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Like Western movies, Western
television is regularly and ritually
flayed for its bang-bang, kiss-kiss
offerings —violence and sex. Dr.
Luis Ramiro Beltran explores here
another assumed dimension of the
medium’s more covert affects and
effects.

Making vivid some bloodless
hypotheses about the effectiveness
of the mass media in brainwashing,
he cites reported instances of tele-
vision programming in Latin
America, and its alleged effects on
the world view of its audience. This
is a useful service, which points out
what may be so pervasive that it
could be overlooked.

Not content with the findings to
date, Dr. Beltrdn then proposes
deepening the scope of such in-
quiries to discover the breadth and
depth of these affects. A laudable
aim, which leads to further ques-
tions, such as what, if anything
can/should be done about these in-
fluences.

A few comments, though: Helping
viewers ‘‘defend themselves’’
against such influences is no easy
job. Acculturation is a most subtle
mechanism, and one that many
people do not want to hear about,
preferring to cherish the illusion

36 IDR 1977/4

that their behavior is natural, spon-
taneous, and universal. Besides,
long before television, many of the
etchings cited, e.g., resignation,
have been integral to the world view
of many Latin Americans but the
media may be potent reenforcers.
And utilizing television for
propagandal/attitude change is not
limited to North American
capitalists.

Luis Ramiro Beltrdn was born in
Oruro, Bolivia, in 1930, to journalist
parents. In 1948, he moved to La
Paz, where he worked as a reporter,
feature writer, advertising spe-
cialist, newscaster, and ‘‘soap-
opera’ producer. Complementing
his extensive media background is
his U.S. training in audio-visual
education techniques for rural
communication, and a subsequent
Ph.D. in Communication from
Michigan State University. He has
done significant work with the
Inter-American Institute of Agricul-
tural Sciences, including directing
the Inter-American Center for Rural
Development and Land Reform, in
Colombia. Following this, he served
as a UNESCO consultant. Beltrdan
has been, since 1974, at his present
post, with Canada’s International
Development Research Centre in

and Other Patterns

Bogotd. Obviously, he is well qual-
ified to explore the important ques-
tions of media influence, from sev-
eral perspectives. Yet the subject
merits further dialogue among de-
velopers, and we welcome other
exploration from appropriate scho-
lars, field staff, or media producers
An honorarium is available. Please
submit an outline with your inquiry.
JMA.

What images of the world do the
mass media communicate? The
“pictures of the world”’ that our
minds host are 1) acquired from in-
teraction with nature and society, 2)
determinant behavior; and 3) highly
influenced by the mass media,
which help communicate to the
many the ideologies of the few. How
do these concepts relate to Latin
American television?

The Composite Imagery

Television research in Latin
America is at such an early stage of
development that it is not yet possi-
ble to safely generalize from its find-
ings. More and different studies will
have to be carried out, particularly
in direct measurement of behavior
over time as it relates to assumed



media effects. However, present
studies do already provide rea-
sonably valid indications that televi-
sion is already inducing in its audi-
ence adherence to a number of be-
liefs about human life and des-
tiny—beliefs which several critics
rate as noxious.

From study to study, there is a
remarkable similarity in many of the
findings, despite differences in foci,
procedures, settings, and times of
the research. Patterns that have
been found include, in a sequence
that implies no ranking: indi-
vidualism, elitism, racism, mate-
rialism, adventurism, conservatism,
conformism, self-defeatism, provi-
dentialism, authoritarianism, ro-
manticism, aggressiveness, resig-
nation.

Conformism and Conservatism

lllustrations of conformism and
conservatism are found in a study
by two Argentinian researchers,
Walger and Ulanovsky (1974)." Part
of their work includes the story of
Fabiana Lopez, a Buenos Aires girl
from the slums, who experienced
the ‘‘fairy godmother” role televi-
sion at times assumes. Her story
begins when her boyfriend aban-
dons her after having won 300 mil-
lion pesos in a softball score-
prediction game.

The authors of the study report
that television “‘introduced her to a
new, almost magic world" in which
she was ‘‘civilized" at the expense
of being ‘‘publicly destroyed’ by
disclosing before cameras every in-
timate detail of her origins, exist-
ence, and tragedy. Once the dream
and nightmare were over, Fabiana
humbly returned to her everyday
life, and the media showered her
with praise because she understood
that her home was to remain the
slum.

The analysts claim that behind
this conformity-inducing mecha-
nism lies the will of the ruling class,
represented by the media, “‘to fix
each human being in his position
within society, immobilizing him
ideologically in the place where he
belongs. .. it will only be possible
to leave this place through the

magic proposals the media offer.
Thus, the magic solutions appear as
a corollary of a harmonious society
in which contradictions do not
exist."?

Resignation

Closely related to conformism is
resignation. Bibliowicz (1973)3, a
Colombian analyst of televised soap
operas (serialized programs about
daily life—Ed.) stresses two basic
dimensions of this: the immutability
of the established order, and the in-
evitability of each man’s fate. Bib-
liowicz asserts that such stories
‘... demonstrate how human be-
ings are conditioned from the mo-
ment of birth to a social role and
how this is unavoidable; whatever
one does, the son of a nobleman
will be a nobleman, the son of a
worker will be a worker, and the son
of a peasant will be a peasant.”

Individualism and Materialism

A study by the Peruvian analyst
Gorki Tapia (1973)% focuses on the
images of individualism and mate-
rialism present in the televised car-
toon *‘Los Picapiedras’ (translation
of ““The Flintstones'), a U.S. serial
largely addressed to children.) It is
set in a community of cavemen,
modernized to match the character-
istics of present-day highly devel-
oped capitalist nations. Tapia per-
ceives in ‘‘Los Picapiedras’' the fol-
lowing:

1. The environment is that of a
consumer-society plentiful in material
well-being and assumedly free of con-
tradictions and conflicts. This setting is
not accidental—for the consistent in-
tention of the series is to suggest,
through such imagery, that the only
natural course of humanity is capital-
ism.

2. Selfish individualism, coupled with
rugged competitiveness.

3. Success and happiness consist in
topping others in terms of material
well-being expressed in an ever-
growing possession of goods and en-
joyment of services.

4. Society rewards those who win this
game and punishes those who lose.

5. Those who remain losers must ac-
cepttheir lot as a product of “‘fate,” “‘the
will from above,” and of their own in-
competence and inferior endowment.
Conformity and resignation should
characterize their behavior, not rebel-
liousness and aggressiveness.

Tapia argues that this pro-
status-quo persuasion scheme op-
erates on the audience, in this case,
children, as early ‘‘social vaccina-
tion."” The injection is given through
apparently innocuous cartoons,
into children’'s consciousness,
building defenses against new
values, new beliefs, and opposite
visions of life and development
“...that would imperil the indi-
vidual's psychic consonance with
capitalist ideology.'’s

Potential Research Areas

These limited samples offer evi-
dence that there is genuine reason
for concern about the images of the
world provided by Latin American
television. And these images are not
unidimensional, but include cluster
formations of related stereotyped
beliefs. For instance, ‘‘materialism"
may include hedonism, consum-
erism, mercantilism, etc. If, in fact,
the basic images are interrelated
clusters, they may amount to a sub-
system of beliefs within the general
belief system each person is as-
sumed to carry in his mind. And if
they are systemic—that is jurisdic-
tionally defined and functionally
connected, their impact could instill
a total ideology.

If this be so, research on media
images should likewise be systemic,
in the sense of seeking to trace
constellations of beliefs rather than
isolated units of them.

Another potential area for re-
search would differentiate among
the types of psychological stimula-
tion television is assumed to utilize:
“narcotic-analgesic’” and ‘“‘excit-
ing-energizing”’. Whichever type is
used, such stimuli might impair crit-
ical ability, numb creativity, and in-
duce compliant submissiveness. If
something is to be done to help
people defend themselves from
such socio-cultural mediated bar-
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biturates, research must seek to
find what happens in the inner
world of persons affected by those
images, in terms of their concrete
behaviors.

The Roots of the
Imagery and
Some Facts and Figures

Finally, what is the origin of the
:imc3es surveyed? They are predom-
inantly North American in direct
origin or in derivation. Close to
one-third of one week’s television
programming in eighteen cities of
Latin America was found to origi-
nate directly in the United States,
according to Kaplun (1973)¢. Latin
America spends close to eighty mil-
lion dollars per year in importing
canned televised material from the
United States, according to Mas
(1969)7.

In addition to direct sales, the
United States’ influence—through
control of technology, materials,
technicians, and capital in Latin
American television—is such that
Latin American programs can
hardly be distinguished from U.S.
programs.

While direct U.S. investments in
Latin American television have de-
creased since 1970, due, perhaps,
to fear of political intervention, indi-
rect U.S. investment has safely and
advantageously filled this vacuum
through programming and advertis-
ing sales. (Mattelart, 1973)8. Eighty-
three percent of Latin American
television channels are privately
owned?. U.S. advertising firms dom-
inate Latin American advertising
business. For instance, the first five
advertising firms in Colombia are
Colgate-Palmolive, Lever Bros.,
American Home Products, Lotteries
and Raffles, and Miles Laboratories;
and over 50% of television advertis-
ing in Colombia is devoted to
cosmetics, non-essential food-
stuffs, and detergents, most of
which are produced by U.S. muiti-
national companies (Beltran and
Fox de Cardona, 1976).1°

Brazil’s Minister of Communica-
tions comments:

Commercial television is imposing
on youth and children a culture
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which has nothing to do with the
Brazilian one . . . 57% of current pro-
gramming is made of imported mate-
rials . . . In the tribal village the world
has become today, communication
media are cornerstones’, but this
evolution is a two-edged weapon.

On the one hand, it widens the scope
of individuals; it brings them to-
gether; and it informs them. On the
other, it is capable of casting collec-
tive patterns of behavior, condition-
ing men to pre-establish models,
forcing alternations and not even al-
lowing evolution (Oliveira, 1974)'",

It becomes clear then that, as
Mattelart puts it, “‘the message is
not the medium: the message is so-
ciety.””12 As with many other crucial
things in the life of Latin Americans,
the intoxicating television images
that assail their minds indeed are, to
alarge extent, ‘‘made in the U.S.A.".
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