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Reflections On The
-Current Confrontation of
France With The Model Of

Serialized Cultural Production
Of The U.S.

Michéle Mattelart is a French sociologist who does research
in communications and mass culture and teaches at the
University of Paris VIil. She is co-author of the recently
published International Image Markets: In Search of
an Alternative Perspective, written with Armand Mat-
telart and Xavier Delcourt, and published by the Comedia
Publishing Group, London, 1984. Mattelart lived and work-
ed for many years in Latin America, particularly in Chile,
where she was a programmer at the national television net-
work during the Popular Unity government of Salvador Al-
lende. It was during those years that her associates Armand
Mattelart and Ariel Dorfiman published the well-known
How to Read Donald Duck: Imperialist ldeology in
the Disney Comic. Michéle Mattelart’s publications in-
clude books and articles on women'’s magazines, television,
photo-novellas and feminism and culture in Latin America.
in July 1982 she was part of the French government’s delega-
tion to UNESCO's international conference on culture held
in Mexico City. Mattelart has also worked on many govern-

mental agency projects, including one Gabriel, Garcia Mar--

quez initiated in France called Interlatina, whose mandate it
is to raise questions about the internationalization of

culcure.
The following article is extracted from a paper of the same

title read at the conference ‘Marxism and Culture” in Ur-
bana, Hllinois in june 1983. Excerpts are printed here with
the author's permission. A longer version of this article will
appear in the forthcoming Marxism and the Interpreta-
tion of Culture, edited by Lawrence Grossman and Cary
Nelson, University of llinois Press (Urbana). We wish to
thank the editors for their permission to excerpt from this
articlein border/iines.
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The implementation of a cultural policy linked to
a reindustrialization strategy gives a new
acuteness to the question of the ‘American pro-
gram’ and of the ‘serialized American produc-
tion’.

The present audiovisual system is soing
through a serious production crisis: the ac selop-
ment of a video products market, the launching
of a fourth television channel, the inauguration

of satellite direct broadcasting and the beginning -

of an active policy in favour of cable—all of these
are creating an urgent need to foresee new con-
tents and to encourage innovation not only in
technical uses, but on the part of viewers
themselves, The implementation of this con-
scious communications policy raises the problem
of programs and services. What can be put into
these new containers!?

The few debates—too few we think— which
this question raises are haunted inevitably by the
fear that the creation of new channels will open
fantastic possibilities for invasion by North Am-
erican programs. The precedents offered by
countries which have deregulated their television
systems would be sufficient to legitimize this
fear. France’s situation today is no doubt unex-
traordinary in this respect. What is less so is the
possibility, since the arrival to power of a socialist
government in May 1981, for the debate to get

somewhere, The jubilation demonstrated by US'

industrialists would suffice to justify the fear
mentioned above. In a recent issue of Computer
World the satisfaction over the multiplication of
networks and channels in Europe—a multiplica-
tion which implies many possible sources for the
diffusion of cultural American products—was
clearly expressed. ‘It’s good for us.” Our worry
isno less than the reverse side of thisinterest.

This forced reference to the threat of a tidal
wave of North American production clarifies
what is at stake inasmuch as it evokes the influ-
ence of technical, financial and cultural determin-
isms which weigh heavily on a policy of communi-
cation. The North American program thus be-
comes the symbol of the mass-media model
which the logic of the development of capital
tends to implant and generalize. '

These stakes can be summarized by the follow-
ing questions: Will it open the way to the con-

The shadow of Dallas hovers
over any meeting where the
future of culture is being
discussed
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struction of a national industry of programs
which, when responding to new needs, will not
be satisfied with merely copying the transna-
tional model of production represented today by
the US? Will it stimulate the search for new alter-
natives, original means of production and diffu-
sion! What will the ratio be between the budget
for equipment and the budget for creation? How
can one combine industrial logic and the social
logic of group expression, of a wide base of au-
dio-visual production, of the participation of civil
society in the choice of technologies of com-
munication and in the definitions of their use? Is
there an incompatibility between a “local’ pro-
duct which gathers the expression of a collectiv-
ity, thus allowing it to reappropriate its own
sounds and images, and the international market!?
Does an international ‘alternative’ product as
compared to a transnationalized mass culture
product exist?

Fascinated, France is witnessing the tidal wave
of new technologies. Such tv programs as ‘La
Planéte Bleue’ (‘The Blue Planet’)—in which the
complete panoply of new technologies was
shown to a flabbergasted audience of shepherds
in a small village of the Pyrénées—gave proof of
this seduction, as does the extraordinarily in-
creasing number of articles dealing with this new
‘advent’ which are published by a euphoric press.
We are entering into modernity. Modernity was
refused us for many years for reasons which cul-
tural and political anthropology should want to
clarify. One only needs to think about the differ-
ence between France and other European coun-
tries in the matter of audio-visual equipment—tv
sets yesterday, video today—which has always
placed France at the end of the list of benefi-
ciaries of these products. -

If the signs of the technological prospective say
‘Tilt" in our collective imaginary, and if they exert
such a fascination, isn't it mostly because they
reflect what modernity is—par excelflence,
American modernity? Besides, few media can re-
sist admitting their joy at rejoining the founding
myth. The first country to have written its his-
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tory on celluloid, it is as if the US, under the con-
jugated effects of economic liberalism and media
development, had always had the power to anti-
cipate dreams of growth in this realm of the im-
age, and the faculty made rhythmical by the self-
renewal of industrial and technological mechan-
isms to repeat endlessly: ‘| am your imaginary.’

This echo chamber could not easily resonate
to the words of the French representation to the
International Conference on Culture organized
by UNESCQ in Mexico in July 1982. Those words
put into question the monopoly of the US over
the means of production and diffusion of cultural
goods, and once more launched the fight for the
affirmation of identities and pluralities.

The unanimous polemic evoked by this speech
in the French press is well known. Some spoke of
chauvinistic confinement, jingoistic nationalism;
others mentioned the suicidal madness of this re-
bellion against natural hegemony, thus fatal as
well as justified. Some took advantage of this—in
the television page of Le Monde—to mention the
pusillanimity of ‘French’ production, and the

boredom it exudes. The masses were called upon
to be jurors; the same masses and the daily plebis-
cite they constitute mobilized to defend the only
culture supposed to fit the advanced industrial
age. While focusing so much on the attack made
against americanophilia and ambient atlantism,
one thing was forgotten: a sentence, or rather a
kind of programmatic order of the day, which
was at the turning paint of the Mexico speech be-

fore it came to be at the heart of the debate on .

cultural politics: " ‘Economy-and Cuiture, the

same struggle.” The debate has been activated
lately by the fast arrival of new technologies.
These key words speak the real place of the chal-
lenge. This challenge is endowed with a particular
meaning in a country such as France which, up to
now, has always been repelled by the thought of
associating so bluntly these two terms and reali-
ties. Malraux's words, ‘Cinema is an art, but it is
also an industry’ anticipated this realism, but in
any case—was it because of the times, because of
the personality or was it because it was about
cinemal—his words did not seem to be under-
stood as disrupting the way culture was thought
ofin France.

The ministerial changes which tock place in
March 1983 shortily after the colloquium of intel-
lectuals—‘the international of the imaginary’ as it
has been called—established the return to a
maore orthodox notion of effectiveness. Eco-
nomists were called back to the seats of power
and culture was pushed back.

One could foresee that things were not going
to be simple. It is not in vain that the shadow of
Daltas hovers over any meeting where the future
of culture is being discussed. Dallas: ready-made
emblem of a cultural production which must be
anathematized: This is it. This is the indigence
which we do not want. (It goes without saying
that cultural indigence is meant, since in Daflasno
oneisbroke!) _

But while in the Sorbonne some were excom-

municating Dalflas, others were signing contraces -
g gning

which would renew the programming of this
series in France. (TF | had just purchased 23 epi-
sodes.) Just when the American writer Susan
Sontag was asserting that ‘American culture does
not have the importance they say it has, the
great majority of television audiences the werld
over were getting ready to enjoy on that Satur-
day evening, as well as on other Saturdays, |.R.’s
new Machiavelian plots and Sue Ellen’s new tor-
ments, all of which keep on priming the prime
time success of the series. Suchis one of the inco-
herences to be mentioned, one of the contradic-
tions to be analyzed, because it simply points to
the reality of the constraints presently implied by
the binomial economy/culture.

In order to explain the success of tv films of
North American serialized production, one
would be tempted to stick to analysis of their
narrative structure, their content—that is to say,
to isolate oneself in these tv products in order to
find the answer to the questions one has about
them,

Doesn't this tendency hide the very important
fact that this television product is the emanation
of a particular television system which, inits turn,
comes from a historical heritage? It is a system
which crystallizes in its mode-of organization the
characteristics of its genealogy, as well as the
role which it has been given in the production and

reproduction of the social whole—specifically in -

comparison to the other apparatuses for socializ-
ation and the creation of a ‘general will’,
Economy and culture. It is known that the US,
where the mass media system developed from
the beginning under the auspices of business, was

the first to resolve this equation economy/cul-

ture and to turnitinto the spearhead for the con-
quest of markets, thus instituting it as the trade-
mark of universalism. Hence today in the French
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perspective the challenge of combining within
the same discourse a will of independence from
the American model and the necessity to satisfy
the unavoidable imperatives of this equation.

At the time of the conquest of culture mar-
kets, a commercial system has tremendous ad-
vantage when compared to a public service sys-
tem. '“‘Merchants have no homeland.” These
words are not mine. They are Jefferson’s,’ said
Salvador Allende more than ten years ago while
presenting the UN with the complaints of his
government against the actions of multinational
firmsin his country, Chile.

‘Merchants have no homeland.” Jefferson’s
words make clear the advantages of a commer-
cial system over a public system where the pene-
tration of the communication and culture mar-
kets is concerned. Business knows no borders.
Markets have no limits. States recognize the li-
mits of nations and the public services which
function within their logic subscribe to the same
recognition. The commerical norm is therefore
more internationalizable than the norm of the
public service systemn.

In April 1983 during the MIP TV in Cannes, the
assessment of French televised products by the
President of MCA Universal TV was quite reveal-
ing. It evoked the handicap faced by a culture
marked with the seal of a cultural heritage which
has taken the shape of a public service and has
solidified a cultural connection between creation
and technical reproducibility, when this culture
has to cross the border of internationalization:
‘In the French products that we see there is no
“networl appeat”. The topics are generally too
national, not commercial enough, aiso too cul-
tural for the average US television viewer. Fur-
thermore, we are presented with mini-series
when our interest lies in standard-length series,
with actors known to the general US public! At
the moment we are not interested in co-produc-
tions. In two years we might talic about it again,
who knows!? We also need to add that we have an
enormous stock of products and that we do not
really need to find new ones.” To the remark
made by Le Film Francais, ‘But some US channels,
HBCO and PBS for example, buy French series,’
the President of MCA Universal TV answered:
‘PBS has very little money, and HBO aims at
another public. This is fine but it is not for the
average US viewer.’

Here in any case is the profile of the product
which stands a few chances within the strategy of
internationalization as drawn by the President of
MCA: an average product to be consumed by the
average US tv viewer, the network tv viewer.
The MCA leader was thus clearly making refer-
ence to the production of programming criteria
by the commerical oligopely, setting aside the US
public channels and the type of programming
through which they respond to the cultural
needs of a public which is not this mass public or
these massive audiences which seduce adver-
tisers.

The problem becomes more complex today
with the presence of cable networks, which
should imply segmented markets. Wil the pro-
duction which these new networks call for be
fundamentaily different? One may doubt it when
hearing this from the producer of Dallas,
Lorimar, during the same Cannes festival: ‘The
products which we are thinking of making for
cable tv must absolutely be high quality movies
with real budgets and big names...Quality will
have to be maintained with an eye kept on inter-
national sales.” Will these ‘domestic’ networks
not constitute a new way of conquering the in-
ternational market?

The increasing number of American series is
nothing but the immediate sign of adherenceto a
model of television diffusion and production in
which the standardized series, and especially the
American series, naturally find their place; 2 mo-
del which in the three established functions—
namely, information, education, entertain-

ment—grants an enormous predominance to the
last one: entertainment.

Let us get back to the aspect of quantity. It sug-
gests other points. The first one, already made
several times, presents the trump card of quanti-
ty in the form of stocks of available programs, al-
ready made profitable on the internal American
market and thus available to national television
networks at a cost much lower than that of a
local production: a 55-minute series costs an av-
erage of 1,000,000 francs if it is French; 52,000
FFifitis foreign.

A second development takes us back to a
trend which fits within a new and promising line

of research concerning the reception of audio-

visual messages, and tries to change the concep-
tion of the signifying processes of the image. This
trend implies a criticism of the weight which the
founding codes of analogy have exerted upon the
treatment of the reception of the image. Accor-
ding to this new trend in research, the image
does not draw its signification from reality only,
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or rather from the impression of reality; it also
and mostly draws it from its relationships with
other images, within a corpus which transcends
them. This immense dialogue among images cre-
ates effects of exchange, and of intertextuality,
whereby images maintain a system of intertextu-
ality through reference to each other.

When Z. Brzezinski says, ‘the US is the society
which communicates the best,” heisno doubt un-
aware of the potential meaning of his own sen-
tence. The flow of images of American series
constantly rekindies the memory of the North
American image industry, and thus constantly
nourishes the imaginary which thisindustry of the
image shapes.

Thereisin fact in the US image-industry today a
development which is little different from a con-
scious management of the imaginary, particulary
since it stimulates the memory of genres, of the
genre-effect. A film like Raiders of the Lost Ark is
made as a real digest of the adventure genre. Dal-
las situates itself at the confluence of the wes-
tern, the soap opera and the family saga. In its
time, Sesame Street understood perfectly the

benefit to be derived from this reprise of all the
daily propositions made to children’s imaginary
by television. It organized stimuli which would
ensure the dramatic effect of its educational ob-
jectives. It incorporated all the genres and forms
which mass culture has popularized among child-
ren: cartoons, puppets, sketches, comedies, ser-
ies, commercials. The novelty, in this first indus-
trial model of an educational series, lay precisely
in the way it organized around a pedagogical
model the synergy of all these genres, and the re-
sources of this immense bank of images.

It is as if the process of concentration within
the industry itself had as a counterpart a process
of concentration on the symbolic level. The use
of derived products and the multi-media techni-
ques are based upon the same movement: the
popular tv film refers back to the successful film;
the toy or the record constantly reawakens a
chain of meaning, definitively blurring the division
between infrastructure/superstructure in an im-
mense syndrome of repetition.

MNeed | mention that, aside from the new Ja-
panese cartoon industry, the only industrial-cul-
tural complex to possess the base for re-ener-
gizing the symbolic universe in the distribution
network of goods is the American one! The new
industry of microcomputers and video games
happily dips into this huge stockpile. The French
television channels have not been slow to repro-
duce this mechanism. A suggestive remark was
made in Cannes by a New York television di-
rector about the opening of the American mar-
ket to foreign products, including the French:
‘The French must be willing to exploit every ad-
vantage and must remember a few essential
points: they should study the American market
which they want to conquer, propose a time and
a finished product; avoid dubbing and sub-titles,
and prefer a version done directly in English;
respect the length of the American program
(22 1/2 and 48 112 minutes) while taking into ac-
count the time for commercials which have to be in-
serted.’

As noted by a critic in Cahiers du Cinema who
was recapitulating a ten-year retrospective of tv
in the US (an exhibit held at Beaubourg, Decem-
ber 1981): ‘Obviously, competition is tough and
the finger of the tv viewer is fast on the knob.
Every 45 seconds, the documentary changes its
point of view, There is a fascinating quantitative
study to be done concerning the number of
changes in axis or place in American programs. |
am sure that with all products taken together,
one would get to a UTTB (base unit of television
time) which | estimate to be approximately 45
seconds.’ Could it not be said that North Ameri-
can television production crystallizes in its
generality the law of competition?

The era of the spectacular is no doubt the main
cultural instance of technological society. In cur
recent study of the Sesame Street series, we
noticed how much the rhythm of commercial
time was felt. This series—it has not been under-
lined enough—remains one of the few instances
where the institutionality of mass culture was
taught in order to attempt to remedy what its
founders deemed to be the commercial medioc-
rity of this culture, the levelling effect it has. It
seems, however, that they had to make use of
the laws of this culture and to utilize advertising
appeal as the support for new pedagogical mes-
sages—aimed in priority, let’s not forget, at the
children of ethnic minorities placed in disadvanta-
geous position in the school system. Speaking of
this era of spectacularity, we wrote: ‘ltisnot on-
ly the recourse to the technical event which char-
acterizes Sesame Street; it is also the propensity to
re-inject into the pedagogical field all the stimuli
of the universe of consumption, all its normative
injuctions to the imaginary and sensory registers
of childhood. Exploiting the seduction of
rhythm, of diversity, Sesame Street mostly works
by caliing upon the huge stock of signs of the uni-
verse of the consumer culture, stimulating the in-
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tegration of the child to this world. In fact, what
triumphs is a modality of time determined by in-
dustrial culture: a modality based upon the ar-
tificial, a time which no longer has anything to do
with the temporality of daily life, a time of record
times, of the exceptional, of the spectacular,
What disappears is on the one hand the tempor-
ality of daily iife, the real, the duration of lived ex-
perience; and on the other hand, the rhythms
specific to other cultures. This no doubt acquires
its full meaning within the framework of the
series, which proposes to reach ethnic minorit-
ies, children who belong to cultures other than
this highly industrialized one. Fighting against
segregation it gathers around them the era of
technological progress, inevitably assimilated to
the irreversible progress of modernity. It assimi-

lates them, homogenizes them, agglomerates

them through the effect of instantaneity, the im-
mediacy which characterizes its learning techni-
ques, and the culture of anticipation to which it
refers. One may legitimately wonder whether
the real educational message of Sesame Street
does not reside in this initiation to the world of
consumption with its modalities of mass space-
time.’ :

The notion of timeis central to the process of
internationalization of television products. The
criticism of French series, very often by the
French themselves, of being too ‘slow’ bears wit-
ness to this fact. One realizes the weight of this
obstacle when one studies the different proto-
cols of agreement or the critical material con-
cerning exchanges and co-productions: ‘French
series drag in length and langour.’ But here again,
it is hard to say where the defect starts and
where quality begins.

There may be a tendency to stick too closely to
the consideration of the importance of the Am-
erican mass-media as an industrial vector. It hasin
fact been a fantastic nation builder. The United
States was very early faced with the emergency
to create universal rallying signs in order to an-

swer to the composite nature of its population,’

made up of immigrants from various races and
ethnic groups. This urgency has haunted them
since the Civil War and the mass-media culture
offers an answer. First the comic, then the wes-
tern and today series like Kojak or Dallas have
strongly contributed to amalgamating this na-
tional society. It is too often forgotten that the
first effort toward amalgamation has the national
society itself as a target. The first test, in fact, of
the universal values of American programs (as

well as that of their profitability) takes place -

within the limits of the national territory. They
await the verdict of the national public, suffi-
ciently mixed and representative. Said verdict
will become the guarantee of universality.

The Italian filmmaker Ettore Scola evokes a
mechanism which is complementary to the series
when he judges that ‘the success of atelefiimisto
be attributed in the first place to the specificity of
the product which contains in itself its own pro-
motional campaign: each “episode’ creates in
the viewer the desire to find again and to recog-
nize emotions already felt: not the search for
novelty, but the confirmation of a habit, from
the programming schedule to a . narrative
scheme, to the repetition of characters and ac-

tors. And autopromotion multiplies itself auto-- -

matically each week.” (From the same commer-

cial perspective, the former director of TV

Globo confirmed this idea when he explained

why the telenovelas had such success on Brazilian
channels, especially on TV Globo where they are
programmed every evening at 7:00, 8:00 and
10:00: *TV is a habit. The battle for the audience
is won by anyone who succeedsin keeping and at-
tracting again a viewer to the particular
channel.’)

This constant work of amalgamation is found
at another level in terms of the ideclogical func-

. tion assumed by the media: the American series

are in a constant dialogue and in a vast {unequal)
exchange with the preoccupations and tensions
which animate civil society, reducing the contra-
dictions, turning latent conflicts into already solv-
ed conflicts. One need only think about the ‘pre-
sence’ of the black problem, the problem of wo-
men, of ethnic minorities. All these are biases
through which these series speak to us, call to us,
find an echo inus.

A national consensus. A world consensus.
Constantly watching to fill in any possible gap in
the preservation of consensus, and stepping up
their vigilance in periods of crisis, these series of-
fer us symbolic answers to problems, the return
to the family being the most widely insinuated re-
medy. These fables have a world-wide value to-
day.

One can no longer appreciate the value of the

_ presence of American series on the screens of

the world in the terms in which we appreciated
them in the early seventies. The facts and the
stakes are of another importance. The arrival of
the commercial series is also the arrival of the
commercial mode of organization of social rela-
tions, which goes far beyond that of the organi-
zation of cultural production. It is nothing more
nor less than the penetration of commercial logic
into the relations of the State and civil society.
The State must resort to commercials to mobil-
ize citizens, abandoning to tv marketing tech-
niques campaigns of general interest concerning
the teaching of reading, contraception, solidari-
ty.

A national consensus. A world consensus. This
logic of privatization of all spheres of collective
and individual life is the answer to the pressure in-
herent in the transnational mode of expansion,

which desires this type of organizational power .

and tends to reduce public space, to eliminate
anything having a connection with public func-
tion. Whatever remains an obstacle to the in-
creasing integration of national economies in a
world scheme and to the new international divi-
sion of work may become the favoured target of
this remodeling. (These are the forms of social

control recommended by the Trilateral Commis-

sion.) The main target is without doubt the struc-

tures of the nation-state and the totality of its .

insticutional apparatus. These -structures and
apparatuses—the results of a historical heritage,
in spite of the numerous contradictions which
cross them —obtain in societies which live under
the civic sign of a ‘really existing democracy’, and
are moved by a collection of norms and valuesin
contradiction with the movement toward trans-
nationalization of economies. The production of
cultural goods and transnational information car-
ries in itself not only a cultural project, but also a
new system of power. It is probably into this
space made by the commercial exchange of cul-
tural goods that the transnational logic attempts
to insinuate itself in order to weaken any kind of
national resistance.

And what about the forces of resistance faced
with this technological and social change? The cri-
sis of politics is evident on the right and on the
left. But on the left it hurts even more, especially
when (divine surprise) it has the opportunities of
power. The National Secretary for Cultural Ac-
tion of the French Sociafist Party drew up a se-
vere review of the situation during the Cannes
Festival: ‘One should not be surprised that the
Left cannot, or will not, withdraw the develop-
ment of the cultural industries from the influence
of the market. But one may be alarmed by the
enthusiasm with which it sometimes abandons
them there.’

It is now official. The French Antenne 2 pro-
duced in 1984 a great saga in the spirit of Dallas.
‘Conceived by two teams of scenarists, this ser-
ies of 26 episodes will tell the story of a family,
owner of a big daily newspaper of the regional
press...” As for the fourth tv channel, promised

-for the near future, the decision for pay tv seems

to mortgage heavily the possibility it could have
offered to diversify the French industry of pro-
gramming, on the one hand, and, on the other,
to serve as a support of social communication—
interactive communication between groups-—
within a wider conception of a public service. It
will be difficult to program anything but pro-
grams for a wide public.

This is not the least of the damaging effects
which this fascination for technology produces:
this fascination leads to literally transposing onto

an American madernity now illustrated by the
explosion of communication, the idea of an Am-
erica as symboli of freedom and democracy. This
in turn has perverted notions of decentralized in-
teractive communication, while attributing these
virtues to technology itself, and while taking for a
revolution in social relations what in many casesis
nothing but a new technological interface. The
fact that one often forgets to mention that be-
fore being a support or a means of communa-
tion, communication is a social practice, is with-
out any doubt one of the characteristics of the
situation today. : :

Editor’s note: Readers wishing to find sources for quota-

tions indicated in the text are advised to consule the full ver-

sion forthcoming in Grossman and Nelson, as they were not
providedin the first (here reformed) translation issued in Ur-
bana. We have taken the liberty of our ewn location to
replace Mattelart’s term ‘North American’ with ‘American’
where it seemed appropriate; we suspect she would unders-
tand.

Enge




