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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Costa Rica is a Latin American country with historical close ties to Audiences; reception;
the United States. This relationship is palpable in the prominence  transnational media; Latin
and relevance that content produced in the US has in local media America; Global South;
diets. In this article, | analyse how young people in Costa Rica make ~ <ultural proximities
sense of engaging with transnational media. My goal is to under-

stand the modes in which audiences understand their consumption

of foreign media, and how these media operate as a bridge to

comprehend broader geopolitical dynamics. For this, | use the

theory of cultural proximity to explore the forces that mobilise the

reception practices of young audiences and to discern which ele-

ments they experience as culturally close. Drawing from a media

consumption habits survey, 13 focus group discussions and 35

paired-interviews, | examine the ways in which political and aes-

thetic evaluations underpin the interpretation of transnational

media. Moreover, | show that Costa Rican young audiences adopt

a stance of critical resignation: an interpretative operation which

entails the acceptance of a geopolitical situation of a perceived

submission and inferiority, but a critical awareness of their attitudes

towards and acceptance of media texts that come from abroad.

Introduction

From the United Fruit Company to recent free trade agreements, Costa Rica has shared
close ties with the United States throughout the last two centuries (Raventds Vorst 2018;
Willis and Seiz 2012). This diplomatic and geopolitical situation is not unique for this
Central American nation. Indeed, the Latin American region has been influenced by this
global superpower under economic, social and political premises; starting with the
Monroe doctrine, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the presence of the
United States in the American continent has been palpable in terms of hard and soft
power for almost two centuries (Friedman 2003). In the case of Costa Rica, this influence
and presence has been subtle: although historically this country has not witnessed direct
political interventions like its neighbours, Panama and Nicaragua, it was a satellite for the
United States during the Cold War in the conflictive Central American isthmus and
remains a loyal ally (Cupples and Larios 2010).

CONTACT Rodrigo Muioz-Gonzélez @ rodrigo.munozgonzalez@ucr.ac.cr @ School of Communication, University of
Costa Rica, Faculty of Social Sciences, Research City 11501-2060, Costa Rica

© 2023 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group


https://doi.org/10.1080/25785273.2023.2295171

TRANSNATIONAL SCREENS (&) 291

The presence of and engagement with transnational media in Costa Rica must be
understood vis-a-vis a national highly privatized mediascape. As Robles and Voorend
(2012) point out, this mediascape has been historically characterised by a dependency on
foreign content and a concentration of property, caused mainly by an outdated legal
framework that favours the private sector. Furthermore, since the 1960s, Costa Rica has
experienced an increase in imports from the United States, from television sitcoms to
fashion and home appliances (Molina 2002, 98-99). For Harvey-Kattou (2019), the
intense presence of U.S. mass-produced goods provided the basis for a popular aspiration
to a lifestyle based on material culture, ‘with many people favourably comparing Costa
Rican ways of life with U.S. consumerism’ (17).

The highly privatised Costa Rican mediascape makes it difficult to gain access to
public data about viewership and engagement practices amongst different audiences -
considering that market research firms operate within the regulations of private media
outlets. Nevertheless, the US influence in Costa Rica is palpable in terms of offer and
consumption when the presence of U.S.-based media and platforms, is inspected. For
instance, a survey conducted by Brenes, Siles and Tristdn-Jiménez (2023) found that the
media diets of the population are marked by a high use of social media - specifically
Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok, WhatsApp, and YouTube. Furthermore, platforms
such as Netflix (Siles et al. 2019) and Spotify (Siles et al. 2020) play an important part in
consumption habits and practices of Costa Rican young people (Siles 2023).

In this article, I analyse how young people in Costa Rica make sense of engaging with
transnational media. My intention is to grasp how they understand the consumption of
media, which is not produced in their country, and how these media operate as a bridge
to comprehend broader geopolitical dynamics. Considering the abovementioned histor-
ical conditions, I seek to examine young people’s interaction with media texts that come
mostly from the United States. In order to accomplish this, I take the theory of cultural
proximity, as elaborated by Straubhaar (1991) and collaborators (Straubhaar et al. 2023)
to discuss how Costa Rican young audiences navigate the frontier between what is local
and what is transnational in their media reception practices. [ call their engagement
critical resignation, an interpretative operation which entails the acceptance of
a geopolitical situation marked by a power imbalance, and a critical awareness of their
own attitudes towards and acceptance of media texts that come from the United States.

The present work is based upon ethnographic fieldwork I conducted in Costa Rica
from March to September 2019. I worked in two educational institutions where I applied
a media consumption habits survey and undertook a series of focus group discussions
and paired interviews with young people. My aim is to understand these young people as
audiences who are interacting not only with media texts, but with complex historical,
social, economic, and cultural processes (Livingstone 2019; Livingstone and Das 2013).
In this regard, I examine the engagement of an audience with a specific kind of media,
instead of focusing on the interaction with the meanings from a single media text.

[ start my argument by discussing the challenges of analysing transnational audiences
and the main insights of the cultural proximity theory (Berg 2017; La Pastina 2004). After
this, I lay out the main methodological considerations of this research, describing my
tieldwork in Costa Rica and its data collection and analysis processes. Thus, I proceed to
analyse how Costa Rican young people make sense of their engagement with transna-
tional media. I present these findings in three sections which interrogate: 1) how these
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young people understand the role of the United States in their country; 2) how despite
being critical about this geopolitical relationship they idealise the aesthetic construction
of American media; and 3) how they interpret a perceived omnipresence of American
media in Costa Rica. [ analyse the ways in which different entangled proximities (Wagner
and Kraidy 2023) bring together geopolitical, aesthetic, and quotidian factors in the
affinities that Costa Rican young people experience towards transnational contents that
represent foreign realities. Finally, I conclude by underscoring the necessity of developing
a vocabulary for ambiguity and contradiction in the study of transnational audiences.

Transnational audiences and cultural proximity

There is a long-standing tradition that explores the dynamics that take place between
transnational media flows and local audiences (Athique 2016; Stone and Freijo 2021;
Straubhaar 2022). The study of transnational audiences encompasses a problematisation
of globalisation as a multi-layered process in which historical, social, cultural, economic,
and political dynamics intersect; in terms of media reception, this brings about complex
engagements between local and global meanings (Lomas Martinez 2022; Straubhaar et al.
2023). Initially, the focus on the transnational aspect of media production and inter-
pretation derived from a concern on what was considered a unidirectional - and
consequently hegemonic - flow of media texts and products from colonial powers to
the rest of the world (Lobato 2019). Amid the context of the Cold War, claims of cultural
imperialism became a prime mover of studies that critiqued the inequalities of certain
countries vis-4-vis the media production power of the United States and Europe. These
studies, despite their political commitment, were not based on empirical examinations of
actual audiences (Dorfman and Mattelart 1991; Tomlinson 1991).

Transnational engagements started to be empirically analysed, especially during the
1990s, showing that media reception across cultures is regularly enacted through
nuanced dynamics of translation, negotiation, and hybridisation (Gémez-Cruz 2022;
Okome 2007; Wagner, Boczkowski, and Mitchelstein 2021). A key concern of the
literature on transnational audiences entails the modes in which national audiences
may or may not choose to engage with foreign or local media texts (Athique 2005;
Rixon 2006). The work of media scholar Joseph D. Straubhaar (2007, 2015) is founda-
tional in this respect, proposing the concept of cultural proximity as an analytical tool to
examine the reception of transnational media texts. The theory of cultural proximity
suggests that audiences will tend to prefer media ‘that are closest, most proximate or most
directly relevant to them in cultural and linguistic terms’ (La Pastina and Straubhaar
2005, 273). Under this view, language and local or national cultures are the main factors
that play a role in audience preferences; from there, other aspects such as genre, in terms
of the media text, and economic and cultural capital, in terms of social dynamics, shape
multiple layers of proximity (Berg 2017; Straubhaar et al. 2021). This process is com-
plemented and enhanced by the ways in which media texts are culturally shareable, i.e.
texts that have values, images, archetypes, and themes common across diverse cultures
(Singhal and Udornpim 1997, 186).

Although the majority of works that draw on the theory of cultural proximity
acknowledge multiple spatial and cultural proximities and several limitations - e.g. the
limited media production infrastructure of certain countries - (La Pastina 2004;
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Straubhaar et al. 2023), they have an important weakness that I must highlight. By
proposing different layers in the cultural proximity between audiences and transnational
media texts, this approach erronously hierarchises distinct elements that compose the
process of reception. Further empirical studies that have employed this theory to explore
transnational engagements underscore how the relationship between local audiences and
foreign media is marked by contextual and contingent conditions; hence, on some
occasions, language might be a crucial factor for this kind of engagements, whilst, in
different instances, other issues might take prominence in this process (Berg 2017, 3428).
Iwabuchi (2002) offers a solution to this problem by proposing to consider cultural
proximity as a dynamic process derived from specific historical and social conditions. In
addition, he warns against identifying cultural proximity as a predetermined attribute of
media texts; on the contrary, it should be conceived, he argues, as a dialectical relation
between distinct cultural forces articulated around the audiences’ agency and individual
background, media text structures, and particular contexts (Iwabuchi 2002, 134).

In their study of the reception of Turkish dramas in Argentina, Wagner and Kraidy
(2023) propose that, structural factors such as gender, age, class, and ideology interact
with culture, language, values, and national identities. This builds on the ideas advanced
by Straubhaar and other collaborators (Straubhaar et al. 2019) by suggesting the opera-
tion of entangled proximities, i.e. aspirational, and even nostalgic, predispositions
towards foreign cultures, times, and spaces (Wagner and Kraidy 2023). Indeed, recent
research conducted in Latin America highlights how diverse audiences enact complex
reception practices, in which social imaginaries and aesthetic assessments intersect, in
order to join and enjoy a transnational global media culture (Boczkowski 2021; Siles
2023).

In the remaining parts of this article, I argue that geopolitical, aesthetic, and quotidian
factors converge in the affinities that Costa Rican young people experience towards
transnational media, especially content produced in the United States. Thus, I exhibit
how the engagement of young people with transnational media in the Global South
entails complex interpretative operations that entail entangled proximities that bring
together historical, social, and cultural forces.

Methodology

The present study follows a critical cultural studies tradition of audience research (Hall
1980; Livingstone 1998), a tradition concerned with the unevenness and disparities, in
terms of symbolic power, between audiences and media institutions, but also with the
multiple possibilities of resistance, negotiation, complicity and collusion that might arise
in these exchanges (du Gay et al. 2013). For this, I have followed an ethnographic
sensibility to problematise how the interaction between a repertoire of meanings and
a specific audience transcends the individual terrain - or rather, starts from it contin-
gently - and is unfolded upon certain circumstances and contexts (Higbee and Hwee Lim
2010; Livingstone and Sefton-Green 2016; Radway 1991).

The findings reported in this article are based on a fieldwork I conducted in Costa Rica
from March to September 2019. My intention was to gather data regarding the engage-
ment of young people with different kinds of media representations and outlets. During
that time, [ worked in two educational institutions: Colegio Santa Maria, a private
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secondary school, and Colegio Técnico Vocacional Virilla, a public secondary technical
school. There, I worked with young people of 15-18 years.'

In both educational institutions, I applied a media consumption habits survey. At the
private school, I surveyed all the 10™ and 11™ grades, for a total of 132 students. In
parallel, at the public school, I surveyed all the 10", 11", and 12™ grades, for a total of 88
students. Here, I must note that, in Costa Rica, secondary technical schools have one
more academic grade - i.e. the 12 - than their academic counterparts. Moreover, having
been recently founded, Virilla Vocational High School has fewer students than other
schools in the country. Given that the data gathered in the survey is contextual, this
article is mainly based around qualitative data.

During my fieldwork, I conducted a total of 13 focus group discussions (Gilbert 2017;
Lunt and Livingstone 1996) — 8 in St. Mary High School and 5 in Virilla Vocational High
School. In total, 90 students were part of this research activity — 55 in St. Mary High
School and 35 in Virilla Vocational High School. In average, each focus group discussion
had 7 participants in both schools. Due to the different conditions of these educational
institutions, the discussions had an average duration of 2 hours in the private school and
of 1 hour in the public school.

In addition, I conducted 35 paired interviews (Polak and Green 2016; Wilson,
Onwuegbuzie, and Manning 2016). These interviews were carried out with students
who had participated in the focus group discussions and showed interest in continuing
being involved in the project. In this regard, I utilised the conducted paired interviews —
20 in St. Mary High School and 15 in Virilla Vocational High School - to deepen my
understanding of the participants’ engagement with the media by creating an environ-
ment in which they could express more personal opinions and ideas. In both schools, the
paired interviews had an average duration of 25 minutes.

All the research activities were conducted in Spanish; I have translated to English all
the extracts of conversations included in this article. The focus group discussions and
paired interviews were audio-recorded and then transcribed. These data were analysed
using the method of thematic analysis and the software NVivo for qualitative analysis
(Attride-Stirling 2001; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006).

Engaging with transnational media

For Costa Rican young people, an American media production model is the benchmark
upon which they value media and other narrative products. Even though the participants
admit that they also engage with TV series, films, and music from Latin America, they
recognise the central place that U.S. media has in their media diets.”

On this matter, the media habits survey reveals the presence and preference of these
young people for U.S. media texts. For instance, the students from St. Mary High School
mention a total of 79 different media products in an open-ended question which asked
them to write down their favourite TV series. From the total of mentioned TV series, 82%
are Anglo-American - that is to say, English-speaking media. Amongst this selection, the
most frequently cited TV series were Grey’s Anatomy (8,1%), Stranger Things (5,2%),
Riverdale (4%), The Walking Dead (3,5%), and Game of Thrones (3,5%).

On the other hand, the surveyed students of Virilla Vocational High School
mention a total of 65 different media products. In this case, 70% of the mentioned
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TV series are Anglo-American. The most frequent TV series were The Walking Dead
(4,3%), The Simpsons (3,3%), Dragon Ball (3,3%), Gravity Falls (3,3%), and Pablo
Escobar (3,3%). Although there is a lack of public data concerning media engagement
and consumption practices in Costa Rica, my fieldwork demonstrates that these
young people’s media diets are formed by large portions of media produced in the
United States.

In what follows, [ analyse how Costa Rican young people make sense of engaging with
transnational media. [ first begin by interrogating how the participants understand the
geopolitical relationship between their country and the United States. As I uncover, their
critical and pessimistic views of this relationship are grasped through the media, i.e. the
hegemony of U.S. media in their nation. This leads me to explore how the participants
idealise the aesthetics of American media texts, showing rejection towards national ones.
Finally, I explore this contradictory interpretative operation by paying attention to their
assessment of the perceived omnipresence of American media in Costa Rica.

Making sense of the United States in Costa Rica

For the participants, Costa Rica has a geopolitical relationship of submission vis-a-vis the
United States. During my fieldwork, I did not find a young person who had an alternative
opinion about this. Indeed, these young people consider that their country is highly
dependent on the North American nation. Thus, the participants recognise a ‘weak’
geopolitical role of Costa Rica, whereas they acknowledge the power dynamics in which
their nation is embedded. The following comments made by Violeta helps us to com-
prehend how the participants grasp the geopolitical role of Costa Rica:

Violeta: Well, I know this is a rather ugly expression, but we are the United States’ pet,
because everything we consume here comes from there, I mean, we have a lot of
American influence. For instance, if you talk with your grandparents about the Cold
War, and you mention something about communism, they get scandalised because they
were taught that only capitalism is right. That kind of stuff is really ingrained in our
culture.

For Violeta, American influence is something ‘ingrained’ in Costa Rica’s culture.
She explains this by invoking historical reasons such as the Cold War. The partici-
pants have an ambivalent vision of the relationship between Costa Rica and the
United States: on the one hand, they are aware of a process of cultural hegemony
which operates in different terrains — such as the media —, whilst they endorse the
idea that the ‘population’ actively seeks to imitate the American way of life. On this
point, nothing beats the eloquence of Diana and Harold, who explain in the next
extract how they grasp this dynamic:

Diana: Actually, I heard this phrase, and pardon my French, which says that we are the
‘ass kissers’ of the United States just because we listen to everything they have to say, and
we want to copy everything they do. And it actually makes a lot of sense.
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Harold: The biggest difference between the United States and Costa Rica are the institu-
tions. There, all the hospitals and schools have been privatized; here, you have more
public institutions. But, on the other hand, in other aspects, such as laws, I feel that
every day we are more similar to them. Perhaps, it’s not that easy to notice because it’s
happening little by little, but if we compare the Costa Rica of the past to the Costa Rica of
the present, that’s where you see the drastic changes.

These two youngsters exhibit an understanding of agency, which is enacted in the
mode in which their country engages with this influence. Indeed, the participants
make sense of the presence of the United States in Costa Rica through the media.
They understand the influence and role of the United States in their country and in
the region based on the high quantity of American media they encounter in their
everyday lives.

In this regard, by assessing the origin of the media productions they engage with, these
young people generate — and confirm - the idea of a superpower which is present in
almost every part of the world. This can be illustrated with Luz, who explains how
U.S. media is almost omnipresent in Costa Rica, exerting different kinds of influences:

Luz: I mean, I think everything here comes from the United States. And, besides, I think
that lots of stereotypes come from them, because we’ve been really influenced for many
years . .. for example, you have this idea that a pretty woman must have blonde hair and
blue eyes, so following that, we, Latin-Americans, are not pretty. And stuff like that.

Luz’s words exemplify the understanding of the majority of participants regarding the
role of the United States in their country. For them, it is an undeniable fact that most of
the media they engage with - if not all - comes from this global superpower. In the case of
Luz, she underscores the role of U.S. media in setting beauty stereotypes. In her assess-
ment, it is possible to observe a logical challenge: what happens to people, who do not
have blonde hair and blue eyes, when the only media they engage with only shows that
ideal?

The understanding of these young people towards the relationship between their
country and the United States is ambivalent. This understanding is more nuanced and
contradictory when the focus is turned to these young people’s evaluation of the foreign
media they consume. Despite a reflexive awareness in terms of geopolitics and repre-
sentation, the participants praise the aesthetic values of American TV series, films, and
music and lament the perceived low quality of their national media.

Aesthetic idealisation of American media

The participants are fully aware that the United States have a larger power in terms of
media production than Costa Rica, both in quantity and quality. For them, the main
factor regards the production values of American media, i.e. the aesthetic construction
upon which a media product is developed. This idealisation becomes clear when these
young people discuss their experiences with Costa Rican films or TV series in terms of
production values. This can be illustrated in the next fragment, in which Rocio and Lola
explain their engagement with both foreign and national media:
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Rocio: I do like them [American TV series] because they are well done, and their stories
are ... [ don’t know how to explain it ... they trigger curiosity, you want to know what
happened, making you continue with the series [...] Not because a TV series is from the
United States, or any other country, it means that it’s good, although almost every
American TV series are good. I've seen TV series or films from other countries, and
they are not that bad, although not quite as good as the American ones.

Lola: For instance, I started watching this film ‘Buscando a Marcos Ramirez’ [a Costa
Rican film] ... I don’t remember who told me about it. .. I think it was on T'witter where
[ read that it was good. And when [ started watching it, I said to myself: ‘T will finish it
because you never know, it’s wrong to judge a book by its cover’, but it’s super long, like
two hours I think, and the first hour and a half is just people talking and nothing
interesting happens. So, [ believe that too much talking and all of that makes you say:
‘Oh no, that’s boring’.

For Rocio and Lola, American TV series know how to hook audiences to their stories,
whereas national media products can be ‘boring’. This contrast is regularly found
amongst the participants. For them, U.S. media have more refined production values
than media from other parts of the world. Evidently, as I will explore later on, these
young people are used to a specific media production model; for now, suffice it to
highlight this preference, i.e. the conscious selection of American media over other
types by the participants.

The criticism towards Costa Rican media was common amongst these young people.
For them, it is not only a matter of aesthetic quality, but of focus. In this regard, the
participants consider that national films and TV series are ‘too local’; namely, that they
are made exclusively for a Costa Rican audience. As Larissa suggests, national media lacks
the ‘universality’ that American media possess:

Larissa: I think that films and TV series made in Costa Rica have a really narrow focus,
they are made for just one kind of public, they are not made to be distributed in other
places. I mean, if you have an American movie [pelicula gringal, literally any kind of
public will understand it; on the contrary, probably a Costa Rican movie [pelicula tica]
will only be understood by Costa Ricans [ticos] because they always have Costa Rican
slang and local humour, they are not made to be screened outside the country [...].

Larissa’s words echo a pattern amongst the participants. For these young people, Costa
Rican media — and specially films — are made following certain local tropes. As Larissa
illustrates, these young people display a strong dissatisfaction towards the ‘slang’ and
‘local humour” found in some national films. American media establishes an aesthetic
standard for these young people by being widely available and present in their quotidian
sphere, as they are adamant to point out. Again, let us see how this works with a comment
made by Violeta:
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Violeta: Since you are very little, you start learning American English, and here you only
listen to two types of music: music in Spanish or in English, and that’s it. There are many
other things to listen to and sometimes people refuse to engage with them simply because
they don’t come from our bubble. So, if a movie theatre is screening a Russian film and
Spider-Man, at the same time, probably almost everybody will want to watch Spider-Man
because we feel it closer to us than other stuff.

There is an idealisation directed towards the aesthetics and production values of an
American model of media production. Nonetheless, even though the participants are
aware of the aesthetic standard they have to consume media, they show a high reflexivity
in terms of their choices and the reasons behind them. In a contradictory fashion, they
enjoy American media texts whilst, simultaneously, they are dissatisfied with the general
geopolitical conditions that make those texts available to them. This idealisation, as these
young people notice, is rooted in an extensive presence of this type of foreign media in
their country. I analyse how they make sense of this in the following lines.

American media in Costa Rica

For the participants, the hegemony of U.S. media in their country has become a habit. In
terms of the multiple aspects of the relationship between Costa Rica and the United
States, these young people tend to describe it as a situation that ‘you get used to’. Hence,
for these young people, American media products are part of their everyday lives. Let us
see how Aldo understands the American background of the media he engages with:

Aldo: It does feel like normal because you are definitely used to it, given that it comes
from ‘America’. So, when you are watching something, to avoid feeling excluded, you say
to yourself: ‘well, this comes from your continent’. So, you feel like one more. It’s not like
those indie movies that you watch them, and you are like ‘what’s this crap?’, or the movies
from Bollywood ... I mean, it’s that, you start feeling those movies as part of yourself, and
you stop feeling isolated.

Aldo recognises that he, as a Costa Rican young man, is not the target audience of
diverse media he engages with. In order to rationalise this fact, and to avoid ‘feeling
excluded’, he proceeds to understand the United States as a synecdoche: the country
stands for the whole American continent. Furthermore, he explains his experience of
disgust towards indie and Bollywood films by noting that they do not represent his
‘normal’, i.e. they do not follow an American model of media production.

These young people recognise that this situation is fostered in a geopolitical order
which favours certain ways of representing the world over others; in short, they know
that they play a part in a dynamic of exclusion. As I have been highlighting in this article,
the participants acknowledge the subordinate role of their country in terms of geopolitics
and media production. In this regard, they have rationalised their exposure to U.S. media
and the situation of being non-resident audiences, i.e. audiences that ‘engage with
a media artefact in a context where the diegetic world cannot reasonably be claimed to
be “about here and about us™ (Athique 2014, 10). Although they seem to have inter-
iorised this aspect, several participants express their inconformity with the weak role of
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Costa Rican media. Antonio illustrates this point by evoking a memory of disappoint-
ment from his childhood:

Antonio: To be honest, [ can’t say I feel something because [ am already used to that. But
I remember when I was a kid and I was watching TV, I would ask my brother ‘is this
happening here?, and [ always felt disappointed when I started to question why all films
are in English, why everything is produced in the United States, and why Costa Rica is
such a small country. I've grown used to that, but there’s always been something bitter in
me, especially when [ consider that what is produced in Costa Rica is not that big or it’s
not so well-received.

For Antonio, the disparity between his country and the United States is ‘something
bitter’ that he has had throughout growing up despite having been used to it. This
youngster invokes a powerful feeling of disappointment and displeasure towards the
fact that he could not see his everyday life represented on the media. His words illustrate
how U.S. media is an inseparable part of the participants’ lives; yet they recognise the lack
of seeing their realities on a TV or cinema screen or hearing it. With this, [ am not
implying that they do not access to Costa Rican media; on the contrary, I mean to imply
that these young people have been interacting with a global model of media production
which ‘pushes’ specific products from a specific country, and with a weak national model
of media production which do not capture their demands.

Discussion: critical resignation in transnational reception

Young people in the Global South are immersed in transnational media. The theory of
cultural proximity, as developed by Straubhaar (1991, 2015) and other scholars (Berg
2017; La Pastina 2004; Straubhaar et al. 2019), points out how specific contextual
conditions provide cultural coordinates for engagements with transnational media and
how meaning-making dynamics are always localised - i.e. reception practices are enacted
from the social positionality of audiences. This theory also states that audiences prefer
media that is more culturally close to them (La Pastina and Straubhaar 2005). Yet it seems
that for Costa Rican audiences, American culture feels like home - notwithstanding the
complicated historical forces that are behind this. Although the ideas elaborated by
Straubhaar and collaborators (Straubhaar et al. 2021) are fundamental to grasp the role
of social categories such as class, age, and gender in transnational media reception, it is
crucial to take into account processes of cultural hybridisation and other affective,
stylistic, and aspirational factors (Rincén and Marroquin 2019). Transnational media
flows and other geopolitical have diffused what is local and what is foreign. When Costa
Rican young audiences make sense of an American media text, there a different
entangled proximities at work (Wagner and Kraidy 2023). Geopolitical, aesthetic, and
quotidian factors converge in the affinities this young people experience towards trans-
national contents that represent a foreign reality. These proximities operate within an
experiential framework which is more complex than a simple separation between what is
local and transnational (Alvaray 2023; Athique and Kumar 2022; Constandinides 2022).

For Wagner and Kraidy (2023), transnational reception brings about an experience of
resigned agency in which audiences engage in creative interpretations of media texts, and
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the pleasures of viewing them, but are simultaneously aware of larger social and material
dynamics at play. In this case, Costa Rican young audiences construct their media diets
based on catalogues offered by transnational media, from traditional television to
streaming platforms. It is possible to detect this sense of resigned agency in the modes
in which these young people make sense of the presence of US content in their everyday
life and the geopolitical relations of their country. They know where they media habits
come from and exhibit a strong reflexivity towards the relationship between their own
preferences and contexts. However, within their resigned agency, there is a political
stance that characterises how they understand their consumption of transnational media.
In terms of the participants’ interpretation of U.S. media texts, I argue, there is an
interpretative operation that I would like to call critical resignation.

Following the argument developed so far, this interpretative operation entails the
acceptance of a geopolitical situation, but a critical awareness of the accents and absences
present in the media texts that come from a ‘dominator’. The students from both schools
are cognisant of the geopolitical role of their country in the world: it would be hard to
contradict their assessment of a Costa Rica tied to a foreign economic power. Indeed,
since colonial times, a large portion of the nation’s development has been contingent
upon often exploitative commercial relations with larger international markets (Cupples
and Larios 2010; Molina 2002). Although they regularly criticise the role of the United
States in Costa Rica, they do not take a stance of active opposition towards U.S. media
texts. On the contrary, these media texts constitute their media diets. But it is not only
a matter of quantity and presence, but of preference and normalisation. As [ have
analysed in this article, the participants consider U.S. media texts as their ‘normal’, i.e.
they configure the base from which subsequent media choices take place. In short, they
create an aesthetic referent which is used to evaluate other media, be it national or from
other parts of the world. As different young people point out, several aspects of an
American ‘way of life’ are considered to be ingrained in Costa Rica culture. Thus, foreign
media texts — or the American media production model - become something ‘quotidian’,
‘local’, or are perceived as such.

Here, [ am not suggesting that all engagements with transnational media entail
a critical resignation of some sort. Indeed, media reception encompass myriad practices
that depend on the semiotic resources present in a media text and the socio-cultural
background of audiences (Livingstone 2019; Siles 2023). That is why, I submit, consider-
ing the ever-changing complex social dynamics that occur around the act of engaging
with the media (Livingstone and Blum-Ross 2020; Wu and Bergman 2019), it is crucial to
develop a vocabulary for interpretative contradictions and ambivalences. The develop-
ment of this vocabulary would encompass a detailed description and dissection of
a negotiated interpretative process, taking into account the diverse textual, social, cul-
tural, political, and economic factors that play a role in the engagement between an
audience and a media text.

In the preceding lines, I have been analysing how young people from the
Global South make sense of engaging with transnational media. My intention
has not been to be media centric nor to display a sort of media determinism:
evidently, TV series, films, music, and other products, are not the only cultural
resources upon which this understanding is unravelled. However, they are essen-
tial for fostering complex positions towards a perceived situation of submission
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and inferiority. It is through the availability and interpretation of a specific kind
of media texts that Costa Rican young audiences experience the confirmation of
power dynamics and a social order. The participants’ critical resignation entails an
engagement in which critical skills are matched with conformity. They frown
upon the role of a foreign nation in their country; yet they prefer the aesthetics
of media texts from that ‘hegemon’ over national iterations; yet they also feel
excluded from the perceived omnipresence of American media.

What I call critical resignation is a modest attempt to start developing a vocabulary
that recognises that reception is a spectrum characterised by moments of dissonance,
rejection, enjoyment, and even complicity and collusion (Hall 1980; Silverstone 2002),
moments that might take place synchronously following interactions with media texts,
a whole media apparatus, and social-political orders. As Nietzsche (1974) compels us to
do, ‘above all, one should not wish to divest existence of its rich ambiguity’ (335; emphasis
in the original). I claim that we should take this dictum to heart when we do audience
research.

Notes

1. The names of the educational institutions and participants presented in this article
have been anonymised. All the research activities reported here were part of my
doctoral studies undertaken at The London School of Economics and Political
Science (LSE) and were approved by the Research Ethics Committee on February
the 26™ 2019.

2. By media I refer to symbolic and material systems of interconnected and diverse texts,
genres, formats, platforms and technical infrastructures. My discussions and interviews with
the participants were concentrated mainly on cinema, television, and music.
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