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CS202 Broadcast and Cable Media

Chapter 9: Television Programming

Question 7:

Western countries and the USA in particular have been criticized for cultural domination. What Western European and American programs are shown on local television? What kinds of values do they instill? Do you think the local population is influenced by these values? Take a position and defend it.


 “The United States is a land that has raped every area of the world” screamed the headline of an interview with Susan Sarandon in a May 1991 interview.


Asia as well as other parts of the world has all along had an attitude of deference to European and American standards of technological and economic superiority. 

The Western media has exercised influence derived from this clout and they saturated Asia’s TV, radio and the print media, said Senior Minister Lee at the Institute of Strategic and International Studies Forum in Kuala Lumpur.2

American cartoons, documentaries and CNN bring the outside world into our living rooms and American voices interpret the meaning of these events to Asians using American terms of reference.

Cultural Domination:


Hegemony (Gramsci, 1871) and cultural imperialism happens when a dominating class (the States and Europe, in this particular context) has interests that the subaltern classes (Singapore) recognise as being in some degree their interests too.  

Values are the abstract concepts of what is right, worthwhile or desirable or in other words one’s principles or standards.3 They can be right (prescriptive) or wrong (proscriptive) depending on the cultural standards in question. 


The theory of cultural imperialism identifies the US as the centre of a process of mediacentric capitalist influence, which emanates out to the rest of the world in the form of television programs. Thus the States are perceived to dominate the content of international media to such an extent that they impose their culture, values and ideologies on the recipient nations (Boyd-Barrett, 1977,82; Fejes, 1981; Lee, 1980; Mattelart, 1983; McPhail, 1981). 
Why is there a need for program import in Singapore?


According to Mr Khiew Voon Kwang, vice-president of the network programming and promotions division of TCS, local program production cannot keep pace with the expansion of television broadcast time, resulting in the importation of 

larger amounts of foreign program material, usually from Western countries. Another reason would be the prohibitive costs of production here in Singapore.

Channel 5 is a commercial channel with a weekly reach of eighty-one per cent of the population with television sets, aged fifteen and above. Singapore Cable’s penetration is merely twenty per cent of the ninety-nine per cent of Singapore households that are wired.

Seventy per cent of prime time programming is acquired, of this, American programs make up ninety per cent of the imported content while those from Britain consists of five per cent, which is mainly teen programming.


I will concentrate on three genres, namely: comedies, drama and movies. Using ratings from TCS, I will examine the values that the most popular American shows on TCS 5 instill in viewers.

Comedies: Friends (Ratings of 3-4%)


Friends is Singapore’s most watched American comedy. Highly entertaining and saucy, it is about comradeship, raunchy love relationships and their continual exploration of their shared meaning of life.


The first season was placed on a weekday 8.30pm slot but was subsequently moved to a later slot as it was deemed to contain adult material (exhibiting and advocating promiscuity.)

Sex and Promiscuity:


American popular culture seems to give the unequivocal impression that American and Western youngsters of today are erotically experienced in the world of intercourse.


This trend started as far back as in 1991 in May’s season-ending episode of the Fox network’s Beverly Hills 90210 in which the seventeen year-old beauty Brenda (played by Shannon Doherty) lost her virginity to her sallow-faced suitor Dylan. According to the play they had only known each other for three months. (But I digress.)

The six characters in Friends have very active social lives and there have been “internal” relationships--Rachael and Ross, and Monica and Chandler. None of them are officially married, so all sexual acts are pre-marital. 

They are all sexually active (no virgins left!) and have had a history of flings in the series before. A list of Rachel’s past partners include: Barry, a guy she left at the altar, Ross, some guy colleagues and this character played by Bruce Willis.

Conversation consists of witty repartee, which can be suggestive and somewhat salacious in nature. For example a conversation between Rachel and Joey goes:

Rachel: Unisex Joey. (she is referring to a bag)

Joey: No, no, no! YOU need sex; I just had sex last night.

Rachel: No Joey. U-N-I sex.

Joey: Ohhhhh…you and I sex? (and he smiles seductively at Rachel, who is by the way exasperated.)

Homosexualism:


This value is not overtly and intentionally “sold” to audiences. However it is suggested, as Ross’s ex-wife left him for her lesbian lover despite their three-year-old son Ben. And it is amazing how they are still on such amicable terms.


Such themes in the comedy suggest of America’s liberal attitudes toward deviant sexual trends and increasing tolerance and condoning of such practices. 

Materialism, Vanity and Extravagance:


Beautiful New York apartments complete with snazzy and sophisticated looking furniture suggests a life of comfort and extravagance to viewers. This could create a need in the audience to strive toward attaining and accumulating such material wealth and affluence in life.


Friends definitely propagates certain values of beauty toward its audience. The six main characters are constantly clad in glamorous and designer togs, strutting around effortlessly as though they had no worries on their minds except what to wear the next day. Rachel also gets progressively thinner with each new season, suggesting that “thin is in”.
Individualism and Notions of Freedom:


Families are seldom mentioned at all in the comedy series. The focus of the show is on how the young American adults leave home at a young age to strike it out on their own in the world. Values such as independence and individual freedom are stressed in this context.

Values toward the Family and Marriage:


As I mentioned above, family life and relations is not emphasized and the show is about this group of young adult friends who are effectively each other’s surrogate family.


Values toward marriage are also degraded as its sanctity is mocked at when Ross gets married a record of three times. Ross has also been divorced twice, which seems to belittle the significance of wedding vows signifying eternal companionship. The ease of getting out of a marriage is portrayed too convincingly and the negative repercussions that come along with it are also downplayed.

Hedonistic Values coupled with Frivolity and Carelessness:


The six friends seem to derive genuine pleasure from their somewhat inane existence. By this I mean that they are not seen as doing anything really constructive with their lives. All they do is hang out at Central Perk or each other’s apartments.


The main goal in their lives seems to be seeking utmost enjoyment, without any worries to mar their good times. Thus such carelessness and frivolity could be values that are instilled.

Dramas: Charmed (Ratings of 5-6%) and Ally McBeal (3-4%)


Charmed is an action drama that is about the lives of three sister witches who go about vanquishing demons and warlocks.  The main concerns here would be the occult themes and violence. There is not much of sex sold in this show apart from sexy clothes and some kissing. The focus is on the adventure and drama but the loving and close relationship between the sisters is endearing and shows family kinship.


Ally is perhaps the most neurotic yet endearing female professional on Channel 5 now. The show centres on her life, depicting her work and social life in Boston. This David E Kelly creation is about the eccentric and idiosyncratic lawyers in Cage and Fish, the law firm that houses all of them.

Liberal Sex Values: Promiscuity


This is one of the recurring themes, especially in the recently concluded third season. Just like in Friends, liberal values toward sex are displayed, but even more explicitly here.


The very first episode of the third season featured Ally making love to a virtual stranger in a car wash, someone she had barely laid eyes on for five minutes. Things got worse when this “stranger” turned out to be engaged. Audiences here were “treated” to a steamy and totally scandalous scene of skin-to-skin contact and passionate kissing. This could transmit the wrong kind of values and attitudes toward sexual relationships, for the above is nothing but animalistic and emotionless copulation that stems from lust.


Later in the third season Ally also has cybersex with a minor (who lied to her in the show and told her that he was in his thirties) and landed up in court. In this case I would not say that cybersex as a value is being promoted, as Ally was made to face up to less-than-desirable consequences of her over-active libido.

Sexism: Whereby Women are perceived as sex objects


Sexual tension is very tangible in this show, as the female leads are all extremely good-looking. Elaine, Ally’s secretary in the show is the resident “slut”, who walks around in revealing clothes and constantly flirts with anything in pants. She is the personification of the woman who would do almost anything to get what she desires.

Richard Fish is the owner of the firm and he has a fetish for female “waddles”. Waddles refer to the loose skin on a woman’s neck area. They are especially prominent on older women, and Richard will always find ways and means to touch the waddles of colleagues, friends and clients. (no he does not get in trouble for that.)

Fish also likes Ling to suck his fingers; while John “spanks” Neil with a hairbrush in bed. When out of bed he tinkers with the height of her heels using a remote control when he wants to kiss her (she is taller than him) and controls her hairstyle through a similar mechanical device.

Billy for a period of time walks around with an entourage of beautiful and sexy nymphets, as though he was some sex-god with his harem. The purpose of the group of ladies dressed in black following him everywhere was to boost his sex appeal and image, to the chagrin of the “weaker” sex.
The proverbial glass ceiling is also present as there are no senior female partners, and when Neil tried to fight for greater status, things soured and she left the firm. Thus the patriarchal system and its corresponding values whereby males play the dominant role in the corporate world is illustrated here.

Assertiveness and Vocalness:


Although males are seen to be the leaders in name at the firm, the ladies are no pushovers as they are assertive feminists who are trained in kickboxing and know what they want in life. Many a time they become aggressive when standing up for what they believe in.


Ally’s parents appear regularly in the show. Albeit having a slightly dysfunctional family, (her mother claims that her Father loved Ally more than herself; her mother had an affair when Ally was a toddler and Ally walked in on the adulterous pair; her father kissed Georgia as he felt alienated after Ally had moved out) Ally shares a special relationship with her father.


Perhaps it is typical of American families, but Ally seems to treat her father like an equal and can sometimes appear defiant and disrespectful towards her “elders”. She talks back all the time, is assertive and even quite rebellious. For example she is undeterred by her father’s dislike for her latest beau, an English lawyer called Bryan, and is spurred on by her father’s apparent dissatisfaction to pursue the “forbidden” relationship. 

Alcoholism:

There is a bar (that is featured in almost every episode) that the lawyers hang out at after work, where they drink and dance and make merry. Alcoholism is not explicitly encouraged, but the image of young social drinkers suggests glamour and adventure. Alcohol is shown to depict virility, sociability, toughness, maturity and even sophistication. It almost becomes a magical tranquilizer that makes things right.

Values toward Marriage and Divorce:

Flings are seen as darkly alluring and tempestuous. Romantic relationships strongly suggest that sensuality is most satisfying when it is shared outside of marriage, and that long-term alliances only serve to diminish the pleasure of partners. The third season of Ally McBeal saw the demise of Billy and Georgia’s marriage. It was not depicted as an easy process for either party, but Billy was seen kissing a client even before Georgia left him. Ally’s mother had an affair years back and her father had kissed Georgia before.

Movies: Jurassic Park, Gremlins 2 and The Silence of the Lambs


The first two were the two highest watched movies screened on TCS 5 within the period of April 1999 to March 2000.


The two shows actually family-oriented action movies that possess no controversial values that Asians might object vigorously to.


Moralistic and family values such as unity and cohesiveness are displayed, although certain parts of the shows might be perceived to be violent (ugly Gremlins and rapacious dinosaurs preying on humans) by the more conservative fractions in Singapore. It generally paints an idyllic picture of halcyon days whereby life was much simpler, families were united and everyone lives happily ever after.

Sex, violence and gore sells. This is the reason why we see an increasing amount of airplay consisting of gun shoot-out scenes, fist flying, kicking, wrestling, rape and raunchy sex scenes, especially in movies.


I would like to mention the movie the Silence of the Lambs although it was not screened that recently on Channel 5. This is because this movie was screened two to three times within a couple of years in Singapore. Although the more bloody and gory parts were censored, the violent and cannibalistic nature of the show was not really affected.


The Silence of the Lambs is an example of a violent movie about a pathological transvestite killer who stuffs the larvae of a rare moth down the throats of his victims-after he skins them. He selects overweight women as the preferred targets of his wrath, starving them for a week so that their skin hangs loose on their frames thus facilitating his work.


Another pathological killer played by Sir Anthony Hopkins is roped in to trace the murderer. He bites off the tongue of his prison warden in the show.

Exposure to violent themes (visual or outright) may increase society’s threshold for violence. Thus violence may not be viewed as wrongful and that it should be discouraged. There is also speculation of desensitization which is due to over-exposure to such repetitive material that leads to a numbing effect on the audience, who may accept violence as part and parcel of everyday life. Such underlying nastiness would encourage the viewers to be nihilistic, macabre and unfeeling.

Is the Local Population influenced by these Values?


I take the stand that there has been a gradual evolution of values, as Singaporeans become more liberal in their worldviews, not necessarily due to American programming. Change is an inexorable process and to say that change is unnecessary and a fallacy is to claim that we are infallible.


However underlying values that form the fundamentals of our social fabric are still essentially unchanged. Conscienciouness, honesty and integrity are valued in the new economy as well. They are valued in all societies, for that matter. Thus the central/core historical element of national cultures will be resistant to external and/or alien forces. (Biltereyst, 1996; Sinclair, Jacka & cunningham, 1996; Skovmand & Schroder, 1992.) Unique Singaporean traits and values such as Singlish and kiasu-ism are steadfast and unyielding to change.


There are myriads of other factors that together have contributed to this change in the value system. There is also strong evidence from a survey done by the Straits Times recently that Singaporeans are still very conservative in their values and mindsets. (Which I will talk about later)


TV effects on the audience value system is ambiguous and at best rather weak. This is the “limited effects of the media” theory.

The television experience is comforting, low in complexity and involvement. Information meant to be entertaining is easy to digest and non-taxing on the mind. It is passive and many people actually multi-task with the television on. 


The target group of the foreign programs (90% of which are from the States) is the “sophisticated and discerning English literate audience” who is active and purpose-seeking. (This is in Mr Khiew’s own words.)

The Uses and Gratifications theory (Lazarsfeld and Stanton, 1942) would apply to the same PMEB crowd in this case. It is about what the audience does with the TV program and not vice versa. Thus selective perceptions, selective memory and selective action as a consequence of selective media exposure occur. Under these circumstances, the media (television programming in this case) has little direct effect. (DeFleur and Ball-Rakeach, 1988, p.195)

“Gogglebox pessimists” have made television a convenient whipping boy. Since television viewing is perceived as such a passive activity, some see it as a total waste of time. And thus television has been assumed to have contributed or caused almost every fault in modern society--from degeneration of values to increased crime rates. This stems from the fear that people have of television’s potential influence because it is hard to believe that so much viewing can have no effect.
Are Singaporeans really so Materialistic?

In an ethnically and racially diverse, capitalist society like Singapore, there are fewer (not none) well entrenched and widely agreed upon values than other older and more traditional societies. It is understandable that money, achievements and conspicuous consumption (the 5 Cs) have become important indicators of status and meaning. Materialism may seem like an inevitable ethic that thrives in consumeristic Singapore.


But a recent telephone survey conducted by the Straits Times between 31 July and 2 August to assess Singapore’s sense of values shows otherwise.4 Although Singaporeans generally perceived each other to be more materialistic as compared to five years ago, they stopped short of indicting themselves. They called themselves “prudent and realistic”. Also 86 per cent claimed that “doing good to others” is more important than money.


Today we also have a new set of institutions: the manufacturers, the multi-national corporations and advertisers to rival the traditional source of values and socialization-the family and the school (Which are not directly related to television content). Money is important is every modern capitalist country, as Straits Times journalist Bob Ng said in his article………

Families as the Bulwark of Life


Families are still tight-knit and close; contrary to the family values that are transmitted in Friends and Ally McBeal. Although a third of the respondents said they would not consider doing community work at all, seven in ten of them said they would use the time to strengthen family bonds.

I do means I do: Singaporeans are happily married


According to a survey of 510 married Singaporeans conducted by the Social Development Service (SDS) reflected that eight in ten of married Singaporeans are satisfied with their marriages. 39.8 per cent said they were very happy and 38.8 per cent said they were happy with their marriage.6 Thus marriage is still an important institution in Singapore.


The number of divorce petitions that have been filed has decreased from 4,628 to 3,536 in the 1998-99 period. This counters the high amount of dysfunctional families and divorced couples that are depicted on American TV. However the number of family-violence or number of maintenance cases has increased from 9,511 to 9,946 within the same period.

Let’s Talk about Sex Baby, but after Marriage

There is also a surprisingly conservative streak inherent in many Singaporeans. This is in consideration of the accusation that liberal sexual values portrayed in American programs are causing an erosion on the morality and chastity on Singaporean youth.


Even in an American context itself I feel that there is an over-representation of active sexual relationships.  There is still a large population of young people who are not having sex but they are not represented on TV. There are also no direct portrayals of young people who have decided to wait until marriage to have sex. Michael Medved, author of Hollywood vs. America, produced a study from the Public Health Services showing that nearly 65 per cent of American females under age eighteen are still virgins.

According to a survey conducted by the Singapore Planned Parenthood Association (SPPA) in February this year, less than four per cent of the 2,369 youths aged between thirteen and twenty-one had had sex and a full seven out of ten did not approve of pre-marital sex. 7

That is a conservative profile of Singaporeans youths (who could be more impressionable to Western values portrayed on TV) showing that most traditional values toward sex are still very much in place. But the incongruous fact about the survey results is that teenagers who had already had sex said that teens should wait.


Nevertheless I do not deny a shift in values toward sex. For example Public Display of Affection (PDA) is becoming more accepted today. In the earlier 90s it was considered shameful when young Singaporeans cuddled in public. However recently there was actually a graphical feature story in the Life section of the August 31 issue of The Straits Times of the places in Singapore that were most suitable for “making-out”. 

Violence and Aggression on the Rise


Divorce cases due to battery has increased by 114 per cent from 1995 to 1999.8 But how much of this increase can be attributed to the effects to television programming? They may not watch a lot of TV to begin with.


Violence can be attributed to a lack of space in a concrete jungle like Singapore. Our highly competitive society also fosters a high level of stress in everyday life. With the invasion of physical, psychic and aural space, it is no wonder that tempers run short and some people snap.


Other factors that have contributed to the evolution of values here include Globalization, political and economic forces, social and religious movements and the combined influence of the other media (print: imported books, periodicals and magazines).


Globalization is the process whereby all cultures are inexorably drawn into the sphere of influence of one single capitalist culture. (Herbert Schiller, 1976,85). The world will become increasingly engendered as one, as physical barriers and geographical borders become a thing of the past. Inevitably there is a flow and sharing of values, information, culture and technology across continents.


Political and economic forces also shape values to a certain extent. For example in the 1960s when Singapore was a developmental state, the government exerted great control over the people’s lives and education in order to lead the nation towards growth and prosperity. Thus economic policy spelt out values such as efficiency, precision, regularity and coordination.


Today the government has new vision for Singaporeans and it is called Singapore 21, (S21). This is the vision that the PAP has set for Singaporeans for the twenty-first century. New economic values such as shrewdness, risk-taking behavior and flexibility are also endorsed while traditional values like filial piety and racial tolerance are emphasized.


Feministic waves are an example of how social movements can influence values and attitudes. Such information is not necessarily transferred through television programming. Newspapers and books are potential influences on values. The combined effect of the various media, traditional and new is far more potent than that of a solitary force-the television.

In conclusion:

Market forces is a reason that the media (television in this case) cannot stray too far from audience interest (TCS is a commercial channel) and will usually reflect the values, beliefs and concerns of a substantial body of influence.

 Thus teasing out the extent to which the television shapes experience rather than mirrors them is difficult. Also isolating the unique contribution TV makes to changes in values toward issues that are deeply embedded in our culture is exceedingly difficult.


The relationship between television programming with the evolution of values is more an associative one than a causal one. Singaporeans have more liberal values toward sex, but the majority are not having pre-marital sex. They are prudent and family-oriented. Change is inevitable and due to a combination of many forces, not only the values that are instilled in television programming. The effect of foreign values from TV is thus minimal.
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