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Revisiting International
Communication: Approach
of the Curious Feminist
Katharine Sarikakis and Leslie Regan Shade

International relations scholar Cynthia Enloe (2004) admonishes feminists to
be curious about the world around them and to ask questions about their everyday political and social life that not only warrant consideration but that are also
often dismissed or ignored by the mainstream media—and often by feminists
themselves. Taking the stance of the Curious Feminist(s), this anthology asks
why an accounting of feminist activities and theorizations has been typically
neglected in standard texts on and about international communication (IC). It
undertakes a theoretical accounting of feminist IC, provides a feminist politicaleconomic critique of the current global mediascape, and sheds light into the
neglected areas of IC.
Women’s use of communication techniques and technologies for development and grassroots initiatives around the world has been flourishing, with
concomitant attention paid to policy and programming initiatives that include
“gender mainstreaming” by governments and nongovernmental organizations
(NGO). At the same time, global media structures and flows have had an enormous impact upon women’s lives, through not only their representations of
women but also their utilization of women in production and consumption.
This runs the gamut from community-based telecenters that encourage Internet use for women’s craft entrepreneurialism, to the manufacturing of news reports that perpetuate women as victims of violence or as vacuous celebrities.
Media continue to advertise consumer goods through depictions of women’s
3
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Chapter One

sexualization, while pressuring them to consume objects and celebrate lifestyles
not necessarily in their best interests.
Despite nearly forty years of systematic feminist scholarship and intervention, it is sadly the case that basic political claims about the representation of
women or their equal and dignified treatment at work have neither been met by
the global media industries nor have they been sufficiently prioritized by national governments or intergovernmental organizations. Mirroringly or unreflexively, scholarly attention to these issues within the context of international
communication has not been given its due in the mainstream publications in
the field. We, like many feminists before us, ask where are the women and
where are women’s theorizations and perspectives in our field? Rakow and
Wackwitz (2004), referring to the broader field of communication studies, write
That an area of scholarly work is identified by a term such as feminist communication theory reveals as much about nonfeminist communication theory as it
does about itself. The field of communication, existing as disciplinary departments in universities and scholarly divisions in professional associations, has
largely developed out of the Western worldview, which expresses the thinking
of white men and falsely universalizes their particular experiences. Thus despite
the potential for communication scholarship to recognize, support, and give
voice to the great diversity of human experience, the field, in this regard, is
largely marked by failure. (2)

We argue here that the study of international communication echoes the same
failure. Feminist Interventions in International Communication applies feminist
political-economic and policy analysis, combined with postcolonial and cultural
studies, to explore the dynamics of the globalization of the media industries in
selected geopolitical areas in the world, issues of transnational and international
policy, questions of women’s employment in transnational media industries, and
matters of content consumed and produced at a global level. It seeks to make
visible the intersections between human experience and global structures by
shedding light into the ways in which women’s experience through production,
consumption, representation, and agency are influenced by and shape international communication processes and cultures. Moreover, the book makes an argument for the revisiting of IC as a field of study by expanding the scope of research into areas such as cultural representation and mediation, pornography,
and the construction of girlhood, among others, and by investigating the complex links between the operation of international and global forms of media—
and mediated cultures—and the locality (but also transcendent nature) of
women’s material and immaterial experience. It seeks to move beyond the dualistic thinking of “hard” IC themes such as propaganda, global media ownership, and so on, and “soft” IC foci such as cultural imperialism or flow of mean-
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5

ings. This book’s central axis—the recognition of the processual character of IC
transformation and phenomena, the role of power, and the inadequacy of rigid
scholarship—points to the need for a more comprehensive understanding of the
workings of IC.
It is not the intention of this chapter to exhaustively map the territory and
development of the field of IC but rather to discuss several major themes in the
field as represented through some of the most utilized readings taken up by
scholars and adopted in IC curricula. The chapter also highlights feminist contributions to IC, outlines the themes explored in this book, and points to necessary further research in feminism and IC.

International Communication, Globalization,
and Transnationalism
The study of international communication has rarely been straightforward
(Mowlana 1997). Its development has reflected social, political, and economic
issues in world society at large, affecting mass communication and cultures. At
an epistemological level, IC is considered to have derived from international relations, itself a once turbulent and “illegitimate” field of study. As such, IC
scholarship has concentrated on the ways in which communication among nations has been conditioned and has affected regions of the world, as well as the
ways in which communication has been used as a tool of international diplomacy or foreign policy (Taylor 1997).
The field of IC is not uncontested; indeed, Semati (2004) argues that there
is probably no such thing as a discipline of international communication, because IC issues have been explored and studied by many disciplines. Semati argues that as a field of inquiry IC is interdisciplinary by nature and that the best
strategy for probing and furthering the boundaries of this field is most probably
through a new organization of inquiry. Semati thus follows an issues-oriented
approach to the study of IC, illustrating how the field is shaped by the concerns
and political dispositions of scholars, journalists, and activists, as much as it has
been influenced by the role of government or state-driven and -funded research,
by the intellectual power of concepts, and by world processes such as modernization and development.
Thussu (2006) is concerned with the economic and political dimensions of
IC, identifying a recurrent theme of dependency intertwined with economic
and political supremacy of the global North and its effects on the global South.
Hamelink (1996) argues that the “international” is better expressed as “world,”
whereby world communication is entangled to world politics, and in particular
with regulation that affects the everyday lives of billions of people. As he notes,
“The politics of world communication determines the variety of contents in the

07_345_Ch01.qxd

6



9/6/07

12:33 PM

Page 6

Chapter One

media, the representation of diverse social interests, the charges for use of telephone and postal services, and the quality of information networks” (2). Downing’s (2000) and Rodriguez’s (2001) work on alternative media and attention
paid to “dewesternizing” media theory (Curran and Park 1999) point to the
ways in which epistemological questions in IC are intertwined with the quality
of our understanding of nondominant media and communication systems and
with the ability of researchers and activists to “imagine” and conceptualize communication cultures.
From the “international,” scholarship and activism have moved to address
the “global” in communication and politics; this (for some, paradigmatic) shift
took place with the influence of various disciplines such as politics, economics,
and sociology, through their attention to processes that have been taking place
at a global scale. Globalization literature has equally affected our ways of understanding communication processes and structures, as parts of “global” or
“world” or “universal” processes, similarly so experienced as well. Rantanen’s
(2005) Media and Globalization attempts to bring together the study of such experiences by four generations of culturally and nationally distinct families
through a century of “globalization” and the study of their use of media and
their development during this period.
The study of globalization has led to that of transnational networks, such as
diasporic communities and their uses of communication technologies to connect, maintain, and develop cultural affiliations with the lacing of origins and
their current locations. Transnationalism, diaspora, and media studies (Karim
2003) explore emerging and understudied conditions in IC, such as patterns of
transnational media production and consumption that are attached to growing
human mobility; the political and cultural challenges attached to the expansion
of diasporic communications for the nation-state and the media industry; and
the growing role of the city for mediated communications and political and cultural representation (Georgiou 2006). Transnational communication consists of
the interaction among not institutions and systems but rather citizens, social
groups, and organizations of a civil society character.
In 1989 a unique anthology on women and international communication,
Communication at the Crossroads: The Gender Gap Connection, edited by Donna
Allen and Ramona Rush, challenged dominant views by arguing that communications globally were at a crossroads due to both women’s difference from
men’s realities and experiences and their work and analysis based on that difference. In their book Women Transforming Communications: Global Intersections, Allen, Rush, and Kaufman (1996) addressed IC as a question of networking, and in particular women’s international networking and its impact upon
systems and ideas of communication. The shift of emphasis to transnational
networks, citizens, connectivity, and social movements, coupled with the strate-

