BEYOND GOVERNANCE:
THE TRIUMPH OF
POPULISM AND
PAROCHIALISM IN THE
21ST CENTURY

Summative Preamble

I sense that there is out there— in the common rooms
of the academy, the better gentlemen’s clubs of London,
Amsterdam, York, and Tokyo, the smoke-filled bars still
visited by the remnants of the left — a feeling, a charm-
ing nostalgia that a formula can be found that will pro-
tect, support, preserve the institution of public service
broadcasting into the 21st century. My own reluctant
conclusion is that the process will be more akin to the
preservation of primeval bugs in amber than the con-
tinuance of any vibrant cultural species.

Public service broadcasting was very much an idea
constructed within one moment in time, the early part
of the 20th century; constructed on patrician and gov-
ernmental principles from another, the 19th century. As
we approach the 21st century, it becomes clear that the
sets of principles through which the idea of public ser-
vice broadcasting were articulated have a precarious so-
cial, political, economic and cultural location.

One can in fact begin to suggest what now consti-
tutes basic truisms about the future of audio-visual cul-
ture:

- there will be more — much more — of it;

- it will be produced in response to the most basic
desires and wishes, but not needs, of the audience,
rather than those of traditional elites;

- some of that television will be domestically pro-
duced, but much of it will originate elsewhere;

- the notion of paying for television from the public
treasury will become increasingly rare, replaced by
commercial funding and direct payment;
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- audiences will continue to fragment with, as a consequence, an accelerated
deconstruction of concepts of a public citizenry;

- the ability of governments to regulate the content of audio-visual culture will be
diminished, partly because the implicit patricianism has come to be seen as passé
and partly as an act of self-withdrawal in the interest of encouraging new com-
munication technologies;

- the ability of broadcasters to reach large audiences with informative and educa-
tional material, as well as entertainment, will be hugely diminished.

- while it is overwhelmingly clear that a market model now dominates, the lan-
guage which is associated with that — for example the term ‘choice’ as in ‘in-
creased choice’” — fundamentally misconstrues the character of culture con-
structed by the market. If we take the United States as the location of the most
profound articulation of the market model, it is totally clear that the operation of
the market tends to produce a culture that is crass, trivial, shallow, exploitative,
and fundamentally distorting of the long established human desire to construct
cultural, social and political practices which are rational, informed and enriching
of the human experience. One must therefore conclude, at the prescriptive level,
that if the US is the model for a market system for producing culture then a
health-warning should be placed against that model.

- at the analytical level, however, one must conclude and recognise that the mar-
ket model is triumphant, is the future.

- that triumph — a term that I use in the same way in which one might have said
that the Wehrmacht, the German army, was triumphant in 1940 in Europe, i.e.
something which I recognise, but do not applaud — translates into a set of con-
sequences which are widespread and profound. Translated specifically into soci-
etal terms it is likely that the greater use of the market principle will inevitably
have deleterious i.e. negative impacts on the prevailing character of culture tra-
ditional and modern. The dilemma which traditional and developing societies
will face is that the felt need to continue to be modern and economically success-
ful will force the rejection of those values and sentiments which are felt in the
heart. The social, psychological and emotional consequences will be substantial
and disturbing. In short, in importing the US economic model they will also im-
port the social neuroses which lurk in that deeply troubled society. ThatI think is
sad.

Introduction

The paper will explore the ways in which the key fact of life for those concerned
with broadcasting policy in the 21st century will lie in the increasing inability to make
such policy. The most obvious characteristic of broadcasting in the 20th century was
the willingness, even desire, of governments to regulate it. The manner in which this
was done, the forms of regulation and funding of broadcasting, varied from place to
place, but there was a general consensus that actively shaping the output of broad-
casting in pursuit of publicly defined goals was a "good thing" More cynically, it was
often argued that such regulation was a "necessary" thing in that it was a particularly
effective instrument of social and political control.

The latter part of the century saw a series of developments, ideological, techno-
logical and structural, which taken together undermine the very ability of govern-



ments to have the same hands-on influence over the direction of broadcasting. The
paper will look at those developments and suggest the ways in which they come to-
gether to construct for the next century a very different culture of broadcasting than
that of the 20th. In particular, the paper will consider the way in which there is a
symmetry and synergy between a market system that views the audience as consum-
ers, and technologies which are "narrow" in their casting. The paper will also argue
that there is in many countries, particularly noticeable in Asia, a deep contradiction
between the desire to employ new technologies of communication as part of a broad
based effort at modernisation and a residual desire to maintain certain traditional val-
ues and moral systems. In here will be a key issue for the next century, with the likeli-
hood that the modernising tendency will marginalise the traditionalist tendency.

The most immediate fact of life for the public sector, and a major source of its com-
promised condition, is the sheer growth of the commercial communication industrial
sector. By the beginning of this decade there were 354 national broadcasting
organisations in the leading [i.e., economically] developed 100 countries in the world.
The number of national channels increased by 46% between 1987 and 1991, from 354
to 521. In addition, there were at least 650 local and regional channels— and these
figures did not include the U.S. Of all these organisations, 47 % still have a license fee;
32% have some direct government financing; 27% rely wholly on advertising. In ad-
dition, 125 new television services started around the world — outside North America
— in the decade after 1981, and were still in operation in 1991. These new services
offered 145 new channels. Of the 125, 29 operate 24 hours a day; 62 are advertising-
supported; 39 are wholly subscription-based — and 33 are aimed at international
markets.! Seventy-five per cent of these new services rely on imports to fill at least
half of their screen time. By 1995 there were something like 2,000 satellite delivered
TV channels available in Asia. In Europe non-industrial television services, in 1995,
reached 35%, with expectations of 51% penetration by 2005. Last year 33 new satellite
delivered channels were launched in Europe, bringing the total to 186, delivered by
28 satellites. Pay-TV revenues in Europe in 1995 were $3.8 billion, with projections of
$9.3 billion in 2000 and $14.8 billion in 2005. In 1995, $18.9 billion was spent on TV
advertising, with almost $30 billion predicted for 2005. Against this one must place the
revenue realities of European public broadcasters, and in which public funding is stag-
nant in or in decline, and had revenues from advertising fall from 44% to 28% be-
tween 1990 and 1994.2

Perhaps, however, the most powerful figures on the growth of the commercial
communication industrial sector come from the United States. In 1995 cable indus-
tries revenues were $22 billion; video purchase and rental $168 billion; TV advertising
$27 billion; movie tickets $5 billion. The most important statistics are those for the
telephone industry, whose total gross revenues in 1994 were in the region of $180
billion, considerably larger than the economies of most countries.

The recent telecommunications law in the United States, passed by Congress and
signed into law by President Clinton on February 8, 1996, by deregulating the com-
munication industries even further, unlocks a huge amount of capital. It appears
inevitable that not only will the communication sector in the United States be consid-
erably re-configured, that sector will have, because it has to have, even more aggres-
sive global ambitions.
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The Decline of Tradition

Traditionally, the public regulation of broadcasting rested on a central logic: a pa-
ternalistic or patrician relationship with the audience. I do not mean paternalisticin a
Reithian sense, in which the ambition of the cultural elite is to elevate the "masses" to
a higher level of attainment, but rather in the sense that the very nature of "old" com-
munication technologies effectively disenfranchised the audience, preventing
them from having a significant say in what would be produced for them. In no way
do I want to suggest that this was a necessarily patronising relationship, though there
were and are moments that are akind of priestly offering of the host to the congregation.

The emerging logic of communication fundamentally deconstructs this traditional
way of doing things. In the first instance the logic is about consumers in the market-
place, not citizens in the nation. The development which is key, technologically and
conceptually, is that of interactivity. The ability of the audience member to interact
with the TV set and the multiplicity of offerings which are made available is not just
some new gizmo, but a profound shift in how one thinks about the relationship be-
tween the communicator and the audience.

The brute truth is that in an interactive communications system, the construction
of which necessarily presupposes a significant increase in the amount of potential
communications that are available, it is difficult, probably impossible, to have a patri-
cian relationship with the audience. The relationship becomes one of providing the
market with whatever the consumer might decide he or she needs. From the stand-
point of democratic rhetoric there is much which is compelling within this argument;
who, after all, wants to be seen to be paternalistic in an egalitarian age. The reality, of
course, is that there is a hidden paternalism in market dominated systems as commer-
cial providers offer what they interpret as the things that the public wants/needs. The
result is, on the whole, a populism without intelligence.

The development of communication technology is, however, part of an inevitable
strategy by all major industrial societies to alter radically the means by which they
produce wealth. There is no way in the medium to long term that any economy of any
size or with any ambition, will be able to avoid the further development of communi-
cations technologies. The pursuit of the information society, based on an architecture
of broad band cable, non-wired technology, satellite and computers, thus becomes
not just a likely but an inevitable part of economic strategy and at the heart of that will
lie interactive communications, since it is inevitable that it will be seen as being in
the national, regional and local economic interests that such developments should
continue to be encouraged.

The Techno-ldeology of Change

Any developed understanding of the future of television in the 21st century has to
begin with a sense of the political, social, cultural, technical and economic geography
of the later 20th and early 21st centuries. How did we come to be where we are? In
answering that question we will begin to have a much better sense of where we might
be going since events in the latter part of the 20th century are highly determinative of
the intellectual and institutional character of communications in the 21st.

The post-war "settlement,” to use Hall and ]acques3 phrase, of western industrial
society was based on a conception of the world being a place of full employment,
stable currencies, perpetual growth, coherent nation states, a fearful global stability



based on the nuclear terror of the Cold war and a commitment to the provision of
welfare services to working populations. It was an order which from within the con-
fines of the nation necessarily presupposed a significant sense of the collective, the
shared, the group. Labour unions had been an important part of the construction of
that collectivist ethic by their persistent argument that everyone should share in the
fruits of a surging capitalism. One-nation, benignly paternalistic conservative parties
easily shared the same legislative chambers with mildly reformist social democratic
parties. Long before the end of history was declared the end of ideology was declaimed.
And nestling easily within this post-world war order were the mixed systems of com-
munication: the public broadcasting institutions, the obvious and most efficient
articulators of the national order paid for out of a public purse which could afford the
indulgence; the commercial broadcasters plying their advertising supported goods;
the world of print and the largely publicly controlled telephone companies.

The 1970’s were to see erupting to the surface tensions and immanence within the
settlement which would inevitably challenge its contours, shifting the landscape of
the time. Stagflation, oil crises, under-investment, competition from the third world, a
working class which enjoyed its new-found pleasures and wanted, if anything, more
of the same, all these and more were forces which shook the structure of post-war life
and cracked a facade which had seemed so solid. The settlement no longer was able to
work in its own terms and capital had to seek new ways to guarantee its continued
well being, even if that meant dismantling the key institutions of the post-war settle-
ment.

Something else had, however, been taking place that flowed from earlier humilia-
tions of the political right. This was the construction of an ideological order which
would provide the language to justify the process of deconstruction of the post-war
order. There is always a danger in attempting an overly precise pinpointing of mo-
ments of historical change, particularly at the level of the mental reconstruction of a
given order. However, ideas do not just happen, nor are they deposited on earth by
some celestial wind like so much galactic dust. Ideas, beliefs, intellect, ideology, all are
made and sometimes the process of manufacture is opaque, sometimes remarkably
clear. The ideas which came to replace the post-war settlement are one such example
of the latter. Two moments stand out: 1964 and the humiliation of Barry Goldwater in
the Presidential election won by LBJ; 1974 and the humiliation and downfall of the
British Conservative Party and the Prime Minister Edward Heath. Both events were
followed by the cold determination of a number of well-placed and well financed
"rightists"” to reverse what they took to be these historic wrongs and errors. Sidney
Blumenthal’s The Rise of the Counterestablishment brilliantly portrays the intellectual
creation of what became known as Reaganism. And any examination of the rise of
Thatcherism would need to disinter the flow of influence from the likes of Airey Neeve,
Keith Joseph and Alfred Sherman? From both camps flowed a key argument, drawing
succour from the economics of Friedman and his Chicago Valkyries that the crisis of
economy and society which bedevilled the 70’s lay not in the structural contradictions
of capital but from the collectivist and statist orthodoxy of a post-war settlement which
crowded and smothered the inherent potential of "the individual" and "the market."

The challenge posed to the very idea of public culture, or in its minimalist form the
public interest, became widespread and strident, emanating from the proposition that
social good flows not so much from collective activity organised from the top down,
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but from myriad individual decisions organised from the bottom up. There were two
opposed models of social and political order involving different conceptions of demo-
cratic rights and freedoms, different ideas of the relationship between culture and
economics. Applied to broadcasting, one model suggested that to sustain the general
well being of society the body politic had not just a right but a duty to make strategic
interventions and decisions through nominated institutions. Public broadcasting had
historically been one such institution. Those interventions were to guarantee a range,
depth, quality and independence of program output which other arrangements would
simply not support.

Here was also an institution which could be adopted, for example by left intellec-
tuals of various hues, as a bulwark against the immanent inadequacies and inanities
of Kapital. One had only to point the finger at the condition of American television, or
so it seemed, to render mute any counterargument to the virtues of public service
broadcasting.

This was, to say the least, a curious alliance. An institution founded in the image
and likeness of a patrician class reared on a sentiment of obligation to those less fortu-
nate than oneself, and intellectuals to whom class was anathema. The profound irony
then was that one could only serve the public broadcasting sector by encouraging the
" caring, bourgeois democratic element within capitalism. What was to become clear as
the 1980’s unfolded was that there is no contest as between the need to reorganise
radically a tottering economic order and a lingering noblesse oblige.

Against the idea of public service broadcasting was the theory which had come to
underpin the growth of the multi-channel environment, that such "public” interven-
tions and regulated culture are neither necessary nor proper. In this model what mat-
ters is consumer sovereignty, the marriage of the individual as economic actorand the
possessor of basic democratic rights. From the late 1970s the new technologies pro-
vided the rationale, the argument that while there once may have been a case for
regulating the spectrum as a scarce national resource in the public interest, develop-
ments in the technical capacity to communicate obviated that position.

No institution of the old settlement could remain untouched. There could be no
geological remnants on this new terrain, and if the winds of change didn’t reduce
them to rubble then political dynamite would do the job, destroying careers, chang-
ing the nature of organisations as an act of political will, privileging the commercial,
supporting accommodatory neo-fascist and authoritarian regimes, smashing organised
labour, spawning a new breed of econo-bureaucrats through a kind of colossal social
in vitro program. Once these intellectual constructs had taken hold, sanctified by the
election of numerous right-wing governments, then on the political dais could be placed
the individual-as-consumer and the needs and interests of "the corporation." And
buried deep beneath the rubble of the old order were such concepts as public good,
public interest, community, public culture, citizenship, governance and, increasingly,
the nation-state. The decay of the latter in particular suggested the real extent of the
triumph of the corporatist ethic. There remained few if any national markets that could
satisfy the needs of companies. The terms "global markets" and "globalisation” were
chanted with incessant fervour and ever greater volume, and nothing was to be more
globalised than communications. Indeed, the very nature of evolving communication
technologies — with their sheer capacity to allow the individual to construct his or
her own communications— placed them in powerful lockstep with the new and domi-



nant discourse of the late 20th century, that of the culture of the market, an enclosing
system of values, assumptions, and social practices from which it is difficult, even
impossible, to escape.

These processes have connected with other significant economic, political and struc-
tural developments, which at the very least will be seen to undermine the integrity of
regulated public culture. In particular, one might characterise these as: the shift to the
global, the decline of the public sphere and the fragmentation of social order. If we
look at daily life around the globe there are all kinds of currents, contradictions, disil-
lusions, reactions, disintegrations. Despite the often heard notion of the homogenising
impacts of globalism, it remains perfectly clear that there is no singularity in the social
and intellectual, as opposed to the economic, practices of the planet. Indeed, there are
massive collisions and differences, though it remains unclear as to whether these rep-
resent a pattern of social order which is likely to persist or the birth pangs of a new,
pluralistic order, more able in the long run to satisfy human aspirations. Whichever of
these scenarios defines the next century the consequences are potentially profound, a
profundity amplified by the character of communication technologies which will cer-
tainly be part of that future. For any one concerned with the direction of society and
culture there is a fearful symmetry between the character of those technologies and
the character of the emerging age. Difference and diversity may be socially formed,
but they are helped along the way by new systems of communication, developed in
the past two decades which are profoundly individualistic and definitely not collec-
tive, public, shared, or coherent.

The importance of this can easily be seen if one considers that in almost every
country with a public sector infrastructure of broadcasting a central and common part
of the lexicon of justification for the public sphere is the power of the shared moment,
when the broadcasting organisation becomes the national theatre, schoolroom, de-
bating chamber, chapel, spectacle. It is in those moments, the canon holds, that broad-
casting transforms us as a social species into a community infused with, and animated
by, shared values and morality.

If we live in an age in which coherent and stable social relationships are in doubt,
we also live in one in which the idea of coherent, stable, objectively valid, belief sys-
tems are equally questioned and uncertain. The public regulation of broadcasting re-
ally requires the persistence of both, since in its inner-most beliefs it assumed that
there were coherent populations to which it could speak, and recognisable hierar-
chies of value within which that speech could be formed. Incoherence and a relativity
of values thus become fundamentally destabilising for the public broadcaster, and yet
both are immanent within the crudely, but forcefully defined democratic cultural prac-
tice known as the market.

Much of this is known to the point of cliché. What seems to be less clear is the way
in which a real dilemma, even profound contradiction, is now embedded in the pub-
lic policy regimes of the world. On the one hand, there is residual support for a public
sector in broadcasting. On the other, there is eager support for nurturing new systems
of communication whose very nature calls into question the stability of the public
system. There is, however, nowhere, no society large or small, that is not harbouring,
to greater or lesser extent, the ambitions of post-industrialism, and thus digital com-
munications technologies and thus of more television accessed in different ways.

There is also something else about this new television which is profoundly signifi-
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