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Families and Worldwide  

Culture Systems
Media, Technology, and Consumption

The concerns that many in the media, politics, the pulpit, and even my 
students have expressed regarding the threat of globalization to cul-

tures around the world prompted me to write the present chapter. Does 
globalization inevitably mean some sort of transnational corruption of what 
is good in societies? Does globalization warp norms and values that are vital 
to the well-being of families and their members? This chapter explores how 
globalization exposes families to new cultural systems, for better or for 
worse.

The concept of global culture, even a unified global culture, is not a new 
one. More than a half century ago media theorist Marshall McLuhan (1964) 
coined the term global village. Smith (1990) traced the rise of such transna-
tional cultures from the aftermath of a divided Europe following World War 
II through the formation of a transnational European Union with economic, 
political, and even cultural traits that transcend any single nation-state. He 
wrote rather of a “postindustrial global culture” as

a pastiche of cultural motifs and styles, . . . operating on several levels 
simultaneously: as a cornucopia of standardized commodities, as a patchwork 
of denationalized ethnic or folk motifs, as a series of generalized “human 
values and interests,” as a uniform “scientific” discourse of meaning, and 
finally as the interdependent system of communications. (P. 176)
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That which is being transmitted through globalized media and consumption 
goes beyond marketing products and services to transmitting and socializing 
powerful messages about what is beautiful and desirable, what is good and 
valuable. Spybey (1996) argued that the resulting world culture socializes 
individuals into different patterns of knowledge and awareness that may 
displace traditional, local institutions in favor of novel, transnational ones.

The U.N. Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
collects data on a wide variety of selected cultural goods and services, includ-
ing heritage goods, books, newspapers and periodicals, other printed matter, 
recorded media, visual arts, and audiovisual media. UNESCO (2005) defines 
core cultural goods and services as follows:

Cultural goods [are] consumer goods which convey ideas, symbols, and ways 
of life. They inform or entertain, contribute to build collective identity and 
influence cultural practices. . . . Cultural services [are] the overall set of 
measures and supporting facilities for cultural practices that government, 
private and semi-public institutions or companies make available to the 
community. Examples of such services include the promotion of performances 
and cultural events as well as cultural information and preservation (libraries, 
documentation centres and museums). (P. 84)

Using official customs declarations (and therefore not reflecting all 
foreign sales—or thefts—of cultural goods and services), UNESCO (2005) 
estimated the global market value of cultural and creative goods in 2005 at 
1.3 trillion U.S. dollars (USD). Between 1994 and 2002 the value of cultural 
goods and services exchanged across national borders increased from  
38 billion to 60 billion USD. The magnitude of these cultural exchanges only 
continues to increase, and dramatically so, with the growth and dispersion 
of the World Wide Web and other computer-mediated communication 
technologies and multinational and even transnational economic institutions. 
Technological advances are reducing time and space barriers between people 
with access, beyond even television to the Internet and cell phones.

The present chapter focuses on what Appadurai (1996) has called 
mediascapes (flows of images and information produced by television and 
film, as well as the written word) and technoscapes (flows of technology, 
especially cyber technology). Young men and women—those on the cusp of 
forming new families—and non-elites across the less-developed nations are 
particularly amenable to such globalizing cultural innovations (Lukose 2009).

More than a half century ago, Park (1950, 1952) delineated five processes 
(which he called “sociation”) that may come into play when cultural groups 
encounter one another: contact, competition, conflict, accommodation, and 



CHAPTER 3: Families and Worldwide Culture Systems——89

assimilation. These concepts have been successfully applied to understand 
cultural diffusion in a variety of contexts (Karraker 2004, 2006), but the 
extent to which globalization has resulted in a truly global culture (and the 
extent to which any such culture is predominantly Western) remains some-
what contested. As discussed in the first chapter, global skeptics contend that 
transnational movements of populations and individuals, as well as the flow 
of cultural features across the global landscape, have always influenced cul-
tural identity. Even beyond that, skeptics argue that commercial and public-
service broadcasting, the press, and even the news, often have a local or 
national quality (MacKay 2000).

In other words, perhaps the focus should not be on globalization but on 
glocalization. Marling (2006) argues that local cultures—in everything from 
language and eating habits to education systems and land use—are remark-
ably resilient and even resistant to the importation and wholesale adaptation 
of American or any other predetermined cultural direction. For example, 
Venice, Italy, a city notorious for its maze of streets, represents preservation 
of local culture in land use even in the face of Western tourism. McGregor 
(2006) has recorded that

tiny streets that led everywhere within an islanded neighborhood and 
nowhere beyond it . . . posed no problem. Obviously, Street of the Priests 
meant street of our priests, Boatyard Street referred to our boatyard; there 
is only one neighborhood warehouse, one parish church. . . . [Today,] 
though the street names are carefully painted on uniform white blocks at 
nearly every corner, Venetian postal addresses make no mention of them. 
(P. 319)

To the contrary, global hyperglobalists offer a powerful argument that 
worldwide cultural diversity is losing ground to more homogeneous Western, 
particularly American, culture. The international flow of cultural goods and 
services does appear to be dominated by a very few countries. In 2002 (the 
most recent year for which data are available), the largest single exporter of 
cultural goods was the United Kingdom at 8.5 billion USD, followed by the 
United States at 7.6 billion USD. Together, the United Kingdom and the 
United States accounted for almost 30 percent of the world’s core cultural 
exports. Likewise, the largest single importer of cultural goods in that year 
was the United States at 15.3 billion USD, followed by the United Kingdom 
at 7.8 billion USD (UNESCO 2005). See Table 3.1 for a summary of the top 
five exporters and importers of core cultural goods.

Some hyperglobalists argue that globalization has led to the insinuation of 
Western values of individualism, materialism, and secularism into other more 
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collectivist, less avaricious, and more spiritual cultures. They see global con-
sumption and media as compromising unique, historic ways of life among 
indigenous people while increasing the gap between families who have access 
to Western cultural resources and those who do not. They see the erosion of 
barriers between cultures caused by globalization as propelling the world 
toward a massification of culture on a global scale (Albrow 1997). Such mas-
sification is aggravated by a tendency toward monopolistic control over con-
sumption, media, and other cultural systems, resulting in cultural imperialism 
by the West. From such a perspective, the current violence directed at the West 
can be seen as reflecting the efforts of more tradition-bound societies to reject 
Western decadence while laying claim to traditional norms and values.

A more moderate position might question such a simplistic view of cultural 
diffusion from more- to less-developed societies. For example, one of the most 
powerful cultural forces at work in the world today is religious fundamentalism; 
however, fundamentalism is not the purview only of less-developed societies. 
Marty and Appleby (1991) assert that the Christian right of a more-developed 
society such as America and Islamic fundamentalism of the less-developed world 
have much in common. In Jihad vs. McWorld, Barber (1995:205) draws parallels 

Top Five Exporters USD

United Kingdom 8,548,772,100

United States 7,648,414,300

Germany 5,788,930,800

China 5,274,900,700

France 2,521,273,300

Top Five Importers USD

United States 15,338,583,000

United Kingdom 7,871,901,800

Germany 4,162,119,700

Canada 3,829,892,500

France 3,406,846,100

Table 3.1   Top Five Exporters and Importers of Core Cultural Goods, 
in U.S. Dollars (USD), 2002

SOURCE: Based on UNESCO (2005).



CHAPTER 3: Families and Worldwide Culture Systems——91

between certain tenets of Islamic fundamentalism and other forms of “funda-
mentalist opposition to modernity,” including fundamentalist Protestant move-
ments in contemporary American society. Perhaps certain Islamic fundamentalist 
clerics “are not so far from . . . the Christian Right’s campaign for a return to 
nineteenth-century family values—family values understood as direct emanations 
of church going, school prayer, and a Protestant Christian America” (p. 211).

Affirmation of traditionalism and opposition to structural changes faced 
by families around the globe are not limited to religious fundamentalists. In 
endorsing “the marriage covenant, whereby man and woman establish a 
permanent bond,” Benedict XVI, head of the worldwide Catholic Church, 
extols not only traditional norms regarding family structure but also a con-
viction that such a structure “is a great good for all humanity” (“Pope Extols 
Virtues” 2006:A9). Certainly, contemporary families faced with demographic 
transitions, international violence, and transnational employment need all the 
help they can get, but some ask if such statements defy the rich diversity of 
intimate bonds that serve families confronting postmodern global realities. In 
the extreme, such statements may even provide support for those who seek 
religious endorsement for discriminatory behaviors against lesbigay, single-
parent, and other families that do not conform to such a marriage covenant.

Global optimists such as Featherstone (1990) acknowledge the tendency 
to see American mass consumer culture as the prototype of homogenized, 
cultural imperialism “riding on the back of Western economic and political 
domination” (p. 2). However, they do not see a single, unified global culture 
but the “extension of global interrelatedness” that can be advanced by con-
tinual cultural interaction and exchange. They also hope that globalization 
may stimulate new ways to view gender, class, and other social structures, 
thereby challenging sexism, racism, and other systems of privilege while 
moving societies in more humane directions. The next chapter reveals how 
some global responses to international systems of oppression, including war 
and its collateral damage, have done just that. The final chapter (Chapter 6) 
describes some of the ways that international and transnational social poli-
cies can better position families around the world in the global landscape.

UNESCO has acknowledged the inequity in the export of cultural goods 
between the northern and southern hemispheres and the threat such inequity 
poses to vulnerable cultures. Mounir Bouchenaki, assistant director-general 
of the Culture Sector for UNESCO (2003a), opined:

Globalization in trade has undeniable consequences for cultural diversity, 
pluralism, and intercultural dialogue. Cultural diversity also heightens the 
sense of identity as the source of creativity and living culture. Globalization 
can contribute powerfully to bringing people closer together. But in doing so it 
must not lead to world-wide cultural uniformity or the hegemony of one or a 
few cultures over all the others. (P. 19)
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These cultural transmissions can influence age and gender roles, childhood 
and sexual socialization, and youth and other family cultures. For example, 
Japanese women who immigrate to Great Britain may relinquish values of 
family reciprocity in favor of individualist values. In the words of one such 
woman, 60 years old, living in Britain since 1958:

When I need old-age care, I’ll sell this house if financially necessary, and move 
to a nursing home. Although I want to leave the house to my children, they 
may also suggest that I sell it. My son’s partner said, “Don’t worry about your 
sons. They both have a job. Just look after yourself.” Even between parents 
and children, we need to respect each other. Old-age care is hard work even 
for professional nurses, not to mention ordinary individuals. . . . Even if I 
have to sell this house, I would hire a professional helper. (Izuhara and 
Shibata 2002:164)

Contrary to traditional Japanese cultural expectations, these women do 
not expect their children to support them in old age. Thus, cultural changes 
wrought by globalization often force families to confront the reproduction 
of Western social institutions through patterns of values and norms across 
shifting global boundaries. In this chapter, I consider the implications of 
global culture on family life, including the significance of the media and 
patterns of mass consumption. I conclude with a discussion of the impact of 
global forces on family norms and values.

Global Media in an Era of Information Revolution

Beck-Gernsheim (2001) describes the mass media as a “driving force behind 
transnational life plans.”

More persons throughout the world see their lives through the prisms of the 
possible lives offered by the mass media in all their forms. . . . People are 
beginning to imagine other worlds and to compare them with their own. So 
life for the ordinary person is no longer determined just by the immediate 
situation but increasingly by the possibilities that the media (either directly or 
indirectly) suggest. (P. 62)

Mass media educates, entertains, and can bring geographically diverse 
groups together across time and space. Globalization changes the influence 
of media impact by increasing reach to virtually any part of the world. In 
the 21st century, media and especially computer-assisted networks enable 
viewers to move from being witnesses to virtual or even actual participants 
in social events. This was powerfully demonstrated in the Arab Spring, a 
social movement that began in December 2010 when a Tunisian fruit 
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vendor set himself on fire to protest his treatment by police—a story 
subsequently shared around the world through Facebook and mainstream 
media (Fahim 2011; Giglio 2011). Global communications are challenging 
“borderline racist” images of the rest of the world, and “the West is paying 
attention” (Khalidi 2011).

Developments in mass media and particularly the Internet have lowered 
economic and other obstacles to communication and even interactions across 
societies. These more globalized exchanges have the potential to provide new 
pathways to knowledge and understanding about world events and even to 
foster sympathy and interaction across national and other borders. Images 
projected through the mass media also broaden access to experiences in which 
individuals cannot participate but to which they may nonetheless aspire. 
Potentially, this creates relative deprivation, a sense of hardship in the face of 
comparisons with now global others (even if the hardship is not absolute).

Allen and Massey (1995) contend that the globalization of the mass 
media, prompted by new communication technologies, has resulted in cul-
tural imperialism, the standardization of culture on a worldwide scale. 
Worldwide, more than 40 percent of television programming hours originate 
in the United States (MacKay 2000:63). The increasing domination of mass 
media by American, European, and Western images may shift local culture 
as those images prompt consideration of new visions of culture and society, 
including social and family structure, gender and intergenerational relations.

The same factors contribute to a hegemonic view of “the other” to audi-
ences in the West. For example, only recently have Western media begun to 
cover resistance in areas such as modesty in women’s dress, standards of 
sexual propriety, and gender relations in marriage. In fact, some Muslim 
women (and men) have for some time criticized “unqualified, ignorant 
imams [who] make back-alley pronouncements on the lives of women, 
men, and children” (Korteweg 2008:445).

The massification of media may be a consequence of an oligopolistic 
worldwide media. Five firms—Bertelsmann, Disney, News Corporation, 
Time Warner, and Viacom—are not only the largest in the world in terms  
of sales but also the most fully integrated across news and entertainment 
production and hardware and software businesses (MacKay 2000). 
Australian-born Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation owns Fox News, the 
New York Post, The Wall Street Journal, and 20th Century Fox film studios. 
His control of news and sports, film and books; his access to political leaders 
(e.g., British prime ministers); and his newspapers’ ability to endorse candi-
dates who later win elections lead to concern that Murdoch’s power extends 
from the media to politics and beyond (“Rupert Murdoch” 2011). News 
Corporation-owned television stations, in 2000, covered 40 percent of 
households in the United States (MacKay 2000).
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News Corporation has long held stakes in several American, Asian, 
Australian, German, Indian, Japanese, Latin American, Spanish, U.K., and 
other global television, cable, satellite, radio, and music video networks 
(Herman and McChesney 1997). It remains to be seen if recent illegal hack-
ing into celebrities’, politicians’, and others’ phones by newspapers belong-
ing to a British subsidiary of the conglomerate (Chu 2011) will substantially 
reduce News Corporation’s media domination in the long run.

The rise of a sizable middle-class consumer base in less-developed countries in 
central Asia and even the least-developed countries in sub-Saharan Africa has 
generated tremendous expansion of the mass media in societies in those regions. 
As in more-developed regions, a globalized mass media in less-developed 
regions can educate and entertain and can sell consumer and cultural goods. 
Also in less-developed societies, globalized mass media can symbolize and pro-
mote a sense of community identity and can mobilize societal support for social 
movements (Ong 1999). Such appears to be the case, as seen in the influence 
of mass-marketed popular films distributed worldwide that shape race and 
sexual orientation identification beyond local communities (Gabilondo 2002)—
as well as in the previously mentioned Arab Spring and the protests in 
Tiananmen Square in Beijing, China, in 1989, also broadcast worldwide.

Global media have the capability to construct what Morley and Robins 
(1995:64) call “electronic communities” beyond local, regional, and 
national borders. Modern global media can be said to be “constructing new 
geographies [while] bringing together otherwise disparate groups around the 
common experience of television . . . [and] bringing about a cultural mix-
ing” (pp. 128, 132). Unfortunately, the impressive potential of global mass 
media to transform societies and families in less-advantaged parts of the 
world in terms of education and literacy, health and wellness, and other 
quality-of-life issues is yet to be fully realized.

Television as Global Media

Broadcast media have long played a pivotal role in connecting audiences 
at a mass societal level, thus “promoting national unity at a symbolic level” 
(Morley and Robins 1995:66). UNESCO (2003b) has recognized television 
as “one of the most influential forms of media in the present time,” even 
establishing a World Television Day in 1996. Morley and Robins (1995) 
argue that television and the new globalized media and electronic technolo-
gies play a substantial role in the “transnationalization of culture” by “dis-
rupting established boundaries . . . and . . . rearticulating the private and 
public spheres in new ways” (p. 64).

The explosive potential of global media imagery—and the potential 
impact on families—is evident in the widespread availability of television, 
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with its unique characteristics of accessibility, immediacy, and privacy. 
Worldwide, the number of television sets per thousand individuals tripled in 
the last three decades of the 20th century, from 81 television receivers per 
1,000 inhabitants in 1970 to 240 television receivers per 1,000 inhabitants 
in 1997. As with other cultural commodities, significant differences persist 
among continents, with Europe having the highest and Africa having the 
lowest number of receivers per 1,000 inhabitants (UNESCO 1999).

Responding to concerns around cultural imperialism, in some markets, 
some receiving societies acted to regulate the representation of television 
programming produced in or originating from another society. For example, 
in response to criticisms that children in places such as Canada know more 
about New York City than they do about Toronto, the Canadian Parliament 
adopted broadcasting legislation in 1968 and again in 1991 that had as a 
primary objective “the maintenance and enhancement of national identity 
and cultural sovereignty,” with the observed effect that the amount of for-
eign broadcasting in Canada is higher than in the United States but lower 
than that in other industrialized societies (Tremblay 1992:1).

In cases of other widely distributed cultural icons, distributors have 
responded by recasting and re-envisioning the original television program 
concept. For example, by 2002 the award-winning children’s educational 
television show Sesame Street was distributed in 20 markets, including 
China, Egypt, and Russia. In some markets, characters derived from the 
local society are drawn to reflect those populations and customs. For exam-
ple, the South African version of Sesame Street features a puppet named 
Kami. Kami is 5 years old and HIV positive. Kami’s mother died of AIDS, 
and she is depicted as living with a foster mother (Orecklin 2002).

Readily turned on and tuned in, television can be a critical part of family 
leisure activity. As such, the social functions (and dysfunctions) of television 
include structuring the day and punctuating family time and family activity 
(Morley 1986). As the presence of television extended and expanded to 
families worldwide, these globalized images of meal time, homework, lei-
sure, and bedtime may have reshaped the rhythms of daily family life in pecu-
liarly Western, capitalist ways. Established family rituals, such as attentive 
deference to elders as they communicate knowledge and skills or conversa-
tions around meals about the days’ events, may be reorganized around 
normative authority reflected in televised situations or conversations regard-
ing demand for marketed products.

Television is rapidly being replaced by cyber technology. While 98 percent 
of Americans own a television, less than two thirds of them consider televi-
sion a necessity. Two thirds of Americans own a home computer and a cell 
phone and more than half consider those devices a necessity (Pew Research 
Center 2011c). Still, to the extent that televised images disproportionately 
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represent Western culture, television brings a hegemonic image of values and 
norms into families’ homes (or, in less-developed societies, community gath-
ering places). In the words of David Walsh (2006), psychologist and found-
ing president of the MediaWise Movement (a program of the National 
Institute on Media and Family), “Who tells the stories defines the culture.” 
Families are thus faced with cultural images that may enrich but also com-
pete with or even challenge local, traditional values and norms.

Wired and Wireless Families on a Global Scale

Go to the website for V-Day (http://www.vday.org/home) and you will be 
met by multilingual text and multiethnic images for this “global movement 
to end violence against women and girls.” That organization has mobilized 
women across the world around missing and murdered, raped and battered 
women in Afghanistan, Egypt, India, Israel, Jordan, Palestine, and other 
countries.

According to the U.N. International Telecommunications Union (UNITU 
2011), by 2011 the number of mobile phone subscribers exceeded 5.3 billion 
while the number of Internet users exceeded 2 billion worldwide. In light of 
these statistics, the previous discussion of television as a cultural icon seems 
rather anachronistic. Globalizing new technologies in the form of mobile 
phones and the Internet represent not only a new way to educate and enter-
tain but a new, powerful form of social capital. These technologies can 
produce both cultural homogeneity and cultural complexity and transna-
tional cultures (and, as in the case of the Arab Spring, even social disorder) 
that may transcend the interests of nation-state societies. After all, informa-
tion flow can be among the most difficult aspects of a society to control. As 
any parent who has attempted to control his or her child’s Internet use can 
testify, information has a way of oozing around any efforts to contain it.

Castells (2000), author of The Rise of the Network Society, studies the 
history, politics, and technology surrounding the emergence of new social 
structures associated with what he calls “informationalism.” Led by radio 
and then television broadcasting, the new information technologies have 
resulted in a “communication explosion throughout the world” (p. 361), 
including microelectronics, computers and software, and telecommunica-
tions. Computer-mediated communication technologies, in particular, chal-
lenge conventional national boundaries. The Internet and the World Wide 
Web, especially, have the capacity to revolutionize aspects of social life, 
including community and family, socialization and work, self and identity.

As with other forms of technology, access to the Internet is unevenly dis-
tributed worldwide and even within societies. After observing a live-action 
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map at Google headquarters depicting all the Internet activity across the 
world, Barack Obama (2006)—then the junior senator from Illinois—wrote:

The physicist in Cambridge, the bond trader in Tokyo, the student in a remote 
Indian village, and the manager of a Mexico City department store were 
drawn into a single, constant, thrumming conversation, time and space giving 
way to a world spun entirely of light. Then I noticed the broad swaths of 
darkness as the globe spun on its axis—most of Africa, chunks of South Asia, 
even some portions of the United States, where the thick cords of light 
dissolved into a few discrete strands. (Pp. 140–1)

As described in Table 3.2, the highest concentration of key telecom 
indicators is found in the more-developed world. The difference between 

 
Indicator

Fixed Telephone 
Lines

Mobile Cell 
Subscriptions

 
Internet Users

World Total 17.2 78.0 29.7

Continent

Africa 1.5 45.2 10.8

Arab States 9.8 87.9 24.1

Asia and Pacific 13.6 69.2 22.5

CIS¹ 26.2 134.8 34.0

Europe 40.7 117.7 67.0

The Americas 29.5 94.5 50.7

Region

Developed 41.6 114.2 68.8

Developing 11.9 70.1 21.1

Table 3.2   Key Telecom Indicators by Continent and Region (per 1,000 
Inhabitants), 2010

NOTE: 1. The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) includes Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and 
Uzbekistan.

SOURCE: Compiled from UNITU (2011). © International Telecommunication Union, 2010.
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more- and less-developed regions is lowest for mobile cell subscriptions (at 
114.2 and 70.1 per 1,000 inhabitants, respectively), suggesting that 
inhabitants of the developing world may be “skipping” fixed-location 
Internet technology in favor of more portable access through cell phones. 
Differences across continents are much less striking. Although Africa is last 
on all three key telecom indicators—and economies such as Brazil, China, 
India, and Russia account for much of the growth in cell phone subscriptions—
the greatest rate of growth is found in Africa (Tryhorn 2009).

Internet costs remain highest in the least-developed parts of the world. 
Worldwide, the typical Internet user is urban, higher income, and male 
(Seager 2003:82–3). What has been termed the digital divide exists not only 
locally and globally but also along age, social class, gender, and race lines 
within some countries.

Desire to own a computer and employment in technology-related occupa-
tions are also important factors in access to computer technology. However, 
education and income are the two largest variables associated with differ-
ences in computer ownership. A study in California revealed that the tech-
nology gap for immigrant youth is significant and widening (Fairlie et al. 
2006). In 2006, 70 percent of native-born individuals and 56 percent of 
immigrant individuals had home access to a computer. Gaps exist within 
immigrant groups as well, with the highest percentage of home computers 
found among youth in immigrant Asian households and the lowest (36 per-
cent) found among youth in immigrant Latino households. In the United 
States, Latinos and blacks are more likely than are whites to access the 
Internet through cell phone technology—at 51 percent, 46 percent, and 33 
percent, respectively. Ironically, such higher access may actually be contrib-
uting to a greater digital divide. “It’s tough to fill out a job application on a 
cell phone, for example” (Washington 2011).

In 2011 the United Nations declared access to and freedom of expression 
through the Internet to be a human right (U.N. Human Rights Council 
2011). In order to reduce the growing digital divide, Fairlie et al. (2006) 
advocate not only programs to make computer ownership more affordable 
and school-centered programs to make computers more home accessible but 
also community education programs to socialize the entire family—parents 
as well as children—on the value of digital technology.

The social meaning of Internet-derived communication is complex 
(Castells 2000). On the one hand, the Internet has the potential to draw 
people into online interaction around shared values and concerns, with new 
virtual communities eventually providing face-to-face meetings, friendly 
exchanges, and even aid and assistance in the form of material and other 
support for their members (Rheingold 1993). Today, migrant and other 
transnational families in which one or more members are employed, attend 



CHAPTER 3: Families and Worldwide Culture Systems——99

school, or otherwise live away from the family can use not only telephones 
and innovations in lower-cost long-distance calling but also the Internet to 
enhance communication.

The Internet tends to increase contacts among individuals who are just 
beyond the reach of usual, everyday contact (Hampton and Wellman 2004). 
However, if any member along the family chain does not have access to, 
cannot afford, or cannot use the technology, the potential of transnational 
families to network in an increasingly globally wired world is diminished. 
Also, in contrast to the perspective that a wired family is a closer family, 
some critics express concern regarding the potential of such communications 
to dehumanize relationships, at least in everyday life (Slouka 1995; Wolton 
1998). Psychologists have found greater Internet use to be associated with 
decline in size of social circle and decline in communication with family 
members in the household, thus generating a possible increase in depression 
and loneliness for some family members (Kraut et al. 1998).

The United Nations has assessed the effects of information and commu-
nication technologies (see UNESCO 2005; United Nations 2005). The 
importance of global mass media for families lies, broadly, in (1) the ability 
of the media to structure time and space and (2) the role of the media in 
socialization. Any definitive conclusions regarding the impact of Internet 
would require far more controlled, systematic study on more populations 
than seen to date. However, Castells (2000) may be correct in concluding 
that Internet is best suited to developing and maintaining many weak ties 
(as opposed to fewer strong ties) at relatively low material cost. New com-
munication technologies have the potential to dramatically transform time 
and space and, accordingly, human life and relationships by enabling fami-
lies whose members are miles or even continents away to remain virtually 
connected.

As described above, global transformationists contend that cultural trans-
mission is complex, nuanced, and sometimes contradictory. The example  
of the adaptation of the telephone, the Internet, and cell phones to social 
relationships represents another such case. “The telephone was adapted, not 
just adopted. People shape technology to fit their own needs” (Castells 
2000:293). The same can now be said of computer-mediated social media,

Lack of effective communication technology has long been a barrier to 
economic growth and societal development. To Hamadoun Touré, secretary 
general of UNITU, cellular technology has the potential to act as a catalyst 
to help the world achieve the goals set for the new millennium, including 
reducing poverty (UNESCO 2008).

In India, more people have access to a cell phone than to a toilet (U.N. 
News Centre 2010). Cellular and mobile phone technology has had a sig-
nificant and rapid impact on families. Mobile phone technology enables 
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people to make instant money transfers, to seek health and other advice, and 
to secure Internet service on the spot. The United Nations has developed 
protocols to use mobile and other wireless technology to deliver education 
to girls and other underserved groups in less-developed, particularly rural, 
areas of the world. Doing so could revolutionize women’s status and social 
inclusion in those countries (UNESCO 2010).

For those with access, this technology enhances the abilities of children, 
parents, and other family members to remain in contact, securing lower 
costs for families living apart and even permitting family members to locate 
one another. Cellular phone technology still serves as a primary means to call 
for help. Finally, families’ access to communication and other technology is 
linked to other patterns of global consumption.

Global Consumption and Families

Culture, in particular mass culture, has been conceptualized as a commodity 
in much the same way that the products of factory labor are commodities 
(Adorno 1991). Lash and Lury (2006) describe a “global culture industry” 
in which material objects (e.g., designer labels, sportswear) vested with 
globally recognized brands mass-marketed through global capitalism have 
become powerful transnational cultural symbols. Most of the world’s 
consumers of material goods live in the global North (Lawson 2001a). That 
means that individuals and families in the more-developed world are the 
focus of enormous, global marketing organizations. However, advertising 
and other marketing efforts across national borders increasingly make mass 
consumer systems global consumer systems (Mattelart 1994).

Such global marketing seems to rely on and generate a system of increas-
ingly universal values in which consumers are socialized into the hegemonic 
consumption of products. Globalization promotes a particularly universal, 
insatiable consumerism because, in a world in which capitalism serves as the 
globally dominant economic system, consumers’ desires are never satisfied. 
Globally derived mass consumption thereby becomes a primary part of the 
construction of identity and lifestyle (Miles 2000).

Several studies reveal the extent to which global patterns of consumption 
have in fact been glocalized, co-opted by the local culture via face-to-face 
relationships. For example, Billington, Hockey, and Strawbridge (1998) 
have examined the preference of young men in the Congo who are members 
of a low-status group (the sape) to consume global goods. These men wear 
clothing with ostentatious designer symbols and display in their cars global 
products, such as internationally marketed soft drink cans. Billington et al. 
argue that these young men are not merely imitating Western culture; they 



CHAPTER 3: Families and Worldwide Culture Systems——101

are using these cultural artifacts as a means of establishing a high-status 
identity and, thereby, enhanced social power.

Lest cultural diffusion appear to be an exclusively North-to-South phe-
nomenon, consider that Americans may also seek to purchase the latest 
fashions and technology in order to appear “on the cutting edge” of cultural 
trends. For example, in recent years Australian wines have begun to replace 
French wines as among the most desirable on American and even some 
European tables.

While some societies and cultures may resist the forces of global capital-
ism and even develop functional alternatives, the pervasiveness and invasive-
ness of mass-marketed, iconic goods make this a Herculean undertaking. For 
example, Barbie, that most successfully marketed idol of hypersexualized, 
hyperconsuming American femininity, was banned for sale in Iran in 1996. 
In doing so, Iranian political authorities were indicating their perception of 
the power of American consumer goods to cultivate, compromise, or corrupt 
traditional culture in that Middle Eastern society. A “counter-Barbie” named 
Sara was introduced in Iran in 2002. However, even at a cheaper cost, sales 
of the chastely dressed Sara are poor and consumers seem still willing to pay 
$40 for a Barbie doll on the black market (“Dolls No More American 
Whore” 2002). A new doll developed by a toy company based in the United 
Arab Emirates was introduced in 2003. About the same size as Barbie, Fulla 
comes dressed in a long, black abaya (but no bikini). The storyline that 
accompanies the doll portrays her as a doctor and teacher who likes sports 
and respects her parents. The “real test [of the doll’s success in the Middle 
East] will be . . . whether this is something that only adults will collect or 
whether [it’s something] kids will want” (Shah 2007:E3).

Postmodernists have argued that such American means of consumption, 
which include not only dolls and other specific projects but also superstores, 
mega shopping malls, cybermalls, as well as television shopping networks 
and family-oriented theme parks, are imposing themselves in ways that com-
promise family intimacy (Baudrillard 1988). George Ritzer (2005a) sees a 
relentless, globally ubiquitous propulsion toward an extreme version of 
Weber’s formal rationality in mass-consumption patterns. In a series of works 
including The McDonaldization of Society, first published in 1993, Expressing 
America, published in 1995, and Enchantment in a Disenchanted World 
(2005), Ritzer describes what he has termed “McDonaldization” in the exceed-
ingly bureaucratized, highly efficient, predictable-if-mundane, technology-
driven, and above all rational escalation of fast-food eating places (Ritzer 
1996) and credit card retail purchasing (Ritzer 1995, 2005b). In this way, the 
massification of not only consumer goods but also consumer leisure experi-
ences moves the family further from cherished, spontaneous, intimate con-
nection and closer to anonymous, standardized, rationalized interface.
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The global family should not be viewed as a purely private domestic 
institution. Rather, the family is an active player in every other public sys-
tem, including religion, government, education, and most certainly econom-
ics. For example, globalization changes dietary cultures. Men living to 
greatly advanced ages in Crete have a lifelong pattern of nutrition following 
the traditional Mediterranean diet, rich in homegrown, unprocessed natural 
fruits, vegetables, and grains, with liberal doses of healthy fats from olive 
oil and fish, but sparse on foods heavy in saturated fats from meat and 
dairy products. In contrast, the new generation represented by teenagers in 
the same culture demonstrates a decided preference for an American-style 
diet, heavy in processed foods, sugar, and saturated fats, resulting in a diet 
typical of what some have called a “world-wide epidemic of heart disease” 
(Schmickle 2006:A7).

Like Baudrillard (1988), as well as Bauman (1992) and Featherstone 
(1991), Ritzer views postmodern society as a consumer society. These theo-
rists argue that the focus of capitalist society has shifted from concern with 
the means of production to concern with the means of consumption. In 
Ritzer’s (2005b) words: “Although producing more and cheaper goods 
remains important, attention is increasingly being devoted to getting people 
to consume more and a greater variety of things” (p. 282).

This shift requires an increasing emphasis on marketing and advertising, 
including infomercials, telemarketing, and even product placement in televi-
sion shows and movies. Baudrillard (1988) even describes the new means of 
consumption as a new kind of labor. In Ritzer’s (2005a) analysis of the 
McDonaldization of society, the consumer engages in labor to arrive (and 
wait in line) at fast-food destinations. Once there, the consumer performs 
tasks related to serving food that were previously performed by paid 
employees. All the while, the hapless consumer is increasingly besieged by 
objects of consumption.

As a result, an American family traveling anywhere in the world is rarely 
far from McDonald’s golden arches. Others are not persuaded of the global 
extent of consumer McDonaldization, or at least the validity of that most 
American metaphor, McDonald’s restaurants. While effective as a rhetorical 
device, McDonald’s is not the ultimate, ubiquitous global symbol that 
Ritzer (1993) and others have made it out to be. In Globaloney, Veseth 
(2005) agrees that McDonald’s is highly visible to Americans abroad 
searching for recognizable branded symbols in the global landscape—
another such symbol is Coca-Cola—even if the glocalized McDonald’s in 
India serves vegetarian cuisine (“The Case Against Globaloney” 2011).

In fact, the number of “reasonably authentic” Italian restaurants outside 
of Italy is more than double the number of McDonald’s in all the world, the 
signature fast food in Great Britain is Indian curry, and McDonald’s is no 
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more and perhaps less globally ubiquitous than Chinese cuisine. Veseth 
(2005) argues that observers

constantly encounter images of home as they travel the world, and they 
associate them with their particular visions of globalization. Their reactions to 
what they find are likely to differ, however, because, although they see the 
same world, they process the images through different cultural filters, which 
yield predictably different conclusions. [The observer] assumes that the fast 
food he finds abroad is the same as at home and takes comfort from that. But 
he’s wrong. In fact, McDonald’s menus are not all the same. . . . What made 
the original McDonald’s distinctive was price and efficiency. (Pp. 126–7)

Veseth (2005) sees cultures today not as monolithically global but as 
diverse and complex. If so, then families may be faced with less pressure 
from global mass culture than what the McDonaldization thesis would 
suggest. Further, the local construction of meaning for community, household, 
and family life attached to such cultural icons as McDonald’s should not be 
overlooked. Reflecting a family development theme,

Some women in East Asia . . . seem to use McDonald’s stores as a “sanctuary” 
from male domination. . . . McDonald’s has become a gathering place where 
children and grandchildren are specially celebrated. . . . McDonald’s is the 
home of “conspicuous consumption” . . . but it is also the great leveler. . . . [In 
Taiwan] the choice of McDonald’s (versus a restaurant owned by a mainland 
Chinese family) makes a [political] statement about independence from 
mainland influence. (P. 134)

To the extent that the interaction behind the fast-food counter, credit card 
payment counter, or theme park concession is carefully scripted, patterns of 
interaction surrounding the new means of consumption can best be described 
as “simulated,” resulting in a loss of authentic interaction (Ritzer 2005b:284).

Some of these new means of consumption have further, specific, identifiable 
effects on individual consumers. Parents in particular face social dilemmas: 
short-term advantage in responding to mass-marketing appeals or long-term 
costs associated with sometimes deleterious effects. As in the case of the shift 
from the traditional Mediterranean diet in Crete, fast-food establishments 
stimulate unhealthy food choices, to the detriment of physical health. Credit 
cards encourage people to spend beyond their means. Shopping malls stimulate 
people to buy things they do not need, to the detriment of fiscal well-being.

Television, cybermalls, and mass-distributed catalogs enable people to 
shop without space and time constraints (Ritzer 2005b). Baudrillard (1989) 
and Ritzer (2005a) both describe American society as emotionally hollow, 
where every place seems like every other—meaningless, monotonous, 
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superficial, a reminder of Gertrude Stein’s (1937/1973) pithy description of 
Oakland, California: “There is no there there” (p. 289).

Lipovetsky and Charles (2005) frame the problem of “hyperconsump-
tion” as patterns of consumption that absorb and integrate ever-increasing 
aspects of postmodern life. Hyperconsumption encourages individuals to 
consume for individual gratification, hedonism, and pleasure. Such a condi-
tion creates anxiety, tension, and anguish as the individual fails to find com-
fort in increasingly uncertain times void of traditional systems that had 
previously restrained individualistic impulses.

Baudrillard (1990) and Ritzer (2005b) depict these hyperconsumptive 
experiences as occurring in the context of “enchantment,” “magic,” and 
“spectacle.” Ritzer (2005b) writes of these new means of consumption as 
“fragmented” and “discontinuous.” He writes, “We find ourselves adrift in 
an ecstatic system in which fast food restaurants . . . and their endlessly dif-
ferent, but surprisingly similar, products whirl about us. We are lost in a 
world of relentless, but meaningless, expansion” (p. 285).

What is the impact of this “enchantment” on parenting and families 
around the world? Is a “good parent” the one who succumbs to the seduc-
tion and provides his or her child with the fullest measure of enchantment? 
What is the impact of parental competition to mount the most extravagant 
birthday party at a themed restaurant, complete with a fantasy-character 
host? Is a family failing or ensuring a special form of relative deprivation if 
the parents do not provide the children with a Disney or other theme park 
holiday? How does hyperconsumerism create wider gulfs between the 
“haves” and the “have-nots” of families worldwide?

Some social critics argue that these new means of consumption can be 
injurious to family cooperation, connectedness, and intimacy, even beyond 
the social class implications for parents who are unable to conform to the 
pressures of this mass consumerism (or who financially “express,” thereby 
overextending themselves in an effort to conform). Lemert and Elliott (2006) 
argue that both this mass consumer capitalism and globalization (and, I 
would argue, the emphasis on “enchantment”) have had dramatic impacts on 
eroticism, sex, and intimacy. Global capital, ideas, and ideologies coupled 
with increasing geographic mobility form increasingly global views of sexual-
ity through worldwide advertising, mass media, and information culture and 
technologies. In particular, Lemert and Elliott cite the increasing consumerist 
emphasis on youth, sensuality, playfulness, and physical attractiveness. They 
fear that some of these increasingly global exchanges may be replacing family 
norms and values favoring family cooperation and durability with wide-
ranging views of enchanted consumer culture.

These negative effects aside, global patterns of distribution also offer the 
potential to provide, on a large scale, both a wide variety of goods and also 



CHAPTER 3: Families and Worldwide Culture Systems——105

information that can significantly enhance the material quality of life and 
well-being for families. Mass distribution of materials for health, literacy, 
and other areas of life may be more effectively and efficiently distributed, 
perhaps even with increased economies of scale, if markets are defined in 
global terms. The successful global marketing of products such as Coca-Cola 
soft drinks—but also world health efforts to eradicate scourges such as polio 
and small pox, as well as female genital mutilation—gives but a hint of the 
potential for the worldwide distribution of goods and services.

In 1998, the United Nations (1998/1999) convened the Technology and 
Families workshop in Dublin, Ireland, to provide an opportunity to examine 
the impact of technology on families. The development and diffusion of 
technology has “contributed immensely to the improvement of living stan-
dards of millions of people in many parts of the world,” resulting in reduced 
poverty, improved health, greater opportunities and choices, and access to 
products that have enhanced the quality of life (p. 4). The report says that 
technology also has the potential to strengthen the family unit.

The effect [of technology] is to alter, often dramatically, how people live, how 
they earn their living, what their prospects are—for better or for worse—and 
how they relate to each other in and through their social institutions. 
Technology impacts the institution of the family through various channels, 
among them the education system, the mass media, the world of work and 
social services, in particular those relating to health and social well-being. (P. 2)

The report concludes that technology, including computer and other 
digital technology, changes the ways families nurture and socialize children 
and alters the quality of relationships among spouses, parents, children, and 
siblings, as well as near and extended kin. In the next section, I explicate the 
effects of global media and consumption on family norms and values.

Cultural Globalization and Families

Every family in every society—to a greater or lesser degree—is confronted 
with the issues that globalization portends for culture (Nederveen Pieterse 
2004). Some of these issues involve increasing uncertainty and insecurity for 
families. Lemert and Elliott (2006) remind us that “the changing world all 
about is filled with risks—risks that prevent any life, even among the well-
heeled, from reclining into self-satisfaction” (p. 154). If nothing else, the 
increasingly frequent “bumping up against” diverse folkways and mores, 
languages and traditions presents families with challenges and opportunities 
on an escalating scale. Moreno (2002) argues:
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The changing demographic characteristics of our society as well as the 
increasingly global nature of all enterprises are rapidly propelling us into ever 
more frequent close encounters of the cultural kind with persons quite dissimilar 
from ourselves. We are largely unprepared to adequately cope with this quiet but 
significant revolution taking place in our society and our world. (P. 1)

Families are the primary agents through which their members can acquire 
the skills to contend with globalization, what Bourdieu (1998) calls cultural 
capital. Cultural capital is articulated through the family in the form of 
socialization of values and norms, habits and customs, which in turn 
enhance or inhibit the accumulation of educational, economic, and other 
forms of capital. Families that can provide access to diverse cultures enable 
their members to accumulate symbolic capital in the form of language, 
education, and other traits that increase cultural adaptability.

In Wallerstein’s (1990) world-system analysis, culture is an “ideological 
battleground” but one in which might arise “a new rendezvous of world 
civilizations” (p. 54). The globalization of culture compromises local cul-
tural integrity and challenges traditional family patterns in favor of global 
cultural homogeneity—or even just pervasive change along nontraditional 
lines—in families. Globalization can challenge family autonomy and 
authority in many areas but perhaps in no area more than gender.

Globalization and Gender

The patterns of family life associated with globalization, including demo-
graphic transitions, international violence, transnational employment, and 
especially global cultural exposure, challenge traditional gender roles and 
the socialization that produces them. Abdi (2007, 2012) uses a feminist 
perspective and a multimethod approach including interviews, participant 
observation, focus groups, and literary analysis to reveal how the Somali 
civil war in the late 1980s and the subsequent migration, resettlement, and 
transnational experiences of Somali men and women underscore changing 
gender dynamics on ideological, economic, and social levels.

The absence of formal institutions in the aftermath of the conflict rendered 
women’s economic pursuits in the informal sector salient for family survival. 
In the American setting, refugee women’s access to public assistance, and/or 
jobs in the lowest tier of the economy, where most refugee men are also 
clustered, has led to a male perception of women’s “empowerment” in 
America. . . . New discourses supported and driven by mostly male community 
leaders demonize women’s “transgressions” of cultural and religious 
boundaries, which are seen as “emasculating” Somali men. (Abdi 2012)
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Abdi’s findings on the shifts and conflicts surrounding gender norms and 
values, as experienced by Somalis living in the United States, are presented 
in an original essay, “Contested Norms and Values in Transnational 
Families,” at the end of this chapter. Abdi posits that boys and young men 
are more likely than girls and young women to have the opportunity to 
adopt the cultural practices of inner-city youth, therefore bringing young 
males into more direct confrontation with the older generation.

Likewise, Timera (2002) found that Sahelian1 girls living in France are 
required to remain in the parental home until marriage and to perform well 
in school to prepare to be good wives and mothers. On the other hand, 
Sahelian boys leave school and enter the labor force at an early age and are 
unlikely to be sanctioned by their communities for marriage to a “white 
French” girl. Boys, who seem to be in harmony with their parents and local 
communities, are more likely to come into conflict with French public law.

Traditional and double standards regarding gender roles can be remark-
ably resilient, even in the face of globalization, perhaps because sexism is so 
globally pervasive. However, some girls come to conflict with family and 
community, as seen by the cases brought by some of these girls against their 
communities and their parents over issues of female circumcision or forced, 
arranged marriage to a member of the local immigrant community. Thus, 
apparently, identity formation among immigrant youth differs between girls 
and boys and reflects different negotiations between immigrant parents  
and their daughters and sons. In the next section, I address some of the  
challenges—and promises—of cultural globalization for parent/child rela-
tionships in the family.

Globalization and Parenting

Contention between cultures is also evident in the case of parents attempt-
ing to navigate between two (or more) cultures in rearing their children. 
While some parents manage to ensure the retention of the home culture, 
others struggle mightily with the attractions and distractions of the new 
culture for the younger generation.

Al-Ali’s (2002) research on Bosnian refugees relocating to the United 
Kingdom and the Netherlands after the wars in the former Yugoslavia in the 
1990s reveals the lengths to which families will go to maintain native culture 
even in the face of displacement and resettlement in a safer and perhaps 

1The Sahel is the geographic region between the Sahara Desert in the north and the 
Sudan savannahs in the south, stretching across North Africa from the Atlantic 
Ocean and the Red Sea.
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more attractive (at least to the younger generation) Western culture. While 
taking pride in their children’s developing skills in English language, the 
parents in Al-Ali’s study expressed concern about their children’s losing 
touch with Bosnian culture and language. One woman, Amra, regarding her 
daughter Selma’s enculturation, reported:

Selma speaks perfect English. She sometimes corrects me. Her teachers all say 
that she is doing really well. But her Bosnian was getting worse with time. So 
now I am spending a few hours almost every day reading Bosnian stories to 
her, practicing writing and talking. (P. 91)

Some of the parents in Al-Ali’s (2002) study were even taking advantage 
of an official curriculum on Bosnian language, history, geography, music, 
and art provided by the Bosnian consulate in London. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, some of the parents in Al-Ali’s study reported significant 
resistance from their children, who refused to attend the Bosnian educational 
programs on weekends. Bowing to the pressure, some of the parents 
relented, no longer requiring their children to participate in the Bosnian 
programs.

Timera (2002) also writes of the dilemma of second-generation 
Sahelian youth, children of African parents born and raised in France. 
She describes poignantly the situation of the relatively recently migrated 
parents, who remain deeply committed to their home villages in Senegal, 
Mali, Mauritania, and other regions through associational, religious, 
and national identities. While a significant part of the reality for parents 
is their ghettoization as an ethnic and religious community of migrants, 
Timera’s research reveals that the assimilation and integration of this 
group is contested on intergenerational and gender stages. Parents who 
have a well-constructed identity socialized in their native country often 
face daunting identity tasks around adaptation and acculturation upon 
reaching France. Meanwhile, the children of migrants face a contradic-
tory socialization process, beginning in the family with values and 
norms (e.g., names and prayers, language and body language, dietary 
habits and table manners, religious practices and celebrations, dressing 
customs and hygiene standards) that form the social structure of the 
parents’ community.

At school, children of migrant parents may be treated disrespectfully. 
Sahelian youth certainly experience being foreign and “the other” in the 
dominant French society. Their French schools promote French values and 
norms, pointedly marking the difference between the parental culture and 
the culture of the next generation. The primary objective of French 
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schools—to foster assimilation into the majority culture of French society—
may be neither apparent nor acceptable to immigrant parents, but as these 
immigrant children traverse French and Sahelian societies, they face crises 
of their identities between home and school (Timera 2002).

Of course, assimilation is not the inevitable outcome of immigration. 
Some children and their families actively resist efforts of the dominant cul-
ture to obliterate the migrant culture. Yet the processes through which cul-
tural integrity is maintained are complicated. For example, one study has 
examined the challenges Korean American adolescents living in the 
Midwestern United States face around enculturation, specifically fluency in 
their Korean language. Apparently, ethnic identity (i.e., “I am Korean”) 
shapes the effects of family relations (i.e., family cohesion), which in turn 
shapes Korean language fluency (Park 2007). In the next section, I ask how 
globalization shapes cultural negotiations between parents and children and 
in the broader family system.

Globalization and Family Values

Conversations with parents around the world suggest that American 
goods, from blue jeans to Coca-Cola to rap music, are an essential part of 
those parents’ negotiations with their children. American women traveling 
abroad are often surprised at the extent to which men in other countries 
assume all American women are sexually adventurous. After all, those same 
men see this titillating image thus represented on reruns of television shows 
such as Baywatch (a television show that, in reruns, remains wildly popular 
in Germany, along with its star, David Hasselhoff) and a constantly shifting 
parade of scantily clad music celebrities. Western, and more particularly 
American, culture seems omnipresent in global society.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, new communication technologies 
have expanded the potential for families to extend their worlds in terms of 
not only education, entertainment, and information but also communication 
and even interaction. A father can track his son’s travels through Greece via 
his online credit card charges. In case of an emergency, a daughter can reach 
her mother across the globe using a cellular phone. Worldwide spheres of 
consumption play increasingly powerful roles in the formation of identity 
and lifestyle, including family values and norms, as illustrated by Ritzer’s 
(2004b) concept of McDonaldization.

In a book titled How “American” Is Globalization? Marling (2006) 
responds “less than you think” but “more than you know.” Marling decon-
structs the assumption of cultural Americanization in the global context. 
He finds that the diffusion of technology (e.g., ATMs, franchising, and 
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innovations such as bar codes and computers) not only changes the means of 
production and consumption but also expresses American norms in areas 
such as work and leisure, convenience and credit, family and community. 
However, the uncertain success of such quintessential American icons as 
Euro-Disney suggests that some culture traits do not translate well, even to 
other Western cultures. Further, while Americans often assume that culture 
traits diffuse more rapidly from the United States to other countries, one trip 
outside the United States challenges that assumption. For example, as ubiq-
uitous as cell phone technology appears in the United States, that technology 
has been adapted faster and more extensively in Europe and other locations, 
initially at least because landline phone costs were so much higher in Europe.

Miller (1997) argues that, through “indigenization,” local cultures are 
continuously changing—digesting, incorporating, and assimilating—as they 
encounter cultural elements from other societies. For example, in an engross-
ing ethnography of the construction and deconstruction of white masculine 
identities among youth in North East England, Nayak (2003) recounts the 
ability of young men and women to “splice” Englishness with whiteness and 
various ethnicities ranging from Anglo-Irish and Scotch-Irish to Anglo-Italian 
and various distinctions of color. Significant to these identities are global 
systems of music, fashion, and sport. However, for these youth, contact with 
the global is complicated and often played out in local spaces, including 
music clubs, playgrounds, and basketball courts. Nayak concludes:

Whilst youth cultures draw inspiration from the global marketplace when it 
comes to dress, music, hairstyles and fashion, these values are invariably 
approached at the prosaic level of the “local,” where the inflections of race, 
class, gender, and so forth, remain evident. . . . There remains compelling 
evidence that youth cultures continue to be complex, place-related phenomena. 
(P. 176)

In sum, Nayak finds compelling evidence that youth cultures are 
simultaneously local place related and complex, porous, open-ended 
“meeting places.” In these cases, family culture clashes may be seen as a 
product of intergenerational conflict exacerbated by the exposure of youth 
to a dizzying array of global images.

Such may have been the case for the parents of the alleged bombers in 
London in July 2005. According to news accounts, the parents were shocked 
at their sons’ possible involvement in a global terrorist movement. The fam-
ily of one of the alleged bombers said they were “devastated” by the attacks 
and baffled by their 18-year-old son’s involvement in terrorist activities 
(Frankel and Whitlock 2005).
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Generalizations about differences in receptivity to cultural adaptation across 
generations are risky. Even though the desire to fit into the new culture in a host 
society may be strong among both old and young, children almost always find 
adaptation to a new culture easier than do older generations—whether 
Sahelians in France, Bosnians in the United Kingdom, or Hmong in 
Minnesota. The young also may actively attempt to distance themselves 
from being different, as well as from their parents’ strong ties to the native 
society and repeated desires to return.

“Hmong Families, Frogtown”

Photograph by W. Y. Huie. Reprinted by permission of the photographer.

Acculturation appears to increase the risks involved in parenting across 
two cultures (Martinez 2006). Some research suggests, albeit inconclusively, 
that acculturation is linked to psychological problems, including depressive 
symptoms (e.g., Katragadda and Tidwell 1998) and suicidal thoughts (e.g., 
Hovey and King 1996). More powerful research offers more compelling 
evidence that acculturation as indicated by English-language adaptation  
and participation in other aspects of the dominant culture places first- and 
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second-generation Mexican-origin youth at increased risk for alcohol and 
substance use, conduct problems, early sexual activity, juvenile arrests, and 
other problem behaviors (Gonzales et al. 2002).

Some groups will go to extraordinary lengths to manage and retain their 
native values. For example, in research on British Asians in the Swaminarayan 
movement,2 Barot (2002) found transnational families whose adherence to 
shared beliefs about religion, business, and welfare (including values and 
norms emphasizing contributing to the common good of movement mem-
bers and endogamous marriage) has resulted in effective business networks 
and a high level of family welfare that has extended over a century and 
across four continents.

The explanations for negative associations with acculturation include 
decreased family cohesion and parental authority and increased conflict 
between youth and their parents (Gonzales et al. 2006), as well as greater 
exposure to negative stereotypes and discrimination and increased suscepti-
bility to deviant peer role models (Gil, Vega, and Dimas 1994; Rotheram-
Borus 1989).

According to Baca (2006),

the most recent waves of immigration have brought new Americans into a 
culture that is more complex, more technology- and bureaucracy-driven than 
it ever has been. When immigrants’ command of English is lacking, sometimes 
they turn to the closest available interpreters, their children. (P. 1E)

Bicultural families, especially in cases where the children are becoming 
acculturated at a much faster rate than the parents, may find themselves in 
situations in which the roles of parents and children are reversed or compro-
mised. For example, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, students speak almost 100 
different languages. Given the diversity in languages spoken in family 
homes, some immigrant children are placed in the position of serving as 
interpreters for their parents in the marketplace but also in the child’s own 
teacher conferences and personal counseling sessions and even in the doc-
tor’s office for parents seeking medical care.

2The Swaminarayan movement takes its name from Sahajanand Swami, a Brahmin 
from Uttar Pradesh, India. The movement originated in the 19th century as India 
was transitioning from Mogul to British colonial rule and developed in response to 
perceived moral decline. Followers from a range of castes aspired to salvation 
through adherence to the teachings of the charismatic Swami and supported social 
changes that would result in improvements in the ritual and social status of lower- 
and middle-rank caste members (Barot 2002).
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While children can derive a sense of responsibility and maturity from 
these roles, they also may become overburdened and parental authority may 
be compromised (Baca 2006). Youth also may share their parents’ regret at 
absence from the home country. Anisa, a 15-year-old living in the 
Netherlands grieves over the culture she left behind in Bosnia.

Bosnia is so different from the Netherlands. I am looking forward to the 
summer when we will go back to Sarajevo. It is so much more fun there. I go 
out with my friends and cousin all the time. People are so much nicer and 
warmer there. Most of my best friends here are from former Yugoslavia, not 
just Bosnians. We try to have fun here as well. But here everything is so 
expensive and my parents won’t let me stay out as late as in Sarajevo. And the 
food . . . I hate Dutch food! Have you tried our pies? (Al-Ali 2002:92–3)

This contrast in rates and levels of adaptation can result in parental 
disappointment and even intergenerational conflict, as demonstrated in 
Al-Ali’s research. Such differential rates of adaptation to the new society—
and estrangement from the native culture—may even set the stage for 
alienation between children and their parents, as the latter adapt more 
readily and more comfortably to the values and norms of the adopted 
society.

Far beyond the usual meaning of assimilation, some families and their 
members engage in what Bryceson and Vuorela (2002) call reverse cultural 
alienation—that is, “the tendency to alienate oneself from one’s original 
cultural background as opposed to the more common form of cultural alien-
ation in which newcomers feel estranged and out of harmony with their new 
adopted surroundings” (pp. 21–2). Bryceson and Vuorela posit that this 
reverse cultural alienation may be most common among elites who more 
closely identify with elites in the host society and who may feel comfortable 
speaking other languages. They welcome living in the host country and may 
avoid others from the native country out of concern for becoming “ghet-
toized expatriates.” Izuhara and Shibata (2002) have observed this phenom-
enon among Japanese migrant women living in the United Kingdom with 
their English husbands.

Globalization shapes “the fluidity of intra- and inter-family relations in 
the face of far more fixed cultural norms” (Bryceson and Vuorela 2002:24). 
Therefore, appreciating the effects of globalization on real families requires 
understanding how families live out cultural values and norms in everyday 
life. Globalization tends to take a “top-down” approach (Flusty 2004). 
Emphasizing the sublimation of the local, regional, or national to trans-
national economic or political processes reveals the global context of 
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immigration, colonization, and other social processes. However, such a 
hyperglobalist or world systems approach overstates the significance of 
economic and political systems and understates the importance of cultural 
systems in everyday/everynight life. In other words, the smaller-scale contexts 
and practical consequences of global forces on families are overlooked. The 
permutations of globalization on real families require examination of every-
day practices and members with multiple identities in diverse localities. 
Theoretical and methodological creativity, including more research of an 
ethnographic or other observational nature, are needed to reveal what 
Flusty calls the “inside-out” or “from-below” implications of globalization 
on families.

Bauman (1992, 2001, 2004, 2007) and Lemert and Elliott (2006) are 
among the social scientists who have tried to unravel the impact of globaliza-
tion and postmodernity on individuals, their identities, and their relation-
ships. Those authors charge that globalization does have dire consequences 
in terms of emotional costs and culture. They see a world increasingly char-
acterized by individualism, which is a “current preoccupation with the self 
in terms of narcissism, emotionalism, the manipulation of individual needs 
or desires, and a quest for self-realization and self-fulfillment . . . with trau-
matic consequences for people’s emotional lives and relationships”  
(Pp. 10–1).

Lemert and Elliott (2006) also see heightened individualism in the  
shift from custom and tradition to what they call the “internal world of the 
individual” and the production of competing polarities of freedom and 
alienation. For Lemert and Elliott, the consequences of globalization can be 
seen not only in accelerating patterns of international contact and world-
wide social problems and in rapidly expanding communication technologies 
and more rational consumption patterns but also in more diverse cultural 
cosmopolitan life worlds and relationships that are more experimental, 
open, and privatized than in the past.

The “new individualism” (Lemert and Elliott 2006:18) has personal 
and cultural implications, more felt in the more-developed world but with 
an increasingly universal reach due to globalization and revolutions in 
communication technologies. This new cultural identity is highly “priva-
tized,” meaning that the individual is required to be independent and 
autonomous.

Bauman (2003) terms these “liquid” relationships—associations that are 
temporary and frail and destined to produce a sense of anxious imperma-
nence in the actors as they seek secure bonds they are unable to establish 
and maintain in an uncertain world. In Wasted Lives, Bauman (2004) 
describes as an inevitable consequence of globalization a greater emphasis 
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on rapid response to changing cultural, economic, political, and other 
forces. Ultimately, such rationally grounded relationships, organizations, 
and networks trend toward expendability.

Perhaps with an overly romantic view of family and intimacy, Lemert 
and Elliott (2006) lament the loss of secure, reliable intimacy and 
bemoan the arrival of fleeting, casual, impersonal, clandestine sexual 
encounters as a symptom of narcissism and psychic withdrawal, all 
enabled by the new technology that allows men to establish sexual con-
tacts and engage in experimental encounters in a whole new way. Is this 
not just new technology laid over old patterns? How different is this, 
really, from anonymous sexual encounters experienced by men as they 
traveled away from wives and families and landed in different ports, 
countries, and communities as part of their mobile work lives? One 
major difference is the extent to which these options are increasingly 
available to women as well as men. As seen in the dramatic increases in 
American women’s participation in the labor force during World War II, 
nothing shifts gender roles as quickly and as radically as an urgent macro-
social situation. However, while globalization has clearly generated sig-
nificant shifts in gender roles, greater egalitarianism is a long-term trend 
in gender roles across societies.

Any discussion of the impact of globalization on family culture should be 
framed around the reality that geographical place has never been perfectly 
correlated with community and identity.

Communities can exist without being in the same place—from networks  
of friends with like interests, to major religious, ethnic or political 
communities. . . . The instances of places housing single “communities” in the 
sense of coherent social groups are probably—and . . . have for long been—
quite rare. Moreover, even where they do exist this in no way implies a single 
sense of place. (Massey 1994:153)

Globalization challenges scholars and citizens to re-envision space and 
place, community and identity, which does not necessarily deny the 
uniqueness of local space but sees culture and space as

•• dynamic, rather than static, processes;
•• associated with boundaries, as well as linkages to the outside; and
•• characterized by internal conflicts.

Postmodern families are increasingly on the frontier of a globalized world, 
at an “interface between two (or more) contrasting ways of life” (Bryceson 
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and Vuorela 2002:12). These transnational families are “frontiering” in the 
sense that they are breaking new cultural ground. Families must be able to 
hold values and priorities, norms and strategies in ways that take into 
account changing demographics, employment, and other realities in a global 
world. Thus, global families are challenged to use creative approaches to 
structuring family life, including gendered ways of organizing care work and 
responding to violence and other threats. In doing so, families face new 
stressors and possible conflicts in the face of oft-reduced intimate connections 
in which associations and identities are more open to negotiation in 
postmodern, globalized cultures.

Summary

Globalization impinges on the reproduction of social institutions, 
values, and norms and the conduct of everyday life among families 
whether or not they are experiencing transnational population shifts. 
Families increasingly experience flows of cultural goods and services 
across national borders, with a clear tendency for Western (particularly 
English-speaking) nations to dominate as both cultural exporters and 
importers.

The mass media not only inform, entertain, and educate; they also virtu-
ally extend reference points beyond that which the individual and family 
actually experience. In doing so, mass media (television and, increasingly, 
the Internet and cell phones) can create “electronic communities”—essentially 
transnational mass culture, considering the oligopoly of mass media pro-
duction. Transmitting cultural messages to families beyond the local, 
regional, and national through international levels thus situates families in 
global context.

The globalization of culture also involves ever-broadening and deepening 
patterns of mass consumption, which impact family values and norms. 
Therefore, globalization affects families in terms of the goods and services 
available for consumption, the information disseminated concerning eco-
nomics and politics, but also the environment, health, medical, and other 
critical issues of family life. Globalized culture is a powerful force in shaping 
attitudes and behaviors; systems of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination; 
likes and dislikes; values and norms. Globalized culture offers an enormous—
some say homogenized—range of entertainment and information options 
but also influences our deepest belief systems in terms of gender and age 
roles, parenting and other family relationships, and youth and other civil 
rights and social movements.
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CONTESTED NORMS AND VALUES IN  
TRANSNATIONAL FAMILIES

By Cawo M. Abdi, PhD

F ollowing a civil war brewing since the late 1980s and reaching its climax 
in 1990, Somali women, men, and children fled from their war-torn coun-

try to seek asylum in countries in the Horn of Africa. Some eventually found 
their way to other places, including the Americas, Europe, and Australia. 
Dispersal of families became the norm rather than the exception. Somali refu-
gees went not necessarily where they wanted to go (e.g., Canada) but, rather, 
where they could go (e.g., Scandinavia). To escape the war and precarious life 
in remote refugee camps in Kenya, Ethiopia, or Djibouti, Somali people used 
legal routes, such as family reunification and government settlement pro-
grams, as well as illegal routes, such as paying traffickers, traveling with false 
documents, and/or taking dangerous boats to cross the Mediterranean. This 
dispersal has resulted in family networks that often span more than two 
countries and has also led to myriad challenges for the Somali family.

Drawing from research in Canada, the United States, and Kenyan refu-
gee camps, this essay examines some of the challenges Somali families face. 
I collected original data in Dadaab camps, Toronto, Minnesota, and three 
provinces in South Africa from 2001 to 2011. This data comprises in-depth 
interviews, participant observation, and focus groups with hundreds of 
Somalis of both sexes and different ages. My research illustrates how the 
dispersal of Somalis around the globe, in regions where the language, reli-
gion, and ethnicity of the majority differs from that of this group, is affect-
ing their identity by challenging some of their norms and values. Refugees’ 
accommodation and resistance to these new practices result in a complex 
web of gender and generational power contestations and discourses within 
the community.

From the onset of displacement, refugees face problems requiring rapid 
and innovative adjustments to new realities. To provide an example, the role 
of men as providers is greatly undermined in the context of civil war, when 
these men are either absent partaking in the war or are the first to leave the 
country. The latter is due to the nature of civil war, when men are the first 
killed.1 Thus, migration challenges gender norms dictating the roles of men 

1Women also are killed in war. In addition, as discussed in the following chapter, they are 
subjected to gender violence, including rape and torture.
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and women in the household, which, in turn, inform the gender power rela-
tions within the household and society.

My research revealed that these new challenges, though real, did not really 
shift Somali gender power relations. In the period of transition, when refugees 
were still settled in temporary areas within and immediately outside of 
Somalia, the wider context of refugee life did not change. That is to say, refu-
gees were still within or very near the country of origin, where strong cultural 
and religious edicts dictated the subordinate position of women. While the 
Somali civil war undermined the gender order, the war did not translate to 
overt gender power contestation between the sexes, at least in the early 
stages of the conflict.

Conditions undermining gender power relations become more drastic 
when the settlement area is not only distant from the country of origin but 
also when the gender practices prevailing in the place of settlement greatly 
differ from the practices in the country of origin. My interviewees report 
that the main factors destabilizing traditional Somali gender order are the 
institutions catering to newcomers and the socioeconomic opportunities 
and challenges refugees experience in their new places of residence. For 
instance, similar to the previously mentioned challenge to the male “bread-
winner role” in transit settlements, the new context in developed countries, 
such as the United States, offers new opportunities in the form of public 
assistance for refugee women and their children. Most of these women 
arrive with low human capital, in terms of education and other transferable 
skills, making initial integration into the American workforce difficult. I 
found that these new sources of income for women with children become 
arenas of dispute and conflict within families, with claims that women’s 
access to these opportunities is destabilizing the Somali family and that 
these opportunities are leading to conflict and higher divorce rates within 
the community.

Interestingly, rhetoric on the disruption of Somali traditional gender 
practices brought about by settlement in a Western country is not limited 
to those dependent on social assistance for their livelihoods but, rather, is 
a widespread belief among Somalis, including women. When the economic 
opportunities refugee women access in the Diaspora, in the forms of welfare 
and/or employment, are not deemed the culprit in gender disruption, 
Somali men fear the institutions and values of the mainstream community 
may be triggering a revolt amongst women in contesting Somali gender 
relations. Some men argue that, in addition to economic opportunities, the 
legal system in place in the West encourages women to “break up” their 
families whenever they feel they are being denied anything. These claims 
border on paranoia, with some refugees going as far as asserting that the 
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Western system seeks the breakdown of the Muslim family. While it is more 
the men who resent and dwell on the dangers confronting the Somali fam-
ily in the West, many women also support these claims. Most of these men 
and women place the responsibility of the danger the Somali family faces 
in the Diaspora on women’s shoulders, saying women are abandoning their 
cultural and religious practices under the influence of Western values made 
by and for a different type of society.

A contradiction between what was regarded as sacred in the Somali 
context—that is, women’s culturally and “religiously” sanctioned subordina-
tion to men—and the new institutions and gendered practices in the coun-
tries of settlement (especially in the West) has led to a vigorous debate 
about the future of the Somali family in the Diaspora. A proverb often cited 
by my interviewees states, “naagi waa saar, saarna kaligii geed kama boxo 
(women are vine, and vine does not grown on its own),”2 and is currently 
challenged by Somali women’s prominence in the economic and emotional 
sustenance of their families since the collapse of the Somali state. From my 
research, I conclude that the Somali civil war exposed the contradictions 
between gender rhetoric and practice and the prominent roles women 
played and still play in society—roles unacknowledged and, thus, invisible 
in a patriarchal society.

In addition to gender, a topic considered most pertinent for the Somalis in 
the Diaspora is related to the wedge emerging between young people and 
their parents. Many parents expressed the danger of losing their children to 
the mainstream culture, perceived as greatly different from that of Somali 
culture. Intergenerational conflict is nothing new in society, including in 
migrant and refugee communities; however, this conflict is exacerbated by the 
myriad other settlement issues refugee communities confront in their new 
homes. For example, consistent with their low socioeconomic status as recent 
refugees with low human capital, the residential areas available to most 
Somalis in the West are in urban inner-city areas. Concentration in these areas 
means that young Somalis, especially boys and young men, adopt some of the 
cultural practices of inner-city youth in terms of dress and behavior. As these 
poorer areas are subject to more police scrutiny and as affordable or available 
extracurricular activities in such neighborhoods are limited, refugee/immigrant 
youth perceive their new country as excluding them. They often identify with 
those most marginalized in these societies. For example, in the American 

2This proverb is often stated to support a woman’s dependence on her father, husband, or 
brother during the life course, thus justifying the necessity for women to remain dependent on 
and, therefore, subordinate to men at all times.
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context, many Somali youth identify with African American youth, who, like 
them, are often concentrated in poorer neighborhoods and feel excluded from 
the “American dream.”3

Unlike the youth, Somali parents, who were brought up in a completely 
different society, panic at their children’s future prospects in their country of 
settlement. Most parents I interviewed asserted that they escaped their war-
torn country to provide better opportunities for their children. They detailed 
the sacrifices they made to come to the West in the hope that their children’s 
futures would be brighter than their own. Again, parents fear the new institu-
tions in the West are disrupting cultural childrearing practices. The parents 
fear power reversal between parents and children. Illustrating this dilemma 
for parents, a male community worker in his late 30s stated:

Here the child is raised by the state. . . . The state is the authority. In 
Somalia, it was different. When you are a child, the highest authority is your 
parents. Other higher authorities were the teachers, the Koranic one, and 
the school one. You could not smoke cigarettes in front of them; you could 
not misbehave in front of your teacher, just like your parents. Here the 
teacher is nothing. He is just a service provider; he is selling something to 
you. The parents are just here to provide you services, food, shelter; and, if 
you don’t like them, you can even complain to the school, or you can call 
911. What exacerbates this is the existence of cultural barriers, language 
barriers with the parents. Here the kid has become the authority; so when 
there is a meeting with the teacher, or they go to the hospital, or to a gov-
ernmental agency, or to an office, it is the child who is interpreting. The 
parent does not know anything.

This excerpt highlights refugees’ interpretation of the intergenerational 
conflict existing between parents and children. The speaker was, in fact, an 
educated man, and most parents expressed this conflict in more daunting 
language, with some expressing regrets of bringing their children to this new 
land and others detailing plans to return with their children before they lose 
them to the “system.”4

3It is also true that male Somali youth in many urban areas (Toronto, London, and Minneapolis–
St. Paul) are in conflict with other black youth. Many incidents of violence and confrontations 
in and out of schools have been reported.

4Intergenerational conflict is gendered, with most problems identified with boys. Girls often 
experience intense scrutiny compared with boys. Girls are thus closer to their families and 
remain more connected to Somali tradition, even if the tradition is adapted to the new country. 
Boys, on the other hand, enjoy great freedom, coming and going as they see fit—something 
that was okay in Somalia but is now said to be leading to the deviant behavior of some youth.
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The gender and generational conflicts within the Somali family as a 
result of forced displacement and settlement in the West are currently 
salient in the debates on the family, as highlighted in Chapter 5. This 
debate is occurring in a transnational context, with emerging developments 
often circulating between Somalia and the countries of settlement in the 
West. The debate is even held on Somali websites. There, diverse viewpoints 
are presented, though opinions often dramatize changes deemed inherently 
to undermine Islam and Somali cultural practices. Inevitably, these conflicts 
will continue as the second generation of Somalis in the West comes of age 
in the next decade.

Cawo M. Abdi, PhD, is an assistant professor of sociology at the University 
of Minnesota and research fellow at the University of Pretoria in South Africa. 
Her areas of expertise are gender, family, Islamic societies, transnationalism, 
and development. She is currently finishing a book comparing Somali migra-
tion to the United States, South Africa, and the United Arab Emirates.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What are the potential benefits of globalized media and consumption to families 
of the global North? To families of the global South?

2. Outline the research design for a study that would deepen our understanding of 
the impact of global mass media, including the Internet and cell phones, on social-
ization in the family.

3. Are you a skeptic, a hyperglobalist, or a transformationalist regarding the impact 
of cultural globalization and families? Do you agree or disagree with the conten-
tion that “McDonaldization” increasingly threatens families’ ability to forge an 
authentic culture for their members? As some cases offered in this chapter sug-
gest, societies are remarkably able to construct local meaning from even the most 
American of cultural icons. How might a globally presented aspect of Western 
culture (e.g., McDonald’s restaurants) be adapted by families to improve the qual-
ity of family life?

4. Frontiering refers to “interfacing between two (or more) contrasting ways of life.” 
To what extent do the gender roles described in Abdi’s (2007, 2012) research 
demonstrate that globalization fosters frontiering in family values and norms 
around gender roles?


