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In the course of their economic expansion, the emergent powers have 
recognized the value of “soft power” in international relations. Espe-
cially the BRICS countries, Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 
Africa, are no longer leaving the field of global communications to 
Western nations. They are taking a more and more active role in the 
allocation of information and images on the Internet and on television 
screens, promoting alternative views on political, social, economic and 
cultural discourses globally or in regions that are of strategic interest 
for them.

China and Russia consider the expansion of international media as 
part of their public diplomacy and counterbalance to Western-centric 
perspectives. China is additionally involved, particularly in Africa, in 
media development cooperation, and offers media training, collabo-
ration with local media, study trips for journalists, and investments 
for technological innovations. India and Brazil, on the other hand, 
influence the media and public-opinion market by way of their popular 
private film and television industries.

The 9th FoME Symposium in Berlin on 10 and 11 October 2013, 
organized by the Robert Bosch Stiftung in cooperation with the Forum 
Media and Development, illuminated the recent activities of the global 
players in international media markets. 

Media researchers, journalists, representatives of media development 
organizations and political scientists discussed on what premises the 

emerging states communicate in developing and transition countries. 
What are their strategies and concepts? Which journalistic standards 
are imparted? How does the way they report about developing coun-
tries differ to Western broadcasters? How are these new actors percei-
ved in the target countries in comparison to Western organizations? 
And, in consequence, how do Western organizations react to changes 
in the increasingly competitive environment of media markets, as well 
as media development cooperation?

Global power structures are shifting not only through “hard factors”, 
like economic or military power,  but also by interpreting world affairs 
and distributing cultural products. Nowadays, globalization includes 
“emerging media flows from large countries with old histories and new 
global aspirations” as Daya Thussu concludes in his key note. With 
this publication as a follow-up on the symposium, we aim to deepen 
the debate about BRICS, their evolving role in developing media mar-
kets and the further implications also for media assistance of Western 
organizations. We would like to sincerely thank all authors for their 
contributions to this conference report.

We hope you enjoy reading the latest FoME publication and look for-
ward to constructive debates in the future.

Christiane Käsgen
Media and Journalism Programs, Robert Bosch Stiftung

Preface





EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Key Note:
Soft power and emerging nations: 

Soft rise of the 
power of the rest 

Daya Thussu, University 
of Westminster

Chinese Media Development in Africa:
From Charm Offensive 

to Charm Defensive 
Anbin Shi 

Tsinghua University

The 9th symposium of the Forum Media and Development (FoME) invited academics and 
media practitioners to discuss the BRICS and their evolving role in developing media mar-
kets. The “leading emerging economies”1 – Brazil, Russia, India, China, and since 2011, South 
Africa – receive global attention also for their political aspirations to gain more influence 
on global development agendas. Especially China and Russia consider media an important 
part of their public diplomacy aspirations, while the private media industries of Brazil and 
India are gaining increasing shares of the entertainment industries in developing countries. 

The publication follows the structure of the symposium. In each of the country case studies 
the aims and strategies of using media as a soft power are explicated, the range of invest-
ments and perceived impacts are described from the perspective of the BRICS country, fol-
lowed by the experiences of the “recipient country”.2

In his keynote address, Daya Thussu, Professor of International Communication at Westmin-
ster University, London, describes the soft power of emerging nations as “The Soft Rise of 
the Power of the Rest
”. He outlines the new patterns of global and regional media flows, with new actors chal-
lenging US-dominance of news and entertainment contents and suggests the strengthen-
ing of a potential Chindian contribution, especially in development communication. 

Country Cases China and South Africa

Range and objectives of the state promoted inclusion of media in the Chinese “Go Global 
Strategy”, accounting for economic and strategic aims3, are outlined by Anbin Shi, Professor 
of Media and Cultural Studies, Tsinghua University, Beijing. Although China’s global charm 
offensive, so his résumé, yields eligible results with positive attitudes of African audiences 
towards China, he proposes readjustments of strategies into a charm defensive: The interac-
tion between Chinese media outlets and local communities in Africa should be increased. 
This strategy should include private entrepreneurs of a broadcasting and film industry that 
generated 60bn dollars in 20134, as well as non-governmental organisations “to enhance 
credibility and efficacy”, and “the conveyance of a consistent value system” to African audi-
ences, to sell the Chinese Dream as an alternative to the American Dream. 

Herman Wasserman, Professor and Deputy Head of the School of Journalism and Media 
Studies, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, illustrates the “firm place for China on the news 
agenda” and presents “South African perceptions of Chinese soft power initiatives”. South 
Africa, which joined the BRICS’ group in 2011, is considered an important regional actor, 
specifically in Southern Africa. The article focuses on the questions, how the relationship 
between South Africa and the other BRICS countries is reported in the media and how these 
changes are viewed by journalists and editors.  Not surprisingly, “in a country with a robust 

South African perceptions of 
Chinese soft power initiatives:

A firm place for China on 
the news agenda

Herman Wasserman, 
Rhodes University
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“China’s perspective on Africa 
is not yet mainstream”

Jillo Kadida, The Star, Nairobi 
interviewed by 
Sergio Grassi, 

Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung

Media as Russia’s soft 
power instruments: 

Improving international
public attitudes

Alexey Dolinskiy,
Capstone Connections

“Objectivity is just another 
word for Russia bashing”

Ivan Rodionov, video agency Ruptly
interviewed by 

Tamina Kutscher, n-ost 

“Russia dominates the information 
market in Kyrgyzstan” 

Elmira Toktogulova, Kyrgyz 
Media Consultant 

interviewed by 
Tamina Kutscher, n-ost 

culture of free and open debate, Chinese investment in the media has been met with some 
controversy”. He introduces “preliminary research” on the coverage “which seems to be fo-
cused on China and has been fairly balanced, with the exception of Russia which tends to 
get negative coverage”. The research even shows that South African media have “already 
displayed an attitude of “cautious optimism” towards increased Chinese involvement on the 
continent”. 

Jilo Kadida, Chief Reporter for The Star in Nairobi, where the state news agency Xinhua has 
opened the African regional office, cannot corroborate a broad impact of Chinese invest-
ments in the reporting infrastructure in her country. She confirms, that journalists invited 
by Chinese institutions, could not report attempts to influence their perceptions on media 
freedom or developmental models. Open discussion was stimulated among foreign guest 
journalists in a country that has a firm control on the media.

Country case Russia

Alexej Dolinskiy, of Capstone Connections Consultancy, provides an overview of what he 
considers Russia’s “successful public diplomacy media development” with its flagship Russia 
Today. He concludes that it has not yet led to a changed attitude towards Russia internation-
ally. Russia’s influence on world affairs is rather seen negatively among country leaders and 
media. The article focuses on the different types of media, targeting international audi-
ences. It does not include the specific policy in the former Soviet republics, recently harshly 
criticized in a CIMA report as attempts ”to manipulate their media environments in order 
to promote dependence on Russia and distrust of the West and to help Russia to pursue its 
political and commercial objectives.”(Satter, 2014, p.3)

Kyrgyz Media Consultant Elmira Toktogulova stresses the country’s level of freedom of 
expression and the high activity of civil society. She confirms the Russian dominance in 
the media market in her country, without attributing it to Russia’s attempts to control the 
Kyrgyz media landscape. But poorly resourced national media cannot compete with the 
variety and extent of Russian entertainment programming, and Russian is a language well 
understood in Kyrgyzstan. 

The video agency Ruptly, Russia’s federally funded international television network, sell-
ing video footage to broadcasters and websites, is part of Russia’s foreign media strategy.  
Ivan Rodionow, editor-in-chief of the Berlin bureau, refers the readers to the website to 
understand what exactly makes it an “alternative”. Himself not believing in the concept of 
objectivity, he considers Ruptly’s provision of “raw material” to be mirroring reality, which  
only gets a “twist” by re-cutting, “when narration is added and set into context”.

One has to remember that presentations and research findings stem from periods before 
the annexation of the Crimean peninsula and the Ukrainian crises. Since then, the pub-
lic perception of Russia’s foreign policy might have further declined, and the language in 
Western media, describing Russia’s attempts to influence public opinion, has become rather 
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The Indian entertainment 
and media industry:

Bollywood as  India’s soft power 
Daya Thussu, 

University of Westminster

Effects of Indian soft power on 
audiences in the Middle East:

Favorable  emotions
and cultural images 

Naila Hamdy,
American University in Cairo

martial, i.e. a BBC Monitoring Feature of 5th June 2014 talks about a “cyber army”, referring 
to trolls “bombarding” Western websites with messages about the conflict.

Country case India

Focal points in the country cases of India and Brazil, are not news networks and states as ac-
tors in the execution of soft power, but private enterprises and the entertainment industry, 
constituting the main share of global media flows. 

Although the USA still dominate the market, Daya Thussu, Professor at the University of 
Westminster, demonstrates how the Indian entertainment and media industry, branded as 
Bollywood, has risen to be a global player, facilitated by enabling economic provisions and 
the availability of digital television and online delivery systems. He argues that family and 
community oriented scripts have made Indian “Hindi” films more respective to audiences 
even in Moslem countries. In Afghanistan the relationship between Bollywood and the lo-
cal population is described as “inseparable” (Sujeet Sarkar, 2012) and they constitute an im-
portant part of Afghan Television Culture, even more popular than Iranian soaps (Wazhmah 
Osman, 2012). Bollywood has become “a rage” in Pakistan, says Thussu, “in a country with 
which India has fought four wars and continues to have strained bilateral relations”. Hindi 
films are long established in Nigeria and Indonesia and are shown in mainstream cinemas 
in the Pacific and Europe.

Although “Indian governments have understood that this is a way to influence the world’s 
perception of the growing importance of India”, Thussu argues that there is “a good deal to 
be learned about how the State Department promotes American cultural industries inter-
nationally”. And he is sure that “the film entertainment industry in India is no longer just an 
artistic or creative enterprise, but a global brand contributing to the re-imagining of India’s 
role on the international stage from that of a socialist-oriented voice of the Third World to a 
rapidly modernising market-driven democracy“.

Naila Hamdy, Assistant Professor of Journalism and Mass Communication at American Uni-
versity, Cairo, exemplifies the “effects of Indian soft power on audiences in the Middle East”, 
exporting “favorable emotions and cultural images”. She recalls that Bollywood productions 
became mega hits in Egypt, as early as the late 1950s and 1960s, substituting US-content 
after state television boycotted American media and searched for alternatives. But the re-
turn of Bollywood films to Egyptian movie theatres took 25 years, marking a long phase of 
Western dominance and audience preferences in Egypt. She locates “notable effects” of In-
dian media in the MENA region, with India’s culture “increasingly known and attractive, but 
its political ideals and policies are still unfamiliar to the vast majority”. A fact that nourishes 
her conclusion that India’s media representation in her country is “not adequate”: “There 
are so many areas of shared interest and culture that could be capitalised on, other than the 
predominant basic emotional ones propagated by Bollywood.” 
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Brazil’s cultural export to the 
Lusophone world as soft power: 

Desire for shared cultural experience
Joseph Straubhaar,
University of Texas

Brazilian Telenovelas and their 
public in Mozambique: 

Penetrating and 
influencing daily life 

Ouri Pota Pacamutondo, CEMEC

Country case Brazil

Joseph Straubhaar, Professor of Communication at the University of Texas, Austin, con-
siders a “desire for shared cultural experience” the main reason for Brazil’s dominance in 
fiction exports to the Lusophone world. In Angola, Mozambique and Portugal, television 
programmes, movies and music from Brazil are more popular than those from the US. Most 
of the content originates from TV Globo, directing seven ‘pay per view’ television chan-
nels and a production and distribution division that sells Brazilian sports and entertain-
ment content to more than 190 countries around the world.5 Straubhaar concludes that 
the strong impact of the Brazilian image within its own cultural-linguistic sphere, “seems 
to be somewhat distorted in this process, both by what is broadcast and exported by TV 
Globo and in how those shows are then received and decoded by African audiences”, and he
wonders: “Do images ‘distorted’ in reception diminish the soft power of the country that 
created and sent them?”

Ouri Pota Pacamutondo, CEMEC, examines how Brazilian Telenovelas are “penetrating 
and influencing the daily life” of their public in Mozambique. He confirms and exempli-
fies that young people in urban areas, “tend to adopt social, cultural and linguistic aspects 
and attitudes presented on television“, due to a strong identification with the fictional 
characters presented. 
      A. Sofie Jannusch (CAMECO)

1 Foreword of BRICS. Joint Statistical Publication 2013, p. III

2  The participants of panel discussions on China and Russia were subsequently interviewed by FoME 
members Tamina Kutscher and Sergio Grassi. For both countries, a representative of the state owned 
foreign media was invited. In the publication, only the perspective of Ivan Rodionov, Senior Editor 
of Ruptly Video News Agency, situated in Berlin, is included. The representative of Xinhua News 
Agency had not given consent to an interview.

3 See also the analysis of Sergio Grassi (2014) 

4  Xinhua News Agency, Beijing, in English, gmt 9 Jul 14 referring to “an official paper”. 

5 Globo and Telefe announce agreement, 30 June, 2014, http://www.globotvinternational.com/
newsDet.asp?newsId=414 (retrieved 16 July 2014)
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Soft power and emerging nations: 

Soft rise of the 
power of the rest 
Daya Thussu, University of Westminster

Mr Daya Thussu is Professor of 
International Communication and 
Co-Director of the India Media Centre, the 
world’s first academic centre dedicated 
to the study of media in India and its 
globalizing tendencies, launched in 
2010 at the University of Westminster in 
London. A PhD in International Relations 
from Jawaharlal Nehru University, 
New Delhi, he is the founder and 
Managing Editor of the Sage journal 
Global Media and Communication.
Author or editor of sixteen books, 
among his key publications are: 
Communicating India’s Soft Power: 
Buddha to Bollywood (Palgrave, 2013); 
Media and Terrorism: Global Perspectives 
(Sage, 2012); Internationalizing Media 
Studies (Routledge, 2009); News as 
Entertainment: The Rise of Global 
Infotainment (Sage, 2007); Media on 
the Move: Global Flow and Contra-
Flow (Routledge, 2006); International 
Communication – Continuity and Change, 
third edition (Bloomsbury Academic, 
forthcoming); and Electronic Empires 
– Global Media and Local Resistance 
(Arnold, 1998). Professor Thussu has 
been a consultant for UNESCO, and 
has trained journalists from Asia and 
Africa in the field of development 
communications, on behalf of the UNDP.

The notion of ‘soft power’, associated with 
the work of Harvard political scientist Joseph 
Nye, is defined, simply, as “the ability to at-
tract people to our side without coercion”. The 
phrase was first used by Nye in an article pu-
blished in 1990 in the journal Foreign Policy, 
where he contrasted this “co-optive power”, 
“which occurs when one country gets other 
countries to want what it wants”, to “the hard 
or command power of ordering others to do 
what it wants” (Nye, 1990: 166). In his most 
widely cited book Soft Power, Nye suggested 
three key sources for a country’s soft power: 
“its culture (in places where it is attractive to 
others), its political values (when it lives up 
to them at home and abroad), and its foreign 
policies (when they are seen as legitimate 
and having moral authority)” (Nye 2004a: 
11).  

Despite Nye’s focus being primarily on the 
United States, and the vagueness associated 
with the rather amorphous concept of soft 
power, it has been adopted or adapted by 
countries around the world as an increasingly 
visible component of foreign policy strategy. 
It is a testimony to the power of the US in 
the international arena that the phrase ‘soft 
power’ has acquired global currency and is 
routinely used in policy and academic litera-

ture, as well as in elite journalism. The capa-
city of nations to make themselves attractive 
in a globalizing marketplace for ideas and 
images has become an important aspect of 
contemporary international relations, as has 
been the primacy of communicating a favou-
rable image of a country in an era of digital 
global flows, involving both state and non-
state actors and networks. 

In the past decade, many countries have set 
up ‘public diplomacy’ departments within 
their ministries of foreign affairs, while a 
number of governments have sought the ser-
vices of public relations and lobbying firms 
to coordinate their ‘nation-branding initiati-
ves,’ aimed at attracting foreign investment. 
Unlike propaganda, which retains a negative 
connotation in democratic societies, public 
diplomacy has elicited little controversy as it 
is perceived to be a more persuasive instru-
ment of foreign policy, i.e. not coercive but 
soft, and one which is conducted by states in 
conjunction with private actors as well as civil 
society groups. This shift has stemmed from 
a growing appreciation of the importance 
of soft power in a digitally connected and 
globalized media and communication envi-
ronment. Since media remain central to soft 
power initiatives, it is worth briefly exami-
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the $1.3 trillion global media and cultural 
industry, one of the fastest growing in the 
world, accounting for more than 7 per cent 
of global GDP. The sources of such ‘soft’ media 
power in the United States cannot be separa-
ted from its hard power, as the world’s most 
powerful country in economic, political and 
military terms, expressed in its more than 
1,000 military bases across the globe and an 
enormous defence budget ($852 billion in 
2012), unmatched by any other nation. It is 
American hard power that impacts on many 
countries and helps legitimize the American 
way of life, promoted through its formidable 
soft power reserves – from Hollywood enter-
tainment giants to the digital empires of the 
Internet age. As Nye has remarked, US culture 
“from Hollywood to Harvard – has greater 
global reach than any other” (Nye, 2004b: 7). 

This influence has a long history: as the 
home of consumerism and advertising, as 
well as the public relations industry, the US 
developed sophisticated means of persua-
sion – both corporate and governmental – 
which had a profound influence in shaping 
the public discourse and affecting private 
behaviour. During the Cold War years, “the 
selling of the American message” was central 
to US public diplomacy, as Nicholas Cull in his 
history of US Cold War propaganda notes. The 
US Information Agency (USIA) was created in 
1953, to “tell America’s story to the world”, 
a story of freedom, democracy, equality and 
upward mobility (Cull, 2009). The audio-
visual media were particularly important 
in promoting American values. The Voice of 
America (VOA), first on-air in 1942 and a key 
part of US propaganda during the Second 
World War, became a crucial component of 
US public diplomacy with the advent of the 
Cold War. Through a global network of relay 
stations, the VOA was able to propagate the 
ideal of ‘the American way of life’ to interna-
tional listeners. Broadcasting Americana, a 
staple diet of US cultural propaganda during 

ning the global media scene, especially its 
tele-visual aspects.

Surveying the global media scene

Despite the unprecedented growth of media 
and communication industries in the global 
South, particularly in such countries as China, 
India and Brazil, the global media continue to 
be dominated by the US. Given its formidable 
political, economic, technological and mili-
tary power, American or Americanized media 
are available across the globe, in English or 
in dubbed or indigenized versions. The Ame-
rican media’s imprint on the global commu-
nication space, by virtue of the ownership of 
multiple networks and production facilities 
– from satellites to telecommunication net-
works, from cyberspace to ‘total spectrum 
dominance’ of real space – gives the US a 
huge advantage. As during most of the twen-
tieth century, the US remains today the lar-
gest exporter both of the world’s entertain-
ment and information programmes and the 
software and hardware through which these 
are distributed across the increasingly digi-
tized globe (Thussu, 2014).

In 2012, four out of the five top entertain-
ment corporations in the world were US-
based (the remaining one also had strong 
links with US-based media corporations), 
evidence of the existence of pax-Americana, 
a trend which has become pronounced in the 
era of digital and networked entertainment. 
These corporations have benefited from the 
growth of markets in large Southern coun-
tries such as Brazil, China and India. In almost 
all media spheres, the US media giants dwarf 
their global competitors: from entertainment 
and sport (Hollywood, MTV, Disney, ESPN) 
to news and current affairs (CNN; Discovery, 
Time), and to much-vaunted social media 
(Google, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter). It is fair 
to say that these US entertainment and infor-
mation networks are movers-and-shapers of 
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the “triumph of the liberal model” (Hallin and 
Mancini, 2004: 251). 

Internationally, this has meant a dynamic 
media, challenging state censorship and 
widening the public sphere, while at the 
same time also leading to the concentration 
of media power among private corporations. 
The exponential growth of multichannel net-
works has made the global media landscape 
multicultural, multilingual and multinati-
onal. Digital communication technologies 
in broadcasting and broadband have given 
viewers in many countries the ability to 
access simultaneously a vast array of local, 
national, regional, and international televi-
sion in various genres. 

Global TV news from the rest

The media, especially broadcasting, retains 
an important position as an instrument of 
global influence and ever since international 
broadcasting became a part of foreign policy 
agenda during the Cold War, control over the 
airwaves has been fought over. Until the glo-

the Cold War years, continues to be present in 
the global media space.

The Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG), 
the US federal agency that supervises all non-
military international broadcasting, remains 
highly active in its propaganda efforts, espe-
cially in geo-politically sensitive areas of the 
globe, through the VOA, Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty, Radio and TV Martí, Radio Free 
Asia, and the Middle East Broadcasting Net-
works – Al-hurra TV (Arabic for The Free One) 
and Radio Sawa (Radio Together). In 2012, its 
various broadcasting arms reached 187 mil-
lion people every week, while the VOA alone 
was broadcasting some 1,500 hours of news 
and information – including programmes 
about American popular culture, celebrities 
and sports – in 45 languages, to an estima-
ted worldwide audience of 134 million. Apart 
from having hundreds of thousands of Face-
book fans, VOA also had a substantial pre-
sence on YouTube and Twitter (BBG, 2012). 

These government initiatives have been sup-
ported by a thriving and globalized private 
media. One reason for the US domination of 
global media is that the country has always 
followed a commercial model for its media 
industry – a venture in which the succes-
sive US governments have been a crucial 
factor. Broadcasting – both radio and televi-
sion – had a commercial remit from its very 
inception. The commercially-driven trio of 
networks – CBS (Columbia Broadcasting Sys-
tem), NBC (National Broadcasting Corporation) 
and ABC (American Broadcasting Corporation) 
– provided both mass entertainment and 
public information. The entertainment ele-
ment was strong in all three networks, with 
game-and-talent shows as well as glamour 
and celebrity programming becoming the 
staple diet. In the post-Cold War world, the 
US-inspired commercial model of broadca-
sting has been globalized, a phenomenon 
that Hallin and Mancini have characterised as 
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balization of television and 
telecommunication, inter-
national broadcasters filled 
an important information 
gap, especially in countries 
where media were under 
strict state control. With 
the deregulation and digi-
tization of communication 
and the entry of powerful 
private providers, the broad-
casting landscape has been 
transformed, offering new 
challenges and opportuni-
ties. There are various types 
of new media flows – some 
emanating from European 
nations, based on old colo-
nial patterns – notably 
Britain’s BBC World Service 
and France 24 – a more 
recent content emerging 
from the global South. Rus-
sia has raised its internatio-
nal broadcasting profile by 
entering the English-lan-
guage news world in 2005 
with the launch of the Russia 

Today network, which, apart from English, 
also broadcasts 24/7 in Spanish and Arabic, 
claiming to have a global reach of more than 
550 million people. Ironically, its tag line – 
“question more” – indicates that the channel 
covers international affairs generally from an 
anti-US perspective, and therefore questions 
the dominant Western media discourses. But 
when it comes to domestic Russian political 
issues, RT is cautious, as it does not want to 
upset the Kremlin, where ultimate editorial 
control rests. 

Qatar’s Al Jazeera and Iran’s English language 
network, Press TV, are other recent players to 
emerge, though the latter is perceived, ac-
curately, as a propaganda channel reflecting 
the viewpoints of the Iranian government. 

The most significant example of a new net-
work to emerge from non-Western world is 
of course Al Jazeera, which was launched in 
1996 by the Emir of Qatar with a $150 milli-
on grant, and has grown into a major global 
broadcaster with annual expenditure on the 
network’s multiple channels reaching nearly 
$650 million by 2010. Based in Doha, Al Ja-
zeera broadcasts news and current affairs in 
Arabic, English, Turkish and Serbo-Croat. Al 
Jazeera English reaches 260 million homes 
in 130 countries, and in 2013 launched Al 
Jazeera America, thus entering the lucrative 
US television market (Figenschou, 2014). Qa-
tar, a nation of just two million of which only 
250,000 are citizens, has been able to use this 
channel to play an important geo-political 
role in the region. 

Al Jazeera’s coverage of the NATO-led invasion 
of Libya in 2011, and the campaign against 
the Syrian regime in 2012-2013, as well as 
recent support for Hamas in Gaza and Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt, show how it has used 
its visual power to influence Middle Eastern 
politics. Al Jazeera English claims to privilege 
the global South in its coverage of interna-
tional affairs, and its emergence as a broad-
caster of substance has not only changed 
journalistic culture in the region but provided 
a space for a wider conversation in the global 
communication arena (Figenschou, 2014). 

With nearly 200 round-the-clock news chan-
nels and a strong tradition of English-langu-
age journalism, Indian perspectives on global 
affairs is accessible via such channels as News 
18 India, part of the TV-18, group, as well as 
NDTV 24x7. Both are private networks, whi-
le the Indian state broadcaster Doordarshan 
remains one of the few major state news 
networks not available on global television 
screens at a time when global television news 
in English has expanded to include inputs 
from countries where English is not widely 
used, including Japan and Iran.
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Arguably the most significant development 
in terms of the ”rise of the rest”, is the grow-
ing presence on the international news scene 
of Chinese television news in English for a 
global audience, part of what Joshua Kurlant-
zick has termed its “Charm Offensive”, promo-
ting the Chinese model of development with 
an extensive and intensive programme of ex-
ternal communication: “As China has looked 
outside its borders, it has altered its image 
across much of the globe, from threat to op-
portunity, from danger to benefactor”  (Kur-
lantzick, 2007: 5). The Chinese version of an 
image makeover, consistent with its rise to a 
global power, is rooted in an official discourse 
aimed at making the Sino-globalization a 
palatable experience for a world not used to 
Chinese communication culture. As a civili-
zational state with an extraordinary cultural 
continuity, China wants to present itself as a 
peaceful and progressive nation, and to ame-
liorate the country’s image, especially in the 
West, as a one-party state which suppresses 
freedom of expression and individual human 
rights. China is investing heavily in its exter-
nal communication, including broadcasting 
and online presence across the globe. 

In 2011, two years after President Hu Jintao 
announced a $7 billion plan for China to ”go 
out” into the world, Chinese broadcasting has 
expanded across the globe, with CCTV News’s 
Beijing headquarters appointing English-
fluent foreign journalists to develop a global 
channel. By 2012, CCTV News was claiming 
200 million viewers outside China and broad-
casting in six languages, including Arabic. In 
the same year, CCTV also opened a studio in 
Nairobi and has plans to increase the size of 
its overseas staff dramatically by 2016. New 
production centres in Europe, Asia-Pacific 
and the Middle East are also scheduled. Ho-
wever, the Chinese television news has yet 
to acquire global credibility, as an observer 
noted: “the perception of being propaganda 
vehicles for the Chinese government is hard 

to shake off [...] CCTV has yet to be the inter-
national authority on China, let alone being 
a credible alternative to the BBC, CNN, or Al 
Jazeera on world affairs” (Zhu, 2012, 194). 
Xinhua, among the largest news agencies in 
the world, with more than 10,000 emplo-
yees in 107 bureaus, has recently launched 
English-language TV, CNC World, which plans 
to expand into 100 countries. 

These key examples of news from the rest 
discussed above provide interesting sites for 
an oppositional discourse on global news: 
the coverage of Russia Today of the Syrian 
conflict, for example, is strikingly different 
from the dominant US-UK media discourse 
(the only military base that the Russians have 
in the strategically significant Middle East is 
in Syria). Similarly, Al Jazeera has contribut-
ed to improved coverage of Arab world and 
Africa on the global television scene. And yet, 
in terms of audience, news networks have a 
relatively small impact on global media flows 
– most of which is centred on entertainment, 
which continues to be dominated by the US, 
though others players are increasingly visible.  
Leveraging its Ottoman legacy and its sub-
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sequent evolution as a modern democratic 
Muslim nation, Turkey has exerted its tradi-
tional influence in Central Asia, the Balkans 
and in parts of the Middle East. Sharing lin-
guistic, religious and cultural traditions, and 
a long history with countries in central Asia, 
the Caucasus and the Arab world, Turkey is 
increasingly using the power of its mass me-
dia to promote its geo-political and cultural 
interests. Its television dramas and histo-
rical teleplays are very popular in the Arab 
world: one hugely successful example was 
the 175-episode soap opera Gümüş (Silver) 
renamed Noor (light) and dubbed into Arabic 
during 2008, which attracted over 85 milli-
on Arab viewers and triggered a new wave 
of tourism from Arab countries to Istanbul, 
where it was filmed. More recently, Muht-
esem Yuzyil (Magnificent Century), a lavish 
costume drama set in Suleiman’s Ottoman 
world, was broadcast in 47 countries. By 
2012, more than 20 countries were importing 
Turkish television soaps. 

Brazil’s successful television industry, cent-
red on the  telenovela  format, has spread to 
most of Latin America as well as internatio-
nally: exported to more than 100 countries 
across the globe – dubbed and adapted and 
inspiring many television mini-series. Japan’s 
strong creative and cultural industries – no-
tably in the form of Anime – have a global 
presence and influence, as does its lucrative 
gaming industry. Since the late-1990s, in-
terest in Korean popular culture, including 
television dramas, popular music and films, 
has increased in Asia and around the world, 
triggering the Korean Wave or Hallyu and a 
“breath-taking export growth in its media 
cultural production”. The economic value 
of the Korean wave is estimated to increase 
from $10 billion in 2012 to $57 billion in 
2020, according to Korean government sour-
ces. The global visibility and popularity of K-
pop music was highlighted by Gangnam Style 
music video by Korean artist PSY – the most 

downloaded video on YouTube in 2012 (Kim, 
2013). Success of media exports from South 
Korea has encouraged China to promote its 
own ‘creative industries’: already the Chinese 
film and television industry has had an inter-
national dimension with its audiences in the 
global Sino-sphere, including the world’s lar-
gest diaspora, as well as regional centres in 
Hong Kong, Taipei and Singapore. Such inter-
national hits as Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dra-
gon, Hero and House of Flying Daggers have 
created a Chinese presence in the global en-
tertainment arena. The most notable exam-
ple of global entertainment emanating from 
outside the Western world is perhaps the 
Indian Hindi film industry, popularly known 
as Bollywood. It remains the prominent ma-
nifestation of Indian content in global media, 
and is today a $3.5 billion industry, which has 
helped to make the country an attractive in-
vestment destination. Watched by audiences 
in more than 70 countries, Bollywood is the 
world’s largest film factory in terms of pro-
duction and viewership: every year a billion 
more people buy tickets for Indian movies 
than for Hollywood films. 

The rise of Chindian soft power?

The growing globalization of media content 
from China and India – in terms of interna-
tional television news emanating from China 
and deepening globalization of Bollywood – 
offers new opportunities for soft power dis-
course, given the scale and scope of changes 
in these two countries. The increasing im-
portance of China and India in global com-
munication and media debates, and the rise 
of Chindia, pose a challenge, as the power 
equation shifts. As Fareed Zakaria notes: “On 
every dimension other than military power – 
industrial, financial, social, cultural – the dis-
tribution of power is shifting, moving away 
from US dominance. That does not mean we 
are entering an anti-American world. But 
we are moving into a post-American world, 
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success story has many admirers, especially 
in the developing world, and already there is 
talk of replacing the ‘Washington consensus’ 
with what has been termed the ‘Beijing con-
sensus’ (Halper, 2010). Though India’s eco-
nomic growth is no match to China’s, on the 
basis of purchasing power parity, it was the 
world’s third largest economy in 2013. What 
is the relationship between the two Asian 
giants? Jairam Ramesh, India’s Rural Deve-
lopment Minister, is credited with coining the 
term Chindia, a phenomenon representing 
what has been termed as the “rise of the rest” 
in a “post-American world” (Ramesh, 2005; 
Zakaria, 2008). The idea of this neologism 
seems to be catching on  a Google search for 
the word Chindia shows more than 800,000 
hits. Any meaningful discussion of global 
media and soft power ought to take into 
account the rapid growth of these two large 
nations with their potential to influence the 
emerging global scene. Writing in 2010, a 
leading economist noted: “In 1820 these two 
countries contributed nearly half of world in-
come; in 1950 their share was less than one 
tenth; currently it is about one fifth, and the 

one defined and directed from many places 
and by many people” (Zakaria, 2008). The 
peaceful ‘rise’ of China as the world’s fastest 
growing economy has profound implications 
for global media and communication, taking 
place in parallel with the transformation of 
international communication in all its vari-
ants – political, intercultural, organizational, 
developmental and corporate (Wang, 2010).  
Since 2006, China has been the largest hol-
der of foreign-currency reserves, estimated 
in 2012 to be $3.3 trillion. On the basis of 
purchasing power parity (PPP), China’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) will surpass the Uni-
ted States by 2016, making it the world’s lar-
gest economy, according to the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). When the country ope-
ned up to global businesses in the late 1980s, 
its presence in the international corporate 
world was negligible, but by 2012, China had 
89 companies in the Fortune Global 500 – for 
long a preserve of Western companies – just 
behind the US (132). Moreover, in 2012, three 
of the top ten global corporations were Chi-
nese. China is a key member of BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa), whose 
annual summits since 2009 are increasingly 
noticed outside the five countries, which to-
gether account for 20 per cent of the world’s 
GDP. The BRIC acronym, coined in 2001 by Jim 
O’Neill, a Goldman Sachs executive, to refer 
to four fast-growing emerging markets, an-
nounced in its fifth summit in South Africa in 
2013 (which joined the group in 2011), the 
setting up of a BRICS Bank to fund develop-
mental projects, to potentially rival the We-
stern dominated Britten Woods institutions, 
such as the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund.

China, which is the driving force behind this 
idea, has been able to transform its citizens 
from a largely agricultural self-sufficient so-
ciety to the world’s largest consumer mar-
ket. Much of this has been achieved without 
major social or economic upheavals. China’s 
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projection is that in 2025 it will be about one 
third” (Bardhan, 2010:1).

As in many other fields, the emergence of 
China and India, coinciding with the crisis in 
the neo-liberal model of US-led Western ca-
pitalism, will challenge traditional thinking 
and paradigms for international media and 
communication. The combined economic and 
cultural impact of China and India, aided by 
their extensive global diasporas, may create 
a different form of globalization, one with an 
Asian accent and flavour.  

The millennium-old relationship between 
the two countries has had a cultural and 
communication dimension, and Buddhism 
was at the heart of this interaction. The in-

terest in Buddhist philosophy encouraged 
Chinese scholars, most notably Huen Tsang, 
to visit such places as Nalanda (an internatio-
nal Buddhist university based in eastern India 
between the fifth and twelfth centuries) to 
exchange ideas on law, philosophy and po-
litics. Indian monks also visited China on a 
regular basis and such cultural interactions 
led to the translation into Chinese of many 
Sanskrit texts. These exchanges continued 
for centuries and, even today, Buddhism re-
mains a powerful link between the two civi-
lizations, though mutual suspicion remains. 
Apart from the contentious border dispute, 
both countries also vie for resources and the 
leadership role of the global South. And yet, 
there are growing commercial and cultural 
links developing between the two: Trade 
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between China and India – negligible in 
1992 – had reached more than $70 billion by 
2012, making India’s eastern neighbour one 
of its largest trading partners. Such economic 
flows and a Chindian globalization rarely get 
noticed in the international media and, iro-
nically, even in the media in China and India 
(Thussu, 2013).

One area where a Chindian contribution will 
be particularly valuable is development com-
munication. Despite robust economic growth 
– almost double-digit for nearly a decade in 
the case of China – both countries continue to 
be home to a very large number of poor and 
disadvantaged people, and indeed, in many 
instances, inequality has increased under 
neo-liberalism. India was the first country to 
use television for education through its 1970s 
SITE (Satellite Instructional Television Experi-
ment) programme. It is very well equipped to 
deployed new digital media technologies to 
promote sustainable development. China’s 
aid for developing countries in Asia and 
Africa, especially in such areas as telecom-
munication, may contribute to formulating 
a Chinese version of development discourse. 
It is a fact that Xinhua is particularly strong 
in the developing world, especially in Africa, 
and, unlike its Western counterparts, avoids 
negative and stereotypical stories from Sou-
thern countries. Traditionally, development 
debates have been devised and developed in 
the West, and conform to a Western sensibi-
lity of what constitutes development. Would 
a Chindian development perspective be less 
affected by the colonial mindset? 

As the world becomes increasingly mobile, 
networked and digitized, will Chindian cul-
tural flows erode US hegemony? In his 2011 
book The Future of Power, Nye explored the 
nature and shift in global power structures 
– from state to non-state actors. In an age 
when, as he suggests, “public diplomacy is 
done more by publics”,  governments have 

to use “smart power” (“neither hard nor 
soft. It is both”), making use of formal and 
informal networks and drawing on “cyber 
power”, an arena where the US has a huge 
advantage, being the country which invented 
the Internet and remains at the forefront of 
governing it technologically, and dominating 
it both politically as well as economically. 
However, the rise of China and India is also 
visible in cyberspace. In 2013, according to 
the Internet World Stats, only 40 per cent of 
China’s 1.3 billion people were on-line and 
just 14 per cent of India’s 1.2 billion popu-
lation were using the Internet. And yet, the 
world’s largest number of Internet users were 
Chinese, while India was already second only 
to the US in terms of visitors globally to key 
sites: accounting for about nine per cent of 
all visitors to Google and eight per cent each 
for YouTube, Facebook and Wikipedia. Indus-
try estimates suggest that the number of 
Internet users in India is expected to exceed 
500 million by 2016, increasingly driven by 
wireless connections. In China, the growth is 
forecast to be even higher. It is interesting to 
speculate what kind of content will be circu-
lating on the World Wide Web, and in which 
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language, when 90 per cent of Chinese and 
an equally high percentage of Indians get 
online. It is particularly striking in the context 
of India’s ‘demographic dividend’: more than 
70 per cent of Indians are below the age of 
30. As their prosperity grows, a sizeable seg-
ment of young Indians are increasingly going 
online, producing, distributing and consu-
ming digital media, especially using their 
skills in the English language, the vehicle for 
global communication. 

Will a Chindian media emerge as an alterna-
tive to US or a supplement to it? It is safe to 
suggest that, at least in the short-term, the 
multi-faceted US domination of the world’s 
media is likely to continue. However, as Goody 
has observed “the Western domination of the 
world of knowledge and of world culture 
persists in some respects but has been signi-
ficantly loosened. Globalization is no longer 
exclusively Westernization” (Goody, 2010: 
125). This would argue for a serious enga-
gement with ‘the rest’, and especially with 
emerging media flows from large countries 
with old histories and new global aspirations. 

References 

BBG (2012) U.S. International Broadcasting: Im-
pact through Innovation and Integration, Broad-
casting Board of Governors, 2011 Annual Report. 
Washington: Broadcasting Board of Governors.

Bardhan, Pranab (2010) Awakening Giants, Feet of 
Clay. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Cull, Nicholas (2009) The Cold War and the United 
States Information Agency: American Propaganda 
and Public Diplomacy 1945-1989. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.
Figenschou, Tine Ustad (2014) Al Jazeera and the 

Global Media Landscape: The South is Talking Back. 
New York: Routledge.
Goody, Jack (2010) The Eurasian Miracle. Cam-
bridge: Polity.

Halper, Stefan (2010) The Beijing Consensus: How 
China’s Authoritarian Model Will Dominate the 
Twenty-first Century. New York: Basic Books.
Hallin, Daniel and Mancini, Paolo (2004) Compa-
ring Media Systems. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Kim, Youna (ed.) (2013) The Korean Wave: Korean 
Media Go Global. London: Routledge.
Kurlantzick, Joshua (2007) Charm Offensive: How 
China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World, New 
Haven: Yale University Press.

Nye, Joseph (1990) Soft Power, Foreign Policy, 80: 
153-170.

Nye, Joseph (2004a) Soft Power: The Means to 
Success in World Politics. New York: Public Affairs.

Nye, Joseph (2004b) Power in the Global Informa-
tion Age: From Realism to Globalization. London: 
Routledge.

Nye, Joseph (2011) The Future of Power. New York: 
Public Affairs.

Ramesh, Jairam (2005) Making Sense of Chindia: 
Reflections on China and India. New Delhi: India 
Research Press.

Thussu, Daya (2013) Communicating India’s Soft 
Power: Buddha to Bollywood. New York: Palgrave/
Macmillan.

Thussu, Daya (2014) International Communication 
- Continuity and Change, third edition, London: 
Bloomsbury Academic.

Wang, Jian (ed.) (2010) Soft Power in China: Pu-
blic Diplomacy through Communication, New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Zakaria, Fareed (2008) The Post-American World. 
London: Allen Lane 

Zhu, Ying (2012) Two Billion Eyes: The Story of Chi-
na Central Television. New York: The New Press.



21

Russian top level officials have only recently 
embraced the term soft power. Today, in 
absence of a coherent universal public diplo-
macy strategy, various media pursue diffe-
rent goals.

The idea of how countries’ perceptions impact 
their international positions is of course no 
news. Russia consistently scores below other 
leading countries in various rankings of how 
countries are seen internationally. According 
to GlobeScan international survey, Russia’s 
influence on world affairs is seen as negative 
rather than positive in most large countries, 
including all leaders of the developed world. 
Monocle magazine ranks Russia 28th in terms 
of its soft power. Simon Anholt ranks Russia’s 
nation brand 22nd. Edelman Trust Barometer 
a few years ago concluded that companies 
headquartered in Russia are less trusted in 
the US and Germany than companies from 
other BRICS countries. 

The main conclusion that is usually drawn 
from this kind of data in Russia can be 
described as a feeling of “undeserved unap-
preciation”. Various attempts to improve the 
situation through media development have 

Media as Russia’s soft power instruments: 

Improving international
public attitudes
By Alexey Dolinskiy, Capstone Connections

become a backbone of Russia’s approach to 
soft power. 

Russian public diplomacy and media history 
are closely interrelated, as the Voice of Russia 
established in 1929 was the first radio station 
to broadcast internationally. The USSR con-
sidered public diplomacy a priority foreign 
policy instrument that received significant 
resources, both in terms of funding and po-
litical influence domestically. 

With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, pub-
lic diplomacy became one of the many for-
eign policy instruments, and priorities were 
limited in terms of funding. Firstly, with the 
end of the Cold War, the Russian government 
was less concerned with its international in-
fluence. Secondly, Russia’s complicated eco-
nomic situation in the 1990s limited its for-
eign policy potential, and public diplomacy 
was underfunded and understaffed. Interna-
tional broadcasting was essentially limited to 
Voice of Russia radio service.

A public diplomacy revival took place in the 
early 2000s. After a decade of economic 
struggles, the country managed to overcome 
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its difficulties and started investing in foreign 
policy. Russian leaders claimed that misper-
ceptions of Russia abroad were one of the 
reasons for challenges the country faced in its 
international relations. Public diplomacy was 
viewed as a key instrument for improving the 
country’s image. 

Voice of Russia, one of the nation’s oldest 
radio stations, continues broadcasting into 
160 countries in 38 languages and develops 
a growing Internet audience as well. The 
station received additional funding and was 
partially restructured as part of the public di-
plomacy revitalization effort. 

Russian Information Agency (RIA) Novosti is 
another long-existing institution that was 
revitalized for public diplomacy purposes. 
Besides running news wires in several for-
eign languages, and a broad network of 
international bureaus, the agency also pub-
lishes newspapers in foreign languages and 
is responsible for maintaining a second-track 
diplomacy project: Valdai Foundation, bring-
ing international experts to meetings with 
their counterparts and decision makers from 
Russia. 

Russia Today (RT) 24/7 news network has ev-
ery right to be considered the flagship of the 
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country’s public diplomacy, both in terms of 
its budget and international and domestic 
recognition. Started in 2005 as a small Mos-
cow-based channel broadcasting in English 
via Internet and several satellites, it grew into 
a large media organization with a sizeable 
campus in Moscow and international studios 
and bureaus, broadcasting also in Arabic and 
Spanish, and available via a broad range of 
cable networks. At the end of 2013, Voice of 
Russia and RIA Novosti were merged to form a 
new international broadcasting agency Ros-
siya Segodnya (translates as Russia Today) 
which will have the same editor-in-chief 
as RT. It is expected that the newly formed 

agency will be more aligned with Russia’s 
foreign policy priorities and resemble RT in its 
coverage although the merger process is still 
underway.

Russia Beyond the Headlines (RBTH) is yet 
another example of developing media proj-
ects for soft power purposes. State-owned 
Rossiyskaya Gazeta started it as a two-
monthly English-language supplement to 
the Washington Post and the Daily Telegraph. 
In just six years, it grew to 27 joint projects 
in 21 countries (16 languages) with an esti-
mated readership of over 30 million people. 
In one of its recent projects, RBTH launched 
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a joint project with Foreign Policy magazine, 
aimed at political analysts, scholars and deci-
sion makers.

All these media reach out to constantly in-
creasing audiences, but the structure and 
substance of communication varies greatly 
– as there is virtually no cooperation and 
coordination between them. Russia Today, 
for example, evolved from an attempt to 
replicate the BBC with a Russian touch, to 
a network with core competences and best 
correspondents network in a specific region, 
and then to a network covering “alternative” 
news that escape major networks broadcast-
ing. In most cases, its news content is more 
international than Russia-centered, and 

many experts question this approach. But 
the network reports increasing international 
viewership and wins international awards. 
Russia Beyond the Headlines, on the con-
trary, focuses on Russian news or Moscow’s 
view of international affairs, which it covers 
jointly with editors from partnering media.
Successful public diplomacy media develop-
ment has not yet led to a changed attitude 
towards Russia internationally. Soft power of 
a nation is of course not purely a function of 
its media capacities. However, media aimed 
at foreign audiences can be an invaluable 
resource in a quest for soft power. Although 
Russia has still a lot to do to improve interna-
tional public attitudes, its first steps on that 
path have already been made.  
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FoME: Mr. Rodionov, congratulations on 
Ruptly’s first birthday! In January 2013, the 
video agency was established as a Russia 
Today  product in Berlin, and nearly a hundred 
new employees were hired. How is Ruptly 
today?

I.R.: Thank you, I appreciate this very much. It 
is still work in progress – to establish Ruptly 
as a globally recognizable news brand. Just 
over the weekend*, Ruptly provided news 
coverage of the two top international stories, 
unchallenged both in scope and speed: Ge-
neva talks (and eventual deal) on the Iranian 
nuclear program and protests in Kiev. 

We also ensured running live coverage of 
the Greenpeace activists’ trials in Murmansk 
and Petersburg, and were actually the first 
to deliver images of the Arctic Sunrise being 
escorted into the port of Murmansk. Only two 
of many examples which illustrate Ruptly’s 
recent development and progress, particular-
ly in live coverage of international key events

FoME: Meanwhile, the agency offers up to 30 
videos or live reports for international media 
every day (current average daily output is 35, 
peak output 71) – and is much cheaper than 
Reuters TV or Assosciated Press Television 
News. At the same time, Ruptly repeatedly 
emphasizes its aim to “enrich the media, not 
to compete”. Where do you see the advantages 
of Ruptly, except for being cheaper than other 
agencies?

I.R.: The daily news output just reached 43 
(see top stories above). Advantages of Ruptly 
stem from the fact that it incorporated all re-
cent trends of the internet era, such as, em-
phasis on real time news coverage, multiple 
platform delivery, and direct easy access to 
footage. Ruptly’s average newsroom age is 
around 27. This is in any sense the youngest 
and most cutting edge news agency, both in 
technology and workflow.

FoME: Russian President Vladimir Putin estab-
lished RT explicitly as “a new actor who reports 

Perspec t ives

“Objectivity is just another word 
for Russia bashing”

Ivan Rodionov, Editor-in-Chief of the video agency Ruptly, was inter-
viewed by FoME member Tamina Kutscher (n-ost) about his per-
ception of the globalized news industry, Ruptly’s specific place in it, and his 
understanding of the (soft) power of images. 

Mr Ivan Rodionov is Senior Editor of Ruptly, 
an  international news agency established 
in January 2013 in Berlin, Germany. Ruptly 
provides video news stories to clients around 
the world and is owned by the multilingual 
news channel RT, previously called Russia 
Today (RT). His extensive background in 
journalism stretches back decades. Before 
establishing Ruptly, Rodionov was the 
executive producer for RT’s Berlin bureau 
and the German bureau chief for Russian 
TV and Radio Broadcast Company RTR. He 
has also covered major international news 
stories, including the war in Afghanistan, 
the Palestinian intifada and the war in 
Chechnya, for a variety of broadcasters and 
news agencies such as ZDF, TVS Moscow, 
and the Worldwide Television Agency, later 
owned by Associated Press Television News.
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objectively on Russia and attempts to break the 
monopoly of the Anglo-Saxon media”. Where 
does Ruptly draw the line between soft power 
and propaganda? In other words: How objec-
tive can a channel be, when it is − via RT −fi-
nanced by the Russian state budget?

I.R.: Frankly, I don’t have the slightest idea 
where the line between soft power and pro-
paganda could be drawn, I’m not even sure of 
either definition. 

Ruptly provides international media with 
unvoiced unedited film footage. I think a 
brief look at ruptly.tv is the answer. If your 
question implies, Ruptly is the Kremlin’s 
brainchild, then why is the Kremlin not giv-
ing all big Russian TV networks an order to 
unsubscribe AP and Reuters to the ben-
efit of Ruptly, which is supposed to cover the 
news in the ‘correct’, non-Anglo-Saxon way? 
I would even venture to say, that there is no 
Anglo-Saxon and no non-Anglo-Saxon news 
coverage per se. News business is arguably 
the most globalized industry.

FoME: Speaking of objectivity: In which way is 
Ruptly more objective than other foreign agen-
cies, when it comes to reporting on environ-
mental sins in Sochi, or on the Russian gay law?

I.R.: I understand that “objectivity” is just an-
other word for Russia bashing (joking), and 
have to refer you to ruptly.tv again. Please 
try a search using key words ‘Russia’, ‘LGBT’, 
‘gays’. And, again, a news agency’s function 
is to cover news as it is: raw. It is broadcast 
and online media who give it their own twist 
by re-cutting, adding narration and possibly 
putting it in a certain context. 

FoME: How do you consider the fact, that Rus-
sia is listed at number 148 out of 179 countries 
in Reporters Without Borders’ Press Freedom 
Index?

I.R.:  Do you not question how objective an 
organization like Reporter’s Without Borders 
can be, which – via National Endowment for 
Democracy, International Republican Institute 
and Open Society Foundation – is co-funded 
by the US Congress, George Soros and neo-
cons? I think Russia has a lot of effort ahead 
to catch up with Afghanistan (placed 128th) 
and Libya (131th). By the way, I see Libya 
skyrocketing 23 places up, compared to last 
year. I am sure people, specifically journalists 
in Bani Walid, must be proud of such rapid 
progress. Had some price to pay, sure. But 
freedom comes at a cost, doesn’t it? I love Re-
porters Without Borders.

The interview was conducted via email on 
26th November, 2013, and updated on 
13th February, 2014
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FoME: Elmira, there is a very special political 
situation in Kyrgyzstan – compared with its 
neighbouring countries, such as Kazakhstan: 
Since 1991, the country has taken a course 
towards democratisation, it experienced two 
revolutions and changed its constitution sev-
eral times. How does this affect media freedom 
in your country? 

Elmira Toktogulova: One thing is certain: the 
country’s level of freedom of expression and 
the high activity of its civil society are extra-
ordinary in the region. Kyrgyzstan’s Natio-
nal Broadcasting Company achieved public 
(not governmental) status. Still, we face 
the government’s influence and pressure on 
public media. The challenge of the current 
stage of media development in Kyrgyzstan is 
that we have media freedom, but lack profes-
sionalism. 

There is only a small amount of high quality 
analytical genres, investigations and data 
journalism, and a very low level of TV enter-
tainment and educational programmes. 
Especially local media (there are more than 
a thousand) should improve the quality 
of information – and be more competent, 
honest and objective. Furthermore, more 
than 80% of the media market is owned by 

political and financial groups. This is defini-
tely detrimental to the quality of media, and 
is affecting the people’s trust in local journa-
lism. Kyrgyzstan needs news coverage  that is 
independent – from the government, politi-
cal interest groups or business players.

FoME: Since Russian is still an official language 
in Kyrgyzstan: How popular is Russian influ-
ence in local and foreign media today?

E.T.: There is this Kyrgyz joke: “The first revo-
lution was made by American financed media 
and the second one – by Russian”. Russia 
dominates the information market in Kyrgyz-
stan. More than ten TV-channels from Russia 
are available in Bishkek. The Russian social 
networks Odnoklassniki, V kontakte and Mail.
ru.agent, are dominant in Kyrgyzstan.

According to the latest media research 
conducted in Kyrgyzstan, out of all foreign 
media, local audiences prefer Russian TV 
channels – First Channel, RTR, NTV –, and the 
American radio station Radio Liberty (Azattyk 
in Kyrgyz). 

Only two years ago, Kyrgyz Public Broadcaster 
was replaced by the Russian TV channels as 
the most popular media in Kyrgyzstan.

“Russia dominates the information 
market in Kyrgyzstan”

Ms. Elmira Toktogulova is the director 
and founder of  Media Consulting 
Foundation in Kyrgyzstan. She 
has previously worked as project 
coordinator and media expert for 
international aid organisations such 
as OSCE, UNICEF, Internews and 
UNDP, and the Kyrgyz government. 
She has held trainings and seminars 
for local journalists and editors. At 
the beginning of her career, Elmira 
Toktogulova worked as an editor 
for the state TV corporation KTRK, 
and for the Central Asian weekly 
Post. She holds an MA in journalism 
from the Kyrgyz State University. 
Furthermore, Elmira Toktogulova 
has published several articles on 
the situation of media in Central 
Asia, and a manual for journalists 
and editors, titled “How to cover the 
election process in Kyrgyzstan?”

Kyrgyz Media Consultant Elmira Toktogulova was interviewed by Tamina 
Kutscher (n-ost) on the influence of Russian media and the challenges of 
international media assistance in Kyrgyzstan.
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About 40% of citizens watch Russia’s First 
Channel. And most of them are young people. 
They watch Russian music and entertainment 
shows, and women prefer Russian soap op-
eras. 

The reason for this popularity is quite simple: 
Russian media deliver content in an under-
standable language – in Russian. Newly de-
veloping local media simply cannot compete 
with the variety and extent of content. And 
Kyrgyzstan pays for it from its state budget – 
with about one million dollars per year. This 
fact clearly reveals the nature of relations be-
tween the Kremlin and official Bishkek.

FoME: Apart from its soft power in media – is 
Russia an active player in media assistance in 
Kyrgyzstan? 

E.T.: Russian media assistance projects ap-
peared only recently (e.g. New Eurasia Foun-
dation), but have not yet enjoyed large-scale 
development. There are US and European 

donors, who finance media development 
projects. Japanese donors only support Public 
Broadcasting Corporation. 

In Kyrgyzstan, a critical attitude is rising to-
wards projects that are fully controlled and 
financed by donors, especially, since not all 
donor projects show visible and effective re-
sults. People simply have to understand that 
excessive foreign aid impedes independent 
development. 

If we want to achieve visible results, regular 
and independent mechanisms for monitor-
ing and evaluation of media projects in the 
region are required. At least, this is what we 
need here in Kyrgyzstan. Donor organisations 
should relieve the heavy burden of bureau-
cracy and formal attitudes, which eats up 
part of the potential project. We have to keep 
in mind real objectives and results – not for-
mal records. Without such changes, any new 
donor organisation will only tread the path of 
their forerunners, project by project.

The interview was conducted via email on 
28th January, 2014
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Since the 2008 financial tornado and the 2010 
“Occupy” movement, both of which exploded 
on Wall Street and later swept across the 
globe, the long-awaited Spenglerian pro-
phecy of “the decline of the West”1 has tur-
ned into reality. Not surprisingly, the end of 
the American Dream, declared by numerous 
Euro-American opinion-makers like the 
Harvard historian Niall Ferguson, coincided 
with the emergence of the Chinese Dream, 
promulgated by the new paramount leader, 
President Xi Jinping and his coterie. Empha-
sizing rising inequality and social stagnation 
in the present-day U.S., Ferguson poignantly 
lamented that the once-glorious American 
Dream had become “a nightmare of social 
stasis.” Put in a more radical way, with refe-
rence to the sweeping “Occupy” movement 
in the autumn of 2010, the American Dream 
is merely accessible and feasible for the glo-
bal 1%, namely, the transnational power 
elite who monopolized political, economic, 
technological, social and cultural resources. 
Since upward mobility in American society 
has become a bygone myth, both decline of 
the West in general, and bankruptcy of the 

Chinese media‘s “Going Abroad” campaign:

From charm offensive 
to charm defensive?
By Anbin Shi, Tsinghua University

American Dream in particular, seem inevita-
ble and irrevocable.         

In many respects, the emergent Chinese 
Dream serves as an immediate alternative to 
the declining American Dream. As President 
Xi put it, the Chinese Dream is “the dream of 
the people.” Interestingly, the all-encompas-
sing Maoist discourse of “the people” is re-
evoked to highlight the cosmopolitan dimen-
sion of the otherwise parochial notion of the 
“Chinese Dream.” In other words, the Chinese 
Dream is not merely confined to the future of 
Chinese people, but also provides accessible 
and feasible prospects for the “global 99%”, 
the core concept envisioned in the 2010 
“Occupy” movement. 

Another dimension of the Chinese Dream 
which significantly diverges from the Ame-
rican Dream is perception of the relationship 
between the self and the other. The American 
Dream is more of an individualist fulfillment 
than a collectivist goal and agenda. The out-
come of the American Dream is incarnated in 
a “Great-Gatsby-styled” ascension for an indi-
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vidual, as well as the emergence of the U.S. 
as the one and the only superpower in the 
21st century. In contrast, the Chinese Dream 
is more attractive to developing countries, 
because China, as the world’s most popula-
ted nation, is rising with “the rest”. The newly 
coined glossary of “BRICS” (a.k.a. the five 
major emergent economic powers), “Chin-
dia” and “ChinAfrica”, among others, all point 
to the beneficent orientation of “China’s rise 
with the rest” in the foreseeable future.     

Though a majority of scholars have agreed 
that China’s replacement of the U.S. as No.1 
economic powerhouse is merely a matter 
of time, it would be still too hasty and mis-
leading to conclude that the world is ready 

to embrace the 
Chinese Dream 
as the alternative 
to the American 
Dream. A recent 
BBC poll showed 
that the global 
attitude toward 
outgoing and 
incoming super-
powers was not 
much different: 
half positive and 
half negative; 
namely, 45% of 
respondents were 
positive toward 
the U.S., 42% 
toward China; 
while 34% were 
negative toward 
the U.S., 39% to-
ward China.  If the 
Chinese Dream, 
as both govern-
ment rhetoric 
and the BBC poll 
evinced, is more 
of a nebulous 

illusion rather than a solid reality, how to 
win the hearts and minds of the global 99% 
remains an insurmountable challenge to Chi-
nese leadership. It is no mere surprise that 
an ambitious “going abroad” campaign has 
been implemented since 2009 to counteract 
the Western media portrayal of China as a 
mystic player and rogue donor in the global 
community. Among others, six media organi-
zations at the “central” level, namely, Xinhua 
News Agency, People’s Daily, China Central 
Television (CCTV), China Radio International 
(CRI), China Daily, and China News Service, 
have become the major beneficiaries of this 
campaign with tremendous investment and 
significant expansion of their global reach. 

The promulgation of the Chinese Dream as 
“dream of the people” remains part and par-
cel of Chinese media development across the 
globe, particularly in the developing nations, 
wherein the global 99% are striving for a bet-
ter life. Admittedly, Africa has been resurged 
as one of the target destinations for Chinese 
media’s “going abroad” campaign with the 
heritage of the Maoist legacies of internatio-
nal communication since the founding of the 
People’s Republic in 1949. The historical affi-
nity between China and Africa can be vividly 
evinced by the recent archaeological disco-
very of porcelain fragments and coins of the 
Ming dynasty (circa. 15th century) in Kenya’s 
north coast, and also by Chairman Mao’s 
humorous reference to the People’s Republic 
of China’s (PRC) entry into the United Nations 
(UN) in 1971 with considerable support from 
African allies, “We Chinese were ‘palanquin-
ned’ into the UN by our poor friends in Africa.”

Accordingly, Chinese media development in 
Africa started immediately after the PRC was 
established. Since the opening of the Cairo 
branch of the Xinhua News Agency (here-
after Xinhua) in 1950, till the early 1980s, 
Africa has always been the continent with the 
greatest number of overseas media outlets 



By Anbin Shi: Chinese media development in Africa:From Charm Offensive to Charm Defensive 31

and in-house journalists from China. In April 
1986, Xinhua integrated its 22 branch offices 
into African headquarters in Nairobi, Kenya, 
the first overseas epicenter among all Chinese 
media organizations.  

Since the launch of the “going abroad” cam-
paign in 2009, Chinese media development 
in Africa has covered all sectors and platforms 
ranging from print, broadcasting, digital and 
mobile, thereby substantiating their visibility, 
accessibility and feasibility for the ever-incre-
asing number of affluent and middle-class 
readers, audience and netizens in Africa. A 
recent survey released by the U.S.-based Pew 
Research Center found that China was best 
liked in Africa, with 72% of respondents hol-
ding a positive attitude toward China, thanks 
to the “charm offensive”2 implemented in 
recent years. On the other hand, the skyro-
cketing and all-encompassing “charm offen-
sive” launched by Chinese media since 2009 
has inevitably evoked doubts, challenges and 
even harsh criticism across the world, parti-
cularly the emergent “media imperialism” in 
Africa with reference to the Euro-American 
colonial legacies.     
          
Obviously, China’s current “charm offen-
sive” is intertwined with heavy investment 
for and voluminous expansion of the ever-
growing African media market. As the first 
media organization deep-seated in Africa, 
Xinhua expanded its influence via the newly 
launched English news channel CNC, rea-
ching 6.7 million subscribers to DStv, Africa’s 
largest digital satellite television platform. 
In addition, Xinhua also launched a mobile 
application in 2011, to make its news service 
available to the continent’s millions of mobile 
phone users. 

On the print news front, China Daily, the 
nation’s leading English-language newspa-
per, aims to increase its influence over local 
power elite, urban middle class and opinion 

leaders in Africa. With its opening of new 
branches in Johannesburg and Nairobi, China 
Daily has been publishing its African edi-
tion, plus a special supplement of “African 
Weekly” and a magazine called ChinAfrica, 
since December 2012, hitting the newsstand 
alongside with the established likes of the 
Daily Nation and the Standard in major Afri-
can cities, and distributed on elite venues like 
Kenyan Airways.  

In the sector of broadcasting media, China 
Radio International (CRI) established FM sta-
tions in five Central and East African cities, 
while its AM channels cover over 10 million 
listeners in sub-Saharan regions. It is also 
worthwhile to mention the soaring ratings 
and unprecedented popularity of Chinese 
family telenovelas translated by CRI, in coun-
tries like Tanzania and Kenya. As the first 
broadcast hub outside Beijing, CCTV Africa 
inaugurated in Nairobi in January 2012, and 
provided millions of satellite TV viewers with 
one-hour daily news programming from a 
Chinese perspective. 
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In addition to Chinese media’s “going abroad”, 
around 1,000 African journalists and media 
professionals were invited to China to attend 
workshops or training camps. Core course-
work included lectures on Chinese political, 
economic, social, technological and cultural 
development, field trips and internships with 
media organizations. It is noteworthy that 
these AfrA Critical Review of Chinese Media 
Development in Africa Re-Orienting the 
“Charm Offensive” to the “Charm Defensive”: 

In response to the doubts and challenges as 
such, and by way of the newly-rising con-
cept of “Chinese Dream” promulgated by the 
new supreme leadership, we can anticipate 
that the ongoing “charm offensive” should 
be readjusted and re-oriented into “charm 
defensive” in the foreseeable future along the 
following three dimensions: 

First, since the “Chinese Dream” as “the dream 
of people” means to reinforce the solidarity of 
the global 99%, Chinese media development 
should transcend from the government-
sponsored model and shed light on the rele-
vance with local communities and the enga-

gement of the indigenous netizens, prosu-
mers, and produsers by way of the emergent 
social media and mobile phone platforms. It 
is noteworthy that, while less than 10% of 
households in Africa have gained access to 
broadband, over 60% are able to use mobile 
phone for their day-to-day communication. 
In this light, social and mobile media deve-
lopment would pave the way to increasing 
interaction and engagement between Chi-
nese media outlets and local communities in 
Africa. 

One feasible entry point is to increase the 
media flow and counter-flow between China 
and Africa. The South African media company 
Naspers, for instance, has been benefiting 
greatly from its investment in the social 
and mobile media platform Tecent in China, 
which now accounts for 80% of the media 
conglomerate’s R200 billion (approximately 
USD 25 billion) market capitalization (Steyn 
2012). This is a good case in point for media 
counter-flow, which is best exemplified by 
“China’s rise with the rest”.   

Second, as previously indicated, the prepon-
derance of state-owned mainstream out-
lets and government-sponsored projects in 
China’s media development has drawn harsh 
criticism and increasing doubts upon the 
“charm offensive” as such. The “charm defen-
sive”, by contrast, will resort to the power and 
resources from the private entrepreneurs and 
non-governmental organizations to enhance 
the credibility and efficacy of international 
communication. 

One case in point is the miracle of StarTimes, 
a Beijing-based privately-owned digital tech-
nology company which, since it was licensed 
in Rwanda in 2007, has ascended to be the 
second largest digital TV operator in Africa. 
So far, StarTimes’ services have been exten-
ded to nine countries with total subscribers of 
2.1 million across Africa. The company targets 
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middle and lower middle class households, 
charging three to five dollars monthly fee, 
while providing more than thirty local, inter-
national and self-produced channels. Due to 
its conspicuous influence and voluminous 
success, StarTimes has been granted 150 
million USD from the government-sponsored 
“China Africa Development Fund” since 2012 
to expand its reach across the continent. 

Last, and perhaps the most challenging, Chi-
nese media’s charm defensive needs to con-
vey a clear-cut and consistent value system to 
African audiences. The aforementioned Pew 
survey indicated that a significant number 
of African respondents respected China on 
the basis of her economic, technological and 
commercial achievements, rather than popu-
lar culture, let alone any core value. 

Over 70% of Africans still favor the U.S. as the 
epitome of liberal democracy, while China is 
considered “non-applicable” in the category 
of “ideas about democracy”. Thus, the very 
connotation and denotation of the Chinese 
Dream need to be demarcated and crystal-
lized in the years to come if the charm defen-
sive can take effect to change the stereo-
typed mentality of the global public opinion, 
including that of Africans. In other words, 
China still has a long way to go to defend 
her position as the prospective leader for the 
developing world, rather than to “offend” or 
intimidate the world by launching a series of 
heavily invested and highly profiled projects.

To sum up, China’s rise as a global power in 
the 21st century must be different from the 
Anglo-American-styled ascension as the 
world’s leader in the past two centuries: not 
to rise as a lone power to rule the world, but 
to rise with the rest to engage the world. This 
brief SWOP analysis of China’s media deve-
lopment in Africa and a subsequent call for 
a re-orientation from “charm offensive” to 
“charm defensive” are purported to ensure 

China maintains her position as a respectful 
and respectable role model for developing 
countries and as a responsible player in the 
global community as well.                             
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A consideration of current developments and 
activities in the media development arena 
has to include a focus on the relationship 
between media development and public 
diplomacy. Media development efforts feed 
into the strategic efforts by nations to build 
their image internationally, find support 
for their political ideologies, and extend 
their influence. And, in turn, when public 
diplomacy efforts are considered in the cur-
rent geopolitical context, the notion of ‘soft 
power’ – especially of the emerging nations 
in the Global South – have to receive special 
attention. No longer can media development 
be seen in terms of a one-directional flow 
from the well-endowed, metropolitan cen-
tres of the Global North to the ‘developing’ 
world in the Global South. The ‘Rise of the 
Rest’, as Fareed Zakaria has called it – the 
emergence of fast-growing economies like 
China and India – as well as the formation of 
the BRICS alignment of states (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa)  have created 
multi-directional flows of media content, 
media capital and media personnel. The 
flows and contraflows of media globally are 
taking on new patterns. The result is a media 
development landscape that poses challen-

ges for the traditional dominant powers in 
the media development arena. The support 
for media development provided by new pla-
yers like China, should also be read in terms of 
what the American political scientist Joseph 
Nye called ‘soft power’: the means through 
which countries exert influence in the glo-
bal arena through attraction and persuasion 
rather than through coercion or force. When 
we therefore consider the changing media 
development landscape in South Africa and 
the region, we have to consider these larger 
questions of new geopolitical shifts, the role 
of the media in achieving ‘soft power’ and 
public diplomacy objectives, and the signifi-
cance of the rise of new global powers that 
have entered the terrain of media develop-
ment initiatives.

Media as a key player in public 
diplomacy

In these geopolitical shifts, the media is a 
key player in public diplomacy efforts and 
what can be called ‘image politics’ – the way 
that the representation of a country (some-
times called in corporate-speak the country’s 
‘brand’) in the global media has economic 
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and political implications. The media itself 
– its role in society, its relation to govern-
ment, the extent of press freedom – are also 
increasingly a topic for meta-debates in the 
media. The increased influence of China in 
the African mediasphere, for example, has 
given rise to debates about the effect the 
Chinese media presence will have on demo-
cratic cultures and freedom of speech on the 
continent. It is in these instances that we can 
see especially clearly how debates about the 
media are often actually debates about the 
key values of democracy. Unfortunately the 
complexities of these issues are often lost in 
popular discourses that portray Sino-African 
relations in panicked tones and in simplistic 
oppositions (China as ‘friend or foe’, ‘partner 
or predator’) rather than careful nuance.

What is becoming clear, however, is that the 
engagement between China and South Africa 
will increasingly be a mediated one. 

The media’s role in public diplomacy efforts 
and in the new global geopolitical conte-

stations however 
goes beyond mere 
representation and 
debates – it also 
extends to the poli-
tical economy of the 
flows of media capi-
tal. Not all these flows 
can be defined as 
‘media development’ 
in the way that we 
have come to know 
the term in the lite-
rature of media assi-
stance. The notion 

of ‘media development’ is usually associated 
with some type of exogenous intervention 
in the media landscape of a country with the 
objective of effecting democratic outcomes.  
This definition would not readily apply to, 
say, the exchange programmes set up bet-

ween Chinese and African journalists, or the 
expansion of the South African satellite tele-
vision platform Multichoice into other African 
countries, or the availability of the Chinese 
news agency Xinhua on mobile phones on 
the African continent. Yet these media flows 
and contraflows are shaping the global media 
landscape, and reconfiguring the relationship 
between countries via media exchanges. In 
other words, the current geopolitical shifts 
are increasingly being mediated, and this 
mediation has implications for the traditional 
notions of media development and media 
assistance. The prime example of how the 
mediation of geopolitics has impacted on 
the terrain of media development in Africa, is 
the process of what has been called (by the 
author Joshua Kurlantzick) ‘China’s charm 
offensive’. (Professor Anbin Shi from Tsinghua 
University in Beijing has however provided an 
alternative perspective on this process, cal-
ling it China’s ‘charm defensive’ – an attempt 
by China to counter negative representation 
and stereotyping from the West)

The presence of Chinese media
in Africa

The increased presence of the Chinese Xinhua 
News Agency, Central China Television (CCTV), 
China Radio International (CRI) and China 
Daily on the African continent since 2006 has 
widely been seen as an attempt to counter 
negative reporting and media stereotypes 
about the country. The appeal of these news 
platforms is also partly economic: Xinhua now 
has 23 bureaux in Africa, and offers a cheaper 
alternative to the Western news agencies 
like Reuters and AFP. Xinhua’s accessibility 
on mobile phones has broadened its reach 
significantly on a continent where mobile 
phone penetration has been phenomenal. 
CCTV has professionalized their broadcasts so 
as to appeal to a wider global audience, and 
Chinese investments in training programmes 
for African journalists can be seen as aimed at 
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imparting alternative normative frameworks 
and professional values than those that have 
traditionally been inherited from the West. 
The potential for these efforts to contribute to 
Chinese ‘soft power’ on the continent is obvi-
ous. The response to China’s efforts to create a 
positive image on the African continent will 
also differ across countries and regions. In 
countries with a healthy, democratic culture 
of debate and free press, it can be expected 
that China’s engagement with Africa will con-
tinue to be debated.

In South Africa, a country with a robust media 
and a culture of free and open debate, Chinese 
investment in the media has met with some 
controversy. The inclusion of a stake by a Chi-
nese business group in the recent purchase of 
Independent Media, previously owned by the 
Irish Independent group, as well as Chinese 
investment in the pay-television platform 
TopTV, have been the topic of debate in the 
media. Especially the purchase of Indepen-
dent by the Sekunjalo group, headed by dr 
Iqbal Survé, has been controversial – not only 
because of the Chinese involvement in the 
purchase deal, but also Survé’s close relation-
ship with people high up in the ruling party, 
the ANC. There are fears that both these sets 
of power relations will have a chilling effect 
on freedom of expression in the newspa-
per group – a fear that seems to have been 
confirmed when Survé fired the editor of one 
of his titles in December 2013. The editor of 
the Cape Times, Alide Dasnois, was fired after 
the newspaper reported on a finding by the 
country’s Public Protector that a tender to 
manage the State’s fishery vessels was une-
thically and improperly awarded to the same 
consortium that owns the newspaper (see 
http://mg.co.za/article/2013-12-08-alide-
dasnois-removed-as-cape-times-editor/)

The relationship between China and African 
media has not been a one-directional affair, 
however. We increasingly witness what 

Keyan Tomaselli (2009) has called the ‘inter-
penetration’ of media capital. An example 
of a contraflow from South Africa to other 
regions in the Global South is that of the 
media behemoth Naspers. The company has 
investments in the rest of Africa, India Brazil 

and several other regions. Its most lucrative 
investment in recent years has however been 
its 34% stake in the Chinese internet provider 
Tencent. This investment has made the CEO of 
Naspers, Koos Bekker, a billionaire. 

Naspers also has an extensive media foot-
print on the continent, largely via its digital 
satellite television platform DStv. The South 
African Broadcast Corporation (SABC) is also 
carried on this platform to other African 
countries, and these expansions of South 
African content into the continent have not 
always escaped criticism of South African 
media imperialism.

The flows and contraflows of Chinese media 
capital in the South African media lands-
cape have created quite some controversy 

http://mg.co.za/article/2013-12-08-alide-dasnois-removed-as-cape-times-editor/
http://mg.co.za/article/2013-12-08-alide-dasnois-removed-as-cape-times-editor/
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in the public debate. The former editor and 
media commentator Anton Harber remar-
ked on these developments: ‘That creaking 
sound you hear is the global see-saw tilting 
eastwards’. He is of the opinion that “Chi-
nese media culture is not going to sit easily 
in Africa where we have been developing 
and hopefully entrenching much more open 
democratic media culture”. However, a coun-

ter-perspective has been offered by Hopewell 
Radebe, who, while in his position as secre-
tary-general of the South African National 
Editors’ Forum, remarked that “China is not 
a danger to media independence – Chinese 
investments will be business and nothing 
more than that”.

The new sets of players and new relationships 
evolving in the African media landscape may 
pose challenges to more established media 
development actors. Since the arrival of 
democracy in South Africa, the country has 
been a location for media development initia-
tives sponsored by Western governments and 
non-governmental organisations such as the 
Open Society Initiative, the Konrad Adenauer 

Foundation, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung and 
others, and has also served as the launchpad 
for development projects that reached further 
into the region. An increased presence of Chi-
nese media organisations and assistance to 
journalists in the region may add a new dyna-
mic to these processes. Organisations within 
South Africa aimed at media development 
and training such as the Media Diversity and 
Development Agency (MDDA), the Freedom of 
Expression Institute and the Institute for the 
Advancement of Journalism (IAJ) are based on 
the premises of consolidating democracy and 
strengthening media’s watchdog function  in 
the region, also via collaborations with other 
organisations. China’s foray into this region 
therefore poses a challenge to the norma-
tive underpinning of media development 
discourse as based on freedom of expression 
and media independence as these norms 
have come to be understood within Western 
contexts, even while it may add diversity to 
the range of perspectives and approaches. 
As Guy Berger argued in an article in Inter-
national Communication Gazette in 2010, 
the notion of media development however 
remains poorly defined, and the assumption 
that media development would in any case 
contribute to democracy is open for debate.

The entry of China into the broad area of 
media development and media training does 
however raise some key questions about 
what the implications will be for the African 
media sphere, such as the following:

• How are these changing relationships bet-
ween South Africa and other BRICS countries, 
especially China, reported in media?
• How are these relationships viewed by jour-
nalists and editors?

Preliminary research

In an attempt to answer these questions, a 
two-pronged study was conducted. Firstly, 
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media content of major South African news 
outlets was conducted (by the media research 
company Media Tenor), to build on previous 
studies of representations of BRICS countries 
in the South African media. Secondly, an 
online survey of senior journalists and edi-
tors in major print and broadcast outlets was 
conducted to explore their views of the South 
African media within the new geopolitical 
shifts.1 

Although it might still take some time for 
China’s ‘soft power’ strategies to have an 
impact, the findings of this study1 showed 
that, in contrast with what one might have 
expected based on the academic literature 
on Chinese stereotypical discourses, South 
African media on the whole already displayed 
an attitude of ‘cautious optimism’ towards 
increased Chinese involvement on the conti-

nent. China’s presence in Africa is high on the 
news agenda in South Africa. China receives 
the most coverage of all the so-called BRICS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) 
countries  in the South African media. Over 
the past few years South African media’s 
coverage of China has also been shown as not 
being overly negative, but on the whole quite 
balanced. 

Stereotyping and fear-mongering are of 
course not completely absent in the media.  
But what is interesting is that these stereoty-
pical representations are also being challen-
ged by other South African journalists who 
present counter-perspectives.

On example of such stereotyping and a coun-
ter-response in the South African media is 
the spat between the investigative magazine 
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Noseweek and the online news and analysis 
website Daily Maverick. In November 2012, 
Noseweek published an article titled ‘Howzit 
[hello] China’2 (http://www.noseweek.co.za/
article/2836/Howzit-China), which contained 
crude stereotyping and generalisation of Chi-
nese shopkeepers in South Africa. The article 
argued that Chinese shops have ‘popped up’ 
in every town of South Africa and amount to a 
‘largely unlawful enterprise that threatens to 
destroy local commerce and cost the taxman 
billions’. The argument is a familiar xenopho-
bic one: foreigners are stealing local jobs, Chi-
nese are dishonest and are smuggling their 
way into the country and defrauding the 
government of its due tax revenue.

Soon after the Noseweek article appeared, 
journalists  Kevin Bloom and Richard Poplak 
wrote a response in the online news site Daily 
Maverick3, pointing out the generalisations, 
factual errors and xenophobic stereotyping 
with which the Noseweek article is riddled. 
Calling the Noseweek article a ‘new low for 
South African journalism’, Bloom and Poplak 
drew on their own investigative fieldwork 
to counter the claims made in the Noseweek 

article. They also point towards the dangers 
of such xenophobic reporting – reminding 
readers of attacks on migrants in South Africa 
in recent years.

The exchange between these journalists 
make for fascinating reading because they 
emphasise the need for a nuanced, factually 
accurate and well-informed debate about 
the implications of China’s presence in Africa. 
Broad generalisations and stereotypes are 
just not good enough in a context where the 
media should be relied upon to explain the 
complexities of Sino-African engagement 
in a changing global landscape. What is 
also made clear in this exchange is that the 
media will increasingly be a central space 
where battles for representation, struggles 
for perceptions and jostling for influence over 
audiences will take place.

The analysis conducted by Media Tenor of 
South African media content over the last 3 
years has given us a picture of how coverage 
of China and the other BRICS countries are 
covered in major news outlets in the coun-
try. It found that China dominates coverage 
compared to the rest of the BRICS countries, 
but that coverage of the BRICS alignment – of 
which South Africa is a member since 2010 – 
has on the while been fairly balanced, except 
Russia which tends to get negative coverage. 

Over the last 3 years, a more balanced view 
of China has been emerging, with coverage 
generally becoming more positive. China’s 
presence in Africa has therefore not been 
pigeonholed as either a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ story, 
but it has received a firm place on the news 
agenda mostly as a business story. Coverage 
seems to focus on Chinese investment and 
what these activities might mean for the eco-
nomy and development generally, or for poli-
tical issues such as human rights and freedom 
of expression.  Little news on the social and 
cultural implications of increased Sino-

http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/Howzit-China
http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/Howzit-China
http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/Howzit-China
http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/Howzit-China
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African exchanges seem to make the news 
(although this could partly be explained by 
the choice of media to analyse, namely main-
stream news with an emphasis on business). 
In other words, coverage tends to concentrate 
on what Yoon Jung Park and Chris Alden have 
described as the ‘upstairs’ dimension of Sino-
African relationships, rather than the ‘down-
stairs’ dimensions of everyday life. 

An analysis of coverage can give an indication 
of the major discourses around China in the 
South African media, but such an analysis 
may not be enough to uncover the attitudes 
and perspectives of journalists and editors 
themselves. To establish the latter, a survey 
was conducted among editors of major print 
and broadcast news outlets in South Africa. 
They were asked, among other things, to 
give their opinion about South Africa’s mem-
bership of the BRICS alignment of emerging 
economies, which BRICS countries are the 
most important to cover, and how their views 
of China’s involvement in South Africa has 
changed in recent years. Participants were 
also asked whether they use Chinese media 
sources such as Xinhua or CCTV, whether 
they have participated in any exchange pro-
grammes with China, and if so, how that 
participation has influenced their reporting 
of China.

The findings reflected a generally positive 
view of South Africa’s membership of BRICS. 
As one responded remarked, this member-
ship gives South Africa a ‘seat at the big table’ 
of emerging nations. Editors confirmed the 
findings of the content analysis, namely that 
China is seen as the most important of the 
BRICS countries to cover because of its influ-
ence, although it was remarked that India 
might have more ‘democratic relevance’ for 
South Africa as a young democracy. Editors 
also indicated the preference for trade and 
industry topics that was reflected in the con-
tent analysis.

What is interesting from the point of view of 
public diplomacy and its role in the shifting 
geopolitical relations, is that almost all 
respondents indicated that they have develo-
ped a more nuanced understanding of China 
in recent years, due to them having access to 
more information.  This change in attitudes 
can be seen as a result of soft power initiati-
ves by China. One respondent remarked in 
this regard:

I refer to both Xinhua and CCTV from time 
to time, both for a sense of what the offi-
cial Chinese line is on key issues, and for 
a sense of where Chinese interests lie. It is 
also interesting to get a sense of what is 
possible in China’s heavily controlled offi-
cial media.
We use them to try give a context on how 
things are reported and represented there, 
but we are very careful to declare the 
nature of the paper, whether it’s partisan 
and alighted to the ruling party.

It seems clear that the greater accessibility of 
Chinese media to journalists in South Africa 
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will lead to more nuanced reporting, and in 
that sense it could be seen as a successful 
outcome for soft power exercised through 
media.

Conclusion

In conclusion, then, it can be said that media 
development initiatives in the South African 
region have seen the emergence in recent 
years of new entrants in the landscape. The 
shifting geopolitics marked by the rise of the 
BRICS countries, but especially the increased 
presence of China on the continent, is impac-
ting on the way that media development 
initiatives can be used for public diplomacy 
objectives. Media investments in the region 
are also increasingly multi-directional, with 
local and foreign players competing in the 
same markets, and interpenetrating each 
other’s environments.

In years to come, the media are likely to 
remain a space for battles over attitudes and 

perceptions in the global public diplomacy 
arena. 

Notes

1 (reported in more detail in: Herman Wasserman 
(2013), South Africa and China as BRICS Partners: 
Media Perspectives on Geopolitical Shifts, Journal 
of Asian and African Studies,  first published on 
December 16, 2013,  http://jas.sagepub.com/
content/early/2013/12/15/0021909613514191.
abstract (retrieved 17 June 2014)

2 http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/
Howzit-China

3 http://dailymaverick.co.za/ar ticle/2012-
10-30-nosedive-chinese-shopkeeper-cover-
story-a-new-low-for-south-african-journalism
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Perspec t ives

FoME: Is China’s increasing media presence in 
Africa complementing the picture by offering 
the South-South perspective on developments 
in Africa and in the World?

Jillo Kadida: China’s perspective of Africa is 
not yet mainstream − it appears to feature 
more in boardrooms for now. If the intention 
is to have the South-South perspective, then 
the channels are not yet up.

FoME: What are the main differences in the 
approach of Chinese and Western media in 
Africa?

J.K.: China’s footprint is not yet very visible, 
and its voice limited to those with privileged 
access. In most African towns, the man on the 
street wouldn’t know where he could get to 
see how China media has covered him. The 
opposite is true for Western media. Maybe 
it’s a case of Western media having a history 
of cultural dominance afforded through their 
global socio-economic power.

“China’s perspective on Africa 
is not yet mainstream”

Interviewed by FoME member Sergio Grassi (Friedrich-Ebert-Foundation), 
Jillo Kadida, Chief Reporter for The Star in Nairobi, talks about Chinese 
media presence in her country, the differences between Western and Chi-
nese reporting on Africa, and the experiences of colleagues invited to par-
ticipate in journalism training offered by Chinese institutions.

FoME: How important is the factor South-
South cooperation, and how important is the 
price factor for African media houses to use 
media footage from Chinese news agencies?

J.K.: The world is economic, everyone seems 
to be just looking for supportive associates 
to get them going, however this may be clo-
thed/packaged. On price factor, content is 
expensive yet most African societies are not 
economically endowed – in such a context, 
price becomes very important.

FoME: Is the approach by Chinese media to 
emphasise more positive stories of develop-
ment in African countries, and on friendship 
between China and African countries, appea-
ling to the local audience?

J.K.: Local audiences don’t seem to be central 
in their focus, at least, not yet.

FoME: Chinese media in Africa is often criti-
cised for focusing only on positive aspects and 

  
Ms Jillo Kadida is Chief Court Reporter with 
The Star newspaper in Kenya, which she 
joined in June 2011. Apart from writing 
articles, she manages and heads a team of 
six court reporters. Jillo’s career was born 
out of her passion for human rights, and 
much of her work highlights the plight of 
minority groups, such as intersex people, 
refugees and internally displaced persons. 
In 2009, she won the David Astor Journalism 
Award, which came with the opportunity to 
work for three months at Mail & Guardian in 
South Africa. Between 2003 and 2011, she 
worked as a reporter for East Africa’s biggest 
newspaper, Daily Nation, where her main 
beat was legal and human rights issues.
She was born in Sololo, a remote village 
on the border between Ethiopia and 
Kenya. Her love for journalism evolved 
when she experienced TV and newspapers 
during her first visit to Nairobi in 1999. 
This was when she discovered journalism 
as a powerful tool in the fight for human 
rights, and decided to pursue it as a career. 
She studied print and radio journalism 
at Magenta Training Institute.
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not on domestic issues or challenges in bilate-
ral relations. Is this justified?

J.K.: Well, it is consistent with the overall 
China policy for engagement with Africa: 
ask no questions, everybody takes care of 
their ends and the implications to them. 
African societies are complex; depending on 
the power arrangement, it may be seen as 
a good thing to not “interfere” in domestic 
issues, yet, at other times, you’d be seen as a 
caring friend for being concerned with dome-
stic issues. But Africa is also very social/com-
munal, even if you wanted to show you are 
caring as a friend, you cannot be exuberant/
arrogant about it – something the West has 
not done very well.

FoME: How do Kenyan/African journalists per-
ceive trainings from Chinese media organisa-
tions?

J.K.: My answer is based on what friends and 
colleagues say who benefitted from such 
trainings. According to them, the trainings 
are usually based on the basic news values 
of journalism, such as proximity, prominence, 
etc. Journalism ethics are also keenly looked 
at. They usually critically examine how the 
West covers itself, Africa and China. I would 
say, at the end of it all, trainings are usually 
about making Africans more open-minded, 
and not swallowing what they read hook, line 
and sinker. They also focus on Media Literacy, 
by understanding how media works and the 
various viewpoints or voices that are either 
silenced or given space and airtime. Case 
studies on Western media coverage are usu-
ally carefully scrutinised. However, professors 
encourage free discussions, and students are 
not caged into thinking in a way the Chinese 
would like them to think. Different opinions 
are usually encouraged.

The interview was conducted in 
January, 2014
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One thing which strikes a chord with people 
the world over when thinking about India, 
is its colourful cinema. The most prominent 
manifestation of Indian content in global 
media is India’s $3.5 billion film industry, 
Bollywood, which has helped to make the 
country an attractive destination for both 
tourism and investment. Though India has 
been exporting films to countries around 
the world since the 1930s, it is only since the 
1990s and in the new millennium that Bolly-
wood has become part of the ‘global popular’. 
The rapid liberalization, deregulation and pri-
vatization of media and cultural industries in 
the world’s largest democracy, coupled with 
the increasing availability of digital delivery 
and distribution technologies, have ensured 
that Indian films are increasingly visible in 
the global media sphere. 

At the same time, the unprecedented expan-
sion of television – from a single state channel 
in 1991 to over 800 channels in 2013 – was 
a massive boost for the movie industry, not 

The Indian entertainment and media industry:

Bollywood as 
India’s soft power 
Daya Thussu, Unversity of Westminster

only with the emergence of many dedicated 
film-based pay-channels, but the potential 
for coverage of the film industry itself, given 
the huge demand of the new channels for 
content. Digitization and the growing avail-
ability of satellite and cable television have 
ensured that Indian films are also regularly 
shown outside India and distributed via 
many different modes, defining popular cul-
ture among the 35million strong South Asian 
diaspora, scattered on all continents. 

According to industry estimates, the Indian 
entertainment and media industry was 
worth $29 billion in 2013. In addition to 
exporting its own media products, India is 
increasingly a production base for Hollywood 
and other US media corporations, especially 
in areas such as animation and post-produc-
tion services. These growing cultural links 
with the US-dominated transnational media 
corporations also facilitates the marketing 
and distribution of Indian content. As inter-
national investment increases in the media 



     BRICS and their evolving role in developing media markets  46

sector, with the relaxation of cross-media 
ownership rules, new synergies are emerging 
between Hollywood and Bollywood: Indian 
media companies too are investing in Holly-
wood productions. The changing geo-politi-
cal equation in Asia, which has led to a closer 
economic and strategic relationship between 
Washington and New Delhi, has given a boost 
to this process.  

To what extent has India’s popular culture 
contributed to its global presence and pre-
stige? Has the greater volume of circulation 
of Indian cultural products through global 

digital superhighways 
changed external 
perceptions of India, 
enhancing its soft 
power? Indian indus-
try and government 
have recognized and 
endorsed the poten-
tial power of culture 
at the highest level, as 
India’s Prime Minister, 
Manmohan Singh 
observed in 2011, 
while addressing the 

annual gathering of Indian diaspora: “India’s 
soft power is an increasingly important ele-
ment of our expanding global footprint […]
The richness of India’s classical traditions and 
the colour and vibrancy of contemporary 
Indian culture are making waves around the 
world”. Shashi Tharoor, India’s Minister for 
Higher Education and a pioneer proponent 
of its soft power discourse, has consistently 
argued that India has a “good story” to tell 
and its popular culture is well-equipped to 
tell that story.

Bollywood as a global cultural 
industry

The term Bollywood, coined in a journalistic 
column in India – and contested and com-

mended in almost equal measure – refers to 
a major cultural industry which dominates 
all media in India, including television, radio, 
print, on-line content and advertising. Films 
also contribute to the massive popular music 
industry. For some, the connotation of the 
word is that it is a derivative, imitative and 
low-quality version of the world’s richest film 
factory – Hollywood – but in terms of the 
production of feature films and viewership, 
India leads the world: every year on average 
1,000 films are produced. Bollywood is seen 
both by government and industry as a soft 
power asset for India – one of the few non-
Western countries to make its presence felt in 
the global cinema market. 

Cinema in India has a strong pedigree: within 
months of the invention of the motion pic-
ture by the Lumière brothers in France in 
1895, films were being shown in Bombay, 
and film production in India started two years 
later. In 1913, the first full length feature film 
Raja Harishchandra, based on the life of a 
mythological king of ancient India, was relea-
sed. In the silent era (1913-1931) more than 
1,200 films were made in India. In 1931, India 
entered the sound era and within a year 28 
full-length feature films in three languages 
were released. Even before India became an 
independent nation, films from India were 
being exported to south-east Asian and Afri-
can nations. One reason for the popularity of 
Indian films among other developing coun-
tries was their larger-than-life characters, 
escapist melodramatic narrative style, and 
song and dance sequences. The anti-colonial 
and progressive ideology which defined the 
formative years of Indian cinema was also 
attractive for governments in the communist 
world. The 1946 film Dharti Ke Lal (Children 
of the Earth) produced by the Indian People’s 
Theatre Association, was the first film to 
receive widespread distribution in the Soviet 
Union. It has been suggested that one candi-
date for the title of the “most popular film of 

In 1913, the first full 
length feature film Raja 

Harishchandra, based on 
the life of a mythological 

king of ancient India, 
was released in Bombay.
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all times” is Awaara (Vagabond, released in 
1951), directed by Raj Kapoor, one of India’s 
most popular actors, as it was very successful 
in the Soviet Union and China, as well as in 
many other countries. In Russia, Indian films 
continue to attract interest: the state-owned 
channel Domashny (Home) broadcasts Bol-
lywood, while India TV, a corporation owned 
by the Moscow-based Red Media Group, has 
been showing Indian films and other pro-
gramming in that country since 2006.

The deregulated and privatized global broad-
casting environment and the availability of 
digital television and online delivery sys-
tems have ensured that Bollywood content 
is available to new and varied international 
audiences. Expansion, particularly into the 
lucrative US and European markets during 
the 1990s, was made possible by the availa-
bility of satellite platforms: Indian channels 
including Zee, Star, B4U (Bollywood for You) 
became available in Europe on Sky’s digital 
network, and in the US, on Echostar DISH sys-
tem and DirecTV. Indian films are now being 
watched in more than 70 countries – from 
Egypt to Nigeria and Russia to Thailand – and 
exports account for nearly a third of industry 
earnings. With the growing convergence bet-
ween television and the internet, these chan-
nels now have a global viewership. 

In 2000, the Indian film industry was for-
mally given the status of an industry by the 
Indian government, authorizing the Indus-
trial Development Bank of India to provide 
loans to filmmakers, thus ensuring it could 
become a major source of revenue as well 
as an instrument for promoting India’s soft 
power. Such a move was also aimed at encou-
raging foreign investors to engage with the 
Indian entertainment industry. One outcome 
of such official support was that investments 
began to flow from telecom, software and 
media sectors into an industry hitherto ope-
rating within an opaque financial system. 

This corporatization and the synergies that 
it created made it possible for Bollywood to 
be available on multiple platforms, satellite, 
cable, on-line and mobile, resulting in a com-
plex, globalized production, distribution and 
consumption practices.

The Bollywood brand, co-opted by India’s 
corporate and governmental elite and cel-
ebrated by members of its diaspora, has 
come to define a creative and confident India. 
Gone are the days when diasporic communi-
ties felt embarrassed about the cinema of 
their country of origin, perceived by many in 
host nations as little more than garish, glitzy 
and kitschy. Today, Hindi films are released 
simultaneously across the globe; its stars 
recognized faces in international advertising 
and entertainment. There are many festivals 
and functions centred around Bollywood, 
and prestigious universities offer courses and 
research into this form of popular culture. In 
2008, Prime Minister Singh told Indian For-
eign Service pro-
bationers, that the 
“soft power of India 
in some ways can 
be a very impor-
tant instrument 
of foreign policy. 
Cultural relations, 
India’s film indus-
try – Bollywood – I 
find wherever I go 
in Middle-East, in 
Africa – people 
talk about Indian 
films. So that is a 
new way of influ-
encing the world 
about the grow-
ing importance of 
India. Soft power is 
equally important 
in the new world 
of diplomacy”. 

The 1946 film Dharti Ke Lal (Children of 
the Earth) produced by the Indian People’s 
Theatre Association, was the first film to receive 
widespread distribution in the Soviet Union. 
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The primary market, though, remains the 
diasporic one, the UK/US segment of which 
has been revitalized in the past two decades. 
Given the importance of London as a global 
media centre, Bollywood has invested heav-
ily to make its presence felt there: Britain 
accounts for a fifth of the global revenue 
for Bollywood’s international releases. Eros 
International, the world’s leading producer 
and distributor of Bollywood films, is head-
quartered in the British capital. However, 
from a soft power perspective, it is not so 
much about the box office figures – though 
they are important – but the perception of 
India that its popular cinema creates among 
diverse foreign audiences and the attributes 
that appeal across cultures.

In recent decades, a transnational attitude 
has been seen in terms of production values, 
themes and actors as well as investment in 
sub-titling in various languages to widen 
the reach of Indian films beyond the tradi-
tional diasporic constituency. Since 2002, 
Melbourne-based M. G. Distribution has been 
distributing Hindi films in mainstream cine-
mas, raising the profile and visibility of Bolly-
wood in Australia, New Zealand and Fiji, and 
such media visibility has made a household 
name in many countries. In South-east Asia, 
where the cultural and diasporic networks 
are a keen audience for Indian popular cul-
ture, many recent films were shot on location 
in the region. The promotion of family and 
community-oriented values in contrast to 
Western individualism, has made audiences 
in Muslim countries more receptive to Indian 
films. Given the large Indian diaspora in the 
Arab world, the region is a major overseas 
market for Bollywood: many blockbuster 
films hold their glitzy premiers in Dubai, a 
cosmopolitan city which is also setting up a 
Bollywood theme park. Until the 1980s, one 
third of all film exports from India were for 
the diasporic and local populations in the 
Arab Gulf states. Even now, with the availabi-

lity of a myriad entertainment programming 
from across the globe, Indian films continue 
to be popular in many Arab countries, as 
evident from the success of such channels as 
B4U Movies (Middle East). One indication that 
“Bollywoodized” content is now specifically 
produced for Arab audiences, is the launch 
of Arabic channels by Indian media compa-
nies: Zee Aflam, Zee’s first dedicated movie 
channel – airing Bollywood films dubbed into 
Arabic – has been in operation since 2008.  

Bollywood’s soft power in the region has 
also been used to sell military hardware, as 
illustrated  by  the short video which lea-
ding Israeli weapon’s manufacturer, Rafael 
Advanced Defence Systems, produced in 
2009 to coincide with the defence trade 
fair in India. The video with lyrics in English 
featured a Bollywood-style dance number, 
where Israeli actors in Indian costumes sing 
and dance around mock-ups of Rafael’s pro-
ducts, about the Indo-Israeli defence ties. 
Geo-politics plays a role in the reception of 
Bollywood in Pakistan too. Indian films were 
banned by the government there for nearly 
four decades, though smuggled counterfeit 
copies of VHS tapes and pirated DVDs were 
widely in circulation – often via transnational 
circuits within south Asian diaspora in Gulf 
countries – and Bollywood films were also 
accessible due to increasing availability of 
satellite television. Since the lifting of the ban 
in 2008, Bollywood films have become a rage 
in the country with which India has fought 
four wars and continues to have strained 
bilateral relations. With its religiosity, gender 
representation and family-oriented scripts, 
the Bollywood version of „modernization“ 
seem to be more amenable to the Pakistani 
audience. In neighbouring Afghanistan, 
Indian films remain hugely popular. When 
the Indian foreign minister Jaswant Singh 
visited Kabul after the overthrow of the Tali-
ban in 2001, he reportedly carried with him 
Bollywood films and music tapes for his new 
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Afghan hosts. US government cables released 
by WikiLeaks pointed to the potential role 
of Bollywood in promoting anti-extremism 
across the world, and peace in Afghanistan. 
A US cable from March 2007 said that high-
profile Bollywood actors could play a key role 
in Afghanistan. ”We understand Bollywood 
movies are wildly popular in Afghanistan, so 
willing Indian celebrities could be asked to 
travel to Afghanistan to help bring attention 
to social issues there,” it said. 

Muslim-dominated northern Nigeria has a 
long-established interest in Hindi cinema. 
The mushrooming of Hindi-to-Hausa video 
studios, where Indian films are routinely 
adapted or copied for the Nollywood mar-
ket, indicates their value as cultural artefacts 
which can be reworked to suit local tastes 
and sensibilities. The “visual affinities” of 
dress, gender segregation, and the absence 
of sexual content in Hindi films, are attributes 
which Nigerian audiences appreciate. In Indo-
nesia, where Indian cultural and religious 
influence has a long history, Bollywood films 
and music are very popular, influencing local 
music. Since the late 1990s, the Indonesian 
popular music form dangdut has borrowed 
and copied songs from Bollywood films, set-
ting Bollywood tunes to words in Indone-
sia’s official language Bhasha. Even in East 
Asia, in countries with large, sophisticated 
and commercialised film and entertainment 
industries, Indian popular culture has made 
inroads: in Japan, for example, the Tamil 
films of Rajnikanth, the icon of Tamil cinema, 
were extremely popular, while in South Korea 
an internet-based service, TVing, broadcasts 
such Indian entertainment channels as Zee 
TV Asia, Zee Cinema, and the Bollywood music 
channel Zing. 

Although Indian films were popular in com-
munist China, as a useful alternative to state 
propaganda and a cheap substitute for a 
Hollywood extravaganza, they had almost 

disappeared after China opened up to the 
West and rapidly developed its own cultural 
industries. A decade ago, this changed when 
a shortened, digitised and dubbed version of 
the Bollywood film Lagaan (Land tax) was 
released across 25 theatres in China, the 
first Indian film to be imported by the China 
Film Group. The success in China of the 2009 

Awaara (Vagabond, released in 1951), 
directed by Raj Kapoor, has been suggested 
as candidate for the title of the „most 
popular film of all times“, as it was very 
successful in the Soviet Union and China, 
as well as in many other countries. 



campus-based comedy 3 Idiots has brought 
Bollywood back into Chinese popular con-
sciousness, especially among the younger 
generation. Though the film had made its 
mark through DVD sales, as well as on-line 
viewing, a version dubbed in Mandarin was 
released in 2011 in theatres across China. An 
Indian correspondent in Beijing reported the 
reaction of a senior Chinese official: “The film 
entirely changed mindsets, of even Ministers 
and entire Ministries. It mesmerised people 
and convinced them that there was a lot in 
common between both countries, and that 
Indian entertainment did have a market in 
China”. Leveraging Bollywood’s popularity in 
Tibet, and increasingly elsewhere in China, 
could be a useful soft power asset for India in 
its dealings with Beijing. 

Bollywood’s expansion into uncharted ter-
ritories such as Latin America is an indica-
tion of the growing recognition of the soft 
power of Indian popular culture. A promi-
nent example is the successful Brazilian soap 
opera Caminho das Índias (India - A Love 
Story), screened in prime-time on TV Globo, 
and winning the 2009 International Emmy 
Award for Best Telenovela. One of the most 
expensive productions in TV Globo’s history, it 
attained an audience share of 81 per cent for 
its last episode in Brazil, and was distributed 
to countries around the world, including 
South Korea, Indonesia, Australia, Russia and 
Portugal. The 206-episode soap was set in 
India and Brazil and dealt with Indian the-
mes, including caste, gender and class, with 
Brazilian actors playing the Indian characters. 
The series used various cultural props from 
Bollywood, including the musical score. 

In another unfamiliar territory – Spain – the 
success of the 2011 film Zindagi Na Milegi 
Dobara, (You only live once) a road movie 
about the coming of age of three young men, 
which featured the La Tomatina (tomato) 
festival in the small Spanish town of Buñol, 

demonstrates the global ambitions of a cin-
ema to tell stories which have a universal 
resonance. The film, supported by the Span-
ish Tourism Ministry, has also contributed to 
the growth of Indian tourism to that country. 
In Switzerland, where many Indian films are 
shot, the number of Indian tourists has also 
increased. Though Bollywood is relatively new 
to the German-speaking world, its popularity 
is indicated by the existence of a German-
language Bollywood magazine called Ishq, 
in operation since 2006. Don 2, released in 
2011, and partly financed by the German Film 
Promotion Fund and the Berlin-Brandenburg 
Media Board, became the first Bollywood 
film to be shot in the German capital and was 
given a prominent place at the 2012 Berlin 
Film Festival – the Berlinale, with a special 
screening. 

Synergies with Hollywood

The growing visibility of Bollywood outside 
India, as outlined above, and its increasing 
acceptance as a form of soft power, cannot 
be understood without taking into account 
the synergies between the world’s largest 
film industry and its richest. Apart from the 
US, India is the only other major film market 
in the world where the majority of the box-
office is dominated by domestic films – more 
than 80 per cent in the case of India. 

Given the size of India’s market and its grow-
ing economic prowess, Hollywood mandarins 
are extremely keen to forge business ties with 
India. The changed geo-political situation, 
with India becoming a close ally of the US – 
pursuing a neoliberal free-market economic 
agenda – has contributed to facilitating this 
relationship. Since Hollywood is arguably 
the world’s most effective instrument of soft 
power, having contributed significantly to 
winning the ideological battle against com-
munism during the Cold War, this collabora-
tion could provide Indian policy makers with 

A version of 3 idiots, dubbed in Mandarin was 
released in 2011 in theatres across China. An 
Indian correspondent in Beijing reported the 

reaction of a senior Chinese official: “The film 
entirely changed mindsets, of even Ministers 

and entire Ministries. It mesmerised people and 
convinced them that there was a lot in common 

between both countries, and that Indian 
entertainment did have a market in China”. 
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useful lessons on how to successfully promote 
popular culture. 

Hollywood-Bollywood collaboration started 
in earnest in 2002 with the release of the 
action thriller Kaante (Thorns), the first main-
stream Indian film to employ a Hollywood 
production crew, while Mangal Pandey: The 
Rising, became the first Indian-made movie 
to be released worldwide by 20th Century 
Fox. Since then, major US studios, notably 
Columbia Tristar (Sony Pictures), Warner 
Brothers, Disney Pictures and Fox, have star-
ted investing in Bollywood. One transnational 
player who has succeeded where others have 
failed is Rupert Murdoch with Fox Star Stu-
dios, benefiting also from the extensive pre-
sence of News Corporation-aligned compa-
nies in the Indian media sphere, notably STAR 
Plus TV. It also distributed My Name Is Khan, 
a film almost entirely set in the US, which 
addresses a global audience about the issue 
of anti-Muslim discrimination as a result of 
9/11– a sign of the maturing of mainstream 
Indian cinema. My Name Is Khan  was the 
highest-earning Bollywood film in the US. 
The film about the trials and tribulations of 
an innocent Indian Muslim man, living in 
the US, who is accused of terrorism charges, 
was released in 64 countries and was listed 
by Foreign Policy journal as one of the top ten 
9/11-related films. 

On the other side of the coin, Indian com-
panies have also started to invest in Holly-
wood. Reliance Entertainment, owned by Anil 
Ambani, one of India’s leading industrialists, 
in 2008 invested as much as $500 million in 
Hollywood flagship Dreamworks, founded 
by Steven Spielberg, heralding a new era 
of partnerships. Their most prominent col-
laboration was the 2012 Oscar-winning film 
Lincoln. Indian directors are certainly capable 
of making films of ambition and for a global 
viewership: back in 1998, an Indian film-
maker, Shekhar Kapur directed Elizabeth, a 

quintessentially English feature film and its 
less successful 2007 sequel Elizabeth: The 
Golden Age, while Manoj Shyamalan, better 
known as M. Night Shyamalan, won an Oscar 
for direction for the internationally successful 
The Sixth Sense, released in 1999.

Increasingly, Hollywood films are being 
dubbed into Indian languages for distribu-
tion in India. The Bollywood machinery is also 
ruthlessly „adapting“ successful American 
films, indigenising them 
with a dose of additional 
melodrama and song-
and-dance routines. 
Given these synergies, 
underpinned by grow-
ing geo-political and 
economic convergence 
between the US and 
India, is Bollywood an 
alternative to or appen-
dage of Hollywood? The 
Indian government sees popular films as part 
of its public diplomacy effort in which closer 
ties with the US may benefit India’s creative 
and cultural industries, given the formidable 
power and expertise that the US retains in 
this arena. 

Nevertheless, Bollywood has yet to produce a 
film with the international impact of Ang Lee’s 
Chinese film: Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. 
Ironically it was Taiwan-born Lee’s 2012 
Oscar-winning offering Life of Pi that again 
brought Indian stars into a global spotlight. 
Sections of Bollywood are extremely keen 
to develop a formula which will provide the 
necessary ingredients for a globally accepta-
ble film. At the annual Frames conference of 
media professionals organized by Federa-
tion of Indian Chambers of Commerce (FICCI), 
an entire section is devoted to ‘Cross-Over 
Cinema’. However, one may ask why should 
Indian films be measured on the yardstick 
of the Western filmmaking conventions and 

Though Bollywood is relatively new 
to the German-speaking world, its 
popularity is indicated by the existence of 
a German-language Bollywood magazine 
called Ishq, in operation since 2006.
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codes? Indian cinema has its own distinctive 
personality, rooted in India’s varied cultural 
and musical traditions, its languages and lin-
gos, its religions and folklore. Although, over 
the decades, the cinema has been transfor-
med by the changing nature of India’s huge 
domestic market, as well as the pressures of 
catering for a globalized audience, it retains 
an Indian sensibility and character. 

The Indian government needs to learn a good 
deal from how the State Department pro-
motes American cultural industries interna-
tionally. As a major information technology 
power, Indian government and corporations 
could deploy new digital delivery mecha-
nisms to further strengthen the circulation 

of Indian entertainment and infotainment in 
a globalized media world: in 2013 there was 
more material on You Tube about Bollywood 
than about Hollywood. To mark the century 
of feature film production in India a digital 
archive of all Indian films was set up in 2013 
– www.indiancine.ma  – with support from 
the Goethe Institute and the New York-based 
Bohen Foundation. I

n the digitised world, film entertainment in 
India is no longer just an artistic or creative 
enterprise but a global brand, contributing to 
the reimagining of India’s role on the interna-
tional stage from that of a socialist-oriented 
voice of the Third World to a rapidly moderni-
zing, market-driven democracy. 

My Name Is Khan was the highest-
earning Bollywood film in the US. The 

film about the trials and tribulations of 
an innocent Indian Muslim man, living 

in the US, who is accused of terrorism 
charges, was released in 64 countries 

and was listed by Foreign Policy journal 
as one of the top ten 9/11-related films. 
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India, with eighteen per cent of the world’s 
population, should be in a position to enjoy 
recognition in the MENA region, and else-
where, for its growing economy, military 
strength, nuclear power (controversial, as 
India is not a signatory to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty), and a thriving foreign 
exchange. It should by now have a developed 
country status and image, but has it?

Not yet. 

Despite its strength, enormous cultural, 
social, economic, and geographical diversity, 
and the richness of its people, it is not neces-
sarily perceived as such, or at least not uni-
formly throughout the MENA region. 

With both its hard power (in terms of military 
and economic means) and its soft power, 
which is that power based on intangible 
influences such as culture, values and ide-
ology, you would think that India should be 
able to entice much of the greater Middle East 
region. However, this is seldom the case. 

Actually, Indian media products have been 
accessible to audiences for many a decade.  

Effects of Indian soft power on audiences in the Middle East:

Favorable  emotions 
and cultural images 
By Naila Hamdy, American University in Cairo

The emergence of Bollywood, more than a 
century ago, resulted in the production of 
hundreds of blockbuster movies, many of 
which were successfully released in the Arab 
region. As early as the late 1950s and1960s, 
mega hits such as the films Singham and 
Mother India (they may have other titles in 
Hindi) were box office successes. These films, 
produced during the golden age of the Indian 
film industry, had universal themes that won 
Arab audiences’ hearts, with their recurring 
ideas of good triumphing over evil, of love 
and hope. They also became staple fare as 
reruns for many consecutive years on state 
television. 

But the Hindi film techniques were not the 
only reason they were a favorite of state tele-
vision. And almost all television was state 
owned in those days. 

Media content was being used as a soft 
power way before the term was coined by the 
Harvard University Professor Joseph S. Nye Jr. 
in his 1990 book, Bound to Lead: The Changing 
Nature of American Power. Not only leaders of 
western nations recognized that power. One 
great example to prove this point could be 
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seen when Egypt’s relations with the US hit 
rock bottom in the 1960s, and state television 
boycotted American media and searched for 
alternatives. 

There were local media productions, but that 
was not sufficient; Russian films and Eastern 
European media were unpopular and did not 
suit the Arab palate, but Indian media did. 

The commercial Indian films shown in Egypt 
were mostly filled with song, dance, romance, 
emotions and non-violent action, fitting very 
comfortably with the larger Arab culture. To 
boot, Nehru and Nasser were key players in 
the non-aligned movement, and they both 
recognized the importance of media as a soft 
power. 
This may be an Egypt specific example, but 
Egypt itself has an influential culture in the 
region, so what becomes popular in Egypt 
does amplify in the region. 

When Egypt took a political U-turn during the 
Sadat era in the 1970s, western media retur-
ned. Interest in Indian media waned but did 
not end. Around that time, the establishment 
of Amitabh Bachchan’s position as a leading 

actor in Indian movies, following films such 
as Sholay and Zanteer, did not go unnoticed. 
Quickly, and in many ways, he single-han-
dedly created a market for commercial Indian 
media throughout the late 1970s, into the 
1980s, and beyond. 

The Bachchan persona, as packaged by film-
makers Salim-Javed, was a creation of the 
times. Essentially an urban creature, he was 
a loner, born and bred in the slums. Bach-
chan became a symbol of protest against 
India’s ills – and his popularity triggered a 
decline in the traditional rural romances that 
dominated Hindi films. That persona resona-
ted with audiences in the MENA region, and 
particularly with those in large urban centers 
such as Cairo and Damascus. The popularity 
of Amitabh Bachchan is matchless. In fact, I 
personally witnessed his visit to Egypt in the 
mid-1990s, when his presence practically 
caused riots. 

Today, Amitabh Bachchan is still recognized, 
but has been joined by Shah Rukh Khan and 
Salman Khan, as symbols of modern Indian 
cinema, in Egypt, Syria, Sudan, Saudi Arabia 
and other countries. However, their popu-
larity is not as widespread as it was during 
earlier decades. 

The 1990s brought satellite delivered tele-
vision to the Arab region. It gave audiences 
new choices of global television content, but 
it also accelerated the decentralization and 
liberalization of broadcasting systems. With 
that change, came the introduction of private 
satellite stations and PayTV, and a need for 
much larger amounts of programming.

Very quickly, four PayTV networks appeared, 
competing for regional viewership: Orbit, 
Star Select, Arab Radio and Television (ART), 
and Showtime, each bringing a bouquet con-
sisting of films, sports, series and news. Alt-
hough these packages depended mostly on 

As early as the late 1950s and1960s, 
mega hits such as the films Singham and 

Mother India were box office successes. 
These films, produced during the golden 

age of the Indian film industry, had 
universal themes that won Arab audiences’ 

hearts, with their recurring ideas of good 
triumphing over evil, of love and hope. 
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The popularity of Amitabh 
Bachchan is matchless. During his 
visit to Egypt in the mid-1990s, his 
presence practically caused riots. 

transnational media (Egyptian, for example) 
and global media (predominantly Ameri-
can), Indian media emerged as a significant 
component of that global media content. 
Channels such a Zee TV, Star India Plus and 
the very popular MTV India became available 
to those who could afford the package. With 
time, these packages struggled to gain large 
audiences in the less affluent countries of 
MENA, and competition from free to air con-
tent grew. 

Today, the success of Indian entertainment 
media has been concentrated in the Gulf 
countries, but is no longer solely dependent 
on PayTV.

There are several reasons for this. Firstly, the 
affluence of the audience meant that lar-
ger numbers could afford the initial PayTV 
packages and develop a taste for the Indian 
content; secondly, the immigrant/diaspora 
communities from India and other South 
East Asian countries constitute a large base of 
viewers; thirdly, that part of the Middle East 
had closer historical economic and trade ties 
with India, generally boosting the acceptance 
of Indian culture. 

In fact, interest and increasing appeal of 
Indian media lies not just within the dia-
spora community, but also amongst Arab 
audiences. Indian media content can be 
defined by the nature of its appeal. And the 
most popular releases have traditionally been 
family-centered, romantic movies and dra-
mas. Their success was due to cultural under-
pinnings. Indian content speaks to certain 
segments of the Middle Eastern audiences in 
ways that western media doesn’t.  

These audiences enjoy watching films and 
drama centered around large, extended fami-
lies – a characteristic of Indian media similar 
to their own family formations. The culture 
may be different, particularly in its portra-

yal of spiritualism, but India’s family values 
are more familiar and acceptable than those 
featured in western products. For example 
motherhood as a symbol is always powerful 
and recurring in Indian media, something 
that Middle Easterners relate to. 

In fact, Indian media is produced, for the 
most part, as family entertainment, filled 
with themes of jealousy and unrequited love, 
punctuated with song and dance sequen-
ces, full of playfulness and containing little 
straightforward vulgarity. Melodramatic and 
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prudish, yes, but culturally similar and, there-
fore, appealing to Arabs.

In addition, Indian directors were often bound 
by strict rules laid down by India’s censorship 
board. Amongst other “don’ts”, filmmakers 
are mostly banned from glorifying drinking, 
drug abuse and smoking, or including scenes 
that degrade women. This may not be true of 
every single production, but much has been 
produced under these rules. For the Arab 
media buyers, this material has an eastern 
flavor, compatible values, and would easily 
make it past their own censorship boards. 

To add to the picture, in the last decade or 
so, Indian cinema has entered a transitional 
phase – backed by experimental genres, 
scripts and screenplays formulated by fresh 
filmmakers and writers. Romance and action 
are still the most favored forms, but any Arab 

movie buff knows that 
Indian films have come 
a long way, introducing 
innovative stories and new 
technical advancements. 

There’s also been a nota-
ble acceptance of traditi-
onal Indian movie themes 
combined with modern 
themes, as apparent in the 
cross-over movies made 
by international movie 
production houses. Think 
Slum Dog Millionaire or 
My Name is Khan. In fact, 
it may seem unusual, but 
that particular film held its 
world premiere in Dubai. 
Because its makers reco-
gnized that the GCC (Gulf) 
region has become one of 
today’s largest overseas 
markets for Bollywood. 
Since the success of that 

movie, there have been plenty of Bollywood 
stars strutting their stuff at first show scree-
nings at neighborhood cinemas in the Gulf. 

Although films have been most popular, 
many Indian serials and television programs 
have avid followers, not just in the Gulf 
region, but beyond. Koffee with Karan is one 
talk show that comes to mind. A sassy English 
language talk show that has a following 
amongst audiences, and has also influenced 
Arab television productions. Or MTV India, 
that preceded MTV Europe on Arab screens, 
and directly influenced the producers of Arab 
pop music video clips. 

The story of India and the MENA region is 
exemplary of all four aspects of globalization; 
the movement of goods, capital, technology 
and people across borders. And Indian enter-
tainment media has had a long history of 
presence.

Today’s Indian entertainment and media 
industry is a five billion dollar industry, with a 
lot of support, whether from regulations that 
allow foreign investment, impetus from a 
growing economy, stimulus from digital life-
styles and consumer spending habits in India 
and worldwide, or the advancements that 
technology have to offer. All that the industry 
needs to do is continue to cash in on its own 
growth, to continue to create world class con-
tent, and to capitalize on its ability to reach 
wider audiences with new delivery media. 

Not to be forgotten is the fact that recent 
Indian governments have also paid attention 
to use of cultural products as “soft power” and 
its implications, therefore further valuing 
growth of the industry. 

None-the-less, Bollywood and other Indian 
entertainment media products have not yet 
cracked open global markets, production, 
distribution and retail needed to function 

When Bollywood has a hit in the 
West, it in turn reaches cosmopolitan 

viewers in Egyp, like Monsoon 
Wedding and its homage to all 
song and dance of Hindi films.
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in unison with the market. Hollywood and 
other media production centers in the US still 
command eighty if not ninety percent of the 
global market. Putting this fact into perspec-
tive helps us to understand its impact in the 
MENA region.  

So, does Indian media have a notable effect 
on the MENA region? The answer to this is: 
yes, but it also depends on the geographic 
region and the audience segment. 

The Indian or Indian origin diaspora repre-
sents a large potential portion of the MENA 
market. Workers range from engineers, doc-
tors, and lawyers, to construction workers 
and unskilled laborers. The number is esti-
mated at more than six million, mostly con-
centrated in the oil-rich countries of the Gulf 
region of MENA. To boot, this audience can be 
targeted directly with advertising. However, 
Indian communities comprise a small portion 
of the market. Indian media has always been 
able to strike at the core of Arab audience 
values too, and Brand India has gained shares, 
but mostly in the Gulf region. 

In other parts of MENA, the growth has been 
minimal. For instance, in most of North 
Africa’s French-speaking countries, audiences 
prefer local productions, which have increa-
sed exponentially in this era of channel mul-
tiplicity and privatization of media. Then, of 
course, there is content that is transnational 
(such as Egyptian films and drama). As for a 
global choice, these North African audiences 
gyrate toward European (French) content. 

Rarely will you walk past a cinema that shows 
Indian films, or would you notice mention of 
Indian stars on local programs. Although, 
both in Tunisia and Morocco, Indian films are 
readily available in the form of pirated DVDs, 
and you will find the public well-informed 
about new releases, thanks again to the 
satellite channels from the Gulf countries, 

where Indian media is very popular. 
Egypt tells a different story; a very important 
market, not just in terms of its size (the lar-
gest market in the region), but also in terms 
of its own export of cultural products to the 
transnational market. As a matter of fact, as I 
noted earlier, Egypt has been engaged in the 
use of soft power since the 1960s. Egyptian 
audiences enjoy plenty of local content. They 
also have access to transnational content, 
such as Syrian drama and Lebanese shows. 
All of which is Arabic content. 

The more cosmopolitan privileged segment 
of the audience always preferred western 
media. Such content was regularly subtitled, 
and available to those who were well edu-
cated, cultured, and preferably spoke the 
foreign language. American media is the 
most popular, but British, French and other 
European content has a share. 

Rarely does Indian media make the cut, at 
least not with its romance/action/song for-
mula. Indian media is only attractive when 

The hit Turkish soap "Noor" which is 
being aired on MBC has sparked a 
rash of divorces in countries across the 
Middle East as women compare their 
real-life husbands to the TV heart 
throb, according to Al Arabiya News.
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it comes back via the western loop. Meaning, 
when Bollywood joins up with Hollywood or 
when Bollywood has a hit in the West, which 
in turn reaches cosmopolitan viewers in 
Egypt. So, when America falls in love, let’s say 
with Monsoon Wedding and its homage to all 
song and dance of Hindi films, some Egypti-
ans will see the same film. These are people 
who live and share the global media content 
that has shifted away from the West in recent 
years, and overlaps, circulates and intersects 
in a different way than in the past. 

Indian media is mostly viewed by lower and 
middle class audiences who have been cap-
tured by the Hindi imagery. Similarly, a coun-
try like Syria has a good sized media market, 
and Indian media is popular for the same 
reasons as stated for Egypt, but again, there 
are plenty of other local and transnational 
choices. 

Not to be overlooked is the arrival of Turkey, 
a new entrant and competitor in the MENA 
transnational media market. In 2008, the 
Saudi-owned, pan-Arab satellite television 
network Middle East Broadcasting Center 
(MBC) aired a failed Turkish soap opera, 
Gümüş, as the Arabized Noor. This created 
an overnight sensation and led the way for 
a continuous stream of Turkish drama. For 
many reasons, Arab audiences accepted the 
Turkish drama; the dubbing and Arabization 
was one reason. But strong political and 
historical ties with the region were other fac-
tors. It must be noted that Turkey has been 
aggressively pursuing the Arab region, both 
in terms of soft and hard power, over the last 
five to six years. 

It’s not that Indian media has had no follow-
ing, because it has. It’s just that competition is 
high. As we have seen, the MENA region has 
local media, transnational media and global 
media readily available to its viewers. The 
transnational market is hard to break into. 

The most popular of the transnational con-
tent has been locally produced expressions 
of Arabness like Bab el Hara (a Syrian mini-
series) or Arabs Got Talent and Star Academy 
(Pan Arab Talent Competitions). A space 
never captured by non-Arab contenders until 
Turkish dramas showed up. Making the same 
observation, MBC has changed strategy and 
is about to launch an MBC Bollywood channel, 
employing exclusively Arabized content, with 
the purpose of reaching a wider audience. It 
remains to be seen whether the Arabization 
of content will attract viewers.

Another interesting trend has been the Ara-
bic production of hybrid Indian media such as 
“Hindustani”1, a show using Arab actors but 
incorporating Indian film techniques.

Both trends are important and may increase 
market shares, and create a more favorable 
environment of Indian culture acceptance. 
In fact, I would recommend more efforts. It 
wasn’t till last week that I saw an article in 
Al Ahram (Egypt’s top government news-
paper) about the return of Bollywood films 
to Egyptian movie theaters after a 25-year 
hiatus.  That really struck me. Had it been 
that long? With the introduction of multiplex 
cinemas to Egypt and other countries, it is 
certainly a good time for the re-introduction 
of Hindi films. 

India is a technologically advanced nation. 
With the growing popularity of alternative 
delivery systems and the digitization of film 
distribution, India is in a position to increase 
its content. And, as the number of internet 
and mobile broadband wireless users incre-
ases in the MENA market, one should expect 
more reach and a larger variety, which could 
include online games and animation. 

If you are going to view entertainment media 
through its potential as a soft power, then it’s 
not just about reaching media markets alone. 

http://asiasociety.org/blog/asia/tv-hybrid-hindustani-brings-bollywood-core-values-arab-world
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I believe that India is not doing enough in the 
Arab world to utilize the clout originating 
from its cultural and political attractiveness. 
For instance, I find it almost sad that the well-
developed Indian news industry is practically 
non-existent outside the diaspora commu-
nity. In addition, there is hardly any effort by 
this vast country to get itself into Arab media 
coverage. Sure, audiences watch large brea-
king news stories like the Mumbai bombings, 
but that’s it. 

What’s the use of this soft power if it only 
leaves its recipients with favorable images 
of human emotions and cultural images of 
beautiful people in far-away lands? It’s just 
not adequate. 

There are so many areas of shared interest 
and culture that could be capitalized on, other 
than the predominant basic emotional ones 
propagated by Bollywood. There is, of course, 
the obvious, such as the unprecedented eco-
nomic growth of India, or the production of 
technological patents and innovations that 
have been eye-catching. But I would argue 
that India, with its pluralistic society, free 

Another interesting trend has been 
the Arabic production of hybrid Indian 
media such as “Hindustani”, a show 
using Arab actors but incorporating 
Indian film techniques. (Screenshot, 
retrieved 14 June 2014)

mass media and successful democracy may 
actually offer an exemplary global model for 
others to follow. 

The attention of the people of the MENA 
region can be grabbed by India’s demo-
cratic experience. This can be particularly 
interesting for countries of the Arab Spring, 
and other countries with transitional politi-
cal systems. India has a different model than 
seen in the West, which is in any case mostly 
rejected in the Middle East. After World War 
II, India created the world’s largest middle 
class, but, contrary to democratic develop-
ment in the West, this middle class arrived 
after the onset of democracy. In addition, the 
stability of India’s democracy over more than 
sixty years, especially in a neighborhood rife 
with ethnic conflicts, has demonstrated that 
unity in diversity was possible in a democra-
tic format, perhaps a model more befitting of 
the Arab region. 

There is India’s success in journalism, its abi-
lity to embrace freedom of press without 
threatening national sovereignty, and so 
much more. 
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Of course, soft power needs to accompany 
diplomatic and political maneuvers. India 
is not visibly involved in the MENA region’s 
most salient issues. Topping that list is the 
Arab/Israeli conflict/religious extremism, 
and the threat that comes therewith. In light 
of expected rises of countries like India from 
regional to global powers, we should also 
expect more shift in cultural flows, also hea-
ding in the direction of the MENA region. 

When Joseph Nye defined the concept of soft 
power, he was referring to “the ability to get 
what you want through attraction rather 
than coercion or payments. It arises from the 
attractiveness of a country’s culture, political 
ideals, and policies.’’ (Nye, 1990:166). India’s 
culture is becoming increasingly known and 
attractive to the MENA region, but its political 
ideals and policies are still unfamiliar to the 
vast majority.

India’s entertainment business can continue 
to play a positive role in the relationship 
between this BRIC nation and the Middle 
East, but that role has not been tapped to its 
fullest. In addition, this role needs to be pla-
yed in unison with the export of its political 
values and policies, which have also not been 
exploited in terms of soft power maximum.  

1 http://asiasociety.org/blog/asia/tv-hybrid-
hindustani-brings-bollywood-core-values-
arab-world
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Thinking of Brazil and the rest of the BRICS 
countries as multilayered powers builds 
somewhat on Appadurai’s five scapes of 
globalization (1990). He created a highly 
influential argument that globalization could 
be seen as consisting of five crucial lands-
capes or scapes, which, while related, were 
also to substantial degree disjunct; which 
is to say that they had their own separate 
dynamics and trajectories, not necessarily 
primarily determined or driven by economic 
forces (1990). Those (land)scapes consisted 
of a financial scape, in which financial flows 
moved ever more quickly around the world 
and penetrated more and more places, 
strengthening the reach of the global mar-
ket, capitalist economy. So I broaden the idea 
somewhat to refer to the even larger lands-
cape of the world economy, where Brazil and 
the other BRICS tend to be important because 
of their growth rates, size and scale.  There is 
also a technoscape, which facilitates various 
kinds of global flows of information, from 
financial flows to Facebook, by building out 
a technological infrastructure that increa-
singly reaches all countries, although exclu-
ding many parts of their populations in what 

is often called a global digital divide. This 
technoscape includes Internet penetration 
(particularly broadband Internet, which faci-
litates many of the newest services), but also 
the rapid growth of mobile phones to reach 
most of the world’s population, according to 
research by the International Telecommuni-
cations Union. All of the BRIC countries have 
worked on rapidly improving their technolo-
gical infrastructure. In 2009, Russia led with 
Internet penetration of 42%, followed by 
Brazil 39%, China 28%, and India 5% (ITU 
2009). Mobile phone penetration was incre-
asing even more rapidly in all four (ITU 2009).

Appadurai’s (land)scapes of financial, tech-
nological, ethno/migration, media, and ide-
ological globalization, provide an interesting 
starting point for analyzing Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, and South Africa, the rest of the 
BRICS, as well as other emerging powers like 
Mexico and South Korea, which, for analyti-
cal purposes, subsequent Goldman-Sachs 
reports have tentatively added to the BRIC 
(Goldman-Sachs 2007). These nations have 
long been among those considered increa-
singly important in the world economy. The 

Brazil’s TV fiction export to the Lusophone world: 

Desire for shared 
cultural experience
Joseph Straubhaar, University of Texas
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focus on this specific group came from Gold-
man Sachs economist Jim (James) O’Neill 
(2001), who felt that these large emerging 
economies and political powers deserved 
more attention. Some (Sparks 2013) have 
questioned the utility of the BRICS concept, 
arguing that the countries are too disparate in 
their size and power, particularly China, now 
the world’s second largest economy and poli-
tical power, to be usefully grouped together. 
We want to argue here, however, that one of 
the ways that it is useful to group these coun-
tries and compare their trajectories in the 
global system, is as emerging global media 
powers, who dominate certain regions and 
cultural-linguistic spaces, as well as increa-
singly adding diversity to global media flows 
and discourse.  

BRICS as multilayered powers 

Brazil, India, China and other emerging 
powers are also becoming important in the 
global mediascape as exporters of cultural 
products with broad global reach, beyond 
their diasporas, reaching more general 
audiences in multiple continents. At first, 
the BRICS countries and others were notable 
for being among the first to produce many 
of their own media and cultural products, 
effectively doing import substitution for the 
television, music, and/or films of Hollywood. 

Bollywood and regional 
film industries in India 
actually make more 
movies than the U.S., 
and increasingly distri-
bute many of them glo-
bally, too. So, too, are 
the telenovelas (prime 
time soap operas) of 
Brazil, the martial arts 
series of Hong Kong 
and China, and the Bol-
lywoodish prime time 
soap operas of India. 

Brazil and India are also significant global 
exporters of music. China and India export 
games and other software. While perhaps 
not global exporters on the same scale, Rus-
sia and South Africa are very significant as 
regional media exporters and powers in their 
regions, Central Europe and Asia, and Sou-
thern Africa. 
One important theoretical and analytical 
point is to disentangle what is national, what 
is global, and what is perhaps most clearly 
seen as transnational. It seems clear that 
emerging global media powers are usually 
even more powerful in a specific regional 
or cultural linguistic market that is cultu-
rally proximate (Straubhaar, 2001) or geo-
graphically proximate, or both. Several of 
the emerging media and cultural exporters 
discussed here are even stronger in markets 
or cultural spaces that are regional (geogra-
phically contiguous spaces or markets like 
South or East Asia) or cultural-linguistic, i.e. 
geographically dispersed but culturally and 
linguistically linked markets or spaces like the 
widely dispersed Anglophone or Lusophone 
cultural markets (Straubhaar 2007). 

Geographic proximity and cultural 
commonalities

One of the main arguments about geo-cul-
tural and more geographically diverse cul-
tural linguistic spaces is that they are usually 
based on the cultural and linguistic traces of 
old empires, which continue to define current 
transnational cultural-linguistic spaces and 
markets, including geographically conti-
guous spaces like Latin America or the Arabic 
Middle East, geographically dispersed spaces 
like the Anglophone or Lusophone worlds, as 
well as semi-contiguous spaces with huge 
diasporas, like Greater China.

The BRICS nations are particularly impor-
tant as emerging cultural and media powers 
within other layers of power, or relatively 
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autonomous action, that are not necessarily 
fully global. They are particularly powerful 
in their respective regions, which could be 
defined as geo-cultural regions. There the 
BRICS countries are the base of film, tele-
vision and Internet producers in regional 
spaces, based on shared languages, histories, 
and geographic proximity. These kinds of 
BRICS producers are particularly prominent 
in the television schedules of some countries, 
which belong to large geo-cultural groups, 
like Spanish speaking Latin America (Sinclair, 
Jacka et al. 1996; Straubhaar 2007). 

In these regions that link geographic proxi-
mity and cultural commonalities, several of 
the BRICS are emerging strongly as dominant 
regional powers. India is the dominant pro-
ducer for South Asia (Pendakur and Subrama-
nyam 1996), and one of the dominant produ-
cers for Central Asia, along with Russia. Brazil 
is one of the dominant producers, along with 
Mexico, for Latin America, showing also that 
historical and cultural ties can overcome lin-
guistic differences, since Brazilian programs 
have to be dubbed into Spanish for Latin 
America (Sinclair and Straubhaar 2013). The 
Hong Kong region of China has been a major 
exporter to much of Asia for decades, and 
China also increasingly exports to neighbo-
ring countries. Russia is a less prominent 
global exporter, post 1991, but focuses on its 
neighbors in Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
(Dolinskiy, 2013). South Africa has become a 
major exporter of TV programs and satellite 
TV channels to Africa, particularly southern 
Africa (Wasserman 2011).  This regional cul-
tural power, or soft power, can sometimes 
also translate into political, ideological 
power, especially in a region where the BRICS 
country is already seen as a powerful, even 
dominant neighbor.

Some BRICS countries are also powerful in 
transnational cultural-linguistic television 
producers and spaces, consisting of for-

mer colonial powers 
and colonies, and their 
migrants elsewhere, 
like the Anglophone or 
Spanish-speaking spaces 
(Sinclair 1999). Brazil is 
the dominant cultural 
exporter to the Portu-
guese-speaking or Luso-
phone world: Angola, 
Mozambique, Portugal 
and several smaller coun-
tries, where its television 
programs, movies and 
music are more popular 
than those of the U.S. 
(Sinclair & Straubhaar 
2013). India and China 
both have significant dia-
sporic populations spread 
worldwide, who receive 
much of their media 
intake from exports, chan-
nels and websites from the home countries.

Media exports and soft power

When we look at media exports and flows 
as soft power, it seems likely, from the US 
and other experiences, that independent 
commercial cultural industries, such as Hol-
lywood, Bollywood, TVB and other Hong 
Kong broadcasters, TV Globo (Brazil) and the 
private or privatized media of South Africa, 
may have more appeal to potential audiences 
than the state media of China and Russia, 
which might be more suspect of having a 
direct propaganda role. Commercial media 
may benefit from greater credibility and 
perceived authenticity. In terms of their pro-
ductive abilities and amount of output, they 
also benefit from greater entrepreneurialism 
and risk-taking, leaning to a great ability to 
employ the creative resources they have at 
their disposal, as well as their financial and 
intellectual resources, according to recent 
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work (Curtin 2007, Sinclair and Straubhaar 
2013).

It also seems that there are large advantages 
to large countries, like the BRICS, as cultural 
exporters (Straubhaar 2007). However, a 
number of smaller countries, such as Hong 
Kong, Japan, Lebanon, Mexico, Qatar and 
South Korea, have also done extremely well 
as either regional or global exporters. So, 
much of the advantage of key emerging 
media powers comes not just from size, like 
Russia, but also their ability to use their cul-
tural resources to maximum advantage as 
media exports for soft power. For example, 
the different abilities of emerging media 
powers in creating narratives about their cul-
ture for a national audience, then exporting 
them, instead of delocalizing national pro-
ducts for export.

The space of Lusophone media

The space of Lusophone media, especially TV 
fiction, is one of the world’s most important 
non-geographically defined media spaces, 

following the Anglophone media world. The 
Lusophone space, like others, is based on 
shared language, shared colonial and sub-
sequent history, often on shared religions, 
intellectual/ cultural paradigms, etc. Increa-
singly, these spaces continue to be united by 
modern cultural industry exports, especially 
TV fiction, music, and, more and more, the 
Internet. There is an ongoing tension with 
nationalizing, localizing forces, so that mar-
kets once dominated by a major cultural 
linguistic space producer, like Brazil in Por-
tugal, might gradually increase their own 
production, substituting it for what had been 
imported. It seems likely that, while cultural-
linguistic forces and cultural proximity can 
bring linked countries together, these same 
forces are stronger within national bounda-
ries than beyond them, even with countries 
closely linked by language and culture.

Forces of such cultural proximity can include 
media stars, fashions, ethnicity, dialect, subtle-
ties of humor, political/topical references, eth-
nic markers, and maybe religion, beyond lan-
guage and directly defined colonial traditions 
like legal systems or patterns of education.

Brazil has been a relatively major television 
program exporter, especially in telenove-
las (or prime time serials) since the 1980s 
(Straubhaar, 1991), particularly in Latin 
America, where it has long been a dominant 
exporter (along with Mexico) in the Latin 
American geo-cultural market (Marques de 
Melo 1992), as well as being a global force 
reaching over 100 markets globally (Rêgo 
and LaPastina 2006).  However, compared 
to the continuing television exports of the 
USA, the Brazilian and Mexican role in what 
have been called global media counter-
flows (Thussu 2007), is perhaps more limited 
than initially expected (Biltereyst and Meers 
2000). However, as we will explore below, 
Brazil’s strongest impact is within its own cul-
tural-linguistic sphere, the Lusophone world.
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Globo expansion abroad
 
The expansion of Brazilian soft power abroad 
through TV Globo starts in Portugal. TV Globo 
exported a couple of telenovelas, including O 
Bem Amado (The Well Loved) to Latin Ame-
rican countries, starting in 1974. It started 
its Lusophone dominance in 1976, when TV 
Globo exported Gabriela to Portugal. By seve-
ral accounts collected by Isabel Ferrin Cunha 
since the 1970s, Gabriela dominated prime 
time and dinner time (Cunha 2011). People 
without television sets watched in cafes. It 
was a sensation in the press, becoming the 
focus of much discussion and controversy 
over its linguistic and cultural impact on Por-
tugal.

In 1985, 10% of TV Globo’s income came from 
exports. In 1986, it was exporting its products 
to 130 countries, including O Bem Amado, the 
first Brazilian telenovela exported to Mozam-
bique in 1986. TV Globo expanded abroad in 
classic media multinational form: primarily as 
an exporter of telenovelas, secondarily with 
targeted investments in Portugal, and thirdly 
with satellite channels aimed at Portuguese 
speaking audiences worldwide.  Brazilian TV 
program exports are still strong. A recent TV 
Globo hit,  Avenida Brasil  (‘Brazil Avenue’), 
was licensed to 106 countries by 2013. 

There is an increasing tendency toward co-
production, script and format sales instead 
of direct, finished program sales and flows 
in worldwide television trade. We can see 
an example of that between Globo and SIC 
Portugal, of which TV Globo has been a part 
owner since its beginning in the 1980s. This 
has included the creation of Portuguese 
adaptations of several classic telenovelas, 
including the 1976 hit Dancing Days, recently 
remade in Portugal. So, to some degree there 
is a movement beyond direct TV flows to co-
produced, more hybrid or negotiated narra-
tives.

It seems like there is a certain amount of 
searching for greater telenovela proximity 
within Lusofonia. Portugal is adapting Brazi-
lian scripts to bring the resulting production 
closer to its reality. Portuguese telenovela 
exports to Africa have also been increasing 
since 2000, by RTP International, TVI, SIC. 
A Portugal telenovela co-production with 
Angola has been very successful. It has gene-
rated huge social media, blog reactions. 
Another interesting factor in the larger pic-
ture of Brazilian influence in Portugal and 
Africa is the expansion into these areas 
by Rede Record, now the 
number two network in Bra-
zil, owned and operated by 
the Universal Church of the 
Reign of God.  Their strategy 
integrates stations and net-
works owned by the church 
in developing nations, as 
well as Portugal, and chan-
nels aimed at their members 
plus the Brazilian diaspora. 
The number two network in 
Mozambique is also owned 
by Rede Record and Uni-
versal Church of the Reign of God.  But, in 
2013, the church is pulling back on its deep 
financial support for television production of 
expensive programming like telenovelas, so 
its role in the future is unclear. 

The impact of telenovelas

The import of telenovelas from Brazil seems 
to have had considerable impact in Mozam-
bique. On my first visit, in 1992, I noticed 
from observation and conversation that quite 
a few children and markets were named 
after Globo novela characters. In a 1996 visit, 
which gave me more opportunity to talk to 
television industry directors, I observed that 
novelas were deeply ingrained in the sche-
dule of TVM (TV Mozambique), and, accor-
ding to the television professionals, as well 
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as regular audience members I spoke to, were 
very popular. People talked about how you 
could see the impact of Brazilian accent in 
the way that the Portuguese language was 
spoken in Mozambique, as well as in fashions 
and popular culture.

Negotiated narratives

We know from ethnographic research that 
audience readings of media, including the 
‘reading” of television, often differ from what 
their creators might have intended them to 
“read” (Katz , Hall 1980, Morley 1980). When 
we look at the reading of Brazilian telenove-
las, one factor that stands out is the consumer 
narrative. It is pretty clear and well establis-
hed that TV Globo’s telenovelas are intended 
to create consumer desire and consumer 
behavior in Brazil, both with direct adverti-
sing and with product placement built into 
the telenovelas’ narratives and visuals them-
selves (La Pastina 2001). But if the consumer 
narrative was intended for Brazilians, how 
is it read in Mozambique? Does the global, 
Lusophone, or national specific reading vary? 
What of products not available, etc?

Image of Brazil via telenovelas

In terms of some of the larger issues connected 
more directly to soft power, national images 
carried abroad by television are subject to 
(mis)reading. For example it is interesting to 
see the image of Brazil acquired back by Luso-
African students who have come to study in 
Brazil. A study in Brasilia showed that such 
Luso-African students (and, by their account, 
their friends back home) expected to see a 
country dominated by samba, soccer, beauty, 
telenovelas, extensive consumption, constant 
social life, constant proximity to the beach, 
and more open sexual relationships (Mendes 
2012). The researcher asked African students 
in Brasilia, “What did you know about Brazil 
before you came here?” Their answer was 
“What is shown by your telenovelas.” In the 
telenovelas, they saw Brazil as a country of 
samba, soccer, beauty, and fashion. They had 
images from telenovelas of beautiful people, 
lots of parties, close proximity to the beach, 
of specific products, clothes, jewelry, hairpi-
eces. They also expected “liberated” sexual 
behavior (Mendes 2012). They said that, back 
home, if a woman wears sexually daring clo-
thes, someone might say to her that “Wow, 
you are being very Brazilian.”

Brazilian music is also very popular, at least 
in some part due to telenovelas. Telenovelas 
frequently feature both national and inter-
national hit music very prominently, both as 
theme music and, frankly, as another form 
of product placement, since TV Globo’s own 
record company sells millions of copies of the 
soundtracks to the telenovelas, achieving a 
substantial industrial synergy for the com-
pany, much the way that Disney has in the 
US, cross-selling television programs and the 
music featured in them.

Apparently, one of the largest areas of impact 
is indeed upon consumer behavior. In the 
telenovelas, audiences in Africa see shopping 
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centers, credit cards, and hire purchase (pay-
ments parceled out over several months), 
modes of consumption that may not available 
to them. African students in Brasilia reported 
that friends and family back home made 
fairly precise requests for the students to buy 
them specific items of fashion, in particular, 
hair extensions, clothes, etc., that people 
had seen on Brazilian telenovelas shown in 
Mozambique or Angola (Mendes 2012).

Conclusions

It looks as though TV Globo is still globally 
present with over 100 placements of Avenida 
Brasil, etc. It also seems that it is still domi-
nant in Lusophone TV space. For the fore-
seeable future, Portugal’s television or other 
cultural exports are likely to be restrained by 
its limited market size and wealth.

It does seem that there is a continuing desire 
for shared cultural experience across the 
Lusophone space via television, music, etc. 
A currently concluding Portuguese research 
project at the University of Minho shows that 
there is something of a Lusophone-wide blo-
gosphere, but that its reach is very limited, 
compared to the ongoing massive reach of 
television. It is, however, also more horizon-
tal and open, with African participants able 
to generate content that Brazilians read, not 
just the relatively one-way flow of television.

It also seems that Brazilian telenovelas have 
created an audiovisual canon that people 
will want to continue to watch, not unlike 
the effect of the years of US film export upon 
Europe, where many people were socialized 
over decades into an American audiovisual 
canon with lasting effects (Gitlin 1999). Both 
Gitlin and Buonano observe that US popular 
has become the second culture of much of 
the world, particularly in Western Europe 
(Buonanno 2004). It seems fair to won-
der whether Brazilian popular culture has 

become the second culture of the Lusophone 
world. From my own observation, I would say 
that it has, perhaps more than US popular 
culture, in those countries. How long will this 
last if national preference for national cul-
ture in both Portugal and Lusophone Africa 
is growing? Perhaps the final result could be 
the one noted by Buonano (2004), that, while 
European countries have come to prefer their 
own national culture on television, at least 
in prime time, their second preference is not 
the cultural products of their neighbors, but 
those of the US. That seems likely to be the 
case in Portugal, at least, a preference for 
national production, followed by a still strong 
preference for Brazilian productions.

The Brazilian image seems to be somewhat 
distorted in this process, both by what is 
broadcast and exported by TV Globo and 
in how those shows are then received and 
decoded by African audiences. Do images 
“distorted” in reception diminish the soft 
power of the country that created and sent 
them
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Brazilian telenovelas and their public in Mozambique:

The introduction of telenovelas on Mozam-
bican television goes back to 1986, at a time 
when television broadcasting services in 
Mozambique were under the monopoly of 
the current TVM-EP. Back then, the media’s 
main objective was to broadcast government 
programmes in all different fields of govern-
ment intervention. 

With the implementation of the Press Act 
of 10th August 1991, which strengthened 
freedom of expression and the media, and 
brought about a number of new television 
stations, Record Moçambique (nowadays 
named TV Mira Mar) was founded. Its pro-
gramme was a replica of Brazilian Record do 
Brasil and, from then on, Mozambique had 
two TV channels which broadcasted teleno-
velas. TVM–EP no longer held the television 
monopoly, and other TV channels were born 
which included Brazilian telenovelas as a 
central element of their programmes. The 
present article aims to analyse the impact of 
Brazilian telenovelas in daily life in Mozam-
bique. I will briefly review press history with 
a focus on the Mozambican television system, 
and would subsequently like to present a 

comparative analysis elaborated on the basis 
of the programmes of Televisão de Moçam-
bique (TVM-EP, the public channel), and 
SOICO TV (STV a private channel), proceeding 
to a description of their programme logic.

Television history in Mozambique

Over the years, the media have served parti-
cular interests in Mozambique. This history is 
closely linked to the national political deve-
lopment. We therefore have: I) the press ser-
ving the capital; II) the critical press; III) the 
post-independence press; and IV) the current 
press or the market economy press.

Data from the Gabinete de Informação (Infor-
mation Office)1 indicate that there are cur-
rently twelve free-to-air TV channels, five of 
which can be considered as belonging to the 
main channels, out of which four are national 
and one is Portuguese. 

Television broadcasting in Mozambique goes 
back to 1981, when it started as a project 
under the name of Televisão Experimental 
de Moçambique (TVE, Experimental TV of 
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Mozambique). TVE worked under this expe-
rimental regime until 1989, when it became 
Televisão de Moçambique (TVM) and was from 
then on under the control of the Ministry of 
Information, and later, in 1994, transformed 
into the public sector enterprise TVM.EP. 
However, television dates back to 1979, when 
an Italian firm presented television produc-
tion and transmission equipment at the Inter-
national Fair of Maputo (Feira Internacional de 
Maputo, FACIM)2. This equipment, initially 
installed in an improvised studio on the fair 
premises, was used from 1981 for training of 
the first Mozambican television professionals. 
The same station also served as a test centre 
for the launch of a national television chan-

nel. According to Magaia (1994:58-59) “at 
the beginning of the 1980s TVE Experimental 
Television was created as a corollary, with 
huge/big technical and human difficulties. 
There were many weaknesses at executive 
level, of which some resulted in unnecessary 
disagreements with staff members. However, 
the foundation was laid for TVE to develop 
into a national school for television produc-
tion..“

Development of the TV system

In accordance with technological develop-
ments, TVM-EP, after its transformation 
from a state into a public entity, defined its 

http://www.tvm.co.mz
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mission as follows: Delivering high quality 
television broadcasting services, I) trying to 
constantly enhance both quantity and qua-
lity of national and international information, 
II) presenting a programme which would be 
more in line with the cultural interests and 
values of Mozambicans and III) contributing 
to guaranteeing citizen’s access to television 
services3.

The Mozambican broadcasting services are 
considered to be of a generalist nature, trans-
mitting round the clock, with a schedule 
dominated by entertainment, information, 
sports and educational programmes within 
the partnerships with Brazilian channels: 
Rede Globo and Canal Futura. The films, music 
clips, telenovelas and children’s programmes 
were among the programmes which once 
captured the TVM audience. 

Television regulation

One of the tools for regulating the TV system 
is the constitution of the Republic of Mozam-
bique, which was approved on 16th Novem-
ber 2004 and in chapter II (rights, obligations 
and freedoms) of article 48, emphasizes the 
right to freedom of speech and information. 
In this context, freedom of the press inclu-
des freedom of expression and creation for 
journalists, access to sources of information 
[...] and the right to produce newspapers, 
publications and other means of information 
dissemination. 

The Press Act of 1991 is another tool which 
complements the Constitution of the Repu-
blic. However, the internet brought new ways 
of communication and information to society. 
Hence, the government should consider jour-
nalists concerns about the drafting of a new 
law. According to Magaia (1994), communi-
cation laws change to accommodate deve-
lopments in society, but this has not happe-
ned in Mozambique since the 1991 law. It is 

important to note that, to date, radio broad-
casting is not regulated by a specific legisla-
tion for radio and television. Its regulation is 
also based on legal instruments at regional, 
national and international level. 

Rationale behind the programme

The Mozambican TV system is of a totally 
generalist nature. However, advancement of 
information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) throughout the world, plus mul-
tiplicity of current offers, forces managers of 
TV broadcasters to rethink the programme 
rationale.  It is not the sole aim to guarantee 
an audience large enough to be of interest for 
economic players looking to advertise their 
services and products. “We can emphasize 
that, the more generalist the programme of 
a generalist channel is, the better the chan-
ces of capturing the interest of the audiences, 
offering an opportunity for communication 
and a link for participation and not only 
transmission” (Brandão, 2005:79). Relating 
to Brandão’s vision of generalist television, 
Popper assures that those who are currently 
responsible for TV programmes have the task 
to capture the attention of the audience and 
keep it for a sufficient period of time so as to 
ensure that the audience can subsequently 
pass on the advertised message. In this com-
petition for audience/economic players, the 
TV broadcasters “forget” their real role, which 
is informing, educating and entertaining. 

Brandão (2005:19) underlines that it is in 
this context that the television screen shows 
everything which involves dramatic and spec-
tacular aspects, regardless of any informative 
nature, as it is important for pictures to be 
full of “affective/emotional excitement”. Brit-
tos and Miguel (2004) underline that, in the 
TV industry, the final result of the work is the 
programme offered to the television viewer, 
which is also the reason why investments 
made by television channels aim to satisfy 
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the viewer (client), in order to subsequently 
broadcast advertisements to obtain profits.
Due to its nature as public service broad-
caster, and being the first of its kind in the 
country, TVM-EP maintains links to foreign TV 

channels, which facilitate the retransmission 
of foreign programmes. Also notable over 
the past years has been the growth of STV. 
Some of its programmes are part of the part-
nerships with the Brazilian TV channels Rede 
Globo and Canal Futura. These cooperations 
guarantee an audience during prime time 
and more broadcasting time for the respec-
tive recent novelas and series. 

Table 2 shows that some of the elements for 
STV which enable them to be self-sustaining, 
are the novelas, since its programme empha-
sizes the Brazilian novelas, on air for up to 
4-6 hours per day or around 32h 40min each 
week. Contrary to that, on public television 
channel TVM-EP they only amount to 6 
hours a week. Part of the reason behind this 
is the acquisition price of telenovelas. Nove-
las acquired by public television companies 
are relatively low-cost compared to those 

purchased by private channels. What is at 
stake is topicality. The fact that TVM-EP dedi-
cates a reduced number of hours to Brazilian 
telenovelas is also due to the introduction of 
novelas that are Mexican productions dubbed 
in Brazilian Portuguese and, more recently, of 
Angolan telenovelas. 

Telenovelas’ influence on daily life 

According to researcher Teresinha da Silva, 
in-depth studies on the impact of the media 
on the construction of identities practically 
do not exist in Mozambique, however, in her 
study on gender identities and sexual beha-
viour, she verifies that educators, young peo-
ple, parents and teachers often attribute films 
and Brazilian novelas with the responsibility 
of swaying young people to become sexually 
active at an earlier stage, and influencing the 
way they dress. “The novelas have come to 
liberalize sex, nowadays there are no secrets 
in terms of sex...” – confirms an elderly lady 
in an interview conducted within that study.

Choosing novelas in order to attract a larger 
audience is an essential element for those 
responsible for the programme, since the con-
tent presented is accessible for the Mozambi-
can viewer, due to the linguistic proximity 
of the Portuguese language, as well as the 
interest in getting to know another “reality” 
of a country that creates high expectations 
due to its population, soccer and samba, as 
well as the bonds of friendship between the 
two countries.

Since the transmission of the first novela on 
Mozambican television in 1986, when the 
telenovela O Bem Amado was presented, 27 
years of consuming this Brazilian product 
have gone by. Meanwhile, there have been 
traces which can be considered the result of 
contact with telenovelas. We will indicate 
some of these traces which we consider to be 
relevant. 
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Linguistic influences

The question related to linguistic expres-
sion, both oral and written, is one of the 
main elements: the simplicity of the phrase 
construction of the Portuguese spoken in Bra-
zil, as well as its intonation,  are sometimes 
adopted by the viewer. “Some of the cha-
racteristics are: short phrases, simple in terms 
of grammar, few subordinate clauses and 
pronouns and the constant assumption of a 
prior and mute understanding, expressed by 
“Você sabe” (You know) “ Você compreende” 
(You understand) (Ginja s/d). The same can 
be found in communication, i.e. in one out of 
four viewers, the use of colloquial language 
from the novelas can be found, above all the 
use of the gerund, e.g.: Estou pintando, which 
in Portuguese spoken in Mozambique would 
be Estou a pintar [in the present tense]. The 
same applies in cases of the speaker saying 
Estou a caminhar em direcção ao Hospital, 
instead of the gerund Estou caminhando para 
o hospital.

Absorbing the favourite character

Be it “O Bem Amado” (1986), or “O Roque 
Santeiro” (1987), the Mozambican viewers 
chose their favourite characters. “Four times 
a week and six hours a day, Mozambicans 
incorporated characters such as Odorico 
Paraguassu, Zeca Diabo and Viúva Purcina 
into their imaginary worlds.” (Wane, Revista 
Electrónica, Edição 35, 2010). The viewer will 
absorb various influences into this imaginary 
world, from their styles of dressing, their ways 
of communicating, even the habits of this or 
that character, hence establishing a creative 
dialogue of new meanings. The telenovela 
O Roque Santeiro, also left a lasting impres-
sion, due to its main character Roque Santeiro 
(José Wilker), a man with a calm way of spea-
king, wearing a white hat and clothes, always 
neatly dressed, representing a charming man 
with convincing ideas. This behaviour can still 

be observed, however, the glasses for 
which he became famous must also 
be highlighted. Many viewers do not 
know the brand name, and refer to 
them as “Roque Santeiro glasses”. 
Even though the broadcasted nove-
las generally present topics related 
to racial prejudice, homosexuality, 
alcoholism, drug trafficking and 
prostitution, it is necessary for the 
viewer to maintain his critical view, 
as the novelas, apart from being 
educational within a certain society, 
are also a commercial product.

Influences in fashion and art

In women’s fashion, low-rise jeans 
influence the brands for beauty pro-
ducts, as is also reflected in hairstyles 
and extensions, tourism to Brazil, 
sassiness, and sensuality – all largely 
instilled through the telenovelas.

In the arts, practicing and creation of 
capoeira movements is another ele-
ment which can be seen as a legacy 
of Brazilian telenovelas. Even though 
this form of expression has existed 
since 1999, its expansion can cur-
rently be observed, especially among 
young people in public spaces, on 
television, as well as in private and 
state schools. 

The participants and those responsible for 
these groups confirm that involvement in this 
art is a paramount element for understan-
ding this philosophy of life. This also finds 
expression in clothing, where the male capo-
eirista is bare chested, with baggy, preferably 
white, trousers, and plays instruments such 
as the berimbau (similar to the Xitende from 
Mozambique) or light percussion on drums 
(djembe), accompanied by chanting and 
clapping. 
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Apart from fashion, a phenomenon also 
emerged of using human hair extensions, 
the quality of which is designated by the 
term “o Brasil”. However, the most notable 
influence of Brazilian telenovelas on daily life 
in Mozambique is to be found in oral com-
munication, which automatically influences 
written communication. These influences are 
mainly seen and heard in urban zones, where 
the content presented in telenovelas is sub-
sequently marketed, whereas, in more rural 
areas, the main influence is on oral commu-
nication. 

Concluding remarks  

Brazilian telenovelas are present on Mozam-
bican television, with a stronger representa-
tion in the private/independent media. Due 
to market competition, these media tend to 
present new telenovelas in order to attract a 
mass audience. This factor is a major source 
of income for sustaining television channels 
because advertisers see there the greatest 
potential for dissemination of their products.
 
The permeation and respective influence on 
certain fields, such as fashion, forms of oral 
and written communication, are associated 
with the plots presented by telenovelas. 
These are elements which, in their entirety, 
compare with the reality dreamt of by the 
viewer, and his or her idea of experiencing 
the same situations. And it is from here that 
questions related to love, hate, old age, 
youth, false behaviour, and betrayal pene-
trate the psyche of the viewers. These are 
aspects which demonstrate the possibility 
of how cultures can meet beyond borders. It 
is obvious that telenovelas do not provide a 
true image of Brazilian society. This should 
be motivation for parents and educators to 
promote discussion about issues raised in 
the media, particularly on television, where 
visual impressions are stronger and more 
immediate. In conclusion, at least for the 

moment, we can confirm that telenovelas 
have been penetrating and influencing daily 
life in Mozambique, particularly in urban 
areas, where young people tend to adopt 
social, cultural and linguistic aspects and atti-
tudes presented on television.

Notes

1 GABINFO is a legally independent and an admins-
tratively autonomous authority.  It answers to the 
Prime Minister and is bound by norms and regula-
tions applicable to public organisations. GABINFO 
oversees, amongst others, Rádio Moçambique, 
Televisão de Moçambique, Agência de Informa-
ção de Moçambique (the state news agency) and 
the Escola de Jornalismo (Journalism School).

2 Until 2010, the annual fair took place in the cen-
tre of the capital, Maputo. 

3 However, according to Miller and James cited by 
Mário (2008) terrestrial television broadcast by 
the twelve TV stations only reaches 15% to 17% 
of the Mozambican population.
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FoME Mission Statement

The German “Forum Media and Development” (Forum Medien und Entwicklung) is a network of institutions and individuals active in 

the field of media development cooperation. It serves as the German platform for the exchange of experiences, research and further 

elaboration of concepts. It facilitates the dialogue between media practitioners, development politics and the scientific community.

The members of the German “Forum Media and Development” advocate the human right to freedom of speech. They are convinced 

that free and independent media are essential for the development of democracies. Free and independent media ensure that all 

groups of society can participate in public opinion forming. At the same time they demand transparency and accountability from 

political, social and economic players. This is also of particular importance with regard to poverty reduction and the promotion of 

sustainable development. Therefore, the German “Forum Media and Development” endeavours to strengthen the importance of 

media aid in the context of development cooperation.

The activities of the Forum include:

● exchange of information and experiences among the members

● exchange with media representatives from Africa, Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe

● cooperation in carrying out joint projects, research and evaluations

● coordination and representation of the interests of the non-governmental organisations that are concerned with media 

development cooperation – at national, European and international level

● further elaboration of the political and strategic framework of the German media development cooperation

● advice to the German government and its implementing organisations.




