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MAXIR TSSUES IR GLOBAL COMMUNICATION IN THE DIGTTAL AGE

Robert . Mcchesney
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4 Aungust 1987

The Chinese charvacter for "corisis,* it has oft been noted, is comprised of
the characters for "danger” and “opportunity.* In this sense of the term, we
are clearly in the midst of a glokal communication crisis.

on the one hand, vew technologies and necliberal devegulatory policies have
made communication a cornerstone of the emerging global market sconomy.
Media and telecommunication are both rapidly evelving into global markets
dominatsed by a handful of encrmons transnational firms. The two largest
gilchal media firms, Time Woarney and Disney,'have_ge&n their non-U.5.
revenues incorvease from arouand 10 percent in 19%0 to 35 percent in 1955, with
the expectation that the figure will go over 50 percent earlv in the pext
decadsa. In media, there is now a global first tiler of some 10 mostly

U.86. ~based media conglomerates with widespread holding ascross media sectors
and having global production and distribution networks. Ancther 30-40 large
fizms round oub the avetem, oceupving regional or niche markets. This is
hardly a competitive market, as each of the 10 largest firms is involved in
jeint ventures with, on avervags, 2ix of the other nine gilants. In many
raspects it resembles a cartel. Likewise, telecommunication is becoming
coneentrated inte the bands of "four to six glohal glants." as the president
of MCI recently put it.

Moreover, the system is built to satisfy the needs of corpoerate advertisers
and shareholders. To the extent the media and telecommunication systems are
bEuilt to gerve consumers, they aimed at business and the upper-middle
classes. This is having disastrous implications for Jjournalism, culture and
notions of public servics, Indeed, the traditionsl public ssrvice
broadeasters are all ipn the procesza of becoming commereial entities, as they
neoliberal model posits no nesd for public subsidy.

By any known theory of democracy, such a concsntration of power inte so few
selfi-interested and unascountable hands is simply unacceptakle.

on the other hand,l the smergence of digital technologies holds the potential
of cpening up and democratizing communication in manners previously
nnfathomable. The Internet is the most striking example of this trend, but
it is by no means the only one, When digital technology is applied to radio
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and television channels —— as will be done in the coming decade ~- the
number of chasnels can incrsase by s factor as high as Len. We are polised to
have the capacity for individuals and groups traditionally outside of the
dominant media systems to be able to produce and distribute hiyh guality
material. :

Tn the neoclibsral milieu, howsver, the issue of how best to develop digital
communication is removed from public debate and turned over to the corporate
sector where profitability dictates its course. This is indefensible
politically, as thess ave issues that deserve -- even demand -- citizen
input. Moreover, the dominant media, computer and telecommunication firms
are doing everything within their immense economic and political powers to
see that the Internet and digital communication be brought safely within
their existing smpires. Left to the market, personal computers and digital
television sets will becoms vending machines, rather than engines of
demsoraay. The demcoratic potentilal will be marginalized if not eliminated.

Tha sore issues for digital communication are as follows:

1. How to put communication issues on the political agenda, making them
subject to informed public debate, locally, nationally and globally.

2. How to protect and expand democratic and accountable public service media
and communication, to lessen ineguality and to promote civie values.

3, How to lessen the comsercial carpet bombing of our culturs —- from media
to sport, education, and seemingly all else -- to protect and promote
noncommereial public space ip general.

4, How to sstablish and develop high guality journalism and public affalirs
media that will draw citizens into public life as meaningfal and informed
participants, rather than serve as a conduit for advertisers attempting to
reach viable consumers with the cheapsst and least controversial fave.

5. How to establish a global communication network bassd upon mutual respect
between pecples and nations, rather than upon profit maximization for a few
dozen transnational firms.

§. How to oreats a nurturing cultural olimate for our children, rather than
subject them to & commercial indoctrinstion guite unliike anything ever sesn
befors in history.

7. Bow to protect and promote individual free expression without state or
aorporate censorship.
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