Culture Media and Democracy: An Opinion Piece (2008)
Being a resident of England, I think I had better stick to territory I am familiar with when exploring concepts around the relationship of Culture, Media and Democracy, so my thoughts are about the UK context.  

There has not historically been a formal relationship between these three areas in the UK.  It is one that suits each party and Party.  It is still argued, despite the brilliant Citizen Cane, that Politicians and their entourages only cottoned on to the power of the media in the 1970’s.  This is laughable, particularly about what we now know about “spin” and that this kind of operation could simply not have evolved overnight.   On closer examination there has been a formal relationship between Culture and Democracy and Democracy and the Media for several years.  It is probably fair to assume that the relationships are becoming more relevant, and therefore more powerful and probably more manipulative or indeed open to manipulation.  

Formally, the relationship between democratically elected politicians and our culture has either been through the Censor, the Home Office or through the Department of Heritage, and now the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS).  Censorship is not a new tool of control.  There have been a number of examples of it over the years from DH Lawrence’s, Lady Chatterley’s lover and Salman Rushdie’s, Satantic Verses to Ray Bradbury’s Farenheit 451. So why do we in the arts feel that the wall is closing in on us?
The DCMS, the Home Office, the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC), Local Councils and Film Distributors all have a say on what we can and can’t see on film and video.  In theory they try to maintain an even view but a rare deviation was with David Cronenberg’s CRASH which was banned in Westminster in 1966 but was played in the rest of the country.  The BBFC is technically autonomous, a private company since 1912, and it is self-regulatory in theory to prevent government interference.  The relationship with government now is based on a gentleman’s agreement.  The BBFC keeps its ability to classify within the bounds deemed acceptable to the government of the day and in return the government makes no move to set up an official body.  The appointment of its President is subject to Home Office approval.  It also has to operate within the Obscene Publications Act and the guidelines of this say decisions can be changed if the government judges that public attitudes have changed.  The DCMS have stated that the regulation of film will be brought under the aegis of OFCOM a statutory corporation which regulates the media.  OFCOM operates over six key areas and is subject to inspection by the National Audit Committee which makes it directly accountable to Parliament through the Public Accounts Committee.  Parliamentary Questions are answered by the Sec. of State for Culture Media and Sport.  OFCOM also has advisory bodies that it must consult including:  the Consumer Panel, the Content Board, the Nations and Regions Advisory Committees and The Older Persons and Disabled Persons Advisory Committee.  Members of all these Committees and of OFCOM are part of the Public Appointments Process – which means that the Government – through the DCMS, invites membership.  It is however uncomfortable in a democracy for the public to accept censorship by the Government so for now the BBFC is convenient.

For the theatre, technically there is no censorship before a play is performed – there used to be under the Lord Chamberlains Office via the Examiner of Plays.  In 1950 this relationship was abolished.  Now plays are like books – the legal position is “a company or theatre can be prosecuted if judged to be obscene, libellous, slanderous, or blasphemous.”  There are several liable clauses, such as:

· Liable to “incite racial hatred”

· Liable to “cause public disorder”

· Liable to “cause treason”

· Liable to “glorify terrorism”

In any of these circumstances the burden of proof lies with the police, but judgement plays a key part here and it could be asked whether a law and order body is the right vehicle to make these sorts of judgements?

These examples show a confusing system - could be conveniently confusing?  What else adds to our sense of restriction?

The current blasphemy law solely applies to criticising the Church of England.  The Lib Dem MP Evan Harris argues that free discussion of religions is at risk because these laws suggest that restricting free speech is acceptable which prevents the legitimate criticism of religion.  We also have the Crime and Disorder Act of 1998 which deals with racially aggravated offences, but under this system the Director of Public Prosecutions reports to the Attorney General, an appointed not elected position.  There is not much faith from the cultural sector in the teeth of either of these laws.  
Currently, the DCMS is responsible for many bodies which oversee cultural activity and the Media. These range from the Arts Council, to the British Broadcasting Corporation, to English Heritage, to Sport England.  They are either Non Departmental Public Bodies or Trusts.  The theory is that they are independent of government.  However, all the Board Members and Trustees of such bodies are invited to take up their positions by Ministers or the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport.  They serve for a given term, but can be removed for any number of reasons.  The most notable clash between the government and one of these was with the BBC over the Weapons of Mass Destruction Dodgy Dossier Claim made by Andrew Gilligan during the run up to the Iraq War.  These scenes were unprecedented – normally, things happen in what many would consider a more British way – behind closed doors.   The theory is that anyone can apply for these public appointments, which if a true reflection of a democracy and meritocracy is desired is a good thing.  But in reality most of these posts are perceived to be “favoured” or advertised as “three days a week voluntary”, which means that only a limited number of types of individuals can apply.  For example, those that don’t have to work for la living!  In the opinion of many we are worse off for ethnic minority representation in these public offices than we were 20 years ago, despite our demographics demonstrating a rightful pressure for more diverse representation.   A recent study also showed that since 1997 (when the present Labour Government came to power) more of these individuals are selected from alumni of Oxford and Cambridge Universities than in the history of public bodies.  One could forgive the Media latching on to the phrase….. “Cronyism.”  All these bodies are also subject to audit by the National Audit Office and ultimately, if needed, the Public Accounts Committee.

I have gone into some detail about these structures – because I want to illustrate that though we may feel, in the liberal UK, that we are well served by the arms length principle, in reality it is a very short and confusing arm!  The perception is an unelected and carefully selected few wield power over our cultural and (to an extent) media bodies.   It was thought, so worried was Lord Puttnam (the Film-maker) about this and the potential for manipulation against the public interest, that he fought hard in the House of Lords for a Public Interest clause in the allocation of licences for our broadcast media. This potentially limits shareholder ownership being concentrated in, for example, a foreign investor like Rupert Murdoch who allegedly has significant influence on the outcome of elections through is privileged access to those in high office and perceived ability to affect editorial content through his media titles.
What other factors, relating to this triumvirate makes us nervous?  
1.  The Culture of Fear (propagated by the media) exerts a major influence on public opinion or subjective judgements.  Wikipedia defines this as “fears and anxieties carefully and repeatedly created and fed through the manipulation of words, facts, news and data, allegedly in order to induce certain behaviours, justify governmental actions”.  The aim, to keep people consuming, electing demagogic politicians and deviate attention from key social issues like poverty or unemployment.   

2. The Fear of the Other.  We saw how immigration could not be kept off the agenda at the last election also how quickly the public responded to the image of the Hoody, a malevolent being with an unknown face.  This is not the first time clothing has been used as a scapegoat for identifying criminals.  In the Government of Charles III of Spain wide brimmed hats and long cloaks were banned on the grounds that criminals hid their identities and weapons beneath them.  I use an American example here - because there was an absence of knowledge about the attackers on the World Trade Centres on 9/11, certain politicians, fuelled by the media, propagated ideas that they were linked to Sadaam Hussein and that Sadaam Hussein was linked to Al-Qeida.  Within a few weeks 72% of the US public believed that Sadaam Hussein had bombed the towers.  This, when there has never been any evidence of either.  This in a time when we have personal access to information via the www.
3. We have the sense that we are increasingly at the mercy of an invasive government.  The UK has 0.7% of the worlds land mass, 0.9% of the world’s population and 25% of the worlds CCTV cameras!  We are more watched than anywhere in the world.  Our movements are more tracked.  Governments have more information on us than ever before and are losing more information on us than ever before.  Recently there has been debate to allow anyone of us to be lifted off the street at any time and held for up to 42 days without evidence being made available to us or any charges being levelled at us.

4. Many bodies set up to support the breaking of new ground or new thought, such as the Science and Research Councils are aligning themselves to the strategic priorities of Government.  Is this for self-gain, self-preservation, or do they really see it as serving the population.  

5. The Government has recently introduced a Green Paper (pre legislative paper) which when a lecturer in journalism at the University of East Anglia reviews it he says….”From its title onwards the DCMS promotes the independence of the BBC”.  Yet even a cursory glance at the paper shows this is a myth.  It is even worse when it speaks of the World Service since the Foreign and Commonwealth Office still has supervision of public diplomacy where “work which aims at influencing in a positive way perceptions of individuals and organisations overseas about the UK remains the norm.”  The paper says that any new publicly funded service has to have the approval of the Secretary of State who can impose conditions for approval.  It dilutes the mission to “educate” and imposes a set of performance measures to the role of “provider of knowledge” stifling initiative, innovation and emptying obligations in relation to content.  In short leading to “narrowcasting business” rather than “broadcasting culture.”
6. The Power of the Media.  The media has the potential to destroy individuals as the legal paraphernalia for their protection is either inadequate or lags behind.  We have seen this in the recent case of Robert Murat who was fingered by the media in the abduction of Madeline McCann.  Portuguese law prevented him defending his name against vicious allegations resulting in a feeding frenzy.  It was dependent on him seeking settlement through the courts to clear his name and in the UK he was recently awarded £600,000 in damages – but will we see headline apologies?  Situations like this contribute to individuals feeling helpless in the face of the 24/7 media machine.  Apart from the fact it wastes an awful lot of effort when politicians could be engaged in more constructive pursuits.

The “new media” present a whole host of other issues.  Recently the UK Government has convened a Convergence Think Tank to examine whether and how as a nation we could and should intervene?  They talk about increased diversity and a range of quality output but what does this mean?  And is it achievable when we have failed to do this even in our more easily regulated subsidised arts sector?  Most of the debate has focussed on access and how we are going to pay for it, or get people to pay for it.  Or how we are going to generate quality content, not a single key commentator has related this to ensuring a healthy democracy.    A recent round table convened by The New Statesman looked at issues like bridging the digital divide and regulation.  It was rather patronisingly titled “Getting Programmes to Punters.”  Of the 11 contributors none was under 40, all were white, and only 1 was a woman.  I’m guessing that their income bracket was all above £65,000 per annum.  The key issue must surely be how should we ensure this medium allows for genuine plurality of debate to strengthen our democracy?   Resilient democracies make better decisions about the direction of development for all of us.
I must close…….So when it comes to it, the Government has either direct or indirect control (albeit presently benign) over our creative and artistic bodies, our media and our public spaces (Sorry folks to introduce another element so late in the piece), our culture and to a degree our capacity to generate new knowledge.   Culture and Media and Democracy which on the face of it seem independent are inextricably intertwined.   This is supported by countless examples of state intervention in Radio, Advertising, Theatre, Photography and Film.  This in a European country with arguably great latitude when it comes to freedom of speech and one held up as a model for democracy.  Yet as turn out at elections falls we have to question the legitimacy of our elected members and therefore the legitimacy of the degree of control.  In an absence of legitimacy a “climate of fear” can grow and the media in turn can feed this in the interests of consumerism but never yet it seems in the interest of diversity or plurality.  The more we fear the more we run headlong into control and risk aversion and joined up thinking and strategic alignment.  Potentially, there is less room for bold, radical, innovative thinking.  If we do not support the artists, the maverick, the controversial, are we allowing ourselves to relinquish three of the greatest functions of art – to subvert, to question and to reflect on our humanity?  
The Arts and media are concerned with how we talk about ourselves and the world. Cyberspace is an international zone where what is “our” is again open to question.  With the many loose federations of nations facing global issues, it is vital that we review our societies and the potential avenues for aligned progress with our most powerful tool – the arts and culture – at the table.  At present it/we are not. 

As cultural thinkers and creative individuals, it is our duty as debate begins about regulation of “new media” within Europe that we use the status quo and these examples to influence the dynamic….in the UK I would argue for alignment with Parliament rather than the Government of the day and in Europe …..The choice is ours.
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