated mind but to the cultural production of a society, he continues to 

equate culture to economic development and to place it in opposition to the lower classes. All in 

all, Marx’s understanding of culture echoes what Williams would later call the “ideal category” 

in his definition of culture, which sees culture as “a state or process of human perfection, in 

terms of certain absolute or universal values” (Long Revolution 57).  For those analysing culture 

from this perspective, their work is essentially to discover and describe those lives and works 

that reflect “those values which can be seen to compose a timeless order, or to have permanent 

reference to the universal human condition” (William, Long Revolution 57). Thus, despite the 

fact that Marx was criticizing the socioeconomic and political system that produced these values, 

when he expressed his formulation of culture it is arguable that there was a reproduction of this 
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hierarchy, which posed certain values, classes and communities over others, and that rendered 

culture the property of an exclusive group of people.  

 This understanding of culture that trickles down from Marx’s use of the term has indeed 

had purchase among the members of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory. Adorno and 

Horkheimer, two of the original members of the school, expressed ideas regarding culture in 

similar terms as Marx when writing “The Culture Industry”, as part of their book Dialectic of 

Enlightment. Children of the German bourgeoisie and exiled to the United States during Nazi 

Germany times, Adorno and Horkheimer tried to make sense of the cultural production in 

advanced capitalist societies (During as qtd. in Adorno and Horkheimer 31). In this chapter, they 

denounce the US culture industry - which is the aggregate of Hollywood, radio, journalism, 

advertising, and television - for the cultural production en masse and for the masses, which 

renders all products essentially the same, even if they are superficially different (During 31). And 

this is due to the fact that, for them, all this production has no other purpose than to satisfy “the 

larger demands of the capitalist economy” (During as qtd. in Adorno and Horkheimer 31). Even 

if under the term culture industry more mundane cultural objects and artefacts are included, they 

mourn the loss of authenticity that universal works of art carried and that classic masters could 

imprint, which was expressive of different structures of social power (Adorno and Horkheimer 

37). Conversely, what comes out of the culture industry “for the purposes of mechanical 

reproduction” (Adorno and Horkheimer 35) is shaped strictly according to industry and 

commercial standards with specific effects and reactions in mind, to the point that even 

“departures from the norm are regarded as calculated mutations which serve all the more 

strongly to confirm the validity of the system” (Adorno and Horkheimer 36). This way, for the 

German thinkers, the production of the culture industry has a double negative meaning: it does 
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not only imply a degeneration of style – because “the inferior work has always relied on its 

similarity with others” (38) – to the point of its negation (37), but also because of the apparent 

resemblance of all these products they bear the aesthetics of domination, they reveal the 

industry’s secret: “obedience to the social hierarchy” (38). And it is this last idea that indicates 

another one of Marx’s theoretical legacies within the work of the members of the Frankfurt 

School and cultural theory and cultural studies more generally: the base-superstructure model for 

understanding the structure of every society. 

 Succinctly, Marx stated that the totality and unity of the relations of production and the 

productive forces found in society constitutes the economic structure of society, its real 

foundation (A Contribution 2), which is to be called the economic base or infrastructure. Over 

the latter arises a superstructure, which implies the aggregate of law and the state “to which 

correspond definite forms of social consciousness” (Marx A Contribution 2). Accordingly, the 

base (“the mode of production of material life”) determines the shape of the superstructure, thus 

determining “the general process of social, political and intellectual life” (Marx A Contribution 

2). So, whatever form the institutions, the ideas, the conceptions, and even the everyday 

language of a given society take they are going to be conditioned by the stage of the 

development of their productive forces. These productive forces, the relations of productions, 

and their corresponding stage of development are independent of the will of the individuals who 

form part of society because they are inherited from previous generations (German Ideology 62). 

Therefore, these means of material production already come with their owners. Consequently, 

due to the tightly interdependent relationship between base and superstructure, the class who 

rules “the material force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectual force” (German 

Ideology 67). For Marx, the ideas of the rulings class are nothing more than the ideal expression 
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of the dominant material relations (German Ideology 67). This way, we can appreciate Marx’s 

theoretical matrix surfacing when Adorno and Horkheimer are suspicious of the production of 

the culture industry and point out that dependence of the latter to “the most powerful sectors of 

the industry – steel, petroleum, electricity and chemicals” (34), and that the social tendency of 

their age is “incarnate in the hidden subjective purposes of company directors” (33). So, Adorno 

and Horkheimer conceive that “the people at the top” (32) of the culture industry is an alliance of 

the owners2 of the means of production of energy and businessmen of the entertainment industry, 

who are only interested in creating the material and superstructural conditions for the selling of 

their products3. 

 It is this strict transposing of Marx’s base-superstructure model to the analysis of culture 

that we can call orthodox Marxism. The understanding that the critical categories that Marx 

utilized to explain the development of capitalism and the rise of the bourgeoisie during the times 

of the two Industrial Revolutions can explain the cultural production of another place and epoch 

without major difficulties4. It is this model of analysis that in the 1950s came under scrutiny, 

becoming the object of criticism by the founders of cultural studies due to its determinism (the 

situation of powerlessness and lack of agency of the individual5), its privileging of “high culture” 

																																																								
2 Together with the idea that the culture industry “make up a system which is uniform as a whole and in every part” 
(Adorno and Horkheimer 32), and that the outlook of culture was the same in democratic and authoritarian systems 
(idea which is clearly expressed when they say that “even the aesthetic activities of political opposites are one in 
their enthusiastic obedience to the rhythm of the iron system” 32), Adorno and Horkheimer were also agreeing with 
Marx when he explained that the “large-scale industry created everywhere the same relations between the classes of 
the society and thus destroyed the peculiar features of the various nationalities” (German Ideology 82). 
3 And this is no more clearly expressed than when they claim “business is made into an ideology in order to justify 
the rubbish they deliberately produced” (Adorno and Horkheimer 32). 
4 However, Adorno and Horkheimer are already noticing the impossibility of maintaining the clear distinction 
between the base and the superstructure when they notice that the technology of the culture industry is “sacrificing 
whatever involved a distinction between the logic of the work and that of the social system” (33). 
5 The way that Adorno and Horkheimer understand how the culture industry affect the individual in a direct fashion 
can be related to what Ien Ang explains as the “transmission models of communication” or “cultural imperialism” 
theories, which conceptualizes the relation between the Sender and Receiver “in straightforward and deliberate 
imposition of dominant culture and ideology” (138).  
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over “popular culture”, and their distrust of empirical research (Ang 30). As I will explain in the 

next section, influenced by readings of Gramsci, the questioning of the prevalence of the Marxist 

categories will lead to a reconsideration of the idea of culture and will place its consumer in a 

less static and helpless position.  

GRAMSCI AND BRITISH CULTURAL STUDIES 

 As I mentioned above, Hall was not entirely satisfied with the Marxist mode of thought 

and with its understanding of culture. In fact, he deems that British cultural studies begins in the 

mid-1950s as a “critique of a certain reductionism and economism […] intrinsic to Marxism”, as 

a “contestation with the model of base and superstructure” through which Marxism had thought 

the relationship between society, economy and culture (101). Around the same time, also in 

Great Britain, Raymond Williams also started reconsidering the Marxist inheritance. For him, the 

way that Marx positions man in social relationships, which are based on economic activities, was 

an improvement from the traditional idea of man “in social relationships based on a divine 

order”, which was also received and established (Long Revolution 133). Again, in accordance 

with Hall, Williams considers that Marx’s approach reduces society solely to politics and 

economics, leaving out the system of learning and communication, and “the complex of 

relationships based on the generation and nurture of life” (133), which can be equated to those 

social norms that allow or prohibit sexual relations and determines and assists in the reproduction 

of the family structure. Due to these exclusions, Williams continues, art, philosophy and science 

are understood as “liberal” activities, “the province of ‘free men’, which is to say of men 

disengaged, by their position, from the imperatives of politics and economics” (134). This 

consideration resonates with the position of the “critical outsider” (Ang 116) taken by Adorno 

and Horkheimer, and with the artists that they consider “genuine” (e.g. Mozart, Beethoven, 

Picasso or the Renaissance masters among others). In effect, the stance taken by the Germans 
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could only function as an exception within the Marxist model, where the strong determination of 

the base over the superstructure would not leave much leeway (or any at all) to think or produce 

anything differently from the mandates of the ruling class.  

 Therefore, responding to the limitations of the Marxist understanding of society and 

culture, Williams advances an expanded definition of culture, which he calls “social”, in which 

“culture is a description of a particular way of life, which expresses certain meanings and values 

not only in art and learning but also in institutions and ordinary behaviour” (Long Revolution 

57). Furthermore, “the analysis of culture, from such a definition, is the clarification of the 

meaning and values implicit and explicit in a particular way of life, a particular culture” (Long 

Revolution 57). This analysis will not only include the historical criticism of a “body of 

intellectual and imaginative work” which “are analyzed in relation to particular traditions and 

societies,” but will also include the analysis of elements in the way of life that until this moment 

were not necessarily regarded as culture, e.g. “the organization of production, the structure of the 

family, the structure of institutions which express or govern social relationships, the 

characteristic forms through which members of the society communicate” (Long Revolution 57, 

58). Overall, this definition allows for the study of the so-called middle and lowbrow cultural 

expressions, and of those elements that were not considered cultural at all (namely, institutions 

and other forms of societal organizations)6.  Finally, by moving away from the values, works and 

																																																								
6 This way, for example, he inaugurates this understanding of culture in his chapter “Education and British Society” 
from his book The Long Revolution, where he surveys the history of the education of Britain from the first English 
schools in the XVI century (148) up until the moment he was writing (late 1950s early 1960s). In order for him to 
analyze this evolution he looks at school curriculums, the numbers of school attendance, the amount of schools in 
the country, the different historical bodies that regulate education (e.g Local Education Authorities or the Board of 
Education), and the discourses surrounding the school as an institution. Through the empirical analysis of the way 
that education is organized and looking at its content he hopes to reveal “the wider organization of a culture and a 
society” (145).  
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cultures that are deemed universal, Williams thus opens the door to the analysis of other societies 

and cultures.  

 In effect, according to Hall, one of the original aims of cultural studies was to break off 

from Marxism’s Eurocentrism (101). This agenda, together with Williams’s expansion of the 

concept of culture, can be interpreted as a response to the times when the discipline was being 

born. Indeed, with the end of WWII – and the concomitant the end of modern colonialism 

(Loomba 9) – there was no longer a single history of capital to be told. These colonial empires 

had restructured the economies and societies of the conquered territories not only by the 

extraction of their tribute, goods and wealth but also by investing on labour and human resources 

the “enormous superabundance of capital” that had been created in the Western countries 

(Loomba 10). Therefore, these cultures where the “integument of the capitalist society economy 

an culture had been imposed by conquest and colonization” (Hall 101), whose industries and 

capital had developed differently from countries like England and France, had to be also 

accounted for7. Thus, the Marxist model “which suggested that capitalism evolved organically 

from within its own transformations” (Hall 101) could not be so easily sustained anymore. At the 

same time, the not so distant experiences of Italian Fascism and Nazi Germany, and the later 

emergence of a new right in the US and Britain – all movements which proved capable of 

mobilizing a large popular base (Forgacs 210) – prompted a reconsideration of the field of 

popular culture. Altogether, paraphrasing Laclau and Mouffe, the field of historical contingency8 

																																																								
7 In this light, we can better appreciate timely contributions like Ernesto Laclau’s to the British New Left Review 
with his 1971 article “Feudalism and Capitalism in Latin America”, in which he contends that capitalist relations of 
production “and the apparent progress of a bourgeois dynamism” in one part of the world (e.g. Western Europe) can 
help in “maintenance of feudal backwardness” in another place (33) – Latin America in his case. Thus reaffirming 
that “development does generate underdevelopment” (Laclau 33).  
8 If we accept that, as Ania Loomba claims, “without colonial expansion the transition to capitalism could not have 
taken place in Europe”, thus understanding colonialism as being an integral part of the development of the capitalist 
system, then Laclau and Mouffe’s contingency can be understood in the terms that Chakrabarty will much later 
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had thoroughly penetrated the understanding of society (68), therefore asking for a questioning 

of the Marxist model of base-superstructure and idea of culture. In this sense, Gramsci provided 

key theoretical insights for this re-evaluation.  

 As Ania Loomba explains, “Gramsci questioned the primacy of the economic [the base] 

over the ideological [the superstructure]” (29). For him, the base and the superstructure form a 

historical bloc in which already the superstructure is read as “a complex, contradictory and 

discordant ensemble” (Gramsci 192). Furthermore, there is not only a “necessary reciprocity 

between structure and superstructures” (Gramsci 193), but a belief that if “one succeeds in 

introducing a new morality in conformity with a new conception of the world, one finishes by 

introducing the conception as well; in other words, one determines a reform of the whole 

philosophy” (Gramsci 192). All in all, Gramsci undermines the one-sided determination of the 

superstructure by the economic base and allows thinking of affecting the historical bloc9 from 

the sphere of the superstructure, i.e. to produce social change from within the realm of politics, 

laws, and culture (Forgacs as qtd. in Gramsci 189). As David Forgacs notes, for Gramsci 

“changing the socio-economic circumstances do not of themselves ‘produce’ political changes. 

They only set the conditions in which such changes become possible” (as qtd. in Gramsci 190). 

This way, by strengthening the importance of the superstructure, Gramsci enables us to consider 

the importance of the social, political and cultural institutions of society in the formation of 

subjects, and these, in turn, are not solely to be understood as subjugated by their economic 

conditions, and thus by their class affiliation, but they have a wider field of action. At the same 

																																																								
conceive of his History 2 of capitalism, as those elements that “inhere capital and yet interrupt and punctuate the run 
of capital’s own logic” (64). 	
9 Gramsci’s historical bloc can be understood as setting the basis for what would later be Williams’s structure of 
feeling, namely “the culture of a period: it is the particular living result of all the elements in the general 
organization” (Long Revolution 64). For him, the relevance of the study of the arts was precisely that they offer 
“recorded communication that outlives its bearers, the actual living sense, the deep community that makes the 
communication possible, is naturally drawn upon” (Williams Long Revolution 65).  
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time, these superstructural institutions include those bodies that “are not directly part of the 

government, the judiciary or the repressive bodies” (Forgacs as qtd. in Gramsci 420), which 

Gramsci terms civil society – the sphere where dominant social groups organize through consent 

and hegemony, as opposed to coercion and direct domination (Forgacs as qtd. in Gramsci 420). 

But it is also the space “where dominated social groups may organize their opposition and where 

an alternative hegemony may be constructed” (Forgacs as qtd. in Gramsci 420). Altogether, civil 

society is the arena of struggle in which different social groups fight for the moral and 

intellectual –i.e. ideological- leadership of society10. 

 This reconsideration of the superstructure, with the added importance that it is the sphere 

where the struggle for the cultural primacy of classes and social groups takes place, has had 

purchase in the field of cultural studies. To the extent that the media “helped to produce 

consensus and manufacture consent” (Hall as qtd. in Ang 116), Gramsci’s ideas seem to be at the 

root of cultural studies “ideological criticism” (Ang 116). As Ien Ang explains, this approach has 

shed light on the,  

textual and institutional mechanisms by which the media function ideologically; how, 
that is, in processes of institutionalized cultural production particular meanings are 
encoded into the structure of texts, ‘preferred meaning which tend to support existing 
economic political and social power relations (116). 

This is, in a sense, an examination of how different elements of the civil society – through the 

media – try to gain the conscious and unconscious adherence of the subject to their world view. 

In this framework – contrary to the consumer of Adorno and Horkheimer’s culture industry, 

whose spontaneity (33) and imagination (35) were denied by the power of the industry – the 

																																																								
10 Laclau and Mouffe advance that ideology in Gramsci is “an organic and relational whole, embodied in 
institutions and apparatuses, which welds together a historical bloc around a number of basic articulatory principles” 
(67). In this reading of Gramsci, ideology is the “glue” that keeps society together and organizes it, but it is not 
imposed from above (as in the case of Adorno and Horkheimer). On the contrary, “collective will” is generated 
through the consent and articulation of “dispersed and fragmented ideological forces” (Laclau and Mouffe 67).	
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receiver is conceived as more than just a passive recipient (Ang 17), but is rather an active 

constructor of meaning for the media content he/she is exposed to, within the restraints imposed 

by the message and the context in which it is received. 

 However, on the other hand, this approach still gives too much emphasis to top-bottom 

power flows, therefore clearly locating the source of power in the “dominant or powerful classes 

and groups in [a] society” (Ang 116). Furthermore, it still assumes a strong degree of 

correspondence of meaning between the sender and the receiver of a text. Later on, during the 

linguistic turn, and especially thanks to the contribution made by post-structuralists such as a 

Foucault, the locus of power becomes less clear, within increased recognition given to bottom-

top interactions. At the same time, with the advent of postmodernist thinking, as a reaction to the 

global widespread dispersal of sources of power and information, not only does the location of 

power become more complicated but also the correspondences of meaning between senders and 

receivers become ever more theorized as a rarity rather than a recurrence. All in all, contributing 

to the dismantling of Marx’s base-superstructure model. 

THE LINGUISTIC TURN 

 In the article that has up until now been structuring the course of this essay, Hall 

recognizes the contribution of the so-called linguistic turn to the field of cultural studies. 

Although under this umbrella term there is not a singular approach, we can say that, in 

accordance to Hall, the importance of this turn for cultural studies is the “discovery of 

discursivity and textuality”, “the crucial importance of language and of the linguistic metaphor to 

any study of culture; the expansion of the notion of text” (105). For the purposes of my analysis 

and the limitations of my reading list, I am going to draw a distinction between two separate but 

interrelated approaches to the study of language and discourse: the structuralist-semiological 

approach, on the one hand, and post-structuralism, on the other. The first represents the scholarly 
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trend that, influenced by figures like Saussure and Peirce, started analyzing cultural production 

as texts, attempting to find an underlying structure to these cultural formations. In the field of 

cultural studies, this approach encouraged “the conception of media products as texts” whereby 

there is an insistence on the construction of meaning in and through media discourses, as well as 

an emphasis on modes of address that influences the way the receiver makes sense of these 

discourses (Ang 16). The blind spot of this approach is the way in which “it tends to ignore the 

social, political and ideological conditions under which meaning production and consumption 

take place” (Ang 16). Therefore, even though it illuminates on a possible way that discourses 

have power to affect the subject, it does not put this power in its larger socio-political context. It 

thus ignore the institutions producing discourses and meanings, as well as the interests behind 

them, and finally it conceives a passive and accepting receiver, implying a correspondence of 

meaning between the sender and the recipient of any one message. Contrary to this approach, 

post-structuralism carries on a critique of this privileging of the sender’s primacy over the 

receiver, and conceives of language as an opaque system of communication in which discourse 

thus lends itself to less predictable interpretations. Furthermore, within the so-called post-

structuralists, figures like Michel Foucault have studied the uses of discourse by societal 

institutions with the purposes of social management and its effects in the formation of subjects.  

 Following Gramsci, Louis Althusser – Foucault’s teacher – believed that the state could 

not solely be reduced to its repressive functions in order to dominate and manage populations, 

and to encourage adherence to its ideology. This way, in addition to what he calls the repressive 

state apparatus (those institutions like the police, the courts and the prisons who function by 

violence) (Althusser 143), he introduces the concept of ideological state apparatuses, which are 

a plurality of institutions, either private or public, that instead of coercion function by ideology, 
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and ultimately by an “attenuated and concealed, even symbolic repression” (Althusser 145). This 

ensemble of institutions – which derives from Gramsci’s idea of civil society (Althusser 142) – 

includes the church, the school, the family, and even the media and the arts, among others. So, 

all in all, we see the attempt to systematize Gramsci’s conceptualization of the superstructure but 

more specifically an effort to theorize the functioning of the civil society; again those institutions 

that do not directly belong to the government and do not act via violence.  

 In this sense, Foucault notices that since the 18th century there has been a proliferation of 

institutions whose objective is that of societal management and, therefore, discipline. But these 

institutions, instead of focusing on individuals separately, try “to control the series of random 

events that can occur in a living mass” (Foucault, 17 March 249). Thus, rather than dealing with 

separate subjects they deal with populations11. In the imparting of this discipline, Foucault 

understands that discourse plays a fundamental part. So, for example, in The History of Sexuality, 

he claims that, in the Western world, instead of a massive censorship or a general prudishness of 

language (in order to regulate the whole array of phenomena associated with sex – i.e. sexuality, 

birth, death, fertility or illnesses) there was a proliferation “of discourses12 produced by a whole 

series of mechanisms operating in different institutions” (33) revolving around sex. There was an 

incitement and a dispersion to speak about sex in order to create knowledge, morals, and beliefs 

around the notion for the purposes of society’s self-regulation – to allow but also to restrain. For 

Foucault, these mechanisms –the “deployments of power and knowledge” – are not “necessarily 

secondary and derivative” (History of Sexuality 73). Altogether, two conclusions seem to emerge 

																																																								
11 And following Althusser’s idea of the ideological state apparatuses, Foucault acknowledges that while several of 
these institutions can be found at the state level the can also be found at the “sub-State level” (17 March 250). 	
12 Ania Loomba provides a comprehensive definition of Foucault’s discourse, “All ideas are ordered through ‘some 
material medium’. This ordering imposes a pattern on them: a pattern which Foucault calls ‘discourse’” (37). 
Furthermore, she recognizes that out of the meanings provided by the OED the idea of “familiarity, and a spoken or 
written treatment of a subject in which it is treated or handled at length” (Loomba 37) is the one that approximates 
the closest to Foucault’s use of the term. 	



Serpe 17 

from these observations. Firstly, Foucault seems to be suggesting that power is not solely 

imparted in a top-bottom direction. For example, even if certain institutions produce the 

discourses that help to reproduce ideology, the members of society also help in their 

dissemination. He thus advances that “power is exercised from innumerable points” and, 

furthermore, “power comes from below; that is, there is no binary and all-encompassing 

opposition between rulers and ruled at the root of power relations” (History of Sexuality 94). 

Paraphrasing Foucault, this power that traverses society generates among its members and social 

groups effects of oppositions and alliances, and major dominations are the effect of, in 

Gramscian terms, hegemonizing these effects (History of Sexuality 94). On the other hand, 

Foucault is hinting towards a materiality of discourse that does have real material effects – 

“language is seen to construct the subject” (Loomba 36). As Laclau and Mouffe have asserted, 

every discursive structure has a material character; “[t]o argue the opposite is to accept the very 

classical dichotomy between an objective field constituted outside of any discursive intervention, 

and a discourse consisting of the pure expression of thought” (108). In a sense, what Foucault, 

Laclau and Mouffe are advocating is to break the distinction, so at the heart of Marxism, between 

matter and thought, economy and ideology, base and superstructure13.  

 In the larger field of the study of culture, the idea that discourse and language can affect 

material life has been influential in the field of postcolonial studies. In this sense, Loomba 

acknowledges the work of post-structuralists in encouraging a view that “no human utterance 

could be seen as innocent”, and that “[a]ny set of words could be analysed to reveal not just an 

individual but a historical consciousness at work”, thus rendering words and images fundamental 

for analyses of historical processes such as colonialism (37). Therefore, language is seen “as a 

																																																								
13 In this sense, Loomba states that Foucault rejects “the distinction between ideas and material existence 
altogether” (35). 	
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tool of domination and as a means of constructing identity” (Loomba 40). However, as Derrida 

noticed, no utterance “is identical with what is signifies, and there is always a gap between the 

two”, therefore making it impossible for every discourse or text to convey its own meaning, thus 

generating instability and contradiction in every text (as qtd. in Loomba 36). Given this ability of 

language to affect ideology, organize material life, and assist the construction of identity, 

keeping in mind that language is also always polysemic and contradictory, we can agree with 

Laclau and Mouffe that the subject is also penetrated by this same “ambiguous, incomplete and 

polysemical character” (121), therefore no identity or social formation can have a finalized and 

closed character14. It is in this conceptualization of the precariousness of language and discourse, 

and thus media messages (but also the impossibility of having a social totality but always an 

open-ended social formation), which is going to be at the centre of postmodern thought and 

theories of globalization.  

THE POSTMODERN AND THE GLOBAL 

 In conclusion, we have seen a movement from the more close analytical categories of 

orthodox Marxism to the more flexible and open model proposed by Foucault and his 

contemporaries. From a dualist and clearly structured understanding of society, where the 

sources of power and decision-making are easily recognizable, to a more horizontal and diffuse 

paradigm. We moved from the terrain of Marxism to post-Marxism. In this succession and 

development of social and cultural theory, we have seen the gradual exhaustion of the base-

superstructure paradigm, the broadening of the definition of culture, and ultimately the 

complication of the correspondence of meaning between the producers of discourses and their 

																																																								
14 This understanding of the open-ended relationship between language and subject formation is Bhabha’s basis to 
conceive of the impossibility of a complete identification between colonizer and colonized. Thus he “suggests that 
colonial authority is necessarily rendered “hybrid” and “ambivalent” when it is imitated or reproduced, thus opening 
up spaces for the colonized to subvert the master-discourse” (as qtd. in Loomba 78). 	
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recipients. This evolution of the critical thinking about society, since Marx was writing, has 

roughly corresponded to the expansion and transformation of capitalism into a global economic 

and social system. This can be interpreted quite literally if we take into account the way that the 

capitalist system has travelled and strengthened as a result of colonialism – from, as defined by 

Loomba, modern colonialism, to imperialism, to neo-colonialism; from direct, coercive ruling to 

control via economic relations of dependency without formal colonies (10, 12). These changes in 

the analytical models have also concurred with the passage from what Manuel Castells calls an 

industrial mode of development to an informational mode of development, i.e. from a system 

whose “main source of productivity lies in the introduction of new energy sources” (16), to one 

where the “source of productivity lies in the technology of knowledge generation, information 

processing, and symbol communication” (17). Accordingly, if the former is the paradigm from 

which early Marxist thought draws its societal model, we can understand that, in accordance to 

Laclau and Mouffe, “the problems of a globalized and information-ruled society” (x) are 

unthinkable within the paradigm of Marxist discursivity. 

 While earlier accounts envisioned a world that was tending to a “finished, universalized 

capitalist modernity (characterized by certainty of order and meaning)” – Marshall McLuhan’s 

idea of the Global Village – more contemporary thinkers see “a totalized yet fundamentally 

dispersed world-system of capitalist postmodernity (characterized by radical uncertainty, radical 

indeterminacy of meaning)” (Ang 140, 141). Even if the world is more connected, through 

ubiquitous technologies of communication, that does not mean “a world turned into a single 

community” (Ang 137). As Manuel Castells states,  

we are moving towards mass production of customized cottages. While there is 
oligopolistic concentration of multimedia groups around the world, there is at the same 
time […] increasing interaction by and among the individuals that break up the 
uniformity of a mass audience (An Introduction 144).  
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These individuals and the milieus to which they belong, as Ang would agree, are traversed by a 

multiplicity of power relations whose “articulations are always irreducibly context-bound” (144) 

undermining the possibility of arrival to shared meanings and experiences. Therefore, there is an 

inability to grasp the system as a coherent whole. As Jameson asserts, “unlike the classical age of 

national market capitalism, then, pieces of the puzzle are missing; it can never be fully 

reconstructed” (157). A social field always capable of infinite semiosis, always exceeding “the 

limits of any attempt to constitute ‘society’” (Ang 145), thus hinders the possibilities of 

totalizing understandings and, ultimately, makes the cultural studies scholar’s case studies and 

theoretical models provisional and partial.  
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Question #2 

 In her 2007 book, under the title Television Will Be Revolutionized, Amanda Lotz claims 

that even though television as a medium has undergone several changes since its mid-twentieth 

century beginnings, foundational understandings of television, which view it as “the central 

communicative and cultural force within society”, continue to dominate most television theories 

(31). For her, both dominant cultural theories and political economic work imply network-era 

assumptions (33). Accordingly, these approaches still understand the medium as widely 

accessible due to its low cost, and as a primary cultural institution because of its reach to vast 

audiences – i.e. “as a social conduit that participates in communicating values and ideas within a 

culture by telling stories and conveying information” (Lotz 32); furthermore, all these notions are 

associated with the viewer’s lack of control and with linear viewing. Simply put, for Lotz, 

cultural critics still regard television as a mass medium. On the contrary, according to her, since 

the multi-channel transition of the 1980s, television as a technology and a cultural institution has 

been going through a number of changes that ask us to reconsider the viewing experience, the 

practices associated with the medium and thus its place in society. New technologies (such as 

DVDs, laptop computers, and other portable devices), media platforms (like iTunes or NetFlix), 

and corresponding changes in consumption (such as premium cable networks subscription and 

on-demand content) point out to the medium’s arrival in a post-network era. In this new era, Lotz 

argues, television thrives on specialty, distinction, and niche taste (34), which leads “the 

audience not only to fracture among different channels and devices, but also to splinter 

temporally” (35), making audiences share little programming in common, and also to view it less 

frequently simultaneously (Lotz 35). Ultimately, this leads to a proliferation of more varied 
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televisual content –which responds more accurately to the tastes of different communities - 

suggesting an enhanced power of the viewer over the medium. 

Around the same time, in 2006, in his book Convergence Culture, Henry Jenkins 

attempted to both map out and predict changes in media consumption and popular culture 

fandom encouraged by “[t]he circulation of media content – across different media systems, 

competing media economies, and national borders” (3). In other words, he refers to the 

technological, economic, and institutional transformations that were brought about by the 

availability of digital technologies, among which the internet played a central role – even though 

he is never very clear about what were the material changes that produced the so-called 

convergence paradigm (Jenkins 6). For Jenkins, new media technologies are creating a new 

scenario where the consumers are enabled to “archive annotate, appropriate, and recirculate 

media content in powerful new ways” (18), undermining older notions of passive media 

spectatorship and modelling a participatory culture, where the role of the media producer and 

consumer are not so clearly delimited (Jenkins 3), and where they interact more democratically. 

Altogether, an active fan himself (12), Jenkins believes that convergence “is both a top-down 

corporate driven process and a bottom-up consumer process” (18), where an empowered 

audience, due to these new technologies, will decide over the destinies of media industries. 

However, despite his celebratory liberal-pluralist stance, Jenkins introduces a few caveats to the 

realization of this ideal version of the convergence paradigm. In the first place, he acknowledges 

the uneven power relations between corporations and individual consumers (3). And on the other 

hand, he notices that the patterns of cross-media ownership are only intensifying in a new phase 

of media concentration, where conglomerates decide the imperatives of the industry (11). These 

circumstances – “driven by economic calculations and not by some broad mission to empower 



Serpe 25 

the public” (Jenkins 243) - push him to question, in the conclusion of the book, the effect that 

these new media technologies could possibly have democratizing television. Although he thinks 

of the time he is writing as a fertile moment to change the relation between consumer and 

content producers, he recognizes the role that corporations are playing in shaping media 

convergence.  

To different degrees, Jenkins’s more than Lotz’s, these accounts are informed by the 

discourses surrounding internet at the time, which promoted the medium as more democratic, 

horizontal, and participatory15. Almost 10 years after the publishing of Lotz and Jenkins’s books, 

Christian Sandvig analyzes how both corporations and television’s status in society shaped the 

internet’s infrastructure since its early conception to the way we currently use it. In his chapter 

“The Internet as the Anti-Television”, Sandvig explains that originally (in the 1960s) the internet 

was “envisioned as a point-to-point network, meaning a system designed to facilitate 

communication between two nodes” (226), which was meant to share research file transfers, “in 

a network of equals” – academics and later “autonomous and creative” users – who were 

supposed to produce knowledge, not passively receive it (227). As the internet became more 

popular, Sandvig continues, “mainstream media migrated to the Web” and, seeking for large 

audiences, they invested to, on the one hand, enlarge internet’s storage capacity and to transmit 

more easily and quickly larger amounts of information (231). At the same time, this migration 

implied a willing establishment of an asymmetric communication network (Sandvig 231). Later 

on, a series of developments – streaming and buffer technologies, new compressed video formats 

																																																								
15	In fact, around the time that both books were published, YouTube had recently been acquired by Google (2006), 
which triggered concerns about the destiny of the user-generated content that had made the website so popular. 
Mark Andrejević surveys the YouTube shift from being “a grainy do-it-yourself to a more tightly organized, 
controlled and monetized site” (411) in his the chapter of The YouTube Reader, “Exploiting YouTube: 
Contradictions of User-Generated Labor”.  
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as MPEG, edge caching, and content distribution networks or CDNS – ended up determining the 

form and function of the internet, by facilitating the internet’s storage and distribution capacities 

of audiovisual media – which entail bigger files than papers and research information. While, as 

Sandvig notices, the internet was initially thought to promise disintermediation, and later on 

commentators emphasized the importance of user-generated content (236), the Web is now 

“centrally organized around serving video” by large and well-capitalized media producers (236, 

237). So, from our privileged historical perspective, it could be suggested that, even though there 

is a wider range of TV content that viewers can choose from, where a more varied array of 

identities is represented - and a greater access to this content is available via newer portable 

devices that have thus made television more ubiquitous - it seems that it was the internet that was 

revolutionized by television, in a rather conservative fashion.  

Taking this trajectory into account, there are a few observations to be drawn. First, as 

Jenkins recognizes, a new medium does not just simply replace previous media or impose its 

own logic one-sidedly over the field of action in which it is acting– in this case, information and 

communication technologies (ICTs). Conversely, newer media interacts and articulates 

themselves with old media which are already established (Jenkins 14). In this case, television’s 

cultural status fosters changes in the internet’s infrastructure and functioning logic. At the same 

time, the internet provides new opportunities for television. Second, as Raymond Williams 

notices in relation to the development of broadcasting in the US, technologies are not solely the 

result of technical availability and improvement but also the product of “a set of particular social 

decisions, particular circumstances” (16) in which corporate political and economic interests play 

a determining role. And we can appreciate this last point in the way that media conglomerates 

influenced in reshaping the internet’s architecture. But finally, in accordance with Anna Pertierra 
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and Graeme Turner, Lotz and Jenkins, by focusing on audience fragmentation and technological 

and industrial change, which comes with a certain degree of speculations about the future (10, 

11), they are disregarding the national-cultural side of their analyses. In other words, even if - of 

course - they are speaking from a particular national framework (the United States), which 

inevitably determines the technological availability and informs the practices and cultural 

patterns associated with media consumption, this is not necessarily assumed as such16.  

As Pertierra and Turner claim, there is a trend to increasingly undermine the place of the 

nation in the field of English-speaking television studies (8). In response to what they notice as a 

growing tendency that questions the current place that television occupies in society, or even 

what television is in “a convergent mediascape when we watch television online”, they answer 

that while this question can be especially pertinent to the US industry, “it is still far from being 

the global phenomenon that the hype around convergence culture suggested” (9). Therefore, 

Pertierra and Turner continue, concentrating on differentiating between each successive new 

technology and distribution platform is to the detriment of what for them is a central question in 

the study of television: “the understanding of television’s functions as a social and cultural 

practice” (10), a question that necessarily has to take into consideration the national dimension. 

Furthermore, the authors of Locating Television claim that, 

television has to be studied from a range of research approaches and in a diversity of 
regional and historical contexts. Television is a set of changing technologies, and a global 
network of industries, both commercial and state sponsored; but it is also a regime of 
practices – of production, of consumption, and of everyday life (Pertierra and Turner 11). 
 

																																																								
16 In all fairness, Lotz suggests the limitations that stem from her own national context. However, she downplays 
the importance different “national experiences” by claiming that they continue network-era conceptualizations (Lotz 
31). In Jenkins’s case, he clarifies that the statistics and situations come from the US, but his claims sound more 
universal. 	
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In fact, Lotz and Jenkins echo this statement when they both agree with Lisa Gitelman’s 

definition of media – “socially realized structures of communication, where structures include 

both technological forms and their associated protocols” (as qtd. in Lotz 29), protocols meaning 

socio-cultural practices and behaviours associated with the media’s use (Lotz 29; Jenkins 13, 

14). However, even if this situation is acknowledged, the role of the nation is either not fully or 

not at all recognized, leading to “little direct examination of what [is] actually happening in 

specific contexts in specific communities” (Pertierra and Turner 11). Ultimately, for Pertierra 

and Turner, bypassing or disregarding the national aspect in television studies can be explained 

“by a tendency towards thinking about the development of television as a linear, evolutionary 

process with only a single point of destination” (11). Altogether, they see that Anglophone 

accounts tend to either focus too much on the technological development, in which they seem to 

be leading the way, or not to think of their national experiences as site-specific, neglecting other 

contexts that could contribute to a more global and complex understanding of television17, 

especially as a cultural form. (*) 

SCREEN AND CULTURAL STUDIES 

 Even though all the accounts that have been discussed up to this point belong to 

contemporary times, the balance and sometimes the opposition between analyses concentrated on 

television as a technology and its medium-specific characteristics and those more interested with 

the formation of television in particular contexts and cultures date back to the formation of 

television studies as a discipline in 1970s Great Britain. It could be even argued that these two 

																																																								
17 In their case, for example, they analyze the viewing context of Mexican television to juxtapose it against growing 
assumptions of audience fragmentation, wider content offer, and asynchronous spectatorship. In opposition to these, 
they show that in Mexico’s oligopolistic-owned television landscape, broadcasting still occupies a central place in 
TV viewing patterns, with Mexicans spending “more time during the week watching broadcast television than 
working, doing household duties or caring for children” (Pertierre and Turner 14). Furthermore, Mexico presents 
“heavy predictability of television schedules” and telenovelas continue comprising a large proportion of high rating 
content (Pertierra and Turner 14). 	
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trends partially share a common origin, which can be traced back to the work on television by 

Raymond Williams, published in 1975.  

 As the title of the book suggests, Television: Technology and Cultural Form, Williams is 

not only interested in understanding television as a technology with its own particular formations 

(e.g. TV programs) and effects, but also in analyzing “television as a particular cultural 

technology” (3); i.e. to also look at the socio-historical development and the institutions that 

assigned television a particular space in culture. Furthermore, in this process –as I mentioned 

earlier – the development of television was accompanied “with certain purposes and practices in 

mind”, and “these practices would be seen as direct; as known social needs, purposes and 

practices” to which technology would have a central place (Williams 7). So, altogether, Williams 

conceives the deployment of television –or of any technology- as the result of the interplay of 

technological availability, human agency, and its context. In this sense, the particular time and 

space in which these phenomena took place are central to William’s examination: the 1950s 

United States and Great Britain. To summarize his arguments briefly, Williams explains that 

television’s infrastructure was built on the already existing broadcasting network that was laid 

out for radio. In turn, this latter infrastructure was the result not only of corporate efforts to 

commercialize –through selling individual transmitters to private households - the existing 

military communication network18 but also as a result of a growing State need to control 

populations. Governments were more and more centralized, populations were rapidly growing, 

and there was also an increasing distance between immediate living areas and the directed places 

																																																								
18 In this sense, it is worth noticing the similar trajectories in the development of both the internet and broadcasting 
infrastructure. What Sandvig explains as a transformation from a point-to-point infrastructure that was supposed to 
connect particular individuals from the transmission of private messages, resonates with what Williams notices in 
relation to the switch of the military operational communication system – which implied “technologies of specific 
messages to specific persons”– to a system “of varies messages to a general public” (13). 
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of work and government. But, as Williams noticed there were still “no effective kinds of social 

control over these transformed industrial and political processes” (20). Therefore, first the radio 

and later the television would allow those lacking “independent mobility or access to the [...] 

diverse places of entertainment and information [a] unified social intake at the most general 

levels” (Williams 21). All in all, Williams emphasizes that the development of television as an 

institution and the practices associated with it resulted from the coordinated efforts of state, 

military, and private corporate interests. 

 However, as it was suggested before, Williams also tried to define what was specific 

about television viewing, not only what type of content was transmitted19 but also – and more 

crucially - what was specific about the delivery. In this sense, Williams noticed that in all 

communications systems before broadcasting the essential items were discrete. Reading a book, 

attending a meeting or going to see a play required a kind “of specific and isolated, temporary 

form of attention” (Williams 87). On the contrary, the particular structuring of broadcasting, 

which defines its characteristic experience, is that of a sequence. Broadcasting offers programs, 

advertising, trailers of other programs, and news in one planned sequence of flow (Williams 86). 

Additionally, although the viewer is able to know the timetable of the programs in advance, the 

timing of the insertion of commercials and trailers is not revealed to her/him – thus revealing the 

corporate interests behind this structure, in that it intends the viewer to watch the commercials. 

This fragmented and somewhat unpredictable unfolding of programming, which is not 

necessarily perceived as interrupted, makes up for the televisual experience and defines it 

																																																								
19 In these regards, Williams explains the ways in which television has adopted, and qualitatively restructured into 
televisual formats, forms of cultural and social activity (39) – news, public argument and discussion, education, 
drama, films, variety, sports, advertising, and pastimes. In 1994, Jeremy G. Butler in his textbook Television: 
Critical Methods and Applications explores more thoroughly TV’s different formats and their different modes of 
address in the chapter “ Beyond and Beside Narrative Structure”. 	
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(Williams 93). Therefore, because of this characteristic, one cannot single out a text for analysis, 

but has to take the flow as a whole. In fact, Williams analyzes several different sequences from 

different channels in order to unearth their different structures and their ideologies.  

 It is this idea of the flow and its proposed method of analysis that will be discussed by 

contributors of the academic journal Screen in the late 70s. At the time that Williams was writing 

Television, the scholars associated with the Society for Education in Film and Television 

(SEFT), which was the basis for Screen, were being influenced by the structuralist and 

semiological approach that was spreading across the humanities.  In fact, in 1973 Screen 

published its first issue exclusively dedicated to semiology and the work of Christian Metz, who 

was interested in the defining particularities of cinema. During that time, the preferred method of 

analysis was to do a close reading of an audiovisual text, attempting to reveal its underlying 

organizing principle, and ultimately finding a larger structure that could characterize a medium 

altogether. So, overall, instead of Williams’ historical materialist analysis of the institution of 

television, the idea of flow became part of the debate revolving around television’s medium-

specific characteristics.  

 For example, in 1977, Stephen Heath and Gillian Skirrow, contested the idea of flow by 

subordinating it to what they believed was the essence of television, liveness. Although they 

realize that live broadcasting is just one type of content among others, liveness is “taken 

automatically as the television norm, as the very definition of television” (53). Moreover, for 

them the television image was in essence alive. They explained that in contrast to the filmic 

image, which is photographic and thus immobile, television is electronic, a continually scanning 

beam, an image in perpetual motion (53). Of course, these technical observations belong to the 

time that they were writing. Finally, in addition to the live quality of the televisual image, the 
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fact that the TV sets are individually owned and used in the comfort of one’s home, together with 

the fact that much of television’s programming address the audience directly, fosters the idea of 

immediacy between television’s content and the spectator. In this framework, the flow buttresses 

the effect of liveness and immediacy, stressing the continual non-stop nature of television 

programming.  

 Within this debate, in 1983, Jane Feuer published her article “The Concept of Live 

Television: Ontology as Ideology,” which argues against the Heath and Skirrow’s ideas by 

saying that the idea of liveness is actually an institutional discourse whereby television reasserts 

its own vitality as a medium. Therefore, Heath and Skirrow are blindly reproducing television’s 

corporative ideology. For Feuer, the advance of videotape and the capabilities of freezing the 

image, shown in the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow, television becomes less and less live in 

the sense of an equivalence between time of event and time of transmissions (14, 15) – what Lotz 

would later call asynchronous viewing. Nonetheless, she agrees with Heath and Skirrow in that 

the flow underpins the impression of liveness by striving “to ease unification and repress 

contradiction, to allow a plurality of content to disguise a singularity of representation” (Caughie 

as qtd. in Feuer 19). But instead of seeing it as an unintended or natural effect proper to 

broadcasting technology, she sees it as “the result of a network practice” (16). In a sense, like 

Williams, Feuer restores intentionality to the technological development of television.  

 Overall, both these articles are a result of close readings of televisual texts, as Jeremy G. 

Butler explains, by “‘stopping’ television to analyze and theorize its performance of the subject” 

(Eluding Elegy 495) – in the case of Heath and Skirrow, they looked at a TV documentary, while 

Feuer analyzed a morning TV show. Even though the technology available made it hard to stop 

television’s flow, the idea was to dissect the progression of images to make detailed observations 
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(Butler Eluding Elegy 495). Additionally, one can start tracing new technologies – such as the 

videotape – that would start putting under scrutiny network era notions, like William’s flow, and 

that would motivate a process that could continually conceptualize the way that the viewer 

interacts with the medium, as Lotz would later on. Furthermore, especially in Feuer’s work, there 

is an ideological critique that sheds light on the way that TV programming and functioning is 

always indicative of the interests of the institutions behind them. However, even if they hint 

towards the television’s institutional settings, these textual approaches in general tend to 

downplay the socio-economic and political contexts where these texts are produced and 

consumed. Conversely, Williams’ historical materialist analysis together with the work of Stuart 

Hall in Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) become 

foundational for a more culturalist approach to the study of television, in that other factors other 

than the message and the technology are taken as the object of study. 

 Briefly, two years before the publication of Williams’s Television, Hall considers that 

mass-communication research has conceptualised the process of communication as too linear, 

focusing almost exclusively on the level of message exchange, and without taking into 

consideration either the complexity of each one of the stages that a message has to go through or 

the relationships between these stages – which he separates into “production, circulation, 

distribution, consumption, and reproduction (Hall 508). For example, at the level of production 

there are specific “material instruments” as well as specific organized and combined practices – 

“social (production) relations” – that inevitably inform the production of a message (Hall 508). 

Furthermore, this stage like any other stage also implies its own set of meanings and ideas – 

particular institutional-professional ideologies (Hall 509). At the same time, this message is 

formed within the rules of language; it has to take the form of a discourse. An event or a 
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succession of events, whether fictional or not, cannot be communicated in its “raw” form, it has 

to become a communicative event (Hall 508). In the case of television, an event has to be 

transformed into a story, which is shaped not only by a certain know-how to, for example, shoot 

and edit the event (“the aural-visual forms of the televisual discourse”), but also by the 

institutional power-relations of television (During as qtd. in Hall 507), which also include the 

meanings and ideas that form the discursive dimension of any stage of the communication 

process. The event turned into discourse, the message-form, is the necessary form for the story to 

be passed from its source to receiver (Hall 508). But each one of the other moments of 

communication are also traversed and affected by particular practices, behaviours, ideologies, 

and meanings, implying thus a certain degree of autonomy between these stages that necessarily 

affect the reception of any message. Therefore, in order for this message to have an “effect” – 

e.g. communicate or be put to use into a social practice – it has to be taken as a meaningful 

discourse. Finally, the relations of symmetry/asymmetry between producer and receiver (or what 

Halls calls encoder and decoder respectively), and the degree of identity or non-identity between 

them are going to determine the degree of correspondence of meaning between them (Hall 510). 

All in all, Hall points to a semi-independence of spheres in a communication process that, not 

only points out the opaqueness of the process, but also encourages [us] to look more in depth into 

the practices, social and power relations, and discourses that inform these different moments, 

ultimately foregrounding the centrality of the context in any televisual practice.  

 As Simon During explains, Hall’s analysis of the process of making meaning as 

determined by the different contexts in which a message is produced, circulated, and received, 

opened the door for analyses such as The “Nationwide” Audience by David Morley (as qtd. in 

Hall 510), also a researcher at the CCCS. Contrary to earlier sociological research of the media 
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that tended to conceive of the audience as a “mass” (During 7), and given the limitations of the 

textualist approach, Morley produced an ethnographic study, on the one hand, in which he 

organized open-ended discussions, separated by class, gender or working background, with 

various viewers of the BBC-news magazine Nationwide to find out what people actually thought 

about the program (During 8). This way, Morley analyses the decoding of different segments of 

the audience to the message of the show, thus illuminating on one of the stages of the 

communication process.  

 Although they don’t share the focus on audience responses, it could be suggested that the 

institutional and discursive-ideological, approaches advanced by Williams and Hall 

respectively20, influenced accounts such as Lynn Spigel’s Make Room for TV or Anna 

McCarthy’s The Citizen Machine. In the first case, Spigel examines “how popular media [such as 

magazines, advertisements, newspapers, radio, film, and television itself] introduced television to 

the public between 1948 and 1955” (2), in the United States. In this sense, in addition to 

accounting for the socio-historical and technological changes that happened before and during 

the introduction of the televisual medium in the US – e.g. the growth of population, the 

expansion of the suburbs, the dissemination of the radio, or the increasing entrance of women 

into the workforce – Spigel looks at the discourses that were introduced to the public sphere by 

popular media, especially women’s magazines. This way, she hopes to find how the media, by 

assuming “the public’s concerns and desires”, produced a number of different ideas and 

meanings, expectations and anxieties “attached to television during the period of its installation” 

(Spigel 8), that would inform the way that viewers and non-viewers (women in particular) 

																																																								
20 In this sense, Jeremy Butler claims says that Morley’s work “introduced many television studies scholars, 
especially those in the USA, to the work of Stuart Hall and the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies” (Eluding 
Elegy 499).	
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related to the medium. For instance, these magazines showed television as a household item that 

would bring families together “who had been separated during the war” (Spigel 39); or, on the 

contrary, other magazines would express concerns about TV fostering passive and addictive 

behaviours in children (Spigel 51). Overall, Spigel illuminates the intermediate stages between 

production and reception –to use Hall’s terms - of a televisual text by examining the various and 

contradictory discourses that were supposed to shape the spectator’s viewing and consumption 

practices. 

 In the case of The Citizen Machine, McCarthy also looks at the formative years of 

television in the US, but sheds light on another moment of the communication process: the 

producers. By looking at different documents such as internal communications, show proposals 

and scripts, and viewer mail, McCarthy delves into the ideas, debates, and discourses about the 

place of television in spreading ideas of citizenship and democratic governance that took place at 

the level of the governing classes – corporations, philanthropic organizations, social reformers, 

unions, public intellectuals, and media professionals. Even if these sectors had different purposes 

in mind (e.g. a company trying to humanize itself in the face of their customers, or to pass down 

certain civil rights debates and civil rights values), all of them shared not only “the conviction 

that television broadcasting […] could be a useful venue for governing” (McCarthy 1), but also 

“a common language of governance in which freedom […] was a point of co-articulation for a 

host of otherwise discrepant agendas” (McCarthy 6). Furthermore, she sees that these governing 

bodies believed in the fantasy of a “benign, voluntarist self-rule” by trying to “rationalize 

attitudes and behaviours among the governed” (McCarthy 6, 7). Ultimately, she claims that these 

elites were galvanized and helped in implanting the neoliberal program in US political culture 

due to this shared belief in a televisual liberal governance – “a process best managed through the 
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transfer of state responsibilities to the private sphere” (McCarthy 3). All in all, McCarthy 

contrasts the discussions that happened at the level of these elites with the programs they 

produced in order to show the difficulties and readjustments they had to go through to crystallize 

their ideals.  

 Altogether, these two accounts offer a history of television as a technological novelty, 

and how it was appropriated by various societal institutions, thus showing how television was 

meant to affect everyday life[: or -] how the media (including TV), social organizations, and 

governmental bodies passed in the form of different discourses a series of ideas and meanings 

down to the rest of the population. This way, Spigel and McCarthy bring to light certain cultural 

patterns and values proper to a particular time and space, i.e. what Williams calls a society’s 

structure of feeling. On the one hand, as the subtitles of the books suggest – Television and the 

Family Ideal in postwar America and Governing by Television in 1950s America – these 

analyses are necessarily context-bound. On the other hand, by showing a wide array of factors 

affecting the televisual phenomenon, Spigel and McCarthy are exposing television in its 

complexity, thus adopting the approach for which Pertierra and Turner advocated for. 

THE ARGENTINE CONTEXT 

 The discussion that has been deployed up to this point shows two seemingly opposed 

tendencies: one that focuses on the medium and its evolution without fully taking into account its 

particular context, and another that by recognizing the cultural framework of television in the 

Western world, exposes the latter in its specificity with its own particular understandings and 

practices – what Charles Taylor calls a cultural theory of modernity21 (172). In the sense that 

																																																								
21 In these regards, Taylor says that instead of an acultural theory of modernity - which sees Western modernity as 
a neutral culture that any other culture can go through (172) – a cultural theory of modernity conceives the Western 
world as one culture among many others with its own specific set of characteristics. In a sense, a cultural theory 
provincializes Western culture.  
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television was firstly established and gained prominence in everyday life in global industrial 

centres, such as the United States, Great Britain, and Germany, it is understandable that analyses 

originating from these locations see the development of the medium as it happens there as 

leading the way and being a model for other televisual cultures. This fact becomes even clearer if 

television is understood within the larger project of Western modernity, not only as a 

modernizing vehicle in the West but in other parts of the world that might be either less 

economically developed or, as Pertierra and Turner say, “ambivalent to global modernity” (108). 

So, if television is seen “to be both modern and modernizing with surprising consistency” 

(Pertierra and Turner 108), and modernity has been conceptualized, especially in industrial 

societies, as the aggregate of “culture-neutral [operations], forms and processes (science and 

technology, industrialization, secularization, bureaucratization, and so on)” which “are viewed as 

‘input’ that can transform any […] society” (Gaonkar 17), then one can understand why several 

Western accounts undermine the centrality of the national context as informing the practices and 

values associated with television.  

 On the contrary, if we conceive of modernity, as Dilip P. Gaonkar explains, as always 

unfolding within specific cultural or civilizational contexts “and that different starting points for 

the transition to modernity lead to different outcomes” (17), we can thus account for very 

dissimilar television trajectories. At the same time, as Gaonkar continues, “under the impact of 

modernity, all societies will undergo certain changes in both outlook and institutional changes” 

(17); not only will these televisual experiences be different but they will also show similarities 

as, for instance, television’s “mere existence depends upon network and infrastructure that can 

only exist in modern settings” (Pertierra and Turner 108). Overall, understanding television in 

different national frameworks as a modernizing enterprise implies examining “the pull of 
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sameness and the forces making for difference” (Gaonkar 17). It is in this light then that we can 

look at television as a cultural form in a setting like Argentina – the context of my research. As a 

Latin American country, therefore as Pertierra and Turner notice, “[f]irmly ensconced in the 

Western hemisphere, with long historical ties to capitalist world economies and in the modern 

era to the United States” (111), and as place where the modern idea of the nation-state took hold 

even before it did in Europe – as Benedict Anderson notes for almost all the American states (46) 

-, Argentina will thus present not only discontinuities with other more industrialized televisual 

landscapes but also several continuities.  

 As Silvio Waisbord and Sonia Jalfin detail, Argentine television is a highly developed 

industry, with a very dynamic and liberalized business of importation and exportation of TV 

formats and content (61). In this regard, television penetration amounts to 96.6 percent of the 

population, with a national average number of more than two television sets per household 

(Waisbord and Jalfin 61). Furthermore, cable television penetration is of 58.5 percent of TV 

households, making it by far the highest number of viewers in Latin America (Quevedo as qtd. in 

Wasibord and Jalfin 61). At the same time, due to the implementation of neoliberal policies since 

the early 1990s, previously state-controlled stations were privatized, multimedia concentration 

was allowed, and in 1994 there was a complete opening of media markets to foreign investment 

(Waisbord and Jalfin 61). This situation led to two major networks dominating the national 

market, Telefé and Artear – the former part of the Spanish Grupo Telefónica, and the latter being 

part of an Argentine multimedia conglomerate (Grupo Clarín), which also has international 

partnerships with the Grupo Televisa, the giant Mexican media conglomerate. In terms of the 

most watched content, domestic productions dominate audience preferences, but also local 

versions of foreign formats have been very popular – with local versions of Big Brother and 
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Dancing with the Stars being the two most popular shows of 2007 (Waisbord and Jalfin 62). 

Finally, between 2008 and 2015 the previous government created new publicly funded channels, 

and therefore provided setp-top boxes and antennas to any Argentine citizen, as well as laptop 

computers to primary and high school students, mostly with the purpose of disseminating the 

content of the newly created stations. Taking this scenario into account, Argentina presents a 

strong national and professionalized TV market, which is also highly globalized and in which 

private media oligopolies dominate the industry, a situation that resembles other important 

national media industries, like the United States or Mexico. In addition, the widespread 

dissemination of cable television, an important internet penetration of 62 percent, and the 

provision of students with their own laptop computers set the conditions for Argentina to enter 

Amanda Lotz’s post-network era.  

 At the level of labour conditions, while the big networks have strongly unionized 

permanent or semi-permanent staff, smaller production companies and channels present informal 

and precarious conditions that Ramon Lobato and Julian Thomas have recognized as a global 

phenomenon. There is not much research in this area in the Argentine context. However in a 

paper from last year, I examined labour practices from one small university channel - UN3 - 

“which usually engages in activities that pertain to the grey area of the economy” (Serpe 4). In 

his book Shadow Economies of Cinema, Lobato points to a report of the International Labour 

Office (ILO) that enable him to define the characteristic of any informal labour22. I claim that 

some of these features are present in UN3’s productions, such as family ownership, “not in a 

strict sense but referring to the way in which it is always the same artists and crews that are 

																																																								
22 A) Ease of entry; b) reliance on indigenous resources; c) family ownership of enterprises; d) small scale of 
operation; e) labour-intensive and adopted technology; f) skills acquired outside the formal school system; and g) 
unregulated and competitive markets (ILO as qtd. in Lobato 40).	
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called upon to the work in the channel’s projects” (Serpe 5). Furthermore, UN3 is characterized 

by a small scale of operation, which responds to very small budgets (150,000 Argentine pesos, 

which were approximately USD 155000). Also, “the work is labour-intensive with the adoption 

of semi-professional equipment such as DSLR cameras that usually belong to one of the 

shooting-crew members” (Serpe 5). Finally, I explain that the reason why the crews of these 

shows are interested in participating is explained by the pleasure associated with creative work 

that fosters “consensual forms of domination in which workers are eager participants” (Lobato 

and Thomas 74).  

 The features of the characteristic mentioned up to this point certainly establish more 

continuity with global trends than differences, and there is a lot of work to be done in the field of 

television studies about and in Argentina that will allow to better recognize exclusive national 

ideologies and practices in relation to the medium. Most of the research I have presented on the 

Argentine content are statistical data, due to a lack of more thorough cultural and ethnographic 

examinations such as what Spigel and McCarthy have done in the case of the United States, or 

Pertierra and Turner’s analysis of the Mexican context. However, a possible point of contention 

between Argentina and other developed television industries were the debates that ensued due to 

the fight that the government in office between 2003 and 2015 had with the major national media 

conglomerates. As Dênis de Moraes explains, media ownership by conglomerates between 2003 

and 2008 either stayed the same as during the 90s or even worsened (my translation, 122), in 

2008 the Argentine government presented to congress a new law regulating broadcasting 

services. In accordance with human and civil rights movements, public intellectuals, and trade 

unions, the new law was based on the presumption that “communication is a service responding 

to human rights and not a profit-seeking business”, and thus one of its main goals was to break 
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with the media oligopolies in order to “guarantee a plurality of voices” (de Moraes, my 

translation, 123). In this way, as de Moraes explains, there is an attempt to reconsider and 

revalue the State as an institutional and an ethical and political space with the mandate to assume 

and implement public policies that contribute to democratize information and culture (my 

translation 15), in a global medium that seems to be evermore private and for the sake of profit.  
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