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EPIGRAPH

Trazendo de países distantes nossas formas de convívio, nossas instituições, nossas 
idéias, e timbrando em manter tudo isso em ambiente muitas vezes desfavorável e 
hostil, somos ainda hoje uns desterrados em nossa terra.

Sergio Buarque de Hollanda, Raízes do Brasil

We have brought our forms of association, our institutions, and our ideas from 
distant countries, and though we take pride in maintaining all of them in an often 
unfavorable and hostile environment, we remain exiles in our own land.

Sergio Buarque de Hollanda, Roots of Brazil
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OVERLAPPING COMMUNICATIVE 
MESHES: PLURAL PERSPECTIVES 
ON MEDIA AND DEVELOPMENT

Heloisa Pait

The chapters of this book present fascinating examples of the diverse ways media 
was introduced in developing countries and the role it plays today. We will learn 
about censorship in Brazil, advertisement regulation in Australia, the late intro-
duction of the media to Malawi, the challenges faced by journalists in the Iraqi 
Kurdistan, the liberating role of face-to-face conversations among Brazilian 
women, and the deep roots of media control in Russia. Even when question-
ing the liberal media paradigm, the authors have in their horizon – and contrast 
with the concrete cases they are analyzing – a situation where the media is plural, 
journalists work unimpeded, there is a balanced dialogue with global media, the 
public is educated and free to choose, while government supports the national 
conversation with sound regulation.

In many ways, the issues raised by media development coincide with the 
issues addressed by development economists since the 1940s, when development 
emerged as a tool for progress or domination. Or, if  we want a neutral term, as a 
tool for the reconstruction of the ties between developed nations emerging from 
World War II, which needed strong allies, and the world at large. What kind of 
ties would unite developed nations and the so-called “Third World”? Who would 
the brokers of this union be, and on whose terms? Who would benefit from it, 
and when? What would be the final outcome of the pact? In this introduction, we 
will engage in a dialogue with some of the literature on development and media 
development. We will then suggest an encompassing way to look at global media, 
using the image of overlapping geodesic structures. We will finally introduce each 
of the book chapters, which tell stories that are both specific and universal.

Economists used technical language, but they were also interested in the social 
and political questions above. Raúl Prebisch, the Argentinian economist work-
ing for the United Nations agency CEPAL (Comisión Económica para América 
Latina y el Caribe), examined in the late 1940s the role of the deterioration of the 
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2	 HELOISA PAIT

terms of trade between developed and developing nations in accessing the chances 
of development of the latter without State investments. Celso Furtado, the 
Brazilian economist who played a crucial role in national and international devel-
opment agencies, stressed in the 1950s the importance of examining the historical 
specificity of each developing nation in order to understand its particular path 
toward development or stagnation. Fernando Henrique Cardoso, the Brazilian 
sociologist turned president, focused in the 1970s on the alliances forged between 
social groups in developing and developed countries that fostered both develop-
ment – through credit, investments, and technological transfers – and dependency.

Do all countries go through the same phases in their economic growth? Is it 
possible, or even desirable, to copy the “center” of this system? How can periph-
eral countries take advantage of the tremendous technological advances available 
in the postwar period and, at the same time, escape the trap of subordination and 
dependency? Media development has been part of this quest, this reconfiguration 
of the ties between center and periphery. “Who knows when we will need them 
again?” policy-makers in the West must have thought about those other countries, 
with their land for military bases, their resources for commerce and war efforts, or 
their simple integration into a solid cultural and ideological system.

Let us look now at how media analysts contributed to this broad effort to 
make sense of national media differences. Daniel Lerner, in his landmark work 
“The Passing of Traditional Society,” examines the profound transformations 
of the Middle East in light of the introduction of electronic media. Published 
in 1958, at the height of the Cold War, many have criticized the book for its 
Eurocentric assumptions. But it’s difficult to deny the beauty of his description 
of the various ways in which urbanization, the availability of media, and the 
expansion of literacy reinforce each other to allow for the possibility of a modern 
mentality. Lerner gives a blueprint for media development as an intrinsic ele-
ment of social, economic, cultural, and ideological integration into the Western 
world. Initially, “By drawing people from their rural communities, cities create 
the demand for impersonal communication. By promoting literacy and media, 
cities supply this demand.” In a second phase, “literacy operates as the pivotal 
agent in the transition to a fully participant society.” Finally, “It is this interplay 
of new desires and satisfactions which characterizes the third phase of moderni-
zation, namely media participation.”

In a certain way, the very success of development and media development in 
particular undermine the teleological component of Lerner’s theory – the idea 
that modernization will bring us all to a common frame of mind. With more 
and diverse voices in the global conversation – in our cities, in the media, in the 
universities – let alone in international bodies that welcomed newly independent 
nations in the postwar decades, it is difficult to sustain the idea that we are all, and 
even more that we should be, turning ourselves into the modern, empathic, urban 
man celebrated in “The Passing…” All the issues that emerged from the late 1960s 
on regarding gender, race, and cultural differences, philosophical, and cultural 
critiques of progress and modernity, and the very results of development’s high 
environmental cost and persistent social inequality make us suspicious of the idea 
of a nation trying to jump to the stage where another, more “advanced,” nation is.
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Daniel Hallin and Paolo Mancini’s two works “Comparing Media Systems,” 
one focusing on advanced economies, published in 2004, and the other on devel-
oping nations, published in 2012, intend to fill the gap. They look at media config-
urations as a product of cultures and institutions, particularly political cultures, 
and not as a necessary result of a universal path toward development. They craft 
a typology of media systems in which the liberal model is a possible one, but 
allow for other models, where State action is more perceptible and acceptable – 
seen as a necessary part of the economic and political landscape in society’s quest 
for equity and justice. In the second book they introduce a series of chapters that 
expand the scope of analysis to include developing countries, much like in this 
present book.

Their focus is to show the media as a result of different ecosystems of cultures 
and institutions. The media is not, as it was for Lerner, a variable in a moving 
scheme. The question of how one country might go from one stage of develop-
ment to another, which fascinated developmentalists, is not at the center of their 
attention. Their focus has the advantage of recognizing differences in media sys-
tems, but the disadvantage of looking at those systems as separated entities, and 
not paying as much attention to the ways in which they converse with each other 
or even transform each other. In other words, the authors present a plurality of 
media systems, validating other forms beyond the Western liberal model. But how 
these forms connect and influence each other?

The present situation of media development, both in developing and devel-
oped nations, demands from us an array of theoretical approaches, given its 
complexity, which often seems overwhelming – the object of our study moves 
faster than our gaze, with impacts beyond what our hearing can catch. We must 
recognize the specificity of local historical, cultural, and political conditions, like 
Furtado, in economics, and Hallin and Mancini, in media studies. And at the 
same time, we need to look at the dynamic of the media as it evolves together with 
urbanization, literacy, and at least political complexity, if  not democratization. 
This dynamic can and should be presented in more abstract forms, much like it 
has been done in the field of economics. Paul Krugman, the Nobel Prize win-
ner economist, has pointed out that after a few decades when development was 
relegated to case-specific historical examination, formalization of development 
models was resumed in the 1980s with impressive results. It was now possible to 
understand, for instance, why in the initial stages of the process of globalization 
wages in peripheral countries went down, but with time the same occurred in the 
central economies, which seemed paradoxical without the formal model.

However, looking at this dynamic is not an easy task. Most media studies 
deal with one particular media form, whether television, radio, various internet 
platforms, or the book industry. When such studies look at the media ecology 
in its entirety, they tend to be largely anthropological, focusing, appropriately, 
on the meaning and experience of participants of this media configuration, a 
much needed angle. We could draw on the more encompassing field of political 
economy of the media, putting aside, however, the often a priori criticism of the 
media industry and focusing on the more subtle and dramatic challenges which 
appear within the system. The impressive endeavors of global media studies, such 
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as proposed by Elihu Katz and Saskia Sassen, opened our eyes to the various 
ways in which media creates common experiences and, at the same time, allow 
for different interpretations by different audiences. The Toronto school, likewise, 
provides broad and piercing analysis of the productive element of media forms, 
regardless of the environment where they land. These are powerful lenses through 
which we look at major global transformations, but we still need an encompass-
ing model through which we can understand the role of the media in fostering ties 
between countries with different social and economic configurations.

In the heyday of development, when Lerner and Prebisch were writing, it was 
easy to talk about a “traditional” sector and a “developed” sector. These sec-
tors were or at least appeared to be coherent packages that included degrees of 
urbanization, use of technology, levels of instruction, and degrees of personal 
freedom. Now, both economically and culturally, we would not be able to clearly 
classify a particular community or activity in that way. Should a remote indig-
enous community in the Amazon, connected through commerce and the media to 
global markets and world politics, be classified as traditional or modern? Should 
cattle raising in the same Amazon, producing for multinational meat processing 
industries, be considered a modern or traditional sector? We must, however, find 
a way to define social actors and their communicative tools, environments and 
communities if  we want to able to present a comprehensive look at global com-
munication. In other words, while Lerner presented a path that would eventually 
lead us all to a target point of democratic development, what we see today is a 
mosaic of different forms of economic, political, and communicative life coexist-
ing and intermingling nationally and internationally.

In media studies, much like in development theory, we tend to see, malgré all 
our attempts to decenter Western history, a linear path of media innovations, 
from writing to the alphabet, from the alphabet to the book, in rolls and then 
in codex, and then in printing. And from there to the telegraph, photograph, 
gramophone, photocopying, and then radio, television, the tape recorder, and 
so on until the spectacular entrance of digital communication and the internet. 
Jürgen Habermas’ powerful narrative about the rise and decline of the bourgeois 
public sphere, for instance, presupposes the simultaneous development of literacy 
and printing that, in the eighteenth century, culminated in very gendered modern 
sensibilities: the male public independent conversation and the female subjectiv-
ity oriented to an audience. What would have happened if  the printing press were 
not there? Or if  people were not allowed to learn how to read and write? Or if  
they were literate and had the press, but the economy never took off ? Habermas 
was studying a particular social, economic, and communicative environment that 
was indeed so powerful that it became paradigmatic, in practice and in theory. Of 
the many possible configurations involving media reach, economic growth, and 
cultural values and political institutions, a singular one was crystalized in our 
minds and nations.

Countries wanted to emulate this configuration, investing heavily in education 
to produce impressive rates of literacy first among the urban middle classes, but 
soon including workers, women, former slaves in the United States, and tradi-
tional communities all over the world. When in a hurry, developing countries 
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opted to stimulate investments in radio and television that could connect their 
citizens while catching up with literacy and economic development that might 
eventually support a strong press and book industry. These were not always 
“backwards” nations. They often had a literate class and institutions of higher 
education that fostered, in the communicative field, the same distinct sectors that 
economists had identified. The question was, then, how did these different com-
municative realms relate to each other? Taking the Brazilian example, how did 
highly literate Jesuit priests relate to Indigenous communities which were not 
familiar with writing, at the dawn of the Modern Era? What is the experience of 
slaves and former slaves who became literate against social norms and even the 
law? What efforts have Brazilian television fiction and news producers made in 
the heyday of the medium, when their public was mostly semi-literate? In other 
words, we need to pay attention to the kinds of challenges faced by people who 
inhabit the margins of communicative realms, belonging to more than one realm, 
as well as to the possibilities they create.

In the same country, and in the same era, various communicative layers 
may coexist. Where economists talked about “sector,” let us speak, using broad 
brushes, of communicative realms: the oral, the written, the electronic, and the 
digital. In developing countries, the configuration of communicative realms 
seems odd at first sight, because of the learned narrative about an ideal media 
configuration. But not only this: in fact, due to the reach of European Modernity, 
certain practices, technologies and institutions were, indeed, “out of place,” as 
Brazilian thinker Roberto Schwartz pointed out. Or, as media scholar Marshall 
McLuhan said, “the medium is the message,” that is, it brings with itself  a mind-
set that is foreign and decontextualized. Developing countries received, therefore, 
the full blow of technologies imagined elsewhere. Potentially, we could envision a 
moment when all communicative “divides,” including the literate and the digital, 
would be bridged. We could also envision a media “convergence” where all com-
municative realms would be united in a single one. Of course, we need public poli-
cies to bridge divides and of course our realms interconnect every day, when we 
read our books in electronic devices or watch television in our computers. But we 
will always be divided by our communication forms as much as we are by our lan-
guages. And that is the beauty of studying the media: to look at the plurality of 
communicative forms and the unexpected ways in which they relate to each other.

We should not fall in the trap, however, of thinking that these “oddities” – 
technological advances in parallel with a lack of basic human needs or with 
fragile institutions – are restricted to countries that had rapid development paths 
which failed to bring everybody to the same communicative realm simultaneously. 
With globalization at a fast pace, even European and other developed nations 
are witnessing a plurality of communicative realms coexisting within their fron-
tiers, when practices and ideologies from abroad intermingle with their own, for 
instance, when internet users abroad take part of massive national misinforma-
tion campaigns. But such coexistence might also take place when these nations 
take paths that create gaps within their own communities, adopting social and 
economic policies that produce inequalities, and particularly educational poli-
cies, fostering life experiences and understandings of the world that diverge and 
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struggle to find common ground. We shouldn’t look at developing nations, there-
fore, as exceptions to the rule, but as magnifying glasses to problems in the articu-
lation of distinct media realms in a given location.

Media segmentation is a serious communicative problem only when people 
inhabit different communicative realms; otherwise, it might be just an element of a 
plural democratic national dialogue. In other words, the real problem is not that a 
segment of the population is watching Fox News, the ultraconservative American 
TV channel, and another segment is watching PBS, the progressive American Public 
Broadcasting Service, but that they watch these channels from radically distinct com-
municative positions. The problem might be not the fake news per se, but the number 
of books internet users have on their shelves. We are mesmerized by the beautiful 
graphs showing how our global and national debates are polarized and how hashtags 
are handled by a host of media celebrities and their followers, and rightly so because 
such graphs give a unidimensional portrait of a larger media constellation. They 
show in one medium differences that are produced in that varied constellation.

The crucial issue, however, is the place people occupy in the constellation of 
media realms available in a certain society, in a certain time. This is not merely a 
question of reception, of individual choices and preferences and interpretations, 
but is also a question of place and of placing. Of where we are in the communica-
tive constellation, of which place we can and do occupy. Visually, if  each commu-
nicative realm can be imagined as one interconnected mesh, like those geodesic 
domes we see in various public places, arousing on us the desire to climb them 
up, our communicative environment is made of various such independent and 
overlapping structures, and we find ourselves moving from one to another until 
we find a place that gives us both stability and outreach.

In a particular moment and society, we have a coexistence of different media 
realms that relate to each other in unexpected ways. And in time, and globally, 
we have, more than separate models, a dynamic interpenetration of realms – 
much like the economic sectors – that accelerates with each media innovation. 
The introduction of television in countries where only half  of the population 
was literate, or, in the twenty-first century, the introduction of the internet in a 
different set of countries with the same literacy rates, creates symbolic and mate-
rial challenges to the citizens of these countries. They are being presented with a 
speed and volume of information and connection that is not necessarily matched 
by their rural and communal habits. This is the challenge that they have to deal 
with individually and collectively. The kinds of institutions that these countries 
will create to embrace the media might be inspired by the developed countries 
and international agencies recommendations, but they will also reflect an effort 
of accommodation and interpretation, much like Latin America media scholar 
Joseph Straubhaar had identified in his examination of foreign interests in the 
emerging Brazilian television.

Lerner examined the dynamic of media development, where social change, 
media demand, literacy, and media supply reinforced each other in a particular 
country. We need a model that includes, in addition to the factors above, different 
types of media and types of literacy and social change in a global scale. What kinds 
of social change increase media demands? What kinds of media demands stimulate 
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literacy, and what types of literacy? How are such demands met, nationally and 
internationally? What types of investments in education increase media consump-
tion? Politically, which modes of resistance manage to avoid the traps of rapid 
media transformation and which modes only impede vulnerable citizens to actively 
take part in a global conversation? We hope the chapters of this book, with their 
plural objects and methods of study, help us envision our deep connections as com-
municative actors and our place in these interconnected meshes of communication.

We open this book with a chapter on Brazil, Foreign Authors, National Bans: 
Books and Censorship in Brazil (1964–1985), where Sandra Reimão analyzes one 
particular aspect of the all-encompassing censorship machine that was in place 
during the 1964–1985 military dictatorship. While the censorship of newspapers, 
soap operas, and songs is well known, having targeted prestigious publications 
such as the newspaper O Estado de S. Paulo, works by highly popular soap opera 
writers such as Dias Gomes, or important song writers such as Chico Buarque, 
censors also bureaucratically read and classified books. Reimão analyzes the 
small set of foreign non-fiction books that were prohibited in those decades, while 
the country underwent rapid economic growth, including in the book industry, 
and a disconcerting rate of urbanization. She examines the legal and administra-
tive criteria used in the censorship process, and highlights the courage and deter-
mination of publishers who bravely defended their trade, at commercial as well as 
personal risk. Her interpretation is that Brazil in those years lived through a con-
servative modernization process, and one wonders if  the echoes of the Portuguese 
Inquisition, with its Index Librorum Prohibitorum, were not being heard in a 
Brazil that celebrated its third World Cup soccer victory and aimed at fantastic 
economic goals. Sandra Reimão, who has done extensive research and analysis on 
the military dictatorship censorship, is investigating today the current ultra-right 
Brazilian government. She asserts that “the vehemence with which authoritarian 
powers try to curtail the publication and circulation of books attests to the fear 
that despots and tyrants have of the power of printed ideas.”

From the “Country of the Future” we cross the Atlantic and the Cape of 
Good Hope, until we reach Malawi, which was one of the last countries in the 
world to introduce television. In Manufacturing the Liberal Media Model through 
Developmentality in Malawi, Suzanne Temwa Gondwe Harris brings Ghanaian 
political scientist Lord Mawuko-Yevugah’s concept of “developmentality” to ana-
lyze the particular relation between Malawian society and a host of international 
actors interested in implementing the liberal media model in the African country. 
Harris explores the contradictions of this encounter, particularly among Malawi 
political establishment, which shows various degrees of autonomy in accepting or 
rejecting the proposed offers of modernization, liberalization, and Westernization 
put on the table in various historical moments. The Malawi chapter is particularly 
fascinating for reminding us that illiteracy coexists with high technology, that dem-
ocratic quests coexist with harsh sanctions against free expression, and that each 
society and individual has to find a way to navigate between contradictory forces. 
In addition to being a scholar of development and international relations, Harris 
brings to this volume the perspective of a human rights activist and her quest for 
decentering media studies with the inclusion of Global South voices.
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We go north now until we find ourselves  in the Middle East, in the Iraqi Kurdistan, 
examined by Jeannine E. Relly, Margaret Zanger, and Paola Banchero in the 
chapter Toward a Framework for Studying Democratic Media Development and 
“Media Capture”: The Iraqi Kurdistan Case. Relly, Zanger, and Banchero bring 
an informative background of the international efforts of media development, as 
well as of the ups and downs of Iraq since the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime. 
They also present impressive primary data in the form of interviews with more 
than 20 Kurdish journalists, done with the assistance of a translator, bringing 
to this volume a superb view of the personal conflicts people on the ground face 
when they find themselves at the crossroads of different media cultures, values, 
and expectations. The journalists interviewed had received media training 
from a largely democratic perspective, coming from developed countries or 
international agencies, but were immersed in a country with serious political and 
economic challenges. The authors offer a typology of forms of media cooptation 
that help us analyze the challenges faced by these journalists at the crossroads, in 
environments where “media landscapes may not be supportive of journalists and 
may, in fact, imperil them, and where social media disinformation has actually 
made it more dangerous for some journalists to practice.” We hope that their 
analytical tools and on-the-ground research inspire many other scholars around 
the globe.

We then turn East to far away Australia, colonized by the methodical British 
whose descendants implemented a liberal government there. So liberal, says 
contributor Nipa Saha, in the chapter Regulating Unhealthy Food Advertising 
to Children under Neoliberalism: An Australian Perspective, that they don’t feel 
anymore the need to protect children from the ingenious and quite mature 
advertisement industry. Saha offers a detailed narrative of  all the steps taken by 
regulators for the protection of children from food advertisement in Australia, 
and the progressive dismantling of  such protection under neoliberal governments. 
She concluded that self-regulation, although apparently simple and cost-efficient, 
is not enough to protect the health of  this vulnerable population. Her thorough 
analysis of  regulatory practices by various government agencies, influenced not 
only by the private sector but also by changing norms and ideologies, brings to 
this volume a description of the strength of  the fight between public and private 
entities over media content, reminding us that the construction of our media 
systems is a political, ongoing process with no final point of  equilibrium in sight.

We now cross Asia and reach an apparently timeless Russia, portrayed by 
Dmitry Strovsky and Ron Schleifer, who bring us, in the chapter How Russian 
Media Helped Develop the Authoritarian Tradition: Its Historical Legacy for 
Today, a compelling narrative of the permanent cultural, economic, and political 
structures making Russian media an arm of the State. Strovsky and Schleifer’s 
narrative runs parallel to the very compelling story Jürgen Habermas told us. 
Habermas’s story is one where the media serves as a symbolic curtain dividing the 
State and its citizens, through the constitution of a buffer, “public” sphere, pro-
tecting the latter and providing a check on the former. Strovsky and Schleifer’s 
media seems to be a buffer protecting the State from the scrutiny of the pub-
lic, with very little room for resistance and autonomous reporting, curtailed by 
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