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Configurable Culture in Wealthy e
and Developing Markets: A Comparative
Cross-National Perspective

Aram Sinnreich

12.1 Introduction

The precipitous growth of Internet adoption around the globe over the past two
decades has contributed to profound changes in our cultures and cultural markets, as
well as the complex web of relationships among creators, industries and audiences.
Yet, these changes take different forms from nation to nation and generation to
generation; as science fiction author William Gibson famously observed, “The future
is already here—it is just unevenly distributed” (Standage 2001).

One of the most important cultural developments spurred by digital networked
technologies has been the emergence of a range of new expressive forms and creative
practices. These new forms and practices take advantage of the unique affordances
of both production and distribution platforms, specifically: (a) the “cut-and-paste”
capabilities for audio, video and photographic media available on the billions of com-
puters, tablets and smartphones in current use; (b) the prospect of a simultaneously
massified and customized media experience provided by social media services such
as Facebook and YouTube; (c) the “context collapse” (Marwick and boyd 2011) and
blurring of the lines between interpersonal and public communication resulting from
the convergence of previously discrete social networks onto a common communica-
tion infrastructure; and (d) the massive acceleration of the feedback cycle between
production, reception and redistribution enabled by these media platforms.

While the cultural and industrial consequences of these changes to the commu-
nications infrastructure are diverse and far-ranging, several theorists have proposed
analytical frameworks that focus on the shared dimensions of these new expressive
forms and practices, as well as the collective social impact of their adoption on a
broad, global scale. These include Jenkins’ (2006) theory of “convergence culture,”
which emphasizes the new points of common interest and collaboration between
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artists, industries and audiences; Bruns’ (2008) “produsage” and Ritzer and Jurgen-
son’s (2010) “prosumption,” both portmanteaus suggesting the blurring of the lines
between traditional conceptions of production and consumption; and Lessig’s (2008)
term “remix culture,” which critiques a copyright system rooted in the premise of
“original” cultural expression and the resulting proprietary corporatism of the global
culture industries.

In my own work (Sinnreich 2010), I have used the term “configurable culture,”
in order to emphasize the ways in which the logic of networked digital communi-
cations has quickly become the dominant organizational regime for cultural, social
and industrial institutions around the industrialized world in the twenty-first century.
A central aspect of this project has been the collection and analysis of empirical
data regarding the awareness, consumption, engagement and opinions of everyday
Internet users regarding new cultural forms and practices such as mashups, remixes
and video game mods, as well as the role of demographics and other sociocultural
factors in shaping these trends. My colleagues and I have found that attributes of
respondents, such as age, income, education level, ethnicity and nationality, play
a measurable role in shaping how individuals adopt configurable cultures, interact
with online distribution platforms and evaluate the ethics of those behaviors and
interactions (Sinnreich et al. 2009; Latonero and Sinnreich 2014).

In this chapter, I will examine the results of a recent international survey to evaluate
the differences in configurable culture awareness, behavior and attitudes of Internet
users across a range of different national media markets and to highlight the ways
in which the divergent cultural, legal and economic factors at play in those markets
influence engagement with audiovisual media. While all of the nations surveyed were
English-speaking and relatively high-population (25 million or more), four of them
(the USA, the UK, Canada and Australia) are designated as “advanced economies”
and two (South Africa and the Philippines) are designated as “emerging markets and
developing economies” by the International Monetary Fund (2018). Along similar
lines, the first four countries are typically grouped as belonging to the “Global North”
(despite Australia’s location in the southern hemisphere), while South Africa and the
Philippines are understood to be members of the “Global South” (despite the Philip-
pines’ location in the northern hemisphere) (Miraftab 2009; Misalucha 2015). These
six nations are also geographically diverse, representing populations in four different
global regions (North America, Europe, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia/Pacific).

Thus, while this chapter diverges from others in this volume by focusing on
larger, rather than smaller media markets, it sheds light on an analogous divide—
that between wealthier markets that tend to produce global media, and “developing”
ones, which tend to be relegated to the consumption end of the spectrum. Even among
English-speaking, high-population nations, there is a center and a periphery, and the
differences between these markets in terms of behavior and opinions are stark and
instructive.
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12.2 Methods

The survey was fielded in July and August 2017, to online, English-speaking adults
in six countries. After using two separate screening questions' to eliminate false
or meaningless data, respondent numbers in each surveyed nation were as follows:
the USA (n = 510), Australia (n = 132), Canada (n = 121), the Philippines (n =
139), South Africa (n = 134) and the UK (n = 193). These respondent pools were
demographically diverse, in terms of gender (35.5% male, 64.5% female), income
(40.7% below $40,000 annual income, 12.6% above $100,000) and education (20.6%
with only secondary education, 65.8% with some university-level education and
12.8% with a postgraduate degree).

Initial analyses of these data demonstrated that practices and attitudes surrounding
configurable culture vary considerably by age, reaffirming recent findings by Yates
et al. (2015) that there is a statistically significant difference, with a large effects
size, between digital media usage patterns of those under and over the age of 35.
Consequently, for the purposes of this chapter, I have treated the below-35 (45.8%
of respondents) and 35-and-above (54.2%) populations of each surveyed nation as
analytically distinct.

12.3 Analysis

12.3.1 Awareness of Configurable Culture

There were significant divergences in awareness levels of various configurable cul-
tural forms, across both nationalities and age groups. The vast majority of respon-
dents said they are aware of cut-and-paste musical forms like mashups and mix-
tapes, though young South Africans are disproportionately unaware of mashups, and
Filipinos of all ages are far less likely to have heard of mixtapes—a product that
depends as much on physical as on digital distribution networks. However, Filipinos
of all ages are disproportionately more likely than other respondents to have heard
of anime music videos—most likely because, although this is a globally produced
and consumed art form, it originated in Asia. Although there are consistent gaps in
awareness between older and younger respondents across all categories, the gaps
are the greatest for video mashups (with the exception of the Philippines) and video
game “mods”—most likely due to the disproportionate time spent on PC gaming
among younger adults (Fig. 12.1).

l“What shape is planet Earth?”” and “Have you responded accurately to the questions above?”
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Fig. 12.1 Awareness of configurable culture, by nation and age

12.3.2 Consumption of Configurable Culture

While the majority of respondents (especially those under 35) demonstrated aware-
ness of most configurable cultural forms, actual levels of consumption (captured by
the question “which of the following have you used or consumed in the last year?”)
are far lower, and the gaps between young and old tend to be much greater, especially
in categories that may be understood as emblematic of online youth culture, such as
anime music videos (consumed by only 2.4% of older UK adults) and video game
mods (consumed by only 1.4% of older Australian adults). The Philippines presents
an interesting exception, however; although older respondents are consistently less
aware of these cultural forms than older ones, those who are aware are much more
likely to consume them. In nearly every category, Filipino adults’ consumption levels
dwarf those of their contemporaries from other nations. In the case of mixtapes, older
Filipinos are nearly twice as likely to have listened to them (25.7%) than younger
Filipinos (13.7%) (Fig. 12.2).
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Fig. 12.2 Consumption of configurable culture, by nation and age

12.3.3 Engagement with Configurable Culture

This study distinguishes between consumption (discussed above) and engagement,
which involves a mode of cultural activity that falls somewhere between the tradi-
tional modalities of production and consumption. In earlier work (e.g., Sinnreich and
Latonero 2014), we distinguished between “consumption-adjacent” practices, such
as creating a playlist or a custom radio station, which require relatively little exper-
tise and effort by the user, and “production-adjacent” practices, such as producing a
mashup or a remix, which have a much higher bar to entry. Of course, many other
configurable cultural activities, such as making a meme or live streaming a concert,
fall deeply into the gray area between these polarities and have little similarity to
either traditional production or consumption modalities.

This survey queried respondents about a range of different forms of engagement
with audiovisual work, from consumption-adjacent to production-adjacent. For musi-
cal works, different forms of engagement were adopted at very different rates among
respondents from different countries. Americans were by far the most likely to use
custom radio programming, such as the services offered by Pandora, iHeartRadio
and Apple Music. While this may be due at least in part to availability (Pandora has
operated only in the USA since 2017), there must be other factors as well, given
that iHeartRadio also operates in Canada and Australia, and Apple Music operates
in every nation surveyed.



220 A. Sinnreich

Although Americans are most involved in the consumption-adjacent musical prac-
tices, younger Australians, South Africans and Britons, as well as older Filipinos, are
much more likely to say that they engaged in production-adjacent activities, such as
creating sample-based music. Many of the gray area practices I surveyed are viewed
from an industrial and legal standpoint as copyright infringement—in large part, no
doubt, because of the mismatch between a legal system crafted in the era of mass
media and the much broader and more flexible affordances of digital communica-
tions platforms (Patry 2011). These gray area practices are most common among
Filipinos and South Africans of all ages, who ranked first and second for sharing
files online, “stream ripping” (saving a streaming audio file as an MP3) and live
streaming a concert from a mobile phone (Fig. 12.3).

Similar patterns emerged from the question regarding engagement with video-
based media. Older American adults were by far the most heavily engaged in the
consumption-adjacent practice of using a digital video recorder (DVR) to save and
retrieve televised content (although South Africans led among younger adults). As
in the case of musical practices, Filipinos and South Africans in both age categories
led the gray area (and potentially copyright-infringing) categories of file sharing,
stream-ripping and video uploading, by exceedingly wide margins. When it came
to the production-adjacent practice of remixing video, engagement levels among
younger adults hovered around 8-10% in most nations (except for Canada, where
the rate was only 1.9%), while most older adults had little or no experience, except for
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Fig. 12.3 Engagement with configurable culture (music), by nation and age
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Fig. 12.4 Engagement with configurable culture (video), by nation and age

the Philippines, where nearly a quarter of older adults said they’ve remixed video—a
staggering figure double the rate of those who said they’ve used a DVR.

In short, nations with higher levels of income, and stronger copyright enforce-
ment regimes, appear to have a greater overall engagement level with audiovisual
media at the consumption end of the spectrum, and nations where fewer people have
access to legal sources of online content distribution tend to have a higher degree of
involvement in gray area practices that skirt the lines of legality. In every nation, the
production-adjacent end of the spectrum, which is characterized by making sample-
based media, tends to be disproportionately a youth practice, with the notable excep-
tion of the Philippines, where older adult engagement in remixing dwarfs that of
their younger compatriots (Fig. 12.4).

12.3.4 Civic Engagement via Digital Media

Engagement with audiovisual forms of configurable culture seems to dovetail with
civic and political engagement via digital media. In most of the categories of online
civic engagement we measured in the survey, levels of use were far higher among
Filipinos and South Africans than among those from other nations. For all nations
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Fig. 12.5 Civic engagement via digital media, by nation and age

surveyed, the age gap for digital civic engagement was much smaller at the consump-
tion end of the spectrum; the number of older adults who shared news stories via
social media, or signed up for alerts from news Web sites and applications, was close
to the number of younger adults in every country except the UK (where older adults
demonstrated a much lower level of engagement with audiovisual media than their
younger compatriots). The Philippines, where older adults were more likely than the
young to engage in activities like stream ripping and uploading, was the one nation
in which older adults were also more likely to engage in digital civic activities such
as signing up for news alerts, signing online petitions and participating in real-world
political action organized via the Internet. In nearly every category, Canadians were
either the least or among the least civically engaged, echoing their relatively low
engagement levels with audiovisual configurable culture (Fig. 12.5).

12.3.5 Opinions on Ethics and Legality

In addition to surveying respondents regarding their awareness, consumption and
engagement with configurable culture, I asked them to share their opinions about the
ethics and legality of configurable cultural practices such as mashups and remixes.
As Raz (2009) argues, a legal system must necessarily be rooted in the ethical values
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embraced by the culture that gives rise to it; in his words, “legal theory attempts to
capture the essential features of law, as encapsulated in the self-understanding of a
culture” (p. 98). However, as | have demonstrated in previous publications (Sinnreich
et al. 2018), there is an enduring gap between what people think is ethical and what
people believe should be legal in the case of configurable culture; in other words, the
novelty and social stigma attached to these emerging forms of expression undermine
people’s support for a legal system that would enable them to flourish.

This gap between ethical and legal imaginaries can be measured empirically using
survey data. Specifically, one question asks, “To what extent do you consider mash-
ups and remixes ‘original’?” Respondents had a choice between saying that: (a) all
remixes and mashups are unoriginal; (b) some are original and others are unoriginal,
(c) all are original; and (d) prefer not to answer. As I have demonstrated in earlier
work (Sinnreich et al. 2009), while most media consumers don’t think explicitly in
ethical terms, their ethical thinking is encoded in the form of aesthetic judgments
regarding the “originality” of a work; hence, a mashup deemed sufficiently “original”
may be seen as ethical, while one deemed “unoriginal” may be deemed unethical.
This syllogism is recognized explicitly in copyright law, as well; in the USA, for
instance, case law holds that “original, as the term is used in copyright, means only
that the work was independently created by the author (as opposed to copied from
other works), and that it possesses at least some minimal degree of creativity.””

Along similar lines, the survey captured respondents’ legal opinions by asking,
“In your opinion, how should copyright apply to mash-ups and remixes?” For this
question, possible responses included: (a) all mashups and remixes made without
permission of the “original” author should be illegal; (b) some uses should require
permission and others should not; (c) all remixes and mashups should be made with-
out the need for permission; and (d) prefer not to answer. In order to demonstrate the
gap between ethical and legal opinion, we may compare the percentage of respon-
dents who said, on the one hand, that configurable culture is always or sometimes
original with the percentage who said that it should always or sometimes be legal.

The data show that, in keeping with my previous research, there is a consistent gap
across all nations and age groups between the perception that configurable culture
may sometimes or always be original, and the expectation that it may sometimes
or always be legal. In other words, respondents’ support for the ethical validity of
configurable culture was not matched by their expectations of support from the legal
system for these practices. Furthermore, younger respondents were far more likely
than older ones to believe that configurable culture could be both ethical and legal.
The only exception to this trend was older Filipino adults, who were more likely
than their younger compatriots to say that configurable culture could be original (and
therefore ethical). This makes sense in light of the data discussed above, showing
that engagement with some production-adjacent configurable cultural forms—such
as stream ripping, remixing and uploading—are more common among older than
younger Filipinos.

2Feist Publications v. Rural Telephone Serv. Co., 499 U.S. 340 (1991).
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Fig. 12.6 Attitudes regarding laws and ethics of configurable culture, by nation and age

Overall, the gaps between ethical and legal opinions, and the level of support for
configurable culture across and between national populations, were fairly consistent
and seem to have little to do with the differences between national legal systems, or
levels of awareness, consumption and engagement among the populations in ques-
tion. For instance, both the USA and the Philippines have broad “fair use” rules
in their copyright laws, which cover many “transformative” uses of cut-and-pasted
content, but the other four nations have more restrictive “fair dealing” rules, which
tend to be much more restrictive, in a configurable cultural context (Aufderheide
and Jaszi 2018). Yet, attitudes about the legality of these practices were more similar
between the USA and UK, and between the Philippines and South Africa (in the case
of older adults) than between nations that share the same style laws. This suggests
that perhaps other factors—such as cultural values—play at least as causative a role
in shaping legal expectations as the actual letter of the law (Fig. 12.6).

12.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have analyzed survey data regarding levels of awareness, con-
sumption, engagement and attitudes with respect to configurable cultural forms and
practices, such as remixes, mashups and video game mods, as well as peer-to-peer
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redistributive practices, such as live streaming and file sharing. The data illuminate
some differences between age groups and nations, yet also raise many questions.
Patterns of ethical and legal opinions seem to have little to do with the size of indi-
vidual markets, the prevailing copyright law, or the overall level of engagement
with digital media among the adult population. Instead, it seems that one of the
principal differentiators is between so-called advanced and developing economies.
Users in wealthier nations like the USA tend to be more likely to participate on the
consumption-adjacent end of the spectrum (engaging in practices such as listening
to custom radio and time-shifting via DVR), while users in poorer nations like the
Philippines and South Africa are far more likely to engage in production-adjacent
practices like remixing, as well as gray area practices like file sharing and stream
ripping. This suggests that media consumers in these markets, by virtue of their insti-
tutional relegation to being consumers of commercial content from the Global North,
use digital platforms as a way to reestablish some ownership stake and participatory
role in global cultural flows. Collectively, these data suggest that we must understand
economics as a principal driver of adoption patterns for new media platforms and
practices, with an equal or greater causative role relative to legal and cultural factors.
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