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After revisiting the notion of “cultural imperialism” and reclaiming its valu-
able components, the article focuses on the most significant aspects of U.S. cul-
tural imperialism in the current era of globalization. It goes beyond media
imperialism to examine other domains of U.S. cultural influence at the heart
of capitalist globalization, including business culture, management and labor
practices, and cultural and political “development policies.” Recognizing two
levels of meaning associated with the ideas and practices distributed from the
United States to the rest to the world, the author posits the sustained dominance
of the first level, that is, the culture of consumerism. U.S. cultural imperial-
ism as understood here—ultimately seen as a predominantly negative phenom-
enon from the perspective of self-determination by local people—is neither es-
sential for, nor inherent to, globalization, but a contingent form of the global
diffusion of consumerist beliefs and practices.

The concept of “cultural imperialism” has generally been dis-
credited. Today, it is primarily European intellectuals and

politicians warning against the purported threat of the “American-
ization” of some part of European culture who employ the term.
The French have been leading critics in this regard for a long time.1
The latest large-scale manifestation of opposition to U.S. cultural
imperialism occurred ten years ago, during the fierce debates over
an exemption clause for “cultural works” in the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) negotiations of 1993. More recently,
members of the so-called anti-globalization movement have ex-
pressed similar concerns about the United States’s cultural impact
abroad, focusing on U.S.-based transnational corporations, but
they usually do not speak explicitly of “U.S. cultural imperialism.”

Intriguingly, interest in cultural imperialism has surfaced in
quite a different way lately. Some influential U.S. journalists and
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international relations experts affiliated with neoconservative
think tanks such as the American Enterprise Institute, the Hoover
Institution, and the Heritage Foundation have suggested that U.S.
imperialism benefits the rest of the world. Rather than the rebuke
originally implied by the term “imperialism,” they imbue it with
higher moral authority, boldly calling for a “new, proud, Ameri-
can imperialism.”2 These new proponents of empire advocate a
national moral renaissance and a self-conscious, interventionist
role for the United States abroad based on a belief in the country’s
unique mission to spread freedom and democracy around the
world, refurbishing a long-standing tradition of U.S. missionary
universalism. The notion of empire is gaining a degree of main-
stream acceptability because these right-wing unilateralists (con-
centrated around the Project for the New American Century,
founded in 1997) have recently been joined by relative moderates,
like human rights advocate Michael Ignatieff, who also see the
exercise of unbridled U.S. power as the best hope for building a
more stable world.3

This article will trace the development of the concept of cul-
tural imperialism since the 1970s and then examine how U.S. cul-
tural imperialism fits into this theoretical framework and gauge
its relevance today. For the time being, U.S. cultural imperialism
and the globalization of a particular brand of capitalist culture can
largely be equated. In this context, the concept of U.S. cultural
imperialism—or in some areas a broader Anglo-American cultural
imperialism—retains its relevance and should neither be dismissed
nor viewed as a positive phenomenon. Even if this cultural impe-
rialism may have some localized benefits (e.g., regard for human
rights), the overall effect tends to be negative in most cases. Nev-
ertheless, the conventional view of cultural imperialism is inad-
equate, and scholars should approach the topic differently.

Cultural Imperialism Criticized and Revised

The term “cultural imperialism” was most popular in political dis-
course during the 1970s and 1980s, when some radical scholars of
international mass communication, along with a number of intel-
lectuals and politicians in Western Europe and the Third World,
voiced concern about the homogenizing and potentially damag-
ing effects of Western culture overwhelming the globe. They iden-
tified Western multinational corporations, especially U.S. media
companies, as the major culprits. A series of UNESCO reports,
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seminars, and declarations (most notably the MacBride Report of
1980) articulated these concerns, calling for a New World Infor-
mation and Communication Order (NWICO) whose objectives in-
cluded democratizing communications, curbing the power of the
transnational media lobby, and encouraging autonomous media
policies in the developing world. It provided a moral platform for
the restructuring of the global communication system from one
dominated by four major Western news agencies to one in which
control was distributed proportionately between the North and the
South.4 The NWICO movement focused primarily on the mass
media, with limited attention to the larger questions of culture,
identity, and globalization with which writers outside communi-
cation research became increasingly preoccupied.

By the early 1980s, academic writers had already begun to
criticize the notion of cultural imperialism, preferring the term
cultural globalization instead. Theoreticians of globalization have
attacked the cultural imperialism thesis and related Marxist ap-
proaches along the following lines. First, they argue, it is no longer
possible to conceive of the global cultural system as one in which
the countries of the West (or the “core,” to include powerful coun-
tries such as Japan) impose their cultures on the rest. The rise of
newly industrialized countries makes such a perspective outdated.
Second, the idea tends to conflate economic power and cultural
impact, simply reading the latter off from empirical evidence about
politico-economic interventions in local situations without ad-
dressing the reception of cultural imports domestically. Third, di-
versity may very well have increased as new hybrid cultural forms
circulate within societies exposed to Western cultural influence.
Fourth, the idea of cultural imperialism undervalues the creative
ways in which consumers use globally distributed cultural goods.
Fifth, it often entails a patronizing assumption that the “authen-
tic” cultures of the developing world are being overrun by “inau-
thentic” cultural influences from the West.5 The “imperializing
culture” tends to be conceived of as homogeneous, its internal di-
versity, which may result from the influence of large immigrant
groups from Asia, Africa, or Latin America in Western countries,
downplayed or ignored.

These criticisms of the deterministic view of cultural flow
implied in the orthodox cultural imperialism model certainly have
merit. But they run the risk of adopting an uncritical cultural
populism, in which the cultural resistance and creative power of
audiences becomes a romantic celebration of the cultural insub-
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ordination of consumers. Moreover, increased multiculturalism in
the West does not preclude the existence of a hegemonic culture

within each of these soci-
eties to which subordi-
nate groups must accom-
modate in order to be
accepted as citizens or
residents.6  This hege-
monic culture in power-
ful states may, under cer-
tain circumstances, act
“imperial” when extended
beyond the borders of the
country in question. Ac-
knowledging that the dy-
namics of “imperialism”
have become more com-
plex and internally con-
tradictory in the latter
part of the twentieth cen-

tury does not mean that we should abandon the exploration of
underlying power differences and forms of inequality.

The notion of “traveling cultures” has a particularly power-
ful impact on current approaches to the global influence of U.S.
culture.7 The “traveling cultures” idea focuses on how cultural lan-
guages travel to new areas and are appropriated by people of other
cultures to tell their own story, a process that transcends stable,
unified national cultures. This approach looks almost exclusively
at the receiving end of these encounters, and as a result tends to
overemphasize the active appropriation of cultural forms and to
neglect cultural imposition through behavioral and structural
forms of power. The first dimension corresponds with the socio-
logical concept of agency, the second with the concept of structure
that refers to all kinds of social constraints on human behavior.8

Although intercultural contact zones are “inherently dialogical,”9

this does not mean that the exchanges always take place on a level
playing field. A more complete transcultural perspective should
also encompass the study of the economic, technological, political,
and social structures of such exchanges that tend to “force” them
into certain forms and “steer” them toward certain results. We
must maintain a critical awareness of the transnational movements
of people, capital, and commodities and the conditions of inequity,
disempowerment, and exploitation that drive these movements.

Acknowledging that the
dynamics of “imperialism”
have become more complex
and internally contradictory
in the latter part of the
twentieth century does not
mean that we should
abandon the exploration of
underlying power differences
and forms of inequality.
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A second flaw in the “traveling cultures” theory of cultural
globalization is its neglect of the nation-state. Despite the grow-
ing importance of transnational corporations and other nongov-
ernmental organizations, the state has not declined to the extent
assumed by proponents of transculturation. Instead, states are
undergoing a transformation: transnational forces are reshaping
their institutions and policies toward the intensified adoption of
neoliberal concepts and practices.10

Media Empire

Taking account of the theoretical discussion outlined above, the
spread of U.S. cultural forms around the globe begs a reexamina-
tion of how the United States fits into this globalizing context.
Since cultural imperialism theory has traditionally focused on the
mass media and other cultural industries, we shall start there. U.S.
firms have always enjoyed a comparative advantage in the global
media and popular culture industries because of a huge domestic
market that offers economies of scale, ensuring that cultural ex-
ports can be sold at rates well below the cost of production for
smaller nations.11 U.S. firms also have the advantage of working
in the principal international language, English,12 and profit from
cultural exchange programs that bring large numbers of foreign
students, academics, and other professionals to the United States
who continue to consume U.S. cultural products when they return
home.

U.S. cultural forms have features that transcend social divi-
sions, national borders, language barriers, and, more generally, dis-
tinctive cultures. Given the U.S. demographic makeup, it comes as
no surprise that the country has been very receptive to external
cultural influences, which then become incorporated into the fab-
ric of U.S. culture. Black slaves and immigrants infused new tra-
ditions into the culture they found.13 The contributions of vari-
ous foreign cultures have often mixed to create particularly
powerful hybrids; the combination of African and Celtic folk mu-
sic, for example, produced popular musical idioms such as blues,
country & western, and rock ‘n’ roll. U.S. popular culture evolves
constantly, fermenting new forms and expressions. But, at the
same time, because of myriad foreign influences, certain “univer-
salistic” elements have crystallized that strike chords of recogni-
tion among people all over the world.14 Though U.S. popular cul-
ture is not alone in this regard, U.S. culture industries have been
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at the cutting edge of the development of a shared language of
popular culture that can, in principle, be communicated without
words, in part because of technological innovations.15

The process of U.S. transculturation, however, has not rested
entirely on these advantages. The U.S. government has played an
important role in promoting cultural exports, not only as a source

of export income but also
as a means of exporting
beliefs, values, and prac-
tices that inherently favor
U.S.-based corporate capi-
talism. U.S. officials em-
phasize the need for a free
flow of information and
entertainment across the
world. But the reality of
the “free market” entails
regulation in various do-
mains as well as state sup-
port. The U.S. government
backs its film and televi-
sion industries whenever
foreign governments try to

restrain the flow of U.S. audiovisual products abroad. It has con-
tributed enormously to the development of communications in-
frastructures, such as satellites, while monitoring and threatening
nations or specific institutions or groups that do not uphold me-
dia firms’ copyrights.16

The United States also uses diplomatic means to reduce or
remove barriers to its media exports. During international nego-
tiations over a Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) that
began in 1995, the United States spearheaded the fight for an
agreement encompassing all media, communications, and cultural
activities. As proposed, it would have seriously eroded the already
limited autonomy of local and state authorities to regulate foreign
investments and the operations of transnational corporations in
the realms of economic, environmental, and social affairs. The MAI
was ultimately defeated in December 1998 by a global resistance
movement that included a coalition of national and local politi-
cians and a wide variety of transnational and local groups,17 but
such attempts at deregulation may be successful in the future.

David Hesmondhalgh has given an excellent overview of re-
cent research findings concerning U.S. dominance in television,

The U.S. government has
played an important role in
promoting cultural exports,
not only as a source of
export income but also as a
means of exporting beliefs,
values, and practices that
inherently favor U.S.-based
corporate capitalism.
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film, and recorded music.18 His findings provide evidence for a sus-
tained U.S. cultural hegemony in the first two domains, and a
broader Anglo-American predominance in the sphere of popular
music. Thus far, the United States’s global media influence has
hardly been countered by the international popularity among spe-
cific groups of such indigenous cultural forms as Brazil’s telenovelas
(a local kind of soap opera), Hong Kong’s kung-fu and gangster
movies, or even India’s large production of popular “Bollywood”
films, nor by Latin American or Arab TV stations. The same ap-
plies to a shared British-American prominence in the music sec-
tor. As evidenced by the position of “Euro pop” (hardly popular
elsewhere) or “world music,” even “authentic” local music dissemi-
nated by the transnational music industry is often strongly influ-
enced by musical standards, technology, and presentation styles
originating in the United States and the United Kingdom. Japa-
nese, European, and Australian conglomerates, and even corpora-
tions based in the developing world such as Brazil’s media empire
TV Globo, are challenging the predominance of U.S.-based media
corporations. But these companies have extensive ties to and joint
ventures with U.S. media companies, as well as with Wall Street
investment banks. They tend to dominate their own national and
regional media markets and are primary instigators and beneficia-
ries of the expansion of the U.S.-dominated global media market
in the countries concerned.19

Although political and cultural elites in some countries have
imposed regulations and subsidies to protect local cultural con-
tent, the major
thrust is clearly in
the opposite direc-
tion. Most coun-
tries have capitu-
lated to the
neoliberal forces at
work in the media
and culture world,
which amounts to
“Americanization”
in the sense dis-
cussed later. As mass communication expert Denis McQuail has
pointed out, this “Americanization” has, in varying degrees, taken
place at the initiative of local decision makers, albeit from a weak
position of power.20 At each stage of European expansion, the

Although political and cultural
elites in some countries have
imposed regulations and
subsidies to protect local cultural
content, the major thrust is
clearly in the opposite direction.
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United States has supplied essential components to the European
television industry—an experience that television industries across
the world have likely shared. In the last fifteen to twenty years, all
public television monopolies in Europe have been dismantled, and
competition for audiences has grown fierce. Though European
governments, media firms, and channel managers are driving this
process, U.S. culture industries have played an active role in this
development. The result has been not just the commercialization
of the system, but also the adoption of the “American way of tele-
vision.” This does represent a cultural threat to Europe, especially
in terms of innovation, risk taking, minority appeal, cultural au-
thenticity, and non-commercial values. However, a joint French-
German television channel ARTE—financed by the respective gov-
ernments in response to fears of U.S. cultural imperialism—has had
only limited success.21

A good case can be made for criticizing the all-pervasive
commodification of culture, epitomized most distinctively by U.S.
and U.S.-style culture industries. During the GATT Uruguay
Round negotiations (1986–1993), the French government at-
tempted such a criticism. In addition to politico-economic aspects,
the discussion centered around issues of cultural identity, style,
and taste in relation to national geographic territories. But the
nationalist and elitist rhetoric of cultural imperialism that the
French adopted is problematic, as is their stance as the defenders
of European culture. The opposition to audiovisual market liber-
alization became intertwined with issues of national cultural iden-
tity and sovereignty, predicated on a binary opposition between
European and U.S. culture. The French drew lines between French-
European cultural refinement and good taste on the one hand and
U.S. vulgarity and superficial “mass culture” at the other hand.
Such framing ignores the difficulty of using “national culture” as
a means of cultural demarcation in light of the increasing fluidity
of economic and cultural borders.22

Widening the Perspective—Other U.S. Cultural Imperialisms

U.S. cultural influence should not be reduced to the products of
the cultural industries or “media imperialism.” More attention
should be given to other domains of U.S. cultural influence at the
heart of capitalist globalization, such as state and business culture,
management and labor practices, and cultural and political “de-
velopment policies” for developing countries.23 The United States
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maintains a strong position in many of the domains that matter
most in the current era of globalization. Examples include the stan-
dards and rules governing the Internet and other international
communication networks; securities law and practice; and inter-
national legal, accounting, and management practices. Much of the
information revolution originated in the United States and a large
part of the content of global information networks is manufac-
tured there, giving globalization a U.S. face. The country has also
benefited enormously from the growing popularity of free-market
ideology and the reduction of economic protectionism in the
former communist world and elsewhere after the Cold War.24

U.S. culture has particularly influenced, and continues to
dominate, corporate culture. Over the past two or three decades,
transnational corporations based in the United States, Europe, and
Japan have created strategic alliances over a wide range of indus-
tries that transcend national boundaries. Yet, many of these cor-
porations retain distinctive
“American” overtones in terms
of business culture and produc-
tion because, in most fields,
U.S. companies have the “first
mover” advantage, allowing
them to set standards for man-
agement practices and produc-
tion techniques. U.S.-based cor-
porations also have a powerful
competitive advantage over
firms firmly embedded in the
social market economies of Eu-
rope and Asia. The social costs
that European and Asian firms
carry enable them to function
without undermining the social
cohesion of the societies in
which they operate but also
make them less competitive with U.S. firms that do not have the
same responsibilities. The kind of corporate capitalism aimed at
the short-term interests of CEOs and shareholders that U.S. com-
panies epitomize tends to crowd out social market capitalism and
other forms of associative, stakeholder capitalism.25

Anglo-American managerial ideologies and practices also
dominate most business education. Business education began in

The kind of corporate
capitalism aimed at the
short-term interests of
CEOs and shareholders
that U.S. companies
epitomize tends to
crowd out social market
capitalism and other
forms of associative,
stakeholder capitalism.
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the United States and has enjoyed enormous and increasing popu-
larity over the last two decades. Leading U.S. business schools have
formed strategic alliances with counterparts elsewhere in the
world, founding international business schools biased toward U.S.
business models, which then shape the practices of executives
around the world.26 U.S. management consulting firms have also
been vehicles for spreading U.S. managerial styles to other coun-
tries. In the mid-1980s, some 700 of these firms were active in
about one hundred countries, and their number has increased rap-
idly since then.27 On the academic side, U.S. neoliberal think tanks,
experts, and mentors (notably those of the economics and politi-
cal science departments of the University of Chicago, the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology, and Harvard University) have
been very influential in shaping governments’ business and mar-
ket policies abroad, for example, in various Latin American coun-
tries.28 The diffusion of the American way of management has also
occurred through the frequent speaking tours of American man-
agement gurus abroad; a widespread focus on U.S. companies and
management practices in the business media (which goes back to
the dominance of U.S. media); and the large number of popular
books on management originating in the United States.

Globalization and governmental deregulation have not elimi-
nated regulatory regimes and institutions for the governance of
international economic relations. Private regulatory systems such
as international commercial arbitration and debt-security and
bond-rating agencies that fulfill rating and advisory functions, are
essential for the operation and expansion of transnational capital-
ism. Although they function as mechanisms of what James
Rosenau has called “governance without government,”29 these
agencies still tend to have ties to specific nation-states, and, once
more, Anglo-American agencies dominate in these fields and have
significantly expanded their influence abroad.

National culture does, to some extent, shape the manage-
ment theories and practices that companies actually employ, in-
cluding the degree to which they adopt U.S. managerial thinking.
Particularly in Europe, some strains of management thinking rec-
ognize gaps between management theory as derived from North
American business schools and local practices. They advocate a
management style more aligned with the political and cultural
pluralism of Western Europe. Japan has also been adept at borrowing
U.S. management practices and tailoring them to the local envi-
ronment. But the overall dominance of U.S. managerial thinking
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remains a fact. Even if most of the capital comes from Australian,
British, German, Dutch, or Japanese investors, and the corporation
has no top managers who are from the United States, transnational
corporations and the cultural forms they disseminate around the
world retain an American flavor. While there is some evidence, as
mentioned above, for different national styles of capitalism result-
ing from specific historical contexts and styles of regulation and
corporate governance, the crucial question is the significance of
such differences. In the current era of globalization, most govern-
ments have less power over domestic and foreign transnational
corporations than they once had, and appear more or less compla-
cent about this state of affairs.30

The U.S. flavor of globalization stems from the culture of
possessive individualism and consumerism that has its most radi-
cal embodiment in American society. The current world of con-
sumer goods has an American face, even when goods and services
are produced outside the United States. While the development of
global businesses outside the United States has indeed loosened
the connections between the United States and transnational flows
of goods and services, U.S.-style consumerism still drives these
flows. To that extent, the globalizing of the profit-driven culture
of consumerism is identical to Americanization. While there is no
necessary connection here with the “national interest” of the
United States or any other country,31 clear ties remain between this
type of globalization and the dominant financial, economic, and
political interests in U.S. society (including those of foreign citi-
zens and businesses participating in U.S.-based globalizing corpo-
rate capitalism).32

Neoliberalism, with its emphasis on markets, deregulation,
privatization, and free trade has, from the 1980s, dominated
policymaking in the United States and the UK, and increasingly
does so in continental Europe. This has contributed significantly
to the formulation of transnational legal regimes based on Anglo-
American concepts. “From this perspective,” as Saskia Sassen
points out, “‘international’ or ‘transnational’ has become, in the
most recent period, a form of ‘Americanization,’ though the pro-
cess has hardly been smooth.”33 Although less widely recognized
and more difficult to unravel than the U.S. impact on popular cul-
ture globally, this kind of “Americanization” is manifest in the le-
gal forms that are on the rise in international business transactions
and in the neoliberal emphasis of the policies that agencies like the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World
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Trade Organization have promoted in, or according to critics im-
posed on, the developing world.34

The Triumph of Capitalist Consumerism

In light of the previous discussion, the idea of U.S. cultural impe-
rialism contains a granule of truth today. However, it is not the
spread of uniformity as such—the focus of early theorists of cul-
tural imperialism—whether U.S.-style or not, that is the basic prob-
lem here, but rather the kind of culture that capitalist modernity

brings. The global dissemina-
tion of Americanized cultural
goods and practices involves
the spread of social visions of
U.S.-style development, with
its heavy emphasis on
“progress” in the form of un-
limited, quantitative growth
and economic-technological
expansion. It also diffuses a
culture of performance and
expressive individualism, so
strongly articulated in U.S. so-
ciety, which may be harmful
for democracy in specific local
contexts.35 American culture
has always been characterized
by an aesthetic of perfor-
mance.36 This is a culture
whose primary sources of at-

traction and gratification are the sensational spectacle, the out-
standing performance, the extraordinary physical and acrobatic
achievement, or the intense emotional thrill. This tendency is clear
in film from the earliest days of silent movies to today’s Hollywood
blockbusters, in which narrative has become less relevant than the
performance features and the emphasis lies on body language and
action. Even the “high culture” of American literature displays this
character, including self-conscious strategies of impression-man-
agement by certain authors and celebrity cults around them.37

The transnationalization of the U.S. culture of performance
fits into a more general shift of emphasis from narrative to per-
formance as the primary source of meaning and gratification in

The global dissemination
of Americanized cultural
goods and practices
involves the spread of
social visions of  U.S.-
style development, with
its heavy emphasis on
“progress” in the form of
unlimited, quantitative
growth and economic-
technological expansion.
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contemporary Western culture. It is one of the driving forces be-
hind a larger dehierarchization and democratization on the aes-
thetic level that has resulted in the breakdown of the strict di-
chotomy between “high” and popular culture, and eliminated the
idea of moral and social guardianship. This ongoing process of
democratization in the aesthetic-cultural sphere must not, how-
ever, be confused with democracy. While the latter evokes ideals
of social equality and justice, the former basically refers to an in-
crease in individual freedom and, associated with it, freedom of
self-expression—a tendency that can lead to extreme civil privatism
with no links to any community life or common good whatso-
ever.38 “In this sense of a continuous dehierarchization and an ever-
increasing freedom of self-expression we may speak of a global
Americanization of culture,” Winfried Fluck contends in his analy-
sis of the culture of performance.39 Depending on the particular
context, a culture of performance and self-expression may be ei-
ther helpful for or harmful to democracy—and sometimes both.
In specific instances it may have detrimental effects in terms of
equality, justice, and social cohesion. “The victory of mood over
moral structure in contemporary society” that accompanies the
shift from narrative to performance may also result in a weakened
resilience in the face of oppression and cultural imposition and an
emphasis on the rewards of “immediate experience”40—what some
analysts of contemporary life have called the “experience econo-
mies” of the most developed countries in the world.41

All of this amounts to a marginalization of the cultural space
for alternative versions of the good life and a better society. In this
regard a critique like Benjamin Barber’s about the spread of U.S.
capitalist consumerism through the globalization of trade and
industry (“McWorld”)
rings true indeed.42 The
McWorld market system
will lead to the standard-
ization of cultures and
consumption practices,
which, in turn, will bring
other dangers. Trans-
national corporations
raise people’s expecta-
tions through advertising, making consumers believe that their
purchases will open avenues to a better life of freedom and oppor-
tunity, which generally prove false. McWorld threatens local de-

Capitalist culture cannot
really satisfy people’s needs
for community involvement,
personal development, and
meaningful relationships.
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mocracy and, more generally, civil society: transnational corpora-
tions have no interest at all in improving people’s quality of life
or strengthening civil society. Neither do they promote the kind
of transnational solidarity that might empower global citizens to
cooperate in dealing with common problems. Capitalist culture
cannot really satisfy people’s needs for community involvement,
personal development, and meaningful relationships.43

Critiques of consumerism often imply some variant of the
dominant ideology thesis in presupposing that consumers are uni-
formly incorporated by all commodities. But, to argue the other
side, consumers, in the West or elsewhere, do not inevitably absorb
the purposes and meanings of mass advertisements as prompted
by capitalist entrepreneurs and instilled by advertisers.44 Research
has shown that consumers and recipients of media contents bor-
row selectively from the cultural repertoire on offer and appropriate
the borrowings creatively, assigning their own meanings to prod-
ucts and practices.45 By ignoring this phenomenon, critics of con-
sumerism commit what Philip Schlesinger has termed the “fallacy
of distribution,” presupposing that “distributing the same cultural
product leads to an identity of interpretation on the part of those
who consume it.”46 While people in Western market economies are
more likely than those in developing countries to have long expe-
rience with advertising that enables them, in principle at least, to
handle advertising in a more informed way, one runs the risk of
paternalism by assuming that people in the developing world are
helpless before the onslaught of capitalist consumerism and ad-
vertising.

To the extent that advertising constitutes a pervasive public
“art form,” however, it has become the dominant mode in which
thoughts and experiences are expressed. This trend is most evident
in U.S. society. While alternative values and ideologies do exist in
this culture, it is harder to find representations for them. Adver-
tising distorts and flattens people’s ability to interpret complex
experiences, and it reflects the culture only partially, and in ways
that are biased toward a capitalist idealization of American cul-
ture.47

At this level, goods are framed and displayed to entice the
customer, and shopping has become an event in which individu-
als purchase and consume the meanings attached to goods. The
ongoing interpenetration and crossover between consumption and
the aesthetic sphere (traditionally separated off as an artistic
counter-world to the everyday aspect of the former) has led to a
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greater “aestheticization of reality”: appearance and image have
become of prime importance. Not only have commodities become
more stylized but style itself has turned into a valuable commod-
ity. The refashioning and reworking of commodities—which are
themselves carefully selected according to one’s individual tastes—
achieve a stylistic effect that expresses the individuality of their
owner.48 This provides the framework for a more nuanced and
sometimes contradictory second order of meaning. The dynamics
of cultural change therefore entail both processes of “traveling
culture,” in which the received culture (in this case globalizing capi-
talist culture) is appropriated and assigned new meaning locally,
and at the same time a “first order” meaning that dominates and
delimits the space for second order meanings—thus retaining
something of the traditional meaning of cultural imperialism. The
latter is, ultimately, a negative phenomenon from the perspective
of self-determination by local people under the influence of the
imperial culture.

Traditional critiques of cultural globalization have missed
the point. The core of the problem lies not in the homogenization
of cultures as such, or in the creation of a “false consciousness”
among consumers and the adoption of a version of the dominant
ideology thesis. Rather, the problem lies in the global spread of the
institutions of capitalist modernity tied in with the culturally im-
poverished social imagery discussed above, which crowd out the
cultural space for alternatives (as suggested by critical analysts like
Benjamin Barber and Leslie Sklair). The negative effects of cultural
imperialism—the disempowerment of people subjected to the
dominant forms of globalization—must be located on this plane.

It is necessary, of course, to explore in more detail how the
very broad institutional forces of capitalist modernity actually op-
erate in specific settings of cultural contact. The practices of
transnational corporations are crucial to any understanding of the
concrete activities and local effects of globalization. A state-cen-
tered approach blurs the main issue here, which is not whether
nationals or foreigners own the carriers of globalization, but
whether their interests are driven by capitalist globalization.

This form of globalization, whatever the nationality or
ethnicity of its major agents—the owners of transnational corpo-
rations—still retains distinctive American features. My point is that
U.S. imperialism as understood here is neither essential for nor
inherent to capitalist globalization, but a contingent form of a
process that is necessary to it: the global diffusion of consumerist

23.2elteren 8/6/03, 3:40 PM183



184     SAIS Review    SUMMER–FALL 2003

beliefs and practices. Even if U.S. influence could be excluded, or
in the unlikely event that the United States ceased to foster capi-
talism, this form of globalization would continue to dominate,
carried on by other agencies that are strong proponents of it. Some
theorists envision the current “Americanizing” form of globaliza-
tion giving way to one controlled by a transnational, hegemonic
capitalist constellation, led by major transnational corporations.49

Until this happens, however, the U.S. “cultural empire” is likely to
remain in place.
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