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Introduction

The concept of public service broadcasting is one which was first developed in the 1920s, and is generally agreed to arise from the vision of John, later Lord, Reith, Director General of the BBC.

As the world changes, as a result of digitalisation and globalisation, the continued relevance of public service broadcasting has become a matter of much debate.  There are a number of approaches which can be taken to an analysis of this issue.  I have chosen to return to the definition of what is meant by the term ‘public service broadcasting’, and to concentrate on one of the key concepts – the relationship of the broadcaster to the “sense of national identity”.

In this essay I first examine the term ‘public service broadcasting’, and what it is understood to mean today.  I then move to an examination of the concept of national identity, and a consideration of the relevance and value of having a sense of national identity.  Finally, I look at globalisation and digitalisation, the effects that they can have on national identity, and the role that public service broadcasting can play in countering some of these effects.

Public service broadcasting

There are a number of prongs to the Reithian vision of public service broadcasting:

· Broadcasting should be used “as an instrument of enlightenment”

· This should be achieved through the provision of “entertainment, information and education”

· Broadcasting should, throughout, observe the ‘three truths’ of “’impartiality’, ‘objectivity’ and ‘balance’”
.

For Reith, one of the central roles which public service broadcasting could fulfil was to foster a sense of national identity.  This, and other roles, have endured, and are included in the Irish government’s 1995 green paper on broadcasting, which lists the elements that make up the concept of public service broadcasting:

· “Broadcasting is expected to serve the “public interest” or “general welfare” carrying out tasks which contribute to the wider and longer term benefits of society as a whole.

· “Broadcast programmes should be made available to the whole population.

· “Broadcast programmes should cater for all interests and tastes.

· “Minorities should receive particular provision.

· “Broadcasters should recognise their special relationship to the sense of national identity.

· “Broadcasting should be distanced from all vested interests and in particular from those of the Government of the day.

· “The public guidelines for broadcasting should be designed to liberate rather than restrict the programme maker.” 

These outlines are, of course, idealistic in their conception, and by necessity broad in their definition.  They do serve, however, to delineate the space within which public service broadcasting operates, and shall provide the definition of the term which I shall use in this paper.

While public service broadcasting has, within Europe, been associated primarily with State-owned operators, the concept is now understood separately from that of public-sector broadcasting
.  Accordingly, certain community radio operations would appear to comply with the definition
. Similarly, the British government’s (2000) white paper on communication reform, referring to the privately owned ITV companies, claims that they “should continue to have a key role in delivering public service broadcasting.”

National Identity

The relationship of public service broadcasting to the national identity is interesting for two reasons.  Firstly, as shall be seen, various other of the roles of public service broadcasting can be seen to be derived from this role – it is one of the keystones of public service broadcasting.

It is useful to note here that the direction in the definition of public service broadcasting is for broadcasters to “recognise their special relationship to the national identity”.  The national identity is not necessarily to be protected as some monolithic icon, unchanging and unchangeable.  Instead there is room for broadcasters to work towards a more pluralist and tolerant understanding of the national identity – which would gel; with the role of serving “the public interest or general welfare”.

Secondly, focussing on the issue of national identity raises two pertinent questions:

· What do we mean by national identity? And

· Why is the sense of national identity deemed important and valuable?

The two questions are closely intertwined, with the response to the latter often dependent on the definition given in answer to the former.  Some would argue that ‘national identity’ is merely a construct, designed to maintain the status quo, the existing ordering of power in society.  John Pilger writes that

“Britain is not one nation with one perspective on events and with everyone sharing roughly the same power over their lives.  ‘Consensus view’ is often a euphemism for the authorised wisdom of established authority in Britain.”

Pilger’s view is, to some extent, supported by more optimistic commentators such as Price who admits that “National identity … becomes … the often elegant collection of images that the government (or a series of interest groups) manufactures or encourages to keep itself in power”.  Herman and Chomsky make use of this form of concept in their development of a propaganda model of the media (Filter 5 – “the ideology of anticommunism”)

· Price, however, answers, to a large extent, these worries by referring to Mark Yudof’s comment on the role of government:

“… government programs that consciously seek to reinforce notions of tolerance, electoral participation, government by consent and the like need not be feared [and] contribute to the establishment of a framework in which government indoctrination to ‘objectionable’ values … is rendered more difficult”.
· A national identity approached from this latter direction would be a positive addition to society. Price himself claims that there are three extant definitions of national identity:

· Instrumental model – “the collection of myths, ideas and narratives used by a dominant group or coalition to maintain power in society”.

· Essential model – The belief that “American-ness, German-ness, Russian-ness are all proper deeply rooted national identities and each has a unique historical essence.” Supporters of this approach believe that institutions and symobols (such as flags) protect and “give form to these identities”.

· Pluralistic model – Price notes that in many countries a “state protected pluralism” has evolved “in which ethnic and religious groups are protected, often through explicit legal requirement”.  He gives several examples, amongst them RTÉ’s obligation to:

“Be responsive to the interests of the whole community, be mindful of the need for understanding and peace within the whole island of Ireland, ensure that the programmes reflect the varied elements which make up the culture of the people of the whole island of Ireland, and have special regard for the elements which distinguish that culture and in particular the Irish language.”

Whichever definition – or mix of definitions – one adopts, it becomes necessary to address the question of the value of the protection and continuance of the sense of national identity.

Rather than encourage a sense of shared values or experience, which will influence the attitudes and actions of the audience, one could advocate unfettered individualism, where each person is completely free in determining his or her opinions on all matters.  Kant, in his famous Answer to the Question: “What is Enlightenment?” stated that “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity.  Immaturity is the inability to use one’s own understanding without the guidance of another.”

Arguments of this form would appear to support the making of decisions by individuals without influence by societal concerns or preconceptions.  However, there are a number of flaws in this approach.

Firstly, humans are beings with limited resources in terms of time and reasoning ability.  In this context “[institutions] simplify the amount of processing that we must perform in order to achieve something”.

Secondly, “the flourishing of civil society depends not only on basic rights of individuals but on the nourishing of the public sphere ‘in which all relevant opinions, values, interests, perspectives can be and in fact will be expressed’”.

While the Habermasian notion of the public sphere is tied to the notion of free individual communicative action, it is also rooted in the ideal  “any topic … will be debated rationally until consensus is achieved”
.  While perfect consensus may be practically difficult (or impossible) to achieve in specific situation, it is a goal worth pursuing.  The use of national identity, as a shared basis for discussion can, therefore, be of benefit in this process.

A second objection to the concept of national identity might arise from a consideration of the many conflicts which have arisen from nationalism – the atrocities of Nazi Germany and the more recent events in the former Yugoslavia, and of course the ‘Troubles’ here in Ireland, spring readily to mind.  The Pluralist model is all very well in theory, but can it occur in practice.  As Pradip Thomas writes:

“The health of a national identity can be measured by the extent to which the various ‘nations’ comprising the nation-state willingly subsume their parochial identities to that of a supra-national identity.  In real life, however, a consensual example is hard to come by.”

However, just because we find it difficult to locate a fully working example does not imply that we should stop trying.  It may be that all we require is more effort.  Alternatively, while we may never acquire perfection, it may be worthwhile moving towards a more consensual, a more pluralist, society.  This is acknowledged by Thomas’ comment that:

“While a perfect wholly inclusive version of national identity might be impossible to formulate, particularly in the context of plural societies, it need to be reasonably inclusive.”

Globalisation and Digitalisation

UNESCO’s World Communications Report (1997) provides a succinct definition of globalisation.

“Concept originating in Anglo-Saxon countries which refers to the increasingly world-wide nature of industrial production and trade, caused by the rapid development of new information and communication technology, and the instant, planetary transmission of their content.”

The global nature of industrial production has two main consequences. The first is referred to in Gidden’s definition of globalisation:

“The world has become in important respects a single social system, as a result of growing ties of interdependence which now affect nearly everyone … The general term for the increasing interdependence of world society is globalisation”.

So interdependence has increased.  A related consequence has been an influencing factor in the ‘anti-globalisation’ protests of recent years (in Seattle, Prague and elsewhere).  The domination, until recently of the debate concerning the globalisation process by free-trade proponents such as the WTO and IMF is seen by some to result in a power imbalance.  Naom Chomsky, a prominent opponent of the dominant model, has commented that:

“Globalisation could be a fine thing … But a particular form of globalisation, that has been instituted by state and corporate power, with primacy given to the rights of investors … and with people being incidental, has had pretty negative effects”
.

Naomi Klein has also voiced support for alternate approaches to the issue – at counter-summits, she claims, “alternative models of globalisation spill onto the streets”
.

Digitalisation is another problematic term, though perhaps more easily defined than ‘globalisation’, with its politically dominated nuances.

On its surface, ‘digitalisation; refers to the move from analogue modes of representation - such as AM radio or 35mm film – to digitised formats, where information is stored in a series of ‘bits’ (binary digits) and recreated according to pre-defined algorithms (examples include DAB – Digital Audio Broadcasting – or the storage of text items on computer, using the ASCII standard).

However, when used in reference to the mass media, the term has a more specific, and one could say complex, meaning.  The development of new forms of digital communications technology, leveraging ever more powerful computing resources, is leading to what is termed the “information age”.  Francis Fukuyama, while disagreeing with the assertion, has noted that many ‘gurus’ of the information age have claimed that modern communications technologies will result in “a devolution of power downwards to the people and a liberation of everyone from the constraints of the centralised, tyrannical organisations in which they once worked”
.

Whatever the truth of the claim, digital technologies have undoubtedly changed, and will continue to effect, the nature of the mass media, and the relationship of the public to it.  The first, and most obvious change in the mass media is the development of new format of media such as the internet (web, email, mailing lists etc.).
These new media, and enhancements to existing media, often take advantage of the greater information capacity afforded by new technologies.  Greater quantities of available information lead to the risk of information overload, and to the necessity for the development of better media-human interfaces, such as those developed by MIT’s Media Lab
.

Globalisation, digitalisation and national identity

The effects of globalisation and digitalisation on the media can be divided into three categories – those which relate to the production of media, those related to the content of media, and those related to the reception of media.

The primary point to be made about the production of media concerns the ownership of media.  The growing concentration of media ownership, facilitated by increased deregulation, is driven by the twin factors of globalisation and digitalisation.  The World Communications Report notes that

“To … reign over the world of digital television, the major audiovisual groups, whether as rightholders or as distributors, are tackling the market in a complex dance of alliances, divorces and counter-alliances”
.

The rationale is more explicitly provided in the British Government’s recent Communications White Paper, where they note that:

“Economies of scale will remain [because] more channels with multimedia operating on an increasingly global basis are greater competition for services which are already in short supply … Digital information can be endlessly edited, copied and merged with other information and can reappear in many formats. [There are] … therefore increasing economies of scope in the broadcasting market”
.
If the costs associated with digitalisation have driven mergers and alliances that Bagdikian has referred to as  “a new communications cartel”
, globalisation has led to a “world information order” – an international system of the production, distribution and consumption of information.  As Giddens notes, audiovisual product is just that – product “sold to large information markets”
.

The significance of this concentrated ownership can first be seen in what Giddens refers to as “media imperialism” - the “paramount position of the industrialised countries … in the production and diffusion of media”.  This poses particular difficulties for Third World countries who “are held to be especially vulnerable because they lack resources with which to maintain their own cultural independence”
.  As the Green Paper asks in an Irish context, “Should we be concerned … if three-quarters of what young children view provides no cultural resonance with the basic structures of meaning and feeling associated with life in Ireland today …?”
.

Public service broadcasting can play a role in countering the consequences of the ownership structure of commercial media.  In “recognising their special relationship to the sense of national identity” public service broadcasters can counter the media imperialism facilitated by the commercial media. This can be accommodated through the provision of more ‘home-grown’ content, and following the direction to “cater for all interests and tastes”. By having guidelines which ‘liberate’ the programme maker, broadcasters allow programme makers to explore freely the society within which they operate, reminding the audience, in a critical fashion, of the nature of their identity and culture.

The next are to be examined, appropriately, is the content of broadcasting. In an increasingly globalised world, society itself must become more heterogeneous, as citizens grow accustomed to meeting and mixing with those off different cultural and ethnic backgrounds.  The response of commercial media will, we understand, be to provide “individualised consumption”
.  However, while this process  will cater for “specialist, but profitable, market segments”
, it will not necessarily provide a wider understanding of a pluralist society.

Similarly, a pessimistic reading of globalisation, as reported by Price, would be to believe that “globalism may be welcome to authoritarian governments precisely because it erodes the domestic public sphere …Polished global services … dilute any competitive political voice at home as much as they weaken the controlled voice of the state itself”
.

Public service broadcasting, in contrast, is well-placed to undertake many of the tasks which will be necessary in such a heterogeneous society:

 “In a world open to the internationalisation of data flow and image exchange, a public service should provide basic landmarks of a historical, cultural and political nature for a nation.  It should embody, among other things, the relationship that a people has with both its image and its imagination – hence the importance of the provision by public television of true diversity and pluralism to its viewers”
.
We can see, therefore, the manner in which public service broadcasting is to tread a path between the celebration of tradition and the encouragement of tolerance – the content should grow and evolve with the nation, assisting the development of the sense of national identity.  Price notes that “there are many who claim that the intense, repetitive, unabashed separateness of regional television in the former Yugoslavia has contributed to its years of violence and war”
.

The important consideration, as far as Price is concerned, is whether media legislation and structures contribute “the incentive and machinery for a more secure and enduring national identity … one that gives ethnic and religious and political minorities a sense that the system provides them with voice and recognition”
.

I referred earlier to the increased individualisation expected in the future.  This, coupled with the increased number of channels available, leads to an important development in terms of the reception of media, which has, in turn, consequences for any sense of national identity.

Whereas in the past the low number of channels meant high viewing figures, we now have a situation where “technological upheavals, combined with the development of pay television, have resulted in fragmented viewership”
.  A striking example of this is the fact that there will soon be 17 television channels in the UK directed at children
.  While many of these stations will be controlled by the global media giants (Disney, Viacom, Warner etc.) the concept of nationally recognisable figures, such as Zig and Zag, or in other genres the Late Late Show, will recede, and with it  a sense of national community..

Public service broadcasting can provide a focus point around which national culture and icons can develop – providing a reliable centre from which cultural journeys can depart, and to which weary travellers can return.

Alternatively, if iconic figures do emerge, they will, if public service broadcasting is absent, be likely to emerge from one of the several shades of commercially-oriented pay-television.  Leaving aside concerns regarding the “synergies” of tie-ins, licensing and cross-branding, the risks of an ‘information rich, information poor’ divide exacerbating divisions within society – and destroying the already sometimes nominal national identity – are being raised by many commentators.  Australia’s submission to the Broadband Services Exports Group stated unequivocally that “Universal service rules must be adopted, designed to provide a basic service to all Australians for low cost.  Cross-subsidisation may be necessary …”
.

Public service broadcasting’s role in providing services which are universally available, as noted by the Green Paper can help to fight the potential information divide.  The cross-subsidisation proposed by Australia is a plank of public service broadcasting, one which is becoming of growing importance.

Conclusion
In this essay, I have addressed the question of national identity, and the influence which globalisation and digitalisation have on it. I conclude, ultimately, that national identity, if approached as a dynamic object, using Price’s pluralistic model, is a positive thing, and something which should be protected and developed.

Public service broadcasting has a strong relationship to the sense of national identity. Globalisation and digitalisation can damage national identity in a number of ways, and I have shown that public service broadcasting can play a role in resisting these effects.
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