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«watching Dallas™: The Imperialist Text
and Audience Research
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the American TV series Dallas had become the byword

For many Critics,
1980s. Ien Ang’s study, Watching Dallas takes as its centrg]
Pewy, powever

imperialism in the

the tension between the massive international popularity of the Texan soa
Popera pave afte
__in over ninety countries, ranging from Turkey to Australia, from Hong Kongy, - Ang's 5"‘
Great Britain ... with the proverbial empty streets and dramatic drop in water t:; alism, 15
sumption when an episode of the series is going out ... ' Ang
thesis §
; . y own €T

and the reaction of cultural commentators to this “success’:

‘ conter
. Sugge:
Dallas was regarded as yet more evidence of the threat posed by Americansye on
commercial culture against authentic national identities. In February 1983 for instanct, J ology
inister for Culture ... had even proclaimed Dallas asthe “symbd e
' loto

Jack Lang, the FrenchM
of American cultural imperialism”.
A

Ang detects amongst European cultural critics an “ideology of mass culture’ bY@ idec
she means a generalised hostility towards the jmported products of the Ane® goc
mass culture industry, which has fixed on Dallas as the focus of its contempt ‘ S:;rl\
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3 Auction. Londo® C
Original publication details: John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: A Critical Intr0 a 2
Continuum, 1991. pp- 45-50, 108-13. o
0
chner and John Boli :

The Globalization Reader, Fifth Edition. Edited by Frank J. Le
Editorial material and organization © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

published 2015 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.




g quotes el Mattdart peﬁalfé‘m

g is mot for nothing thar gy
culture 18 C_llscussed: it has bec Casts " 369
2gainst which one strugge Me the 'Quitgyy,
» PEerCt hat Shadfyw
dent popularity of © Symbol, yreTEer th ¢
(& evl € Il O Daua . LR Cule Ulure of
g : S Ju .
sprofessional intellectuals” ang tlJ1 }iFaposﬁd With ; o
g oblem € link, s hog,:
cely tlhe pr . of the audience ine hC arges of Oslule Criticy ,
ral critics tend to co the g; Cu : €Cen;
cultt ndemn Dallgg With 15Courge OFJ N lmpﬁriah?n;rm AMongy
g Ses fr_)f 5

ence May read the text. scang X
g 5 i re, IMperiag:
Cultural imperialism is once . 8ard tq ¢ way}:znixsm_ FOr the
) . : . es Wwhij :
g It is seen as inhering in the i, €enasap deol(}g' ich the aug;.
; : . 1cal
romobiles, lavish settings Proper
au gs, the celebratio, ; 8 skyscrapers S 'Y of the text itgeig

£€s of dazz)ip,
_All this is seen to n '
oon have an Obvioue tll'xﬁ NarTative of XPensive clothes and

As Lealand has put it:

' re is an assumpt :
| The i Ph on that American Ty impo,
| wherever they are shown, but acua] ; MPOrts do hay,
. that i : mvestigation of th
fi evidence that is offered is merely anec o of this
Algerian nomads watching Dallas i o circums
J & in the heat of the desert

€ an impact whenever and
eldom occyrs, Much of the
tantial. Observations of

are offered as sufficient proo'(
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Ang’s study, although it is not primarily concerned with the issue of media im?ie;-l_
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_,_; Ang’s analysis of the ideological positioning and struggle around the text of Dall

E d‘—» is not without its problems. But her empirical work does at the very least suggesth

'; g naive and improbable is the simple notion of an immediate ideological effect amew

-g' from exposure to the imperialist text. The complex, reflective and self-consdglugs

5 reactions ol.f her correspo?dents suggesF that cultural critics who assume this sort of
effect massively underestimate the audience’s active engagement with the text ang .’;

the critical sophistication of the ordinary viewer/reader.

. The same message comes from most recent studies of audience response. Katz ang
Liebes, for instance, also looked at reactions to Dallas, but in a rather more formil l
emp.irical study than Ang’s. Their work involved a large-scale cross-cultural study of
the m::pact .Of Dallas, comparing different ethnic groups in Israel with a group of
F.Lrnc?ncan viewers. Katz and Liebes situate themselves within the growing perspec: |
tive in médxa research which sees the audience as active and the process of meaning ?
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qas “ethnically homogeneous”:

There were ten groups each of Israeli Arabs,
first-and second-generation immigrants from M
these groups as a microcosm of the worldwide
their “readings” of the programme with ten

Angeles.

The groups followed their viewing of Dallas with an hm%r—long “open structured”
discussion and a short individual questionnaire. The dlS‘CUSSlOl’lS were re"corded
and formed the basic data of the study, what Katz and Liebes refer to as “ethno-
semiological data”. - . .
The ggroups were invited to discuss, ﬁr.st, 51.mp1y W:Illa; }iii:d \:’?tg*x; Ef}? ”
‘the narrative sequence, and‘the t-OPKS,llIS;;ZSan d Liebes found examples of
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all bastards.

h seems to be not just 2 rejection of Westery,
¢ of the audience’s own cultural values, o ecy

i en ' .
but an actual remfol“j‘:: d sexual morality to the programme'’s cel ebrauonn;ed o
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home and want to se€ .

[onid wants to be rich. Whatever he has, he wants more_

: Everybod
;glifF Wh;ydoes):‘l‘t want to be rich? The whole world does.

It scarcely needs saying that responses like these demonstrate pg
s of the perceived message of Dallas and canng

evidence of the programme’s ideological effect. All c_:ultures, We must g,
assume, will generate their own set of basic attitudes on issues like the relatjonsel}
between wealth and happiness. Dallas represgnts, perhaps, one very forcefy) Sty
ment of such an attitude, informed by a dominant global culture of Capitalisyy, I;e‘

it would be absurd to assume that people in any present-day culture dq not -hau[

developed attitudes to such a central aspect of their lives quite independent of a\;

televisual representations. We clearly cannot assume that simply Wwatching Dalli
makes people want to be rich! The most we can assume is that agreemep, here
as with disagreement elsewhere with the programme’s message, represent th;.
outcome of people’s “negotiations” with the text.

Katz and Liebes are careful not to draw any premature conclusions from this com-
plex data. But they do at least suggest that it supports their belief in the active social
process of viewing and demonstrates a high level of sophistication in the discursiye
interpretations of ordinary people. They also make the interesting suggestion tha
the social and economic distance between the affluent denizens of the Southfork

Range and their spectators around the globe is of less consequence than might be
thought: “Unhappiness is the greatest leveller.” This thought chimes with Angs
argument that it is the melodramatic nature of the narrative and its appeal to the

r%‘agic structure of feeling”, rather than its glimpses of consumer capitalism at its
shiny leading edge that scores Dallas’s global ratings.

The general message of empirical studies — informal ones like Ang’s and more
Iarge—s.c?le formal projects like Katz and Liches's — is that audiences are more &
and critical, their responses more complex and reflective, and their cultural values

more resistant to manipulation and “invasion” than many critical media theorists
have assumed. [...]
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that the Western mtcuecmaaks"" . o odﬂfr‘itg}:;at the
on the question, “who spe d:aW (rom these instances an empirical cong . M ed. s
This said Hamelink do€s ial: . . de ein?” a\r)'c(
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meeting point of markedly different culturf:s, such as Sudan, Athens, the lndm;q“ﬂ noﬂ:;l i
and Mexico”. Even where cultural interaction has been in t}'le context of polih'Ca]aﬂtx wg‘:uf al prac
economic domination, Hamelink argues, ther.e ha's been, in IMOSE Cases 3 .'tw&‘hd Cdo‘}ces and :
g exchange” or at least a tolerance of cultural d1ve1-ls1ty. Thliere- is a sharp differen, fo g sme as
e > 1 e T
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=2 Partic\]lar].‘
Let us be clear about what we are agreeing. It seems to me that Hamelink is right o argue th
broadly speaking, to identify cultural synchronisation as an unprecedented featyge of from the f
global modernity. The evaluative implications of his use of the word “destructive” point he 2
however, raises larger problems. It is one thing to say that cultural diversity is being dom from
destroyed, quite another to lament the fact. The latter position demands reasons of societi

which Hamelink cannot convincingly supply. The quotation continues in a way tha best be d

raises part of the problem: “Never before has the process of cultural influence pro- of surviv
ceeded so subtly, without any blood being shed and with the receiving culture thinking There
it had sought such cultural influence.” With his last phrase Hamelink slides towards does Ha
the problematic of false consciousness. As we have seen more than once before, a0y adaptati
critique which bases itself in the idea that cultural domination is taking place “behind allows f
people’s backs” is heading for trouble. To acknowledge that a cultural communiy the phy
might have thought it had sought cultural influence is to acknowledge that sud of milk
influence has at least prima facie attractions. Gate is
.Thjs thought could lead us to ask if the process of cultural homogenisation tself
gzlih;l;]?;hhgg liltz attractions. It is not difficult to' think of examp.les of‘ cultural Pf.az Rer
: probably attract a consensus in favour of their universal appic Wo
‘ : i ..f,YgienE; educational provision; various “liberal’ Cllml Xp
‘tudes towards honest "eration, compassion and so on; democratic p¥ I::
Jithat any of these are indisputable “goods” under 1 cc;

ey are all the “gifts” of an expanding capte
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f more “primitive” :
. N Systems. But from this
point he argues that the “autonomous development of cultura] systems — the free-

dom from the processes of “.cultural synchronization” - are necessary to the “survival”
of societies. Why should this be so? Because “the adequacy of the cultural system can
best be decided upon by the members of the society who face directly the problems
of survival and adaptation”.

There are a number of difficulties arising from this sort of argument. First, what
does Hamelink mean by the “survival” of a society? In his reference to very basic
adaptations to environmental conditions he seems to trade on the idea that a culture
allows for the actual physical survival of its members. At times he explicitly refers to
the physical survival of people. For example, he claims that the intensive promotion
of milk-powder baby food in the Third World by companies like Nestlé and Cow and
Gate is a practice that can have life-threatening consequences:

Replacing breast-feeding by bottle feeding has had disastrous effects lfh ;Eal;g ;I:J;C:
World countries. An effective, adequate, and cheap mcthgd .has been S:h o %m e
M it i A LI o Ma.n 2 ﬂhff-‘fatel nl;ut hav;: also inad-
Prepare the milk powder correctly, have not only used it improper ¥

y transformed the baby food into a lethal product by using it in unhygienic
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but this is a separate argument. .
scale, P ¢ survival seems to slide from that of Physicy

Hamelink’s notion O :
suzﬁvilnfortt: ’survival of the culture itself. But this is a very different Proposit-ion, which
cannot be sustained by the functional view of culture he takes as h15. premise. For th,
failure of a culture to “survive” in an “original” form may be 'taken 11.:se1f a5 @ Procegg
of adaptation to a new “environment” — that of capitalist mdustna? modernity, 5
d into the argument. Hamelink claims h,,

certain circularity is therefore introduce
nments, so he deplores heter.

unique cultures arise as adaptive mechanisms to enviro
onomy since it threatens such adaptation. But what could cultural synchronisatioy,

mean if not an “adaptation” to the demands of the social environment of capitalismy
The incoherences of this account arise, I believe, from the attempt to circumvent
the problems of autonomy in cultural terms by referring the holistic view to 3
functional logic of adaptation. Autonomy can only apply to agents, and cultures are
not agents. Hamelink seeks to bypass these problems with an argument that reduces

the ethical-political content of “autonomy” to make it a mere indicator of social
efficiency — the guarantor of the “best” form of social organisation in a particular

environment. His argument is incoherent precisely because autonomy cannot be so
reduced: in cultural terms, “best” is not to be measured against a simple index of

physical survival. Things are far more complicated than this. Cultural autonomy
must address the autonomous choices of agents who make up a cultural community;
there is no escaping this set of problems by appeal to functionality. Hamelink gives
the game away in his reference, cited earlier, to a form of cultural “false conscious-
ness” and elsewhere where he speaks of cultural synchronisation as cultural practices

being “persuasively communicated to the receiving countries”.
I do not believe the appeal to autonomy grounds Hamelink’s critique of cultural

synchronisation. Even if it did, this would be an objection to the inhibition of
independence by manipulation, not to the resulting “sameness” of global culture. But
Hamelink does want to object to “sameness”: this is implicit in his constant references
to the “rich diversity” of cultures under threat. What are the grounds for such an
objection?

Adaptation to physical environments has, historically, produced a diversity in
cultural practices across the globe. However, the preservation of this diversity — which
is what Hamelink wants — seems to draw its justification from the idea that cultural
is a good thing in itself. But this depends on the position from which you
e aitractions of a uniform capitalist modernity outweigh the charms of
llimay for those from the outside looking in, it is difficult to insist
ying differences. Indeed, the appeal to variety might well be
bf capitalism. For it might be argued that individual cultures
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47, and so on. But this is not a criticism of homogenisation or synchronisation
podific 't’iS a criticism of the sort of culture that synchronisation brings. It is quite
ch:1
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nature of such experience

object to the spread of something bad - uniform badness — than to object
gferer™ tzad of uniformity itself. This demands quite separate arguments about
to the SPT
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