IEN the BBC asked me
to take part in a semi-
nar to be held in

Dhaka on what was called

'‘Broad-casting Future', my
inclination was to say no. [ was
aware that | did not know
enough about the technology,
sociology, economics, and poli-
tics of international broadcast-
ing to be able to talk on the
sub with confidence or any
degree of fllumination. | was,
however, reminded of a
Japanese proverb according to
which life was an endless debt
which man must go on paying
and that | had a great debt to
the international broadcasting
community which | shared
with my nation. A large section
of that community gave us
memorable and heart-warming
su during our Liberation
War in 1971 and our struggle
against autocracy in 1990.

these crises one great

b casting Institution,
namely, the was coopted
to Bengall hearls as

Breadcasting Corporation. It
was therefore in the spirit of

mmglumaﬂ of this
in a perso

tions of international
broadcasting, the topic as-
signed to me for discussion.
1 do not expect to be able to
raise any
sues, but may | begin by paus-
ing a little over the stock-ex-
change metaphor of 'futures’
and wondering if it was chosen
in recognition, fronic or oth-
erwise, of an aspect of the
‘cultural’ reality of Interna-

tional broadcas Al any
rate, it has eno iguity of
suggestion in it luding the

Hindu idea of reincarnation!)
for me to "argue that invest-
-ment in international broad-
casting 'futures’ is more secure
than ‘investment in any
‘commodities futures'. My rea-
sons are two fold : interna-
tional broadcasting serves the
primal desire to know, which
is as old and deep as Adam and
Eve, whether is served
through the ear or the eye or
through both. Also it fis
founded on the imperishable
need to hear, and see,
all indispensable methods of

USTRALIAN meodia bar-

on Rupcrt Murdoch has

sald he wants lo bring
American popular culture to
the rest of the world.

Given the overwhelming po-
wer of televiston, and given
Murdoch's cnormous holdings
in newspapcrs and Lelevision,
which include the Fox ncetwork
in the United States and Lhe
saicllitc systcm Dritish Sky
Droadcasting, few doubt his
ability o wicld unprecedented
influenee.

lHow is it that this man can
claim as a privilcge of his po-
sition the right to influence
the minds and hearts of citl-
zens th t the globe?

Opinion varics from merci-
less condemnation to open
adulation, depending, largely,
on a person’'s impressions of
Murdoch tbc businessman. He
is the pet bogy of all left-wing
circles, a man accused of drag-
ging dowamarkct a hundred
newspapers throughout the
world, inchuding The Times of
London.

Tens of thousands of people
who lost their jobs as he took
over theftr companies and
made them profitable hatce
him. Others showered with
high salaries and rcwards
speak ol hilm warmly.

A lormer columdist of the
Chicago Sun Times says "no
scil-respogting dead fish would
wani o be wrapped in Mur
doch paper.” and Harry Evans,
a former editor of The Times
and Sunday Times, describes
him as “resticss, brooding,
moody, pertulant and very
right-wing".

Andrew Knight, the presemt
chiel cxecutlive of Times
pers and a multf-mil-
Honaire in his own right, says
he "cannot imagine life without
Rupert”. He ascribes "fantastic
qualitics of gencralship”™ to

|

outrcach to fellow human be-
ings. | cannot imagine a time
when the human race would
abandon the miracle of instan-
taneity, simultaneity, and
spread achieved by radio and
television through the collapse
of time horizons, because the
‘global village’ thus created,
could never be wished away for
fear of the burden of awareness
of- the obligations of action.
Also the benefits of these two

media, | am sure, would be’

found to over-weigh their risks
and frustrations.

It is obvious that the cul-
tural implications of interna-
tional broadcasting in
Bangladesh, for that matter, in
any country, are bound to be
varied and complex. It would
perhaps be good, for perspec-
tive, to bear in mind a few
facts about sh and its
people as we deliberate here :
it is a society which has been
colonized twice, first by
Britain, then by Pakistan: it has
endured autocracy for most of
its history since its emergence
as an nt country ex-
cept lor short periods; it is ir-
repressibly ‘democratic; its
pluralism i{s now under some
threat from religious funda-
mentalism; its cultural expres-
sion is strongly biased towards
the verbal; violence is an in-
creasingly dark and pervasive
feature of its politics; its peo-
ple are intensely proud of their
language and culture and
fought a war for these, among
othcr things; they arc, in [act,
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an insecure, not always hu-
mourless, people, subject io
recurrent horriffic natural
calamities, political unrest,
fears and suspicions; they are

nevertheless capable of gener- -

ous acceptance and assimila-
tion from, as it were, a subter-
ranean source of assurance; a
very small proportion of these
hundred and ten million peo-
ple command decent material
conditions of existence; only
one out of five of them knows
how to read and wrile but al-
though short on letters they
are, by and large, gifted with
ears and eyes! A soclety with a
profile lih this would naturally
have fts own way of responding
and relating to 'speech’ and
‘image’, that is, what comes
through the cye, in interna-
tional broadcasting. Indeed,
onc¢ of the main concerns of
broadcasting . across the
‘otherness’ of race, culture,
language, and ideplogy, is, how
to relate. This is something |
wish to retum to later.

A few words al this stage
about the international broad-
casting scene in Bangladesh. It
is dominated by the BBC for
reasons of history, quality, and
the range of programmes, al-
though people here tune in to
all the major broadcasting sta-
tions of the world including
the VOA, Radio Moscow, Radio
Peking, Radio Tokyo, Deutsche
Vallcy Radio, Radio
Netherlands, Radio Sydney,
and All India Radio. As for
leleviston bhroadcasts, those

from India can be received
with normal ant¢nnae while
the Hongkong based Star TV
programmes can be received
through the dish antenna. The
Jatter has caught on and is al-
ready a modest presence,
Interestingly, it can be seen in
conservative old Dhaka and ad-
vanced and sophisticated new
Dhaka alike. The CNN and the
BBC World Service, the former
introduced some months ago
and the latter only recently,
are accessible for a little over
forty hours a week through
Bangladesh TV. | have, how-
ever, no way of determining
how many of which social
groups give their ear and eyes
to which station. There is little
doubt, though, that the BBC
enjoys -the greatest popularity
and authority in respect of
broadcasts for the ear. It has,
by the way, n rise to some
amusing folk lore about its If:g—
endarily ubiquitous reach.

have here the space to recall
the aide of a President
solemnly asking a colleaguc to
ring up the BBC to [ind out
what his boss was discussing at
that very moment with a visi-
tor in the next rooml! Finally,
according to the Government
Bureau of Statistics, roughly
about 24 million people in this
country own licensed radio re-

ceivers while slightly more

than half a million possess li-
censed television receivers.
These figures would improve
significantly il unlicensed re-

ceivers of both kinds arc taken

into account.

Now, what sort of questions
do these data enable us to ask
and answer? Could we perhaps
ask: What is the state of our
awareness of international
broadcasting, both as a con-
sumer package and as a system
of information with its own or-
ganizational philosophy, within
and outside the establishment?
We know that Bangladesh
Government has for some time
now given hospitality, through
BTV, to the CNN, a news dom-
inated network, whose
grammes we have had the time
to judge, as well as to the BBC.
One would 'like to know about
its consequences in terms of

programmes and audience re-.

sponse, now that a growing
section of BTV's viewers are
regularly exposed to two
worlds alternately. We do not
know the professional or gov-
ernmental perceptions of
these things. We do not have
the urban-rural breakdown, or
age-allluence-education-wise

distribution, of receiving sets.
We do not know why their
owners listen or watch or what
they listen to or watch and
why. They probably do resent
and resist some idcas and im-
ages thal come to them and it
is necessary to establish what
or why. The actual size of the
audience of international
broadcasting is not definitely
known, but it is bound to be
small. We can only make
guesses about most of these
matlers but the rough fact is

News Emperor of the World

For the second time round Australian ty-
coon Rupert Murdoch has bought the
famed New York Post. Murdoch is the
piggest media power-broker in history.
Press barons of yesteryear influenced the
views of whole nations. Today modern
technology had made it possible for
news empires to touch the entire world. A
book by British writer William Shawcross
examines Murdoch's life. Gemini News
Service examines the book, the man and

the empire.

Hazhir Teirmourian writes from London

Sir Willlam Rees-Mogg, un-
der whose editorship | first
joined The Times, has jusl re-
turned as a columnist to the
paper [rom which he was
sacked by Murdoch in 1981,
“I'm coming home,” he says,
implying that the paper has

nol been made unaceeptable in’

the intervening years.

It is not ecasy Lo admire
Murdoch unless, apparently,
you arc i close friend or assis-
tani. From alar, as you watch
him jumping from city Lo city
arcund the globe, he appears
an almost demonic fligure with
boundicss cnergy and endless
appcitte for matertal acquisi
tions.

Docs he nol rcalisc, one
asks onescll, that he will not
live Jor ever? What can be the
pleasure of owning yct another
newspaper or icievision station
or transport company when he
alrcady has diflicully remem-
bering the names of them all?
What, indeed, can be the point
of spending one's last yeurs
aboard small jet atrcraft con-
stanily on the telephone talk-
ing abowut the latest company
acrounis?

In Murdoch (Chailto &
Windus, London), author Willi-
am Shawcross paints Murdoch
as driven by somcthing other

+ than money. At the cnd of the

book these questions renain
still largely valid, but much
informalion also emerges 1o
shiow that Murdoch [vels a
nced to be involved in the
greaicst events that shape the
future of the planet.

He wants to be among, and
to be courted by, those who
imake the most imiportant de-
cisfons. He Is bored by Inac-
livily, and finds luxury
unaltractive. llis private jot s
much less comlortable than
tHose belonging to his
deputies. He is the Ghengis
Khan of 20th Century capital-
ism, il we allow that Ghengis
Khan also may have had strong
moral convictions.

"Murdoch uses his papers
in the same way as cvery other
press baron,” Shawcross told
me al his London home. "lic
wanls to wield political {nfllu-
cnee. lle pushes for the elec
tion of politictans he approves
of, and he pushes the ceo
nomic policics that he thinks
suft him in the longer term

Shawcrosa woenl on Lo say
that, for exampic. tn Britain
The Times had supporied the
Conservative Parly since
Murdoch took the paper over.
"But The Times would have
donec that, anyway, no maticr
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RUPERT MURDOCH
The media mughal

which press baron owned it.”
Indeed, the influence of 1He
press at elections may bo over-
estimated. Most of the reanders
of The Sun, the most fero
ciously right-wing paper
owned by Murdoch in Britain,

voted for the Labour Party in
the last elcetion. Similarly,
Murdoch's papers in the US
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supported Republican George
llush, who lost the American
presidentinl election 1o Dill
Clinton

A more widespread cerili
cism of Murdoch is that the
cditors of his pular ncws-
papers (il their pages with sex
and crime. In the book, the
editors reply, again, that had

pro-

thal inlernational hrﬁndmung
in Bangladesh has acquired a
visual dimension with the in-
troduction of Star TV, the CNN
and lately the BBC, and that its
audience is on the increase.
Coming to individual broad-
casting agencies having to do
with the ear, we can say with
reasonable certainty that the
BBC's or the ‘Jﬂhn po
has a significantly wige audi-
ence among youthful listeners
and that the BBC's programme
of 'high culture' consisting of
classical music, poetry, drama,
and book review, etc, have an
audience, mainly among the
more aged and, perhaps, the
educated. We can also add that
the world service news and
commentary on world aflairs,
along with the Bengali Service,
which is said to have an esti-
mated audience of B.9 million
listeners, enjoy wide popular-
ity across the age divide and
that in times of crisis, local or
international, listeners in this
country turn overwhe
to the BBC, with the VOA as a
sccond source of information.
Clearly, 1 have 'guessed’ too
much, but my questions and
comrnents in this context have
been designed not only to il-
lustrate my ignorancé but to
stress the need for research.

| spoke earlier of the prob-
lem of 'relating’ involved in
international broadcasting
which is obviously a two-way
business. Bangladesh
receives the attention of the
international clectronic media

| Star TV satellite: looming large over Asia.
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the papers been run by others,
the same formulae would have
been employed to make them
pular. In other words, they
merely fulfil a social demand,
they don't create one. This has
to remain a matter of dispute.

Shawcross's book pays full
attention to such issues, and
levels his own criticism at
Murdoch. In particular, he
worries that Murdoch is plan-
ning to transmit American
programmes from satellites in
space to Asia and Africa, as he
does in Europe today, without
first secking the permission of
# majority of the inhabitants of
lhose continents. "Are people
rcally being olfered more
choice than before?”, Shaw-
cross asks. "The phenomenon
is s0 new thal such questions
cannot all yet be answered. But
Lthey necd to be asked”,

He cencludes with a look
back at some of the figures
through history who have
wiclded similar power: "Press
barons like lLord Northceliffe,
William Randolph Hearst and
Lord HBeaverbrook, used Lo al-
fect the views and policies of
nations. Murdoch and a hand-
ful of others are now reaching
and touching the lives of bil-
lions of people all over the
world, They are building the
foundations of the twenty-first
century, the information age.
Their power is awecsome, and
the responsibility is immense”.

Despite the author's need to
cxplain the financial deals and
the monetary policies that
consume most of Murdoch's
time, Willam Shawcross has
managed, as always, to produce
a highly-readable book. I've
walched the changes Murdoeh
has imposed on his British
nowspapers at close quarters,
and | don’t doubt Shawecross's
objectivity. Above all, the au-
thor has written an important
book, given that Rupert
Murdoch, whether we ltke ft
or not, is a significant phe-
nomenon of our time. We owe
it to ourselves to know him
betier.

HAZIIIR TEIRMOURIAN . is
a Middle East specialist for
The Times." London

beti:au; of its natural disasters,
iti turmoil, and misery.
Wl: naturally relate well to the
compassion of the images of
natural calamities but a relent-
less emphasis on them to the
exclusion, say, of the heroic ef-
fort to rebuild life after total
destruction does alienate. No
nation wants to be perma-
nently ‘stereocast’ for its mis-
ery. The BBC's representation,
in its Pro Guide for
January 1993, of India through
the image of the famous
Tajmahal and that of
Bangladesh through the image
emaciated

of an wWoman scav-

enging for food, illustrates this

attitude amply. There is a
throbbing cultural life, there
are environmental problems,
and development activitics —
these should be noticed to
correct the balance. On the
other hand, a broadcasting in-
stitution like the BBC in its re-
porting of the political affairs
of Bangladesh not only relates
to"us very well,
politicians to relate to one an-
other by giving them opportu-
nities to give their, often op-
posed, versions of the same

events to the public. This has
its place in journal-
ism and is rather close to the
mediatory practised

by the BBC at home as when it
brings face to face senior
members of the two main par-
ties in Britain after a major
speech by the Prime Minister
or a senfor Cabinet Minister.
‘Wt are on less happy

L1

ground in respect of certain
international political images.
The reporting of the Gulf war,
for instance, in terms of news
and visual will remain
a matter of debate for a long
time; the CNN could not easily
extricate itself from the charge
that it 'merchandized’ its hor-
rors and destruction without
the benefit of inducing an anti-
war attitude in fts American
audience. In the same way, ils
detailed coverage of the dc-
molition of the Babri mosque
and its cruel consequences
raised important questions
about 'surfeit coverage' and the
limits’ of information. Again,
the CNN's showing of
President Clinton's glittering
inauguration was marred for
many viewers because his jingo
declaration about his resolve to
use force whenever necessary
to protect American interests,
went uninterrogated by any
on its screen.

Then there are subjects like
the question of lifting the ban
on homo-sexuality in the US
Armed Forces which has hit
the American coasmos and in-
ternational television, but how
do we here relate to the obses-
sion about a thing like that,
except as a marginal matter of
anthropological interest?

There are other guestions
in this context: who are the
radio and television journalists
responsible to? Their capacity
for doing good, adequately
matched by their capacity for
doing mischiel or damage
through ignorance or error, is
fairly limitless. And when it
comes to reporting about a

country or a region

~which is not his own, what is

the reporter's equipment?
Does he have a reliable knowl-
edge of the
and culture {:o
npurtl about? Dul um:ltr-
pﬂ‘: the nuances of
and invisible
hvu?"l‘hu questions have to be
addressed in earncst.

I referred above to our
‘othermess’ vis-a-vis the West
on a wide front. | would like to

say further that this othernesa,
rrdy fabricated by the West
r its own cenmvenience, now
confronts a monelith. With the
Soviet Unijon bowing out of the

hillnr}r

it gets our

world's stage, America has as-
sumed its moral and intcllec-
tual leadership backed by its
now unchallenged military
. The 'new international
er' bequeathed by George
Bush to Bill Clinton is a totally
American 'order’. No 'liberal
for the individuality of
o nations, especially the
weak. ones,” is therel The
Western media from which in-
formation flows towards us,
the peripheral nations, oper-
ate from within the present
structure of international
and large, apologists for the
Western perception of the
world and the American ap-
prw-d gospel of market eco-
nomics and related values
without reference to any pos-
sible alternatives. And the sys-
tem is too ful for its oc
casional empathetic dissidents
to make any improssion on it
There is openness withoul Lhe
ability or humility to under-
stand ‘others' and the in-
evitable Western slant dictated
by self-interest, or, worse,
prejudice.

We know that an important
medium, namely television
has its critics. It has been dec-
scribed as a product of latc
capitalism devoted to the
promotfon of a consumerisi
culture, the stimulation of
needs and wants as well as
desires and [antasies, all aimed
at the creation of the peolitics
of distzaction from serious is-
sucs of e as part of the stral
egy to sustain a buoyant level of
consumer demand so as 1o
keep capitalist production and

profit high.' If this (s “truc of
television in ils own
‘metropolitan’ context, what

happens if the context shifls 1o
the 'periphery” and the authors
of television remain the same?
But to return to the criticism
of television offered herc : one
wonders whether or not 1t cx

plains a part of the motive that
went into the Gulf war. After
all, it dazzled potential buyers
of arms by its display of super-
tecch’ weaponry. Add to this
television's capacily to create
instant worldviews, images ol
coherence, and versions of
reality through tricks of mon-
tage and collage which actu-
ally excludes reality or merely
touches its surface. Imagcs
beamed from the cconomic
and political power centres of
the West, then, could seck 1o
manipulate us into its order,
that is, into seeing their inler-
est as our own. [ am not only
talking of 'the mirror ol mali

cious cycs, but one that makces
you accept a shape that is not

Talking ol capitalist manip
ulation, | am reminded of the
‘classic’ popular TV show
called 'Dallas’, produced from
the 'Heartland of capftalism
and viewed by millions across
the globe. it s a picture ol en-
trepreneurial drive, family
loyalty and deceit, greed, lust,
rapc, murder, and the ethic of
‘ft's yours — go and get it and
has a clear, but not entircly
pleasant, political and eco-
nomic message. The film pre-
sents the rapacity, waste, and
sordidness of the capitalist way
of life so well and forcefully
that it is difficult to see how it
could wean people away from
‘collectivist’ thoughts te the
blisses of capitalism which, in
America as clsewhere In the
Wesl, has created a ‘contented
majority’ alone with what leoks
like a permanent and growing
under class. In this casc atl
least manipulation scems to

fafl in its fve in the eyes
of the sensitive and the in-
formed.

In this I-cold war era,

the era of the Guif-war and its
continued cruel nemests for
Iragis, Iin the ecra of the
reawakencd ancient fears of
the dark 'Islamic menace’, as a
consequence of which Bosnian
Muslims are being allowed to
be exterminated, we could go
on talking of the Inequities of
the present international or-

der and its' many tangents, but
we must reach seme conclu-
sions on the effects of Interna-
tional broadcasting Knowing
as | do that it is not easy for us,
situated as we 'are, to escape

economic, political or cultural

domination or iInfluence, |

must assert the cardinal fact

that international broadcasting

is about open society, open in-
Continued on page [0




