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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Industries and Genres

This book is about television in Latin America. Its national and regional 
industries create most television programming there within the genres 
that have developed over time in the region to please its audiences. Those 
programs hold their attention for the advertising that pays for most of the 
television systems in the region. However, quite a bit of the programming 
has always come from the U.S., and to a lesser degree, Europe, and else-
where. With the technologies of cable, satellite and now streaming, that 
inflow of foreign programming has increased hugely. While many in the 
audience still prefer national programs, an increasing number among the 
upper-middle and middle classes, particularly the young, are turning to 
the new foreign outlets, like Netflix, Amazon, and Disney. This book 
examines both dynamics in the audience and various theoretical under-
standings for them. It also examines the dynamics among the television 
industries as both global and national actors create a variety of programs 
and channels (broadcast, pay-TV, and streaming) to appeal to different 
parts of the audience.

There are interesting questions about the political and economic con-
texts of the Latin American television industries. They grew up under a 
great deal of influence by national governments (Sinclair and Straubhaar 
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2  J. STRAUBHAAR ET AL.

(2013), by both national and foreign advertisers (Mattos, 1984), and by 
fundamentally U.S. models of how to create programming for an 
advertising-oriented industry (Fox, 1975; Straubhaar, 1984), such as the 
now-famous case of how Colgate-Palmolive got Cuban producers to adapt 
the U.S. soap opera into what became the Latin American telenovela 
(Rivero, 2009). In terms of political economy, many researchers see this 
development of commercial Latin American television under U.S. influ-
ence as part of a worldwide push to spread consumer capitalism, both 
institutionally and through programs and advertisements that drew audi-
ences into a role as consumers rather than as citizens (Dorfman & 
Mattlelart, 1975; Garcia Canclini, 2001). In a larger theoretical sense, 
these developments have been seen as the dependency of Latin America 
on U.S. models and resources (Cardoso & Faletto, 1979; Dagnino, 1973), 
as well as part of larger structures of cultural imperialism (Nordenstreng & 
Schiller, 1979; Schiller, 1969). All of these forces shape the examination 
we make of Latin American television industries in Chap. 2.

As research on Latin American television progressed into the 1980s, 
however, one of the things that stood out was how, despite their origins in 
dependency and imperialism, the industries in the larger countries, par-
ticularly Brazil and Mexico, were beginning to produce a great deal of 
nationally focused programming: melodrama, variety, comedy, music, 
sports, and news (Straubhaar, 1984; Antola & Rogers, 1984). This con-
trasted with the original predictions of cultural and media imperialism 
theories that there would be a one-way flow of television from the U.S. and 
a few other countries into the rest of the world (Nordenstreng & Schiller, 
1979), based in part on earlier empirical studies that showed a substan-
tially one-way flow in the early 1970s (Nordenstreng & Varis, 1974). 
Culturally, that was thought to lead to a cultural threat to national identi-
ties, even cultural homogenization or synchronization (Beltran, 1978; 
Hamelink, 1983).

The fact that Brazil and Mexico began to produce most of their own 
programming, and even export it to other countries in the region (Antola 
& Rogers, 1984; Sinclair, 1998; Straubhaar, 1981), created important 
case studies in the global debate on television production and flow. Along 
with evidence from Egypt, Hong Kong, India, Japan, and elsewhere 
(Sinclair et al., 1996), there was growing evidence that a number of coun-
tries were breaking out of the limited television production aspect of 
dependency and unbalanced flow of television. Chapter 2 of this book 
examines the tensions between the ongoing forces of dependency, 



1  INTRODUCTION  3

imperialism, and national governments’ push to produce more, in a form 
of import-substitution industrialization of television (Straubhaar, 1981), 
and the region’s major television producers. It also examines the forces of 
genre development that came into greater scrutiny as researchers more 
interested in cultural studies began to look at the growth of distinctive 
genres, particularly telenovelas (Martin-Barbero, 1987; Mazziotti, 1993) 
and variety shows, referred to in Brazil as shows de auditório (Miceli, 1972; 
Sodre, 1972).

Identities and Audiences

The force that created a space in which both television industries and 
genres could grow was the interest and preferences of Latin American 
audiences, although media industries, genres, and audiences tend to grow 
together (Holt & Perren, 2011; Jenkins & Deuze, 2008). It began to 
become clear even in the mid-1960s that Latin American audiences pre-
ferred nationally produced television genres, telenovelas, variety shows, 
comedy, music, news, and sports. For example, TV Globo launched a sta-
tion in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1965, in partnership with Time-Life 
Corporation, which recommended the Hollywood common wisdom of 
programming a lot of imported shows from the U.S. (Wallach, 2011). 
That programming approach put them in fourth place out of four stations 
in ratings, which only improved when Globo’s management changed and 
emphasized local production with news, music, variety, and telenovelas 
(Wallach, 2011).

Anderson argued that national identities developed in nineteenth-
century Latin America and elsewhere as imagined communities based on 
the interaction of several forces: national government measures such as 
schools, maps, holidays, museums; the development of newspapers and 
key works of nationally based fiction in national languages; and what he 
called print capitalism—media industries that provided the basis for 
extending both government ideas and commercial media content into the 
population. Radio and then television extended that development much 
further by reaching people who could not read or who lived beyond the 
reach of print media (Porto, 2012), creating a new form of electronic capi-
talism (Appadurai, 1996).

Political leaders like Getúlio Vargas in Brazil used music, soccer, and 
news on national radio to articulate broader national identities that 
brought in working classes, rural populations, and racial groups previously 
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excluded by emphasizing music that came from Afro-Brazilian traditions 
(Vianna, 1999). The military revolution of 1964 expanded television cov-
erage to ensure that all Brazilians got a Portuguese language national sig-
nal and counted on commercial television to expand the consumer 
economy (Straubhaar, 1981; Wallach, 2011). Similarly, in Mexico La hora 
nacional, a one-hour weekly radio program debuted in 1937, worked as a 
project of musical nationalism, focusing on showcasing Mexican art music 
that incorporated popular musical themes. This program that continues to 
this day was one of the first efforts to use radio to build national cultural 
and political unity (Hayes, 2006). Telenovela development in Brazil after 
1968 refocused the genre on national themes and issues, similar to what 
happened in Argentina, Mexico, and Venezuela in the 1960s–1970s 
(Sinclair & Straubhaar, 2013). As Chap. 3 shows, the nationally oriented 
content proved very popular. Those countries too small or poor to pro-
duce telenovelas increasingly imported them from regional producers like 
Brazil and Mexico (Roncagliolo, 1995).

Ongoing Appeal of U.S. Programming 
in Latin America

Although national programming increasingly filled up most of the most 
popular hours of broadcast on the main television networks of Latin 
America, smaller stations continued to carry quite a bit of imported 
U.S. programming. It was cheap, priced well below what it cost to pro-
duce an equivalent program in Latin America (Fox, 1975; Hoskins & 
Mirus, 1988), and it was popular with enough of the audience to deliver a 
profit (Read, 1976; Straubhaar, 1981). Chapter 4 explores how while 
national programming was the most popular in terms of audience prefer-
ence, as reflected in surveys by the main regional survey and ratings group 
(Kantar Media’s TGI survey), U.S. television programs and films were a 
close second, in terms of overall preferences, much higher than either 
regional Latin American or European programming.

The background to this relative popularity of U.S. programs can be 
seen in the high levels of exposure that Latin American audiences have had 
to U.S. films, music, cartoons, comics, and other media since the initial 
explosion of Hollywood exports in the 1920–1930s (Guback & Varis, 
1986; Schnitman, 1984). Hollywood dominated the Latin American mar-
ket, although Mexican films of their golden age in the 1940s were also 
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fairly popular across the region (Berg, 2015; Ricalde & Irwin, 2013). 
Other national cinemas struggled (Schnitman, 1984) or were thwarted by 
the big American studios, so cinema audiences had a long process of cul-
tivation in which film was essentially North American. Since the same 
Hollywood companies created much of the television programming 
exported in the 1950s–1970s, the U.S. had an export advantage in televi-
sion as well, reflected in the 1974 UNESCO study (Nordenstreng & 
Varis, 1974).

To dig beneath the surface of why U.S. programs remained popular, if 
not as popular as national programs, Chap. 4 breaks down the audience by 
social class, education, income, language ability, and other major audience 
characteristics. In line with the predictions of French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu (1984, 1986), we found that more elite audiences and upper-
middle classes tended to prefer imported programs, which were seen in 
context, as more sophisticated or at least as more distinct from popular 
tastes, since the middle class on down to the working poor still preferred 
national programs. The results are based on the Kantar TGI surveys of 
preferences from 2004 to 2014. This audience analysis fits with long-
standing predictions by both dependency theory (Dagnino, 1973; Dos 
Santos, 1978) and cultural imperialism theory (Beltran, 1978; Schiller, 
1969) that Latin Americans and other elites tended to be drawn away 
from national culture toward the cultures of colonial and post-colonial 
powers. Chapter 4 also explores that historical process and the litera-
ture on it.

Technologies 
that Increased the Flow of U.S. and Other Foreign 

Programming into Latin America

Several generations of technology have helped television and film pro-
gramming from the U.S. and elsewhere penetrate further into Latin 
America. The main broadcast networks that spread the farthest into rural 
and small-town Latin America were usually the flagships that carried the 
most national programming, such as TV Globo and Televisa (Sinclair & 
Straubhaar, 2013). However, increasing availability of satellite channels at 
lower cost enabled smaller networks, like SBT and Record in Brazil, which 
carried more U.S. programming, to gain national distribution, too. The 
big leaps forward in massive penetration of U.S. and European 
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programming in Latin America came with first, satellite and cable distribu-
tion of pay-TV foreign channels, and now, since 2011, new U.S.-based 
streaming services, starting with Netflix in 2011, then Amazon Prime, and 
accelerating recently as Disney+, HBO Max, and other services announced 
international expansion since 2019.

Although some expected satellite and cable-based international televi-
sion to penetrate quickly and deeply into Latin America (Mattelart & 
Schmucler, 1985), it languished outside of Argentina and Colombia, 
where government takeovers or regulation kept national commercial tele-
vision networks less developed. Elsewhere, the preference for national 
content on national networks kept the take-up of pay-TV low (Reis, 1999) 
until after 2000, when three things began to change. Economic growth 
since the 1990s in many countries allowed more people to move up into 
the middle and upper-middle classes (Ferreira et al., 2012), which gave 
them more purchasing power, making the acquisition of new forms of 
television more affordable. Education reforms and subsidies to families 
that allowed children to attend school—rather than working—gave many 
people more education, hence more cultural capital, which we argue 
began to change their tastes. Third, more national broadcasters began to 
create their own satellite or cable-based pay-TV channels with attractive 
national content, such as national films, national telenovela revivals, 
national equivalents of documentary-based channels like Discovery, and 
24-hour news. Unlike the 1980s–1990s, the expansion of pay-TV in the 
largest Latin American nations increased access also to new national con-
tent, not just U.S. and European. Chapter 5 goes in-depth on the growth 
of the Latin American lower-middle class and middle class, as well as the 
subsequent growth of subscriptions to pay-TV, which brought in a great 
deal more of U.S.-based channels such as CNN, HBO, MTV, Discovery, 
and so on.

The Streaming Television Revolution

While pay-TV began to lose some subscribers after economic recessions in 
several countries like Brazil after 2013, streaming has grown steadily since 
Netflix entered the Latin American market in 2011. Streaming is turning 
out to be quite diverse, with national, regional, and outside players, but 
the most high-profile, highly used services are the U.S. streaming plat-
forms, such as Netflix, Amazon Prime, Disney+, and so on. The new 
U.S. streaming television companies seem to represent two new threats to 
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Latin American television. First is a renewed wave of unbalanced flow or 
media imperialism (Boyd-Barrett, 1977) from the U.S. to the region, in 
the form of catalogs on Netflix that are very disproportionately U.S. in 
origin (Penner & Straubhaar, 2020) or almost completely North American 
in the case of Disney. Second is a new form of platform imperialism (Jin, 
2017), in which some platforms like Netflix begin to have more diverse 
contents from various global producing nations, including Brazil, 
Colombia, and Mexico, but strategy-making, financial decisions to green-
light programs, and programming decisions, as well as the greatest part of 
the financial benefit rest with the U.S.-based corporations (Birkinbine 
et al., 2016).

Chapter 6 creates a typology for the different kinds of streaming plat-
forms in Latin America, within several overall categories, including their 
focus and location, and looks at their relative impact via their subscription 
or use numbers. It shows that the U.S. platforms, such as Netflix, Amazon, 
and YouTube, do dominate the audience numbers. However, a large num-
ber of national platforms, such as Globoplay in Brazil and niche services 
aimed at different kinds of films and programs across Latin America, are 
growing and may offer some competition.

Theorizing the Audiences for Foreign Television

One of the main trends observed in this book is that audiences for U.S., 
European, and other television from beyond the region are growing in 
Latin America, even though many parts of the audience remain remark-
ably loyal to local genres produced by national and regional industries. 
Still, to have audience momentum in numbers away from national and 
regional production is notable and significant. Fortunately, the TGI audi-
ence preference data we had been using allows us to examine some of the 
theoretical trends in empirical terms in Chap. 7.

The dominant theorization emerged early as the exception to cultural 
proximity theory (Straubhaar, 1981), built on Bourdieu’s cultural capital 
theory (1984, 1986). He predicted that social elites and upper-middle 
classes trying to become elite would prefer cultural products that were 
identified as markers of elite status. In television and film, those had been 
seen as products from the U.S. and Europe, back as far as cultural depen-
dency theory (Dagnino, 1973). Using the TGI data, there is in fact a 
strong association between cultural capital (education), economic capital 
(income), and linguistic capital (languages spoken or learned) and a 
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preference for U.S. and, to a lesser degree, European film, and television. 
However, there was also a strong association with an alternative idea, that 
audiences would not so much seek distinction by preferring traditionally 
elite (imported) culture, but instead consume all kinds of culture, becom-
ing cultural omnivores (Peterson, 1992). That wasn’t true of people 
marked solely by higher cultural capital, but it was true of people who held 
all four of a set of attitudes that fits descriptions from the literature (Beck, 
2002; Corpus Ong, 2009) for people who were more cosmopolitan, 
which from its roots implies an attitude focused less on the local or national 
and more on being a citizen of the world (Hannerz, 1997). The indicators 
for such a group include interest in other cultures, interest in watching 
news from abroad, interest in foreign travel, and interest in foreign food. 
We thus outline three related cultural theories that were associated with 
preferring U.S. and European television: a desire for elite cultural distinc-
tion (Bourdieu, 1984), cosmopolitanism (Beck, 2002), and cultural 
omnivorousness (Peterson, 1992).

Outline of the Rest of the Book

By providing a summary of some of the main theoretical issues and some 
of the historical antecedents of the broadcast, pay-TV, and streaming situ-
ations in the eight Latin American countries covered by the TGI Latina 
surveys, the second chapter provides the grounds for the analyses of televi-
sion industries and audience behavior encompassed in the rest of the vol-
ume. Chapter 3 provides an analysis of audience programming preferences 
for programs, channels, and films of national and regional origin. That 
reviews the concept of cultural proximity, which predicts greater prefer-
ence for national and regional programs, looks at the socio-economic sta-
tus breakdown of who prefers these programs, and also looks at a 
breakdown by genres.

Chapter 4 looks at the ongoing second preference among many Latin 
American audiences, particularly in the major metropolitan areas for which 
we have data, for U.S. or European programming. We find that this is 
linked to the degree to which respondents have greater cultural capital 
(education), economic capital (income), or linguistic capital (English lan-
guage ability for US or European programming, Spanish for Brazilians, 
etc.), building on the theoretical insights of Pierre Bourdieu (1984).

Chapter 5 looks at the recent growth of the Latin American middle and 
lower-middle socioeconomic classes or strata (Ferreira et al., 2012) as a 
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prime driver of multichannel TV, a service formerly considered as a luxury 
item. The somewhat different aspects of the social class represented by 
economic capital versus cultural capital are contrasted, with cultural capital 
seeming more important for obtaining multichannel access, as well as for 
the desire for more kinds of channels and more channels beyond the 
national television available to them. Chapter 6 looks at the growth of 
streaming television in Latin America. It focuses substantially on Netflix as 
the global subscription video on demand (SVOD) company that first 
focused on Latin America in 2011, but also compares other global actors 
such as Prime Video (SVOD), iTunes (transactional downloads and 
VOD), and YouTube (advertising-supported VOD). Netflix’s strategy of 
creating programs around the world, including Latin America, and then 
promoting those series to global audiences, including those in the U.S., is 
theorized and analyzed in terms of transversality. Other actors, such as 
regional telecoms Telmex (Mexico) and Telefónica (Spain), major televi-
sion broadcasters like TV Globo and Televisa, and local/regional indepen-
dents and niche or genre-specific streaming operations have all entered the 
Latin American streaming television market, numbering in the hundreds, 
although far fewer get significant attention from audiences.

Chapter 7 examines the underlying attitudinal and behavioral traits 
linked to cultural preferences for foreign or international television con-
tent, particularly among those in the upper-middle and upper classes, in 
terms of possible pulls and drives. One is a drive for cultural and social 
distinction as outlined by Bourdieu (1984). Another is cultural openness 
or omnivorousness (Peterson, 1992) or cosmopolitanism (Beck, 2002; 
Igarashi & Saito, 2014), in which audiences are drawn to a wider range of 
media and not just those typically thought of as either popular or elite. We 
use TGI data to examine those motives for preferences for television from 
national, regional, U.S., or European sources.
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