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II 

Literature review 
 

 

What makes TV programs culturally proximate and thus increases their chances to be 

successful in international markets? In the following pages this issue will be approached from 

different perspectives. To offer a comprehensive review of studies concerning the flow of 

international TV contents, I will start by briefly reviewing one of the first theories concerning the 

transnationalization of TV business and contents: the cultural imperialism theory. This thesis 

does not take into consideration issues concerning audiences‟ cultural characteristics and needs 

(Boyd-Barrett, 1977; Schiller, 1976; Chalaby, 2006; Yong Jin 2007; Waisbord, 2004) but 

emphasizes on distributers‟ economic and technologic capacity to widely supply TV contents.  

However, its lack of substantial evidence was exposed by the rise of peripheral players in the 

TV business, a historic event that took place during the late 1980s and the early 1990s, which 

also revealed the importance of native cultures in the transnationalization of television. 

Additionally, as we will see, the rise of secondary producers of TV contents concerns Latin 

American cultural industry‟s development as well. This matter will be explained from three main 

viewpoints: Straubhaar‟s (1991) cultural proximity thesis, which pinpoints audiences’ quest for 

culturally proximate TV contents; globalization theories ( 李 政 忠 , 2003; Baraldi, 2006; 
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Robertson, 1995; Kim, 2004); and Dirlik’s (1996) “third culture” thesis, which affirms that 

successful international TV products are nowadays carrying a hybrid third type of culture, which 

is easier to for different types of audiences consumed by dissimilar types of audiences. Then, I 

will speak about the country of origin factor (Straubhaar and La Pastina, 2005; Anholt, 1998; 

Usunier, 1996; Chernatony, and Macdonald, 1998), a subject of significance in the consumption 

of international TV contents. 

 Literature concerning Latin Americans‟ culture is also reviewed, in order to grasp the values 

of the region. The following section will be centered on the realm of telenovelas. In this stage of 

the literature review, I will introduce two cultural dimensions, by offering historical information 

on Latin America concerning political conflicts and discrimination among nations in that region; 

issues that lead directly to the main research questions of this study.   

  

 

2.1.1 Reviewing Cultural Imperialism 

 

Differences between cultures have been studied to understand how cultural values are 

involved in the process by which audiences choose what to watch on TV. However, a school of 

thought well represented in Cultural Imperialism theory, does not consider differences in cultures 

and idiosyncrasies as primary issues in the trade of media contents. In this case, the attention is 

focused on the suppliers of TV contents and their capacity to deliver their production worldwide.  
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This is so because Cultural Imperialism, a theory that gained prominence in the 1970s, as 

explained by Boyd-Barrett (1977, p. 117) is "the process whereby the ownership, structure, 

distribution, or content of the media in any country are singly or together subject to substantial 

external pressures from the media interests of any other country or countries, without 

proportionate reciprocation of influence by the country so affected.” Schiller (1976) proposes the 

concept "Cultural Imperialism" to describe and explain the way in which large multinational 

corporations, including media, of developed countries dominate developing countries‟ mass 

communication structure and its contents. Additionally, the cultural imperialism thesis is 

integrated to the economic Dependency model, which regards developing countries (the 

periphery) as dependent on industrialized nations (the core) in trade and technology (Fejes, 1981; 

Salinas and Paldán, 1974, 2006). This political and economic structure of the international flow 

of communication allows news and entertainment products to travel from „North‟ to „South‟ 

without much of a counter-flow (Chalaby, 2006). As shown in Kaplun, by 1973, close to one 

third of one week of television programming in 18 Latin American cities originated in the US, 

with Panama showing the highest proportion: 92.7% (Kaplun, 1973, 1978). In addition, the role 

of the United Sates over Latin America “on the supply of technology, the basic film material, the 

technical experts, and of course, the large scale capital needed to increase the size of the local 

investment” has been almost monopolistic (Estrada and Hopen, 1968, 1978).  
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Cultural imperialism also assumes that Western media carry hegemonic ideological messages 

which influence audiences (Chalaby, 2006). Therefore, the spread of consumerism and the 

profits of multinational corporations threaten the viability of local cultures (Schiller, 1969) 

because the products get to the buyer prefabricated, without any consideration of the peculiarities 

of the indigenous markets they may reach.  

For Anholt, the growth of American products worldwide is also related to the “USA brand” 

expansion, which “enjoys the services of the world‟s best advertisement agency -Hollywood-, 

and which for nearly a century has been pumping out two-and-a-half hour cinema commercials” 

(Anholt, 1998, pp 6). Trumpbour (2002), also focusing on Hollywood, explains that it has been 

receiving assistance from the US State Department, negotiating on behalf of the Motion Picture 

Producers and Distributors of America in the overseas markets. According to Yong Jin (2007), in 

the case of the USA, its struggle for deregulation, privatization and commercialization of the 

media industry in developing countries aims to guarantee the easy penetration of its products. 

Nevertheless, when we speak about cultural imperialism, we also have to consider other 

Northern dominant nations vigorously spreading their cultures and national images around the 

world. The G-8 (The group of eight) is the organization of governments of eight nations in the 

northern hemisphere: Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom, and 

the United States, whose political, economic and military power is highly significant on a global 
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scale. When speaking about TV contents, almost all of these countries are included in the top ten 

list of world trade in TV formats (Screen Digest, 2005). Furthermore, they are also included in 

the chart of Top 20 exporters of core cultural goods worldwide (Singh, 2007).  On Waisbord‟s 

(2004) viewpoint, companies based in wealthy countries have better chances to become global 

exporters, as “the largest ten exhibitors at recent MIPCOM meetings were companies based in 

the United States, Western Europe, or Japan” (p. 362). Getino (2004) argues that there is an 

asymmetric concentration of cultural production and income generation. The countries of the 

European Union, the U.S. and Japan get 87% of the profits produced by cultural industries and 

media, leaving the remaining 13% to the rest of the industries worldwide. Therefore, cultural 

propagation can be related to economic power and access to technology as well.  

 

 

2.1.2 Challenging cultural imperialism theory 

The rise of peripheral localities 

 

Towards the end of the 1980s, changes in the imperialist exportation model –which was 

dominated by the long-established nation-producers of the TV technology and contents, were 

evident when the peripheral players in the TV business started to push their own products into 

regional markets. According to Scott, a number of entertainment industry agglomerations in 

different parts of the world emerged from a long period of relative stagnation, and: “as this 
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occurs, at least some of them appear to be building the bases for vigorous contestation of 

cultural-products markets” (Scott, 2000, p. 202). This decentralizing process took place due to 

several factors: the technological development of the developing nations (Straubhaar,1991), 

changes in media policies and national involvement as a promotion of cultural industries, the de-

colonization of the Third World (Singh, 2007) and the discard of any traditional North-South 

dependence into an inter-dependent order (Morley and Petras, 1992, Straubhaar, 1991).  

Thussu (2006) illustrates this emergence of peripheral players in the media business in his 

World Media Map, which is constituted by 2 flows: the dominant one, emanating from the 

Global North; and contra-flows or “alternative flows” emanating from a wide range of actors. 

These have a strong regional presence but also aim at audiences outside their primary market 

(their scope can be global, transnational, and geo-cultural). 

Through their own production, developing countries started to reevaluate their national 

background and identity; and even started to share their images with the rest of the world 

(Straubhaar, 1991). Other authors (Tracy, 1988, Reeves, 1993) see the emergence of developing 

nations as strengthening their national culture and undermining the hegemonic model 

represented by cultural imperialism lead by the US and European cultural power. As regional 

production centers, such as Mexico, Brazil, Hong Kong, South Korea, Taiwan, India, Dubai, and 

South Africa continue to grow and increasingly compete with the traditional centers of media 
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production, these notions of imperialism seem outdated (Ksiazek, 2008). 

According to Appardurai (1990), the dualist viewpoint stated in the Cultural Imperialist 

thesis is too simplistic to explain the new „global cultural economy,‟ which is a complex, 

overlapping and disjunctive order. Another shortcoming in the imperialist thesis is that it took for 

granted the dominance of the West, “but it also failed to recognize the shifting „patterns of 

distribution of power‟ induced by the decentralizing process of globalization” (Tomlinson, 1997, 

2004, p. 185). Yong Jin (2007) also points out the lack of understanding of audiences‟ cultural 

needs.  

2.1.3 The current flow of TV contents 

Tunstall (2007) focusing on news, demonstrated that both the United States and its mass 

media have lost their previous moral leadership. Moreover, “today it is assumed that the US 

shows are increasingly losing potency around the world” (Kapner, 2003). In addition, the United 

States brand, as shown in the 2008 Anholt‟s GFK Roper Nation Branding index has continued to 

decline in a number of key areas. However, the rise and consolidation of television exports from 

several regions can hardly be considered evidence that Hollywood‟s dominant position in global 

television is seriously challenged (Waisbord, 2004). As explained by Chalaby, there is a 

tendency to overlook the primacy of companies based in the USA in the world media markets. 

However, America is still the most dominant power in the realm of mass media communication 
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(Chalaby, 2006).  

Indeed, the USA has been maintaining its global cultural dominations over the last 15 years, 

just as it did over the last several decades (Yong Jin, 2007). Nowadays it does so by applying the 

philosophy „think globally, act locally,‟ expanding its dominance through cable and satellite 

television channels, transnationalizing its own cultural industries and investing in local cultural 

industries as well (Yong Jin, 2007). 

However, data for 24 countries (Straubhaar et al., 2003) shows that US domination now may 

be more segmented and specific (in genres and products like feature films, action series, dramatic 

series and cartoons), since most of the countries surveyed produce their own programs, 

particularly in primetime. As pointed out by Trepte (2003), in Europe although the imports rate 

from the US is still high, the local TV shows are the ones being broadcast in primetimes slots, 

and the ones with higher audiences‟ ratings.   

Contemporarily, media structure interlocks national, regional, and cultural systems (Tunstall, 

1997); and within this structure, although US products are still dominant in certain genres, in 

other niches like telenovelas there is room for productions from different countries. 

 

 

2.1.4 The Cultural proximity approach 
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What makes TV programs culturally proximate and thus increases their chances of success in 

international markets? The cultural proximity thesis offers an answer to this question focused on 

the audiences‟ cultural needs when watching TV programs. Furthermore, its stance is also related 

to the rise of peripheral cultural industries –which represent a more diverse combination of 

cultural backgrounds. This is so because audiences are prone to consume local TV products 

(when these are available) representing their own cultural background, in search of cultural 

relevance or proximity. This is the basic statement in Straubhaar‟s (1991) cultural proximity 

thesis, in which he explains audiences‟ tendency to choose “nationally or locally produced 

material that is closer to and more reinforcing of traditional identities, based on regional, ethnic, 

dialect/language, religious, and other elements”  (Straubhaar, 1991, p 51).   

Other scholars define cultural proximity as the degree of affinity, sympathy, or even 

solidarity, between two communities, which is driven by the feeling of sharing a common 

identity and of belonging to the same group (Felbermayry and Toubal, 2007). Generally 

speaking, cultural proximity is employed throughout the literature to describe audience‟s viewing 

habits and motives as well as characteristics of the media (Trepte, 2003). This term is used in 

many different scholarly fields; but the one explaining the selection and enjoyment of TV 

programs (Straubhaar, 1991) is the focus of this research. Overall, the main idea is the same: the 

existence of some sort of cultural “sharebility” (Singhal and Svenkerud, 1994), referring to 
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common images, values and themes, which permits TV programs to successfully move across 

cultural boundaries.  

Complementing cultural proximity theory, cultural discount refers to the fact that TV 

contents are valued less in foreign markets than in the home market, mainly because the 

program‟s appeal is reduced due to dubbing or subtitling (Trepte, 2003). Indeed, because of 

media products‟ intrinsically cultural nature, the need for localization in the media sector is 

greater than in any other industry (Sora Park, 2005). This is why the international syndication of 

TV contents has evolved, in order to avoid cultural discount (Dupagne and Waterman, 1998).   

From the perspective of cultural proximity thesis, audiences‟ cultural conformation and their 

search for cultural affinity is an issue of main significance, the international exchange of TV 

contents has often been studied in the framework of general trade between countries, 

international relations, tourism and peoples‟ mobility among them. These factors may help 

construct a more comprehensive context where international television programs are exchanged 

but the cultural aspect of the exchange is taken out of the equation.  

For example, Park and Hwang (2002, 2003) study how cultural proximity could affect 

imports of television programs into South Korea. Employing the variables distance, as 

represented by flight time (1), migration (2) and South Korea‟s foreign investments (3) the 

authors were able to predict exports of television programming. As they showed, South Korea is 
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exports television content to countries that are close in terms of geographical distance and that 

are linked with South Korea‟s culture because of mutual immigration and trade.  

Schweiger and Brosius (2003, 2003), in their study on the tele-voting behavior of viewers of 

the Eurovision Song Contest, suggest that the audience‟s tele-voting conduct is influenced by 

their home country‟s geographic, political, economic and cultural proximity to the singer‟s home 

country. These results have also been confirmed by Fembermayr & Toubal (2007) through 

quantitative analysis. In addition, as their research links cultural proximity to trade, they have 

found evidence suggesting that higher degrees of cultural proximity make culture-based 

misunderstandings less likely, lead to more trust and therefore, lower transaction costs.   

In all of these studies, there are four elements involved to appraise cultural proximity: 

geographical distance between the country where the television program has been produced and 

the country where it is screened; the exchange of persons between these two countries; the 

exchange of merchandise and goods; and similarities between political and economic systems. 

However, in these studies cultural texts within the TV contents, as well as their plots, characters, 

esthetics, settings, uses and customs, are not taken into consideration. The attention focuses on 

secondary elements that may facilitate or impede trade flows, but not on cultural factors that are 

greatly involved in the consumption of international TV contents. These elements work in 

addition to trade and economic variables, to determine the programs‟ chances of being watched 
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or not. These studies predict the chances that TV shows have to be exported to a certain market, 

based on economic, geographic and cultural considerations. But, what is missing in them is the 

study of the cultural texts that these TV shows carry, to reveal whether or not differences in 

cultural contents can improve or diminish their chances of being consumed abroad.     

According to Casas Perez (2005) in exploring how audiences use media, we assume that 

media help to shape reality: they offer ideas, interpretation or preferred meanings, and help us 

make sense of reality. This is particularly true for telenovelas: they help viewers relate to social 

situations, since audiences actively decode a multiplicity of meanings from them (McAnany and 

La Pastina 1994). Porto (2008) considers this exchange of values among audiences and 

telenovelas occurs because they habitually include demands from the audience in their plots. But, 

at the same time, they are also re-signifying those demands in terms of a hegemonic social 

discourse. Thereby, telenovelas intervene in the construction of cultural identity as well (Casas 

Perez, 2005). Porto (2008) argues that the importance of telenovelas in social identity 

construction, in the case of Brazil, “has established mass ceremonies much broader and 

significant in scope than the public forums created by the print media,” (p. 3) providing citizens 

from different social classes with information to comprehend social and political problems. 

Therefore, the relation between audiences and TV contents has to be emphasized and considered 

to a greater degree. Therefore, in research, the construction of reality (and culture) as a feature of 
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telenovelas should be firmly taking into account; it is my aim to do so centering on audiences‟ 

interpretation of telenovelas cultural texts.  

  

 

2.1.5 Geographic dimensions 

  Another issue that has to be greatly consider is the idea of „geographic dimensions‟, 

introduced by Straubhaar and La Pastina (2005) after studying the success of Mexican 

telenovelas in some rural of Brazil, which were taking over local production in regards to 

popularity and ratings.  

Although cultural proximity suggests that audiences, in their quest for cultural closeness, 

may choose local products first (when available), these two scholars found that Mexican 

telenovelas were more culturally relevant for the inhabitants of Brazilian countryside villages 

than the productions made in Rio de Janeiro, which were more distant in regards to cultural texts 

and contents. Thus, they elucidate audiences‟ creation of identity as being built on individual 

experiences in a specific place and time. Hence, the dimensions of local, regional, national and 

global as sources of culture and identity have to be taken into consideration when studying 

international audiences. This means that geographic distance may not always express cultural 

distance. And this also signifies that within a certain country there are differences to consider due 
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to regional cultural backgrounds that cannot be generalized. As they point out, “… in terms of 

television reception, we often may need to look at the local culture, rather than at the national 

culture, to see the level of proximity between a variety of television texts and the local viewers” 

(Straubbhar and La Pastina, 2005, p. 274). Most of the past literature employs “uses and 

gratification” theory to analyze audience as an empirical study. However, aside from the text of 

the media, individual backgrounds and living experiences should also be taken into consideration 

(Hall, 1980). Morley (1989) asserted that we should examine the effect of audience interpretation 

of specific texts under specific contexts. As concluded by Straubhaar and La Pastina (2005), “the 

creation of national borders and identities did not completely reduce existing supranational 

cultural-linguistic communities and identities” (p. 277).       

This relationship between localities found in the Mexico-Brazil case also shows that the 

variables related to cultural proximity, from language to human mobility (migration, tourism) 

and others, have to be placed in context and are not to be employed as an almighty research 

standard to be used in every situation. Localities and their specificities do matter. This dimension 

of cultural proximity will certainly be considered when conducting my research on Argentinean 

telenovelas and Latin American audiences.   

Furthermore, there are other theories that also help us understand what features make 

telenovelas culturally proximate, improving their chances of success in international markets. 
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This will be explained by reviewing Dirlik‟s “Third culture” thesis and other perspectives on 

globalization.  

 

 

2.1.6 A glance at globalization 

 

“Globalization is not an option, it is a fact” 

  Gordon Brown, UK‟s prime minister.  

In addition to cultural imperialism and cultural proximity theses, there are other theories that 

may help us achieving a greater understanding of the complex process involving TV content 

exchange, which I will present in the following pages broadening the theoretical framework of 

this research as well as the perspective in the phenomenon I am studying.   

As we just reviewed, among all the factors that affect audience interest in watching foreign 

programs, language and culture seem to be two of the most important ones. Therefore, audience 

preference for local content reflects concerns about proximity, which is formed by the 

similarities of culture, beliefs, practices, and similar practical social code –based on forms of 

etiquette, laws and rituals (Kim, 2004).      

  Dirlik (1996) offers a different point of view though. For him trade between countries in 

the globalization era is a “trade of third cultures” among world localities. This means that TV 
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contents are not portraying fully authentic native culture, even though they are embedded in their 

culture of origin. However, some “third culture” elements have been added to them as a result of 

globalization and interaction. This third culture is a mixture of local cultures with global 

elements, and the adaptation of the local to be consumed by the global audience (TV formats 

being reproduced in different cultural backgrounds and epic Disney movies based on local 

cultural characters like Mulan -China-, Hercules -Greece-, The Road to El Dorado -Latin 

America- are good examples of this de-localizing trend), and it matches international markets 

better, as it does not challenge the cultural background of international audiences but suits more 

general preferences. 

For Dirlik, a simultaneous homogenization and fragmentation within and across societies has 

taken place, resulting in a reinterpretation of the global and the local, which shows: “a 

simultaneous cosmopolitanism and localism of which the most convincing expression may be 

multiculturalism, the appearance of equalization of differences within and across societies.”  This 

is defined as Contemporary Localism, which appears in this perspective as a product of the 

operations of global capitalism (pp 32).  

 In any case, the existence of a “third culture” with no strict origin, but instead, widely spread 

and commonly shared, constructed by international localisms, could eventually bring 

international audiences closer and reduce cultural distances, filling the rifts between nations with 
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values and codes that can be easily assimilated by dissimilar spectators. The existence of third 

cultures may be a key point in the study of international TV contents, as they could explain, at 

least partially, audiences‟ predilection for some types of international TV shows, which they 

understand better. These programs‟ formulas or formats have to be designed following the 

standards of this third culture, increasing their chances of success no matter where they are 

broadcast.  

As we will see later, telenovelas are embedded in a mixture of values that could well be 

labeled as “third culture” values, clearly represented in their melodramatic plots, as this story-

telling style is present in cultures worldwide  (Mato, 2004, Lopez Pumarejo, 2005, Straubhaar, 

1991).  In this regard, 李政忠  (2003) offers a very interesting viewpoint relating cultural 

proximity thesis to the third cultures theory: for him, cultural proximity is related to de-

localization when exporting cultural products. Therefore, if TV programs want to succeed in 

foreign markets, they should not have strong local characteristics. In 李政忠’s perspective, 

cultural proximity is the key factor in programs exported from the Asia region; especially shows 

from North-East Asia, which are particularly popular in Taiwan because the degree of de-

localization of these programs is smaller.  

  In the realm of globalization studies concerning cultural issues, previous research focuses 

on cultural globalization. For Baraldi (2006), the cultural perspective of globalization faces a 
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problem of cultural innovation and the conservation of cultural traditions. The supporters of 

cultural innovation and conservation are seeking a balance between global and local culture 

which Robertson (1995) called “ glocalization. ”  However, 李 政 忠  (2003) focuses on 

“connections”  by interpreting globalization as connection from one area to another. His 

research regards globalization as mutual influence between global and local instead of being 

standardized by the core nation. To add more to this point, according to Smith (1992), there is no 

global culture because such a television culture has „no roots in time or place, it also has little 

connection with peoples, even though it is designed to appeal to “everyone”, to the common man, 

to all humankind. 

   Moreover, Korean scholar Kim (2004) introduces “close-to-reality communication process” 

to examine the export of Korean programs in Asian markets. She argues that the adoption of 

foreign programs depends on cultural background. If people are within the same cultural bloc, 

they will be able to interpret the contents with similar cultural background, making them better 

able to understand and react.  

From the perspectives mentioned above, we can see that cultural affinity is one of the most 

important factors when explaining the success of TV products in foreign markets. The popularity 

of telenovelas in Central and South America and the Japanese and Korean trend in Asia are good 

examples of this phenomenon. However, cultural affinity should not be understood simple as a 
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matter of geographic closeness. As mentioned above, locations in different countries may be well 

connected through cultural similarities; the rise of a “third culture” and hybridization in 

globalized products may also determine the existence of shared elements in international TV 

products attracting diverse audiences and connecting them through commonalities. Lopez 

Pumarejo (2007) deals with this issue when asking in his work on telenovelas “What do Mexican, 

Brazilian, and Argentinean national cultures have to do with Israel‟s?” 

 The answer is: too little and too much. But the “little” matters; little in how identities work, 

for one builds up one‟s identity through discourses that tell us who I am, as much as through 

those that tell us who I am not. The “much” has to do with the numerous similarities in cultural, 

generational, and class conflicts that Israel, along with most Latin American countries, 

undergoes on a daily basis. (p. 200) 

Therefore, contents in TV products and the cultural texts and images they carry are a key 

point to take into consideration, as well as more tangible factors. Data on telenovelas contents, 

text and narratives are presented below in the chapter related to that TV genre.  

 

 

2.1.7 The “country of origin” factor 

Straubhaar and La Pastina (2005) only assess this matter briefly, affirming that the strong 
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presence of US cultural products in so many media over the years has created a sense of 

familiarity or proximity with them. However, as we will see below, there are several studies, 

especially in the field of marketing, concerning the importance of the country of origin factor as 

a strategy to increase sales. Although this issue has been neglected in research on cultural 

proximity, it may be very useful in explaining the historic dominance of some major suppliers of 

TV contents, and the chances that peripheral players have of getting into already dominated 

markets.   

According to Anholt, the association between commercial and national brand is merely a 

case of positive association with national production; thus, “a country is famous for producing 

certain items and brands in related product categories profits by association” (Anholt, 1998, p. 

396). As a matter of fact, there is evidence confirming perceptual linkage between country of 

origin and product types. This is so, because certain products are considered more ethnic, more 

typical of certain countries (Usunier, 1996). Therefore, the same relation country to product 

relationship may also explain the preference for some TV products by international audiences. In 

this case, viewers may praise them as being of a higher quality knowing that they are made in 

certain countries, for example American entertainment shows (films, sitcoms, soap-operas, game 

shows, etc), Japanese cartoons, British TV formats, French movies, etc. In the case of Latin 

America, this linkage between country and product might be dissimilar in different geographic 
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areas. For example, North and Central American countries may establish a link between 

telenovelas and Mexican, Colombian and Venezuelan TV producers, while South American 

countries may be more prone to link telenovelas to Brazil and Argentina. This may be so because 

these countries have been the historic suppliers of telenovelas in each respective region, thereby 

gaining a reputation in this field.   

In Usunier‟s (1996) words, the “country of origin” is in fact a group of symbolic attributes 

that are linked to brands and national images, issues which are particularly significant for a 

company which does not have yet an established brand on the international market. And this is 

indeed the case for Argentina, which is a growing telenovela producer but without lacks of any 

solid presence in Central and North America, where televised shows from other countries are 

better known.  

This raises one very interesting point, which is deeply related to telenovelas exports: the 

linkage between national industry‟s perceived quality and telenovelas. This is so because of two 

factors: 

1. The perceived image of Argentina‟s telenovelas (its cultural contents) and overall 

Argentinean production in Latin American eyes, in comparison with the image of other countries 

in the region with more fame and reputation in this niche. 

2. The importance of the “reputation” attribute in international trade. 
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The lack of information about a certain country generates a negative image of its products. 

As Usunier argues, “the influence of the country of origin evaluation cue is strongest when the 

consumer is unfamiliar with a product category.  In this situation, “the country of origin serves as 

a sort of proxy variable that facilitates evaluation in the absence of other criteria” (Usunier, 1996, 

p. 252). 

  In the absence of other data, the consumer may use the country of origin to assess the 

products‟ quality. In effect, the link between certain brands and their country of origin can 

become so strong, “that it is difficult to decide whether the perception of a particular quality 

derives from the brand or from its provenance” (Anholt, 1998, p. 397).  

For Chernatony and Macdonald (1998), consumers purchase known brands as a risk 

reduction strategy:  “research has shown that one of the most popular methods employed by 

buyers to reduce risks is reliance upon reputable brands” (p.102). Indeed, they perceive a lesser 

risk in products from certain countries with a favorable image (Usunier, 1996). Thus, the lack of 

information about Argentina, as a country and as a telenovela producer in Central and North 

America may diminish Argentinean telenovelas‟ chances of success in those markets.    

Therefore, as we just saw, the country of origin factor is greatly related to the exchange of 

products and their consumption, based on the positive/negative reputation of the country 

manufacturing the goods. Let us now review some concepts related to culture, its role in people‟s 
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everyday life and the specificities of the Latin American cultural background.   
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2.2 

Exploring culture 

 

The classic definition offered by Taylor (1913) describes culture as a complex and 

interrelated set of elements, compromising knowledge, beliefs and values, arts, law, manners and 

morals and all the other kind of skills and habits acquired by a human being as a member of a 

particular society (Taylor, 1913, 1996, p. 41). In the case of Audley (1983, 2005) culture is 

addressed as “… all forms of expression that reflect attitudes, opinions, values and ideas, and in 

information and analysis concerning the present as well as the past” (p. 408). In addition, culture 

experiences change over time, as culture is not a clearly defined entity but a dynamic organism: 

“culture is much more of a process than a distinctive whole, which would be entirely identifiable 

by the sum of its elements” (Usunier, 1996, p. 41).  

In actuality, we live culture everyday and utilize it as a device to interact with our 

environment. People “operationalize” culture (Llul, 1995) to interact at any given situation, 

employing its different features when they are needed. For Usunier (1996), the elements used to 

operationalize culture are: language, nationality, education, profession, group, religion, family, 
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sex and social class. In some cases, the operationalization works better due to the multicultural 

nature of many individuals in today‟s societies. This idea suits the “cultural omnivorousness” 

thesis presented by Paterson in 1992, which shows that “people of higher social status, contrary 

to elite/mass models of cultural taste, were not averse to participate in activities associated with 

popular culture” (Peterson and Simkus, 1992, 2007, p. 144). It is also believed that cultural 

omnivores are more culturally tolerant, showing wider tastes and more liberal attitudes on racial 

and political matters as well (Bryson, 1996). 

2.2.1About Latin American Values 

 Research focusing specifically on Latin America emphasizes concepts like confianza (trust), 

which refers to the importance of having a personal relationship between persons (Brasch, 1973). 

Scholars find that Latin American cultures are highly relationship-oriented (Kris, 1994), while 

placing great value on establishing long term, close relationships with interaction on a personal, 

as well as professional level (War drop, 2006). Another Latin American value, Symposia 

(sympathy), or kindness, is a “cultural norm which requires individuals to be friendly, even if 

there is a strong conflict between two persons (Gomez, 1994, p. 32).   

In the field of business and management, Davila and Elvira (2006) found that Latin 

American business values are characterized by a hybrid of globalization and the region‟s historic 

traditions. This idea is concordant with Kuo-Shu Yang‟s (1994) model of the Chinese values 
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system, which divides Chinese values into mainly two categories: traditional cultural values and 

modern cultural values. The Latin American historic traditions pointed out by these authors are 

distinguished by large social gaps, a widespread collectivism and a benevolent, paternalistic 

leadership. Another important value is social status;  however, it coexists with a very strong 

collective environment. Other values of significance are: the importance of personal 

relationships –Latin Americans expect to be treated with courtesy and kindness; and the need of 

a rich family life, which explains their lack of geographical mobility.   

Extrapolating data from Hofstede (1980) and Hall (1959), Wardrop (2005), elaborated a 

comparative schema (table 2) among Latin American and North American (USA) values. It is 

interesting to assess how these two cultural backgrounds are almost contradictory one from each 

other, although United States and Latin America, geographically, historically and culturally, are 

quite proximate. In consequence, differences may not always be due to geographic distance and 

shared historical factors. 

 

 

2.2.2 Hosftede’s measurement of cultural differences   

Focusing on work-related values in multinational business enterprises like IBM, Hofstede 

(1980) distinguishes four dimensions of national culture. Therefore, in Hoftede‟s studies, the 
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differences among countries are always of degree but not of type. These standards are: power 

distance (PDI), uncertainty avoidance, individualism/collectivism and masculinity /femininity 

(Table 4). 

As explained in geert-hofstede.com, the high Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) ranking at 

an average of 86 points (see charts below) exposes Latin American society‟s low level of 

tolerance for uncertainty. In an effort to minimize or reduce this level of uncertainty, strict rules, 

laws, policies, and regulations are adopted and implemented. As he explains, the ultimate goal of 

this population is to control everything in order to eliminate or avoid the unexpected. As a result 

of this high Uncertainty Avoidance characteristic, the society does not readily accept change and 

is very risk adverse. 

According to Hofstede‟s webpage, the large majority of primarily Catholic countries (those 

with Uncertainty Avoidance as their highest ranking dimension) have a low tolerance for 

ambiguity. This allows a highly rule-oriented society that institutes laws, rules, regulations, and 

controls to reduce the amount of uncertainty within the population.  

In the case of Argentina (table 3), the Power Distance Index is significantly lower compared 

to the average for Latin America (table 4). Therefore, Argentinean society may show less respect 

for traditional family roles and institutions, in an attempt to rebalance the power distribution. 

Because of this variation in the PDI, it is my assumption that audiences from Latin American 
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countries may be more conservative while Argentina‟s are more liberal, in regards to social 

institutions portrayed in telenovelas. 

 

Regarding Individualist/collectivist index, Argentina shows a higher degree of individualism, 

while Latin America on average shows a very widespread sense of collectivism; thus, other Latin 

Americans may be more group dependent and family oriented. Finally, Argentina‟s masculinity 

level is slightly higher than the average for Latin America. Therefore, as explained by Trepte in 

her review on Hofstede‟s method, in these kinds of countries the role differentiation between 

males and females should be more emphasized (Trepte, 2003). This may also influence the way 

Argentinean and other Latin Americans audiences appraise the masculine and feminine roles in 

the TV programs they watch.  

 

 

2.2.3 Critics on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

However, Hofstede‟s indexes shall not be employed blindly, as the cultural dimensions 

model has been heavily criticized and reviewed. For example, McSweeney (2002) emphasizes in 

the IBM sample‟s lack of representativeness and the limited characterization of culture in 

Hofstede‟s work, its confinement within the territory of states, and other methodological flaws, 
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meaning that the model is a “restricter” and not an “enhancer” of understanding particularities. 

As he states:   

We may think about national culture we may believe in national culture, but Hofstede has not 

demonstrated that national culture is how we think. If the aim is understanding, then we need to 

know more about the richness and diversity of national practices and institutions – rather than 

merely assuming their „uniformity‟ and that they have an already known national cultural cause 

(p. 112). 

Smith (2002) criticizes some of the features in the four cultural dimensions. For example, in 

regards to Power Distance Index (PDI), he claims that Hofstede mainly takes affluence as a 

variable, but other causal factors are not taken into consideration; therefore measuring some but 

not all of the presumed causal factors would lead to ambiguous results. Concerning the 

Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI), he pinpoints the degree to which other researchers in the 

fields have specifically ignored it, because as an indicator it is contradictory and may mix both 

risk evasion or risk enhancement opinions. In regards to the Individualism/collectivism Index, 

(IDVI), in Smith‟s perspective Hofstede only shows that at the culture-level certain personal 

work goals go together, and that favoring them involves giving less emphasis to certain work 

goals that have a more collectivist focus. Nonetheless, the polarization found among different 

work objectives need not imply a uniform relation between work goals and other life goals.  
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Finally, regarding the Masculinity/Femininity Index (MASI), he affirms that this is certainly 

the dimension that has provoked most criticism and most misunderstanding. Its main problem 

derives from selection of terms to describe a culture-level dimension already in use at the 

individual level, which produces a replication of data among two indexes. Another issue is 

related to the confusion among cultural collectivism and femininity, since collectivism should be 

understood as having to do with „we‟ rather than „I‟. However, femininity is represented as 

concern for relationships.   

Although McSweeney (2002) states that Hofstede‟s analysis relies on a number of 

profoundly flawed assumptions, scholars like Williamson (2002) refute all of his critiques 

affirming that they are flawed because they do not discern between errors of logic within the 

standards of the functionalist paradigm in which Hofstede chose to do his investigation, and 

constraints from choosing this paradigm. For Williamson, this kind of critique only illustrates the 

confusion that can arise from a lack of clarity about the paradigm from which cultural research is 

debated. On the other hand, as we just saw Smith (2002) also criticizes some of the features in 

Hofstede‟s paradigm, yet he admits that theorists necessarily need to make simplifying 

assumptions.   

Nevertheless, for Williamson (2002), McSweeney‟s (2002) observations raise important 

warnings for those wishing to employ Hofstede‟s model. First, there is the danger of assuming 



39 
 

that all members of a culture homogeneously carry the same cultural attributes, that a culture can 

be uniform. Secondly, individuals‟ values or behaviors should not be expected to be wholly 

determined by their cultural background. The third risk is to confuse scores for cultural 

dimensions with the cultural constructs for which they are only rough measures. 

 However, the aim of this thesis‟ research is neither to define national culture nor to identify 

the cultural boundaries of each Latin American country. It is not the goal of this thesis to perform 

quantitative research based on Hofstede‟s statistical plan either. In addition, I do not intend to 

fully engage with its ideas and conclusions. But, taking into account the availability and scope of 

Hofstede‟s data, which analyzed most Latin American countries, it is at least interesting to take 

that knowledge into consideration and employ it in order to assess theoretical affinity. As stated 

by Stewart and Shamdasani (1990), focus group sessions are commonly used to interpret 

previously obtained quantitative results. By doing so, I would like to see if Hofstede‟s indexes on 

Latin American countries are concordant with the findings on telenovelas audiences in this study.  

We just reviewed the basic features of culture and the main features of Latin American 

cultural background. In the next part we will focus on telenovelas. Historical data will be 

presented and the role of telenovelas in helping to delineate the current flow of TV contents will 

be considered as well. Additional information on telenovelas audiences, plots, narratives and 

exports will also be included.   
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2.3 

Into the world of telenovelas 

As described by Straubhaar (1991), of the commercial TV forms developed in Latin America, 

the most important are telenovelas. These are basically “prime time serials with a common cast 

and a series of subplots that run for 5-10 months, five to six evening a week, With distinct 

beginnings, plot developments, and endings” (Antola & Rogers, 1985, pp.185). In Latin America, 

the earliest telenovelas in Mexico date back to the mid 1950s, along with Brazil, Venezuela and 

Argentina (McAnany and La Pastina, 1994). However, most of the literature on Latin American 

telenovelas is centered on Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela, since these have historically been the 

major developers and exporters of telenovelas (Biltereyst and Meers, 2000).  

Telenovelas are traditional Latin American melodramas, with roots in French serial novels as 

well as American radio soaps (Straubhaar, 2000), although some scholars affirm that telenovelas 

are directly inspired by American TV soap operas, and deeply influenced by Western capitalist 

values such as consumerism and the perpetuate of class-based stereotypes (Muraro, 1987). Other 

scholars like Mazzioti (1996), in accord with the concept of “Third cultures” (Dirlik, 1996), 
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affirm that telenovelas hybridize and neutralize their contents mainly for export objectives, and 

thus, do not necessarily represent an authentic form of cultural expression. 

However, telenovelas find their antecedents in cultural expressions earlier than American 

soap operas. This TV genre seems to be very well-rooted in historical forms of authentic local 

fiction (Biltereyst and Meers, 2000) like Latin Europe and Latin American chapbooks known as 

Cordel or Corridos (Barbero, 1993). Its most characteristic feature may be the melodramatic 

nature of the plots; a story-telling style that exists in diverse cultures worldwide (Obregon, 1995). 

However, according to Lopez Pumarejo (2007) another factor to take into consideration is 

tragedy, which in the theatrical sense, has been emanated from the Mediterranean to the Judeo-

Christian world; and has subsequently become a common feature in telenovela plots. 

Because telenovelas are constructed on these core elements that are common to different 

societies and cultures, there is a “genre proximity” (Straubhaar and La Pastina, 1994) relating 

them to different audiences around the world, which explains the success of their plots and 

narratives in almost every international market. Furthermore, the Aristotelian pathos found in the 

Poetics (and exemplified in Oedipus, who unknowingly killed his own father in warfare and bore 

children with his mother) is cited by Lopez Pumarejo (2007) to explain telenovelas‟ cultural 

compatibility with Israel‟s audience: “… telenovelas‟ appeal to Israelis has much to do with 

these shows‟ residual cultural affirmation” (p.200). In addition, viewers find themselves attracted 



43 
 

by the melodramatic story-telling because this genre is quite conventional, and offers them a 

sense of security and certainty (Clifford, 2005).    

Traditionally, telenovelas‟ plots have repeated a known formula. As elucidated by Slade and 

Beckenham (2005)   some characteristics can be tracked as generic features of this genre: 

domestic settings, low production costs, and romantic themes. According to Casas Perez (2005), 

the traditional formula always involves:   

A love triangle in which a young, beautiful, honest, and poor girl falls in love with a man, 

usually rich and usually of a higher social class, and has to overcome all sorts of trouble caused 

by an evil third party. Some sacrifice would usually be required. Lovers would have to endure 

pain and sorrow to achieve true love, which would be the dominant force for cultural cohesion, 

with marriage as the ultimate social mechanism for its legitimization. No sordid or deviant 

behaviors would be presented, other than those of evil characters (p. 409). 

However, Delia Fiallo‟s (a famous telenovelas‟ scriptwriter, in Matto, 2000, p. 441) believes 

that emotions - rather than the plot - are the force of penetration of telenovelas in foreign markets. 

But telenovelas are not static: their constitutional characteristics change responding to social and 

cultural concerns of telenovela writers and audiences (McNany and La Pastina, 1994). Although 

focusing on romantic themes, they also include historical themes and social and political 

commentary (Straubhaar, 1991).  
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Nowadays there are two subgenres of telenovelas: Cinderella style and realistic style. The 

first is considered to be the classic form while the second is the modern, more down to earth, 

version (Clifford, 2005). Furthermore, the genre is becoming more cinematic in plot, content and 

visual complexity and it has proven to be effective in dealing with sensitive social issues more 

profoundly than other shows (Lopez Pumarejo, 2007). What is common to these two subgenres 

is the narrative structure and the need to continuously maintain audience attention (Slade and 

Beckenham, 2005). 

This diversification of the genre, according to Casas Perez (2007), was possible due to 

telenovelas‟ capacity to adapt themselves to a changing world. These changes were ignored by 

traditional narratives: “a more chaotic world was not explainable through the stability of family 

as institution; political and economic turmoil was not resolved through hard work; values were in 

crisis. Telenovelas started to include all these elements, offering sex appeal and visual cadence” 

(Casas Perez, 2007, p. 409). Now, although they still uphold traditional family values, 

telenovelas are simultaneously promoting women‟s professional development, as well as 

tolerance to others‟ race, religion, culture, and sexual orientation” (Lopez Pumarejo, 2007).  

Telenovelas, particularly those with realistic tones, provide means to raise issues that families 

enjoy discussing but may otherwise find difficult to raise (Clifford, 2005). TV networks 

purposely link audiences‟ desired values and behaviors to the characters with whom they are 
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more likely to identify. They do so in order to sell products but also to bring social issues to 

public debate, with the purpose of informing and educating the viewers (Lopez Pumarejo, 2007).   

As explicated by Ryerson, romantic fiction is powerful both in its ability to attract and to 

formulate national cultures (Ryerson, 1994).   

 

 

2.3.1 Telenovelas audiences 

The development and success of telenovelas is strongly related to their success fulfilling 

audiences‟ social and cultural needs. Porto (2008) emphasizes the exchange of values among 

audiences and telenovela contents, because “television melodramas frequently incorporate 

demands from the audience, but they also re-signify them in terms of a dominant social discourse” 

(p.19). As explained by Silverstone (1994, 2005) telenovelas usually engage people in the 

intimacy of their home, “where one community forms to view another; it is the site of conflicts, 

rituals, and sharing in dimensions that are gendered, generational, and class oriented” (p. 361). In 

creating plots, “producers propose and audiences dispose”. This is so because audiences are 

active and derive a variety of meanings from telenovelas. Although they recognize the fictional 

nature of the genre, and the functioning of its rules, they apply telenovela lessons to their lives 

(McNany and La Pastina, 1994). 
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More than 53% of Latin Americans between the ages of 12 and 64 are believed to be regular 

viewers of telenovelas, as explained in Dori Media‟s webpage. Data on telenovela audiences 

indicates that viewers are mainly women, although male audiences are increasing (Casas Perez, 

2007). But, as pinpointed by Clifford, men seldom feel free to admit that they watch telenovelas, 

“they will often state that they relinquish the remote control so that their partner can enjoy her 

telenovela, ostensibly showing love and caring by doing so” (Clifford, 2005, p, 366).  

Nevertheless, the diversification of telenovelas in plots and narratives engages larger and more 

diverse audience segments, like teenagers, immigrants, college students, married men, etcetera 

(Lopez Pumarejo, 2007). It is also understood that telenovelas‟ viewership vary along age and 

class lines (Clifford, 2005).  

 

 

2.3. 2Telenovelas international’s dynamic 

Within the raise of peripheral players in the TV business, the importance of telenovelas is 

second to none, as they represent the potential of the Third World‟s cultural industries (Biltereyst 

and Meers, 2000) to reach 2 billion people around the world (Singh, 2007). The industry 

produces over 12,000 telenovela television hours annually, at an average cost of US$48,000 per 

episode. Eastern Europe is one of the most dynamic markets for this product, while Asia is 
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second only to Latin America in terms of telenovela popularity.  

As explained by Straubhaar in his article about Brazilian TV, published on museum.tv, 

already by the 1970s telenovelas were the most popular programs and dominated prime time on 

the major networks in Brazil and in other Latin American countries. These shows became 

popular enough, as commercial television entertainment, to be exported throughout Latin 

America and into Europe, Asia and Africa. For Matto (2005), the growth of telenovelas as a 

Latin American industry was a result of transnationalization across Mexico, Brazil, Venezuela, 

Colombia, Peru, and Argentina. Transnationalization took place by applying four major 

strategies. First of all, these countries started to exchange products among themselves,  but also 

begun to direct their exports to the United States and to a number of countries in both Western 

and Eastern Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. After that, the majority of the leading businesses 

in this industry opened offices in Miami and Madrid, facilitating both sales operations and traffic 

in the region. Then, telenovela producers started to contract multinational casts in order to gain a 

broader cultural representativeness by employing stars from different countries. Finally, this 

transnationalization also happened thanks to joint productions with the participation of at least 

two Latin American countries and European enterprises, an alliance that facilitated to trade of 

these TV shows all throughout the geo-linguistic and cultural region. 

According to Straubhaar (1991), an initial dependence on US commercial models has been 
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transformed into a relatively greater interdependence within a world marketplace where 

indigenous production of programs can compete with US productions (Straubhaar, 1991). As a 

result, nowadays telenovela exports represent 70 to 80% of each big Latin American media 

enterprises‟ international sales (Matto, 2005). 

 

 

2.3.3 The Argentinean case 

The history of telenovelas in Argentina is contemporary to the development of its national 

TV industry, which was influenced by Buenos Aires‟ local theatre and radio novels (Ulanovsky 

et al, 1996). Since 1952, Argentina has produced 420 telenovelas; its annual production record 

was reached in 1963, when 35 productions were made. Up to 1976, the production was strong 

with an average of 10 telenovelas a year (Oropeza, 2005).  

The international success of Argentinean telenovelas is related to the transnationalization 

process of this industry as explained by Matto (2005). However, Argentinean telenovela exports 

started during the 1960s, leading the trade along with Mexico until 1976, when a military 

dictatorship begun, affecting the production of national telenovelas and boosting the imports of 

Mexican productions to Argentina (Mazzioti, 2006).   

After 13 years, the Argentinean exports of telenovelas restarted in 1989, via the trade in 
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productions made by joint-ventures between local and Mexican (Televisa) and Italian (Silvio 

Berlusconi Communications) companies (Oropeza, 2005). However, those telenovelas were less 

characteristically Argentinean: they were high quality productions set in mansions and luxurious 

environments and spoken in neutral Spanish, reaffirming the most classic melodrama formats 

(Mazzioti, 1996). They were spoken without Argentinean accent and lacked local argot slang 

like “Che” or “vos” (equivalent to the second person singular). Furthermore, these productions 

used to have low audience ratings in Argentina as they were more distant to local audiences; but 

they enjoyed higher ratings in Europe, where they were sold for a higher price (Mazzioti, 1996).  

 

 

2.3.4 The post devaluation scenario 

The Argentinean currency devaluation allowed the recovery of the domestic industry and its 

foreign sales. The year 2003 marked the revival of cultural industries, with very good TV 

contents figures (Getino, 2004).     

This new scenario also empowered the rise of independent production companies, which 

begun during the late 1990s. These companies started to produce both for the local market and 

for the international one, as access to the indigenous market is mostly controlled by the TV 

channels, which also produced their own audiovisual materials (Mato, 1999). Their increase was 
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also empowered by investments from international companies, which are interlocked in joint 

ventures with local ones. Among these independent producers, the most important ones are Cris 

Morena Group, Telefe International and Pol-ka; these last two have profits above US$ 15 million 

per year (Mato, 1999).  

Internationally, the Argentinean sales are very positive, especially in Central and Eastern 

Europe and the Middle East (Soroza, 2001). The telenovelas shot in this new post devaluation 

economic era revalued the Argentinean cultural background, which nowadays is an added-value 

that attracts foreign audiences (Oropeza, 2005). In addition, the local industry still offers very 

competitive production costs and lowers trade prices, which attract buyers from developing 

countries (Mato, 1999). Furthermore, Argentina has the know-how of the genre (Mazzioti, 1996) 

and its actors have a European look (Oropeza, 2005) that suits the standards of the international 

market.  

But most importantly, Argentinean productions have a very distinctive feature that also 

explains their success locally and abroad: they are edgier and more sophisticated than the 

competition coming out of Brazil, Colombia and Mexico (Newbery, 2007). Although they 

depend on some of the commonalities of the genre, they also use unconventional tactics, 

including plots about homosexuality, vampirism, perversions and a thriller style that is not 

common in other Latin American productions (Oropeza, 2005). For example, the telenovela 
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"Montecristo" (2008) is based on Alexandre Dumas' novel "The Count of Monte Cristo", and 

tells the story of a man falsely accused of treason during the Argentina's 1976-83 military 

dictatorship, when thousands of political dissidents went "missing" and their children were stolen 

(Landau, 2008). Another case is “Sos mi vida” (You are the one, 2006), about a female boxing 

champion who adopts three homeless children. In addition “Vidas Robadas” (Taking Lives, 2008) 

develops its plot on the life of a forensic anthropologist fighting the human slave trade (Newbery, 

2007). 

With a large concentration of independent producers, Argentina is the place to “generate 

original stories that are attractive for audiences" said Silvana D'Angelo, director of Latin Flower, 

a company dedicated to trade TV shows (Newbery, 2008). Pablo Cullel, contents director of 

Underground, the independent company that developed the telenovela “LaLola”, explains that 

“now-a-days international TV programmers value variation to the structure of the classic soap 

opera, but only if it does not lose its popular foundation” (Cullel, 2009). 

One of the latest variations and creative ideas in the realm of Argentinean telenovelas is “La 

Lola” (Lola, 2007), a romantic-comedy telenovela that has been sold to more than 50 countries 

worldwide. Developed by Underground -which after the success of “LaLola” sold 40% of its 

capital to Endemol Holland- (Cayon, 2009). “LaLola” was broadcast in Argentina from 2007 to 

2008 and screened by America TV Channel 2.   
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Through 150 episodes, “La Lola” tells the story of Lalo Padilla, a successful CEO of a 

magazine in Buenos Aires living as an arrogant yuppie and womanizer, who gets "trapped" in a 

woman's body after being targeted by a spell by one of his jilted lovers. Finding himself in the 

body of a female, self-baptized Lola, she has to struggle to keep her job –saying that she is 

Lalo‟s favorite cousin, and from then on facing his everyday life as a beautiful woman. 

Furthermore, Lola he has to face the “macho” environment of the business world in Buenos 

Aires, and begins to realize how women are mistreated in the working field and reappraises their 

rights and their capacity for work. Moreover, she has to learn how to live like a woman, 

discovering all the complexities involved in a female‟s everyday life. The story ends with Lola 

Padilla deciding to continue her life as a woman, and to stay together with Facundo, her work 

partner and boyfriend.  

Because of its fresh plot, which mixes comedy with telenovela, “LaLola” grasped the 

attention of international buyers worldwide. Overall, the product -both its canned version and the 

format- was distributed as informed by Dori Media in its webpage, to more than 50 countries in 

less than one year. It reached markets like Moldova, Ghana, Albania, Nigeria, Andorra, France, 

Belgium, Philippines and the United States, where it was purchased by FOX networks.   

However, taking into consideration the success of “LaLola” in such a multicultural and 

international context, the case of Chile, which bought “LaLola”‟s format to reproduce it instead 
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of broadcasting the original -and has done the same with other Argentinean shows-, goes against 

what is predicted by cultural proximity thesis, as Chile should be culturally more affine with 

Argentina. There must be other dimensions which explain Chile‟s conduct that have not been 

taken into consideration in past studies, which may better assess the cultural characteristics of 

Latin audiences. In actuality, there seems to be a lack of knowledge of Latin American cultural 

composition, which tends to be over-generalized. Measurements like Hosftede‟s, which proposes 

a standardized vision of cultures; or definitions of Latinos like the one offered by Blackwell (et. 

al, 2006), who affirm that “language and cultural identity, rather than national origin, are the key 

elements in Latino culture, which may include any color or race” (p. 446) represent the lack of 

understanding of the cultural peculiarities of this region. Latin America is actually characterized 

by a very diverse cultural background that, as we will see, revolves around national origins.   

Therefore, cultural proximity studies may fail to explain Chile‟s consumption pattern of 

Argentinean TV formats by not including two very significant variables, which in my 

perspective as a Latin American, are part of our everyday life and contribute to the construction 

of each country‟s national identity. These variables are the difference in accent, the existence of 

historical quarrels and political friction between Latin American nations and the resulting 

discrimination based on nationality. These issues are an important part of Latin Americans‟ 

collective cultural identity.         
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Although former studies consider language difference in their assessment of cultural 

proximity (Schweiger and Brosius, 2004, Straubbhar, 2003, Trepte, 2003) in the case of Latin 

America it is necessary to go deeper into this subject, by trying to grasp cultural differences 

based on a subcomponent of language: the existence of multiple Spanish accents. As explained 

by Johnson (2007), Latin America includes a variety of accents which identify people from 

different regions and their cultural backgrounds. These accents can be grouped into two main 

clusters: "Highland" Spanish, which is generally spoken in the mountainous areas of Latin 

America, and “Lowland” Spanish. As Johnson explains, while each country retains its own 

accents and has some unique vocabulary, residents of countries such as Mexico, Colombia, Peru, 

Venezuela and Bolivia generally speak a similar type of Highland Spanish. Modern Caribbean or 

Lowland Spanish is characterized by its relative informality, its rapid pace, and the dropping of 

"s" sounds, allowing people to talk more quickly.  

 Nonetheless, according to Johnson, within the Lowland Spanish Argentina and Uruguay 

represent another subgroup, as these two countries were both heavily influenced by Italian 

immigration. Thus, they have an accent characterized by some older grammar, and a vocabulary 

and pronunciation heavily influenced by Italians who settled the area in the 19th  and early 20th  

century. Furthermore, Buenos Aires‟ accent is instantly recognizable throughout the Spanish 

world, as is characterized by the use of another language, Lunfardo , which blends Spanish and 
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Italian.  

In this context, the old witticism is that Latin America is a region divided by the same 

language. For Sinclair (2000), Spanish accents represent a very sensitive issue. National groups 

of Argentinean and Mexican national groups can be sensitive about one another‟s accents, “in 

the same way as an American accent might still grate when heard on British or Australian 

television” (pp.22). Marsh et.al (2007) in their work titled “Separated by a common language”, 

found this same pattern among English speakers. As they observed, there are some clear 

divisions between Americans and Australians in regards to language and nonverbal accents, 

which also correlate with the extent to which Australian targets were perceived to conform to 

stereotypes about Australians. 

In actuality, the importance of accents is such that in order to expand a given telenovela‟s 

market in South America, producers began to erase cultural specificities in them, emphasizing on 

accents in particular. As explained by Mato (2005), the pronominal “vos” form and the marked 

accent in numerous Argentinean telenovelas was eliminated, and a smoother accent like that in 

numerous Colombian telenovelas was introduced in order to avoid cultural discount.  

In Waisbord‟s (2004) perspective, accents are a major cultural hurdle to exporting 

Argentinean TV production North of Ecuador, as South American audiences are more familiar 

with Argentinean accents. “But elsewhere, he added, audiences reject the Argentinean accent, 
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particularly in countries where, given the absence of indigenous fiction, such as in Central 

America, audiences have watched Mexican programming and listening to Mexican accents for 

decades” (pp. 377). Indeed, accents are very interesting point I would like to examine in this 

thesis research, as Spanish accents could be a very crucial issue to take into consideration when 

studying the cultural setting of Latin America and the way Latin audiences perceive Argentinean 

cultural texts in telenovelas.   

At this stage, after reviewing issues surrounding Spanish accents, and assessing their 

importance as sources of national identity, I now formulate the first research question of this 

thesis: 

RQ 1: Is geographic distance between Argentina and different audiences in Latin 

America an indicator of their likelihood to accept the Argentinean accent spoken in 

“LaLola”? 

 

RQ 2: Is geographic distance between Mexico and different audiences in Latin America 

an indicator of their likelihood to accept the accent spoken in Mexican telenovelas? 

 

  

Through this question I would like to better understand the differences in perceptions of the 

Argentinean accent. Furthermore, this question also aims to assess the relationship between 

geographic distance and cultural distance between these two main groups of audiences and the 

Argentinean accent. The way audiences perceive accents is also connected to the country of 

origin factor, another variable that is worth examining. At this point, in order to understand more 
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about the importance of accent and other features within telenovelas‟ structure, I would like to 

post an extra research question, focused on the perception of Latin American audiences towards 

another telenovela: “Yo soy Betty, La Fea” (Ugly Betty, 1999). This Colombian production has 

been very popular in the Americas and its format has been sold internationally; this is why I am 

employing this additional question to obtain participants‟ insights on it, to see how this regional 

TV success differs from “LaLola”.   

 

RQ 3:  Is geographic distance between Colombia and the audiences' home country also a 

good indicator for their acceptance of “Yo soy Betty, La Fea? Are there any differences in 

the way audiences perceive and evaluate these two programs? 

 

 

In regards of the concept “geographic distance”, which is included in these three research 

questions, it is understood as the distance between Argentina and the home country of focus 

groups participants.     

 

 

2.3.5 Historical and political conflicts  

There is also another issue that may be well connected to the country of origin factor, as it 

may be strongly linked to the way Latin American audiences perceive other countries and their 

TV products, especially telenovelas like “LaLola”, which have a strong local flavor. As 
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explained by Huntington (1997, 2000, pp25), just because Latin American nations share a similar 

linguistic and cultural background, does not guarantee that television programming produced in 

that area is going to be uniformly accepted and consumed by every Latin audience.  

Indeed, even though this region shares a common language, values and other features related 

to a common history and culture (although there is a rich cultural diversity from Mexico to), 

political problems, diplomatic conflicts and historical quarrels, as well as other issues like 

rivalries related to sporting competition (especially football), which arouse patriotic sentiments; 

and discrimination based on nationality, may count as sources of cultural discount, which are 

much more important than subtitling or dubbing. Rivalries and differences of political nature 

have not been taken into consideration in the works we have been reviewing. Nevertheless, this 

is a point that may offer very interesting insights during the focus group sessions, since as we 

will see in the following pages, divergences among Latin American nations have been abundant.      

It was my assumption that, concerning the country of origin issue, confrontation among 

countries may fuel negative feelings that could determine media consumption patterns. Political, 

social and historical rivalries among nations in Latin America may have a strong influence on 

audiences‟ consumption of products coming from the countries with a negative image. 

Furthermore, as pinpointed by Waisbord (2004) quotas and political constrains stimulate the 

trade of TV formats –which can be reproduced as technically domestic contents, by the 
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purchasers, but limit the international flow of original TV content.  

Armed conflicts have been a constant in the region, involving multiple countries, mainly due 

to irredentism of territorial causes. As early as the 1820s, Argentina (then known as the United 

Provinces of the Río de la Plata) battled Brazil (then known as the Empire of Brazil) over an area 

known as Banda Oriental (present day Uruguay). Later on, the War of the Triple Alliance started 

(1864-1870), fought between Paraguay and the allied block formed by Argentina, Brazil, and 

Uruguay (Centeno, 1957). Since this war, Paraguayans are known to call Argentineans by the 

Guarani (aborigine language of the Guarani tribe) names Curepa or Curepi, which means “Pig 

Skin”, a pejorative nickname referring to the Argentinean soldiers‟ whiter skin.   

Other countries like Ecuador and Peru have struggled for more than 200 years due to 

territorial disagreements. This is also the case of Chile and Bolivia, nations which have not had 

full official diplomatic relations since 1978. In this case, the war arose from disputes over the 

control of territory containing valuable mineral deposits. It ultimately led to the Chilean 

annexation of territories in Peru and Bolivia, taking away Bolivia‟s only harbor, and leaving it 

landlocked. But these are not just old forgotten and forgiven facts from the past: in 2004, during 

the Monterrey meeting of Latin American Presidents, Bolivia‟s representative took this issue into 

the meeting agenda, officially claiming the recovery of that port on the Pacific Ocean, a loss that 

has produced very negative consequences for Bolivia‟s economic development, and which has 
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also increased the animosity between these two countries (Clarin, 2004). Other recent conflicts 

between Latin American states happened just one year ago, when Colombia and Venezuela 

suffered a diplomatic crisis due to differences in their political stances regarding the liberation of 

hostages by the drug cartels in the region. This crisis was so deep that it led these two countries 

to mobilize their troops to the frontier, while the presidents of both countries insulted each other 

and denounced one another‟s corruption and incapacities (Marquez, 2009).  

Although Chile‟s liberation from the Spanish Royal Army was accomplished thanks to a 

military effort by Argentinean General Jose de San Martin and Chilean Bernardo O‟Higgins, the 

international duo that defeated the Spanish troops and fortified Chilean independence in 1818, 

conflicts between these two countries have been continuous since the last years of the 18th 

century. Claims over the region called Patagonia have been taken into several international 

courts. War between these two parties due to this issue has been avoided several times by the 

intervention of different mediators. Later on, during the 1960s, another conflict for the control of 

the Beagle Canal brought these two countries to an imminent war, as Argentina repudiated the 

verdict of the international tribunals on this issue and planned an attack against Chile. Chile and 

Argentina sent troops to the border in Patagonia and large areas were mined. However, the 

operations were stopped thanks to mediations by Pope John Paul II.   

A few years later, in 1982, during the Falklands War between Argentina and England, Chile 
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provided the UK with information, in exchange for military aircraft, missiles and radar for its 

own army. In 2005, the former chief of the Chilean Air Force, General Fernando Matthei, said to 

the Argentinean daily Clarín that his country's collaboration with England during the Falklands 

War was a reaction to what the government of Augusto Pinochet regarded as the threat of an 

Argentinean attack (Clarín, 2005). After the Falkland incident, and with the beginning of new 

democratic eras in both countries, diplomatic relations improved. However, once in a while, 

problems concerning maps of Patagonia area arouse new diplomatic tensions between these two 

nations, and awake past animosities (Niebieskikwiat, 2006, Crítica Digital, 2009).  

These issues seem to be very salient for some segments of each country‟s population, which 

base their angry and reciprocal discrimination on these historical events, as anti-Japanese feeling 

arouse in South Korea after World War II, as well as in Mainland China after the Sino-Japanese 

War. Discrimination based on nationality remains an issue in Latin America. There are a huge 

number of blogs, web pages and online forums concerning it. These include alarming 

expressions of intolerance and hate. In Argentina, Chileans are popularly called “Chilotes”, 

while Bolivians are “Bolitas”, Peruvians are “Perucas”, Brazilians are “Brazucas”, and 

Paraguayans are “Paraguas” . Each of these names has a discriminatory nature and negative 

connotations. The same thing happens in other countries, as in Spain, where South Americans 

are called “Sudacas” and Latin American immigrants have suffered physical attacks by members 
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of nationalist groups (RRP, 2007).  

 When discrimination and hatred are not based on historical conflicts, they may originate in 

other issues like immigration from neighboring countries. This new trend of migration has been 

stigmatized by certain segments of society, politicians, labor unions, and business conglomerates, 

which see migrants as responsible of unemployment, overloading the national health system or 

even for street crime (Capel, 2001).  

 Football is another source of division. As explained in the webpage of the National Institute 

against Discrimination, Xenophobia and Racism (INADI), sports generate passions and feeling 

of belonging that are strongly rooted in the enthusiasts, especially in males. It is remarkable how 

the "songs" sung by the fans condense different types of discrimination. In a study presented by 

the INADI in its webpage, about songs sung during football matches, they demonstrate that 

enthusiasts sing, on average, fifteen songs per game, five of which are discriminatory. 

Furthermore, as explained in an article published in the Argentinean daily Panorama, one out of 

three songs is not intended to encourage fans‟ own team but to insult its rival (Panorama, 2009) 

In some of these songs, nationality is being used as an insult, since rivals are called Bolivians or 

Peruvians . In March 29, 2009, as informed in the Argentinean daily Clarín, the Council of 

International Solidarity of Bolivian Foreign Residents in Argentina complained about acts of 

xenophobia and racism in football matches against that community (Clarín, 2009). According to 
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Villapando, Argentina is a country with high level of racial discrimination and intolerance 

(Villapando et al, 2006). The stereotype on Argentineans among South Americans is therefore 

quite negative as well: Argentineans are seen as pedant, selfish, egocentric, conceited and proud 

of their European roots.   

Regarding political and historical problems and social discrimination among Argentineans 

and people in other countries in South America, I would like to pose the following questions:    

RQ 4: Do historical political quarrels and discrimination by nationality influence 

Chilean audiences’ perceptions of “LaLola”? Do these issues also lead to the rejection of 

TV products coming from Argentina?   

 

RQ 5: Do historical political quarrels and discrimination by nationality influence non-

Chilean Latin American audiences’ perceptions of “LaLola”? Do these issues also lead to 

the rejection of TV products coming from Argentina or other countries seen as rivals?   

 

The aim of posing two questions in this case is to separate the Chilean audiences from other 

audiences in Latin America, as conflicts between Argentina and Chile have been more frequent, 

due to their geographic proximity. However, it is also important to assess whether or not 

countries further away also have a bad image of Argentina, a perception that may constrain the 

entrance of Argentinean popular culture into those lands.    
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