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CALL FOR PAPERS

In 1993, Media, Culture & Society will be publishing issucs on the
following themes:

January — The Media and 1slim

April  — Publishing
July — The Management of Opinion
October — Recent Social “Theory and the Media

Commisstoned articles have been invited Tor all four issues and so
there is only limited space in cach issue for unsolicited contribu-
tions on these themes. Authors interested in contributing to these
issues should contact the Managing Editor at the address given
below, indicating bricfly what aspects of the topic their proposed
paper would deal with before submitting an article,

Please note that we would be plad 1o receive not only standard
academic articles on these themes, but also shorter essays and
discussion papers.

Broadcasting and national identity in Ireland

Richard Barbrook
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A new state for an old country

In 1921, the British government was forced o recognize the secession of
the southern (wenty-six countics of Ireland from Great Britain. From the
sixteenth century onwards, the Lrish péasants had paid rents 1o foreign
landtords and had provided cheap food for British citics. In addition, they
were a source of cheap lubour for the British army, factorics and colonies.
Thus, the industrial prosperity of Great Britain was based on the
agricultural poverty of Ireland. During the 1860s, Trish nationalists began
arganizing campaigns for the ownership of the land by the peasantry. Alter
years of violent und constitutional agitation, the British government slowly
conceded ownership of the land o the Irish peasantry (Lyons, 1973: 160-
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223, But, although they formed the buckbone of the struggle, the peasants
wure incapable of controlling the movement for Irish independence. Asin
other emerging countries, the urban intellectuals provided the political
leadership lor the peasant revolution (Anderson, 1983: 66-79). During the
independence struggle, the urban intellectuals ereated two distinet forms of
Trish separatism:  secular  republicanism  and  Catholic  nationalism.
Although these two forms of nationalism were based on fundamentaly
incompatible worldviews, most Lrish revolutionaries attempted 10 combine
these two strands of the separatist tradition. In 1937, this compromise
between secular republicanism and Catholic nationalism was eventually
codificd in a new constitution. Because this synthesis was suceessful, a
Supreme Court judge could still speak of “the Clinistian and demuocratic
nature of the state” in the 1960s without seeing any contradiction between
these two traditions (Kelly, 1988: 169).

Under the 1937 Constitution, the Trish state wus organized as a political
democracy. [nthe late eighteenth century, the ideas of secular republicanism
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had been imported {rom Jucobin France during the struggle against the
enforced political unton of Britain and Ireland. For secudar republicans,
the democratic state could only be created through the consent of its
individual citizens. Therefore, the inhabitants of Irelund possessed the
democradic right (o form their own nation-state, independent from Great
Britain. When indepéndence was finally won, the new state wias established
as o representative democracy with universal suflrage. As in Britain or
France, the Irish state was ruled by a cabinet systems of government, which
derived its authority from a direetly elected legislature, In turn, the policies
of the government were implemenied by an impartial civil service, which
had been inherited from the old colonial sadministration {(IFarrell, F988: 2();
Breen et al., 1990; 23). Thus, the 1937 Constitation institutionalized the
democratic demands of the secular republican tradition.

However, the 1937 Constitution also recognized the primacy of the
Cathaolic Church over the Southern Trish people. During the struggle for
independence, there had been a strong Catholic revival within rural
Ircland (Brown, 1981: 27-8). For most peasants, Catholicism became the
mark of national “distinction” between the Trish people and the inhabitants
of the rest ol the British Isies (Bourdieuw, 1984; Brown, 1981 28). Alter
independence, the Catholic identity of frish nationalism was reinforced by
partition.  Because most Protestants lived in the British provinee of
Narthern Trelind, over nine-tendhs of the inhabitants of the Southern lrish
stale were Catholics (Brown, 1981; 30). “Therefore, in a contradictory
synthesis, the social and moral teachings of the Catholic Clhurch were
incorporated as part of the "Tundamental rights” of Irish citizens in the 1937
Constitution {Bunrcacht na hEireann, 1980: 136-52). Under the 1937
Constitution, popular sovereignly could only be exercised within the limits
of the moral wotalitarianism of the Catholic Church.

But, Catholic nationalism was popular among the peasantry for more
than separatist reasons, The Catholic Church also provided wider social
regulation for the distinetive soctety of Sowthern Treland. In contrast to the
rest of the British Isles, the Sonthern Trish cconomy was dominated by
sl property-owners, especially in the countryside. [n this form of
ecomomy, the repressive sexual morality of the Churely helped o prevent
the break-up of rural property through premature marriages or divorees.
Thus. the observanee of sexual puritanism by the Irish peasantry expressed
the Malthusian dimits ol a socicty based on individoad fund ownership
(Brown, 1981: 19-21). Henee, when independence was won, censorship of
all lilms and publications was soon imposed in Southern freland (Lyons,
1973: 680-5). Led by Catholie zeatots, these censorship boards banned all
types of films and literiure on moral and political grounds (Browa, 1981:
144; Carlson, [YHE 1, 3 4).

Above all else, the Catholic hicrarchy winted 1o prevent the importation
of *pugan” ideas inw brefand. Because of the common language, Irish
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prople could easily understand filims, books, magazines and other forms of
cultural expression imported  from other  English-speaking countries,
Because they rellected the attitudes of industnal socicties, these toreign
tilms and literature undermined the strict sexual morality of rerat leeland
(Brown, 1981: 3940, Murphy, 1984: 51). For most Trish nationabists, any
questioning of the repressive morality of the Churche threatened  the
cultural self-determination of the Trish people. Therelore, in lrelind, the
freedom of communications could only be exercised within the Bmitations
of the teachings of the Catholic Church. According (o the Bishop of Cork,
the treedom of the press was defined as a press that is fegally ree to pring
whatever is morally justilied” (Murphy, Y53 6i}).

The Lrish versiun of public service broadcasting

Under British rule, the assertion ol cubtural awtonomy was anntegral part
of the struggle for national self-determination. Therefore, once tdepend-
enee was achieved, the Irish government created its own radio broadceast-
ing corporation, which became Radio Eircann. The imperative of cuttural
nationalism shaped Irish public service broadeasting in two contradictory
ways. On the one hand, the state-owned broadeasting corporation helped
1o reverse centories of British repression against Inish potitical i cultural
lile (Catheart, 1984: 40-2). In its broadeasts, Radio Eireann presented
news and current alfairs programmes about the personatitics wwd partics of
the independent southern state. For example, when the Prime Minister
spoke an the radio, his Hsteners were constituted as citizens ol i chistinet
lrish political community. Morcover, Radio Fireana alse created pro-
grammes aimed specifically at Irish listeners, from information for farmers
to broadceasts in the old language. These programmes were designed to
preserve the traditienal tural culture using the new clectronic mass
medium (Mulryan, 1988: 8:; O Tuathaigh, 1954 102-3).

On the other hand, this commitment o calturab nationalism by lrish
public service broadeasting adso had negative consequences. Underlying
the defence of traditional peasant culture was a Malthustan fear of the
modernization of Irish socicty. This social conscrvatism not enly led 10
cultural protectionism against media {from the outside word. but abo
censorship of any opinions challenging the nationalist cansensus, U,
Radio Eireann never presented the work or views of artistic modernists or
urban socialists. Above all clse, as with films awd literature, the question-
ing of the repressive morality of the Catholic Churcly was strietly forbid-
den. In the $rish version of public service broadeasting, the national radio
station had to reflect the restricted political and sexoal outlook ol the
peasant and petit bourgeois majority of Southern Ireland. For Trish
puliticiaus, the freedom of communications championed by secular repub-
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licanism was always limited by the moral totalitinanism of Cutholic
nationalism. Henee, by not presenting o more diverse runge of pro-
grammes {or its listeners, Irish public service broadeasting maintained
cultural and intellectual poverty among the population. In Ireland, the
state broadeasting monopoly was not only an expression of national sell-
determination, but also of cultural exclusion,

The modernization of Treland

In the 19308, the Fianna 1%l government implemented  the radical
nationalist programme for the cconomic and cultural autarchy of the
Southern Inish state. However, after the Sceeond World War, the introduc-
tion of Fordist methods of production and economic repulation created
rapid industrial growth in the rest of Western Europe. By the 19505, there
was a growing disparity between the living standards of the Trish peasantry
and British workers. When the inheritors of peasant farms from the
countryside started leaving to work in British factories, emigration began
to threaten the long-term viability of the Southern Irish state (Brown,
1981 186; Wickham, 198tk 57). ‘Therefore, in 1958, the Fianna Fiil
governmenl accepled the recommendations of the Whitaker Report on
Economic Development. This commission proposed that the [rish state
should adopt “peripheral Fordism® policies for the development of the
country (Lipielz, 1987). At the cenire of this strategy was an economic plan
for the rapid urbanization and industriabization ol the country, Under the
plan, the state made grants to atiract investments from foreign muld-
nationals, carricd out intrastructure projects and developed the national-
ized industries. During the 1960s and 19705 the lrish Repuilic had the
highest growth rate in Western Europe. Alter the cod of protectionism,
foreign multinationals invested heavily in the Irish cconomy as a low-cost
base within the Europeun market, especiudly in engineering, pharmaceut-
icals and electronics. By the 1980s, over hall of the businesses operating
within the Trish cconomy were subsidiarics of foreign multinationals or
banks. In tirn, the opening up of the Irish cconomy encouraged some local
firms 10 expand into overseas markets, Soon, there were multinationad
companics owned by Trish eatrepreneurs, notably in food processing and
construction (Breen of al., 1990; 35-40, 74).

In 1972, over two-thirds of the clectorate voted in favour of membership
of the European Community by the Trish Republic (Lyons, 1973: 588). For
most lrish people, the goal of an awtarchic nation-state was no longer
credible or desirable, The acceptance of European integration by the rish
voters also reflected the rapid fal in the number of scif-sullicent farmers
within the country. From the 1960s onwards, there was a massive shill in
employment from Larming into industrial or otlice jubs. Although the
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Eurapean Community's agricultural policies subsidized agriculture, Ire-
fand rapidly changed Trom a nation ol peasats inlo a society of wigpe
workers, In paraliel, individual property in land ceased 1o be the dominant
form of wealth, Instead, manufacturing and linancial joint-stock com-
panics were at the centre of the economy (Breen et al., 194902 54-9). While
agriculture remained an important employer and exporter, the niority of
jobs and overseas trade were within the manufactuning, food processing
and service sectors (Department of Foreign Affairs, 1990: 8-10), Thus, the
medernization of the economy had rapidly diminished the nambers of self-
sulticient peasants and shopkeepers, who were the social basis of the
autarchic nation-state. By the 1970s, breland had tened into a Fordist
industrial country, with a growing class division between the owners ol
juint-stock companics and the wage workers.

The growth in wage labour was accompanicd by the urbanizition of the
population. Whereas only one-third of the populution lived in towns in the
19205, over hall of Southern Irish people were living in urban areas by the
19708 (Brown, 1981: 257-8). The spread of wage labour and urban living
started changing the social mtitudes of the Trish people. Instead ol the
peasant extended fumily, the Irish started living in urban nuclear familics.
In turn, there was a slow increase in the number of women entering paid
employment, In place of frugal rural living, these new wage workers could
enjoy the commodilics of the consumer socicty. As drish Catholicism had
been built around the puritan views of the peasantry, the Churels
teachings on sexual morality and frugality were increasingly ignored by the
urban population, especially wmong younger people (Black, 1990). More-
aver, once the Trish economy was opened up 1o the outside world, it was
impossible to prevent foreign cultures from reaching the Irish people.
Although the strict controls were not abolished altogether, the censorship
of the arts und media was slowly relused. From the 19005 onwards, the
prevertion of mass emigration through rapid cconomic growth tuok
priority over the protection of Ireland’s Catholic traditions (Breen ¢t al.,
1990; 108-11).

Modernization as commercial broadeasting

The relaxittion of cultural censurship was speeded up by the reception of
British television programmes in parts of Southern Irelind, After the war,
the BBC restarted 1elevision broadeusting and rapidly built up a service
covering both Britain and Nosthern Ireland, 'Vhe programmes transmiticd
by the BBC and, later o, the FTV stations could be picked up on television
sets owned by people living in the nosth and cast of the Irish Republic.
Becanse they were produced for an urbun consumer society, these British
television programmes challenged the rural Catholic morality of Southern
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Iretand. Thus, the availability of British radio and television programmes
in northern ad eastern arcas of the Republic foreshadowed the opening
up of the whole Irish cconomy o West Luropean and international
competition,

But, when Radio Eireann was transformed into RTE (Radio ‘Telefis
Eireann), the new company renined commitied o the ish version of
public service broadeasting. Under the 1960 Broadeasting Authority Act,
R'TE had to fullil “the national aims of restoring the Irish languape and
preserving and developing the national eulture” (Irish Republic, 1960; 23).
Thus, the ereation ol a specialist radio service for the snall minarity of
Trish-speakers was given priority over demands by much larger groups for
pop muosic, local and community stations (Sowcell, 19820 41-4). In
addition, RTE refased o broadeast programmes criticizing the Catholic
morality of the majority of the population. In its editorial goidelines, the
RTE management staied that the corporation’s programmes “must gener-
ally refleet the mores and respeet the vidues ol the society in which it
operates, acknowledging ifs standards of taste, decency and justice’ (RVE,
198947 51). Thus, under the Taw, RTE was commitied 1o the detenee of the
Catholic culture of Ireland.

However, from the 1960s onwards, RTE sicadily increased the propor-
tion of imported programmes in its schedules, ‘the corporation continued
to provide a comprehensive news service, but increasingly relicd on
imports {or ils entertiinment programmes, In 1978, this process was
accelerated by the launching of the sccond RTE television station:
Network 20 By 1980, RTLE was showing more imported programmes than
any other television company in the European Community (Howell, 1982:
46). For the RTE management, the abandonment of the basic tenets of
Irish public serviee broadeasting occurred for pragmalic reasons. The
introduction of RTTE ekevision had been linaneed by the licence fee. After
the carly vears of rapidly rising revenues as sel ownership spread, the
growth in income for RTE was limited to inereases inadvertising revenue,
Thus, RTE started transmitting programmes which would attract viewers
for their advertisers. As in other countrics, most Irish viewers wanded to
wittch many hours af entertainment progrimmes. But, RTE did not have
the resources to fill the increased hours of broadeasting with its own
programmes. Therefore, the RTE muanagement decided (o buy cheaper
American or British entertainment programmes o Gill the gaps in their
schedules. By stages, RTE had abusdoned the rish version of public
service broadeasting for the logic of commercial competition. Thus, the
existence of a state monopoly over broadeasting was no longer restricting
the influcnce of torcign ideas on Irish socicty. On the contrary, the RTE
was spreading the consumer culture of the USAL Australia and Britain
throughout the country.

From the 1920s to the 19505, Radio Lircann had provided a varicty of
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programmes for the whole Irish nation, Insuluted by state funding, the
corporation’s success was judged by its contribution 1o national cultural
seli-sulficiency. But, when Network 2 and 2IFM came on air in the Tate
19705, RS relinnee on advertising for half its revenue had changed these
poals, The new tedevision channel mostly trimsmitted popular entertiin-
ment and gave ittle airtiane to educational or Trish language programmes,
Similarly, 2I'M provided o Top-340 format lor younger listeners with only
minimal speech content (Mulryan, 1988: 60-1). Bloth these sttions wanted
1o win the maximum possible audience. Enstead of uniting the Irish people
within a conmon national colture, RTIL: started scgmenting its andience
intor distinet target groups. The adoption of & Top-4t format by 2I'M was a
recognition of the penerational and class divisions appearing within Irish
soctety,

Despite commercialization, RTE encountered a growing fmncid crisis
in the late 19705 and carly 1980s. When the recession restricted advertising,
RTE wis unable 1o cover its increased costs by selling more commercials.,
This financial crisis speeded up the development of commercial attitudes
within R'TE, In response to the global recession, the Coalition government
restructured all Irish nationalized companies to prevent further losses
{(Mitchell, 1990b). The Cuoalition Minister of Conununicalions  com-
missioned independent consultants to examine the ‘efficiency’ of the
carporation. In this report, the defence of the national culture ok second
place 1o the "value Tor money” of RTE (SKC, 1985: 3). By the late 1980,
RTE was able to recover its profitability through internal restructuring and
diversilication. The corporation was even able to increase the number of
home-produced programmes o hall of its schedule in primetime (RTL,
1959b: 23, Bul this financial recovery was achicved through further
commercializiation of the state broadeasting corporation. By the lale 19805,
T was not oaly 4 public service braadeaster, but also o commercial
multimedia enterprise.

In other Western European countries, the funding ol radio and tele-
vision stations by adverlising has encouraged commeraialism within publie
scrvice broadeasting organizations. In Ireland, the pressure 1o win large
audicnces has been intensificd by competition froma British television
stations. ‘The signals from these foreign stations have never covered all of
Irelundd, Because of a mountain range in the middle of the country, only
viewers innarthern and castern arcas of Treland have been able to reccive
British television stations. Intensifying existing social divisions, the country
was separated into urban ‘malti-channel’ and rural ‘single-channel’ arcas
(Howell, 1980: 227). Facing competition from British stations in the richer
wrhan arcas, RTE oriented its programmes towards the town dwellers. As
Rudio Eircann, the state broadeaster Tad tried to preserve the traditional
culture of the peasantry. However, RTE could no longer transmit this type
ol programme against competition from British stations. ‘Ihe need to win
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mass audiences marginatized previously tevered types of programmes,
such as broadcasts in the Irish language (Kelly and Truetzschler, 1986:
i55).

During de Valera’s rule, leading nationalists had  denounced  the
influcnce of foreign broadeasting in Treland as a form of cultural imperia-
lism. Once autarchy was abandoned, most Irish politicians completely
changed their attitudes towards cultural scparatism. From the 1960s
onwards, they started welcoming the availability of British television
stations within Southern Ireland. Many believed exposure to programimes
from an industrialized country would help the development of Ireland by
encouraging an urban outlovk. For example, Conor Cruise O’Brien, a
Coalition Minister of Posts and Telegraphs in the 1970s, belicved that
British 1clevision programmes were an antidote to the parochial and
insular attitudes of many inhabitants of the Frish Republic. For O'Brien,
the English language was no Jonger seen as o barricr 1o national identity,
but a means of participating in the wider world (Moran, 1990). Thus, ina
parlismentary debate, the Minister completely repudiated the old argu-
ments in favour of cullurud protectionism:

I believe that to open windows rather than 1o close them is the more natural
function of broadcasting and television und also the one of which our national
cuhure, gencrously interpreted, stands the more in need. (Howell, 1980: 231}

Because of this ‘open window' policy, the Irish government tolerated the
growth of cable systems relaying British television services in Lthe urban
arcas (Moran, 1990). During the late 1960, private cable operators started
building primitive networks to relay British television signals 1o homes with
reception difficulties in the ‘muiti-channel’ arcas. By the carly 19805, the
desire to watch British television stations had ereated the highest density of
cable users within the European Community in Bublin. However, RTE
did not suffer because of the loss ol its viewers (o British stations. As part
of its policy of diversilication, the corporation took over the major private
cable operators, including the largest cable nctwork in Dublin (Moran,
1990; Bell and Mechan, 1989: 99). Thus, through its cable subsidiary, RTE
introduced sacllite television stutions for its subscribers in the Tate 1980s.
Once again, instead of protecting an avtonomous ish workdview, the
public service corporation extended the availability of forcign influences
for commercial reasons,

Despite the popularity of British programmes, the Irish viewers have
constantly shown a strong demand for home-produced programmes. When
a referendum was held on the proposal o relay BBC progrumimes (o the
*single-chapnel” arcas in 1975, a two-thirds majority preferred a second
RTE station 1o the BRC service (Howelt, 1980 234), In Y88, a survey
discovered that Irish viewers preferred local programmes o foreign
imports, with nine out of the ten top shows on RTEL being home produced

) )

Barbrook, Broadcasting und national identity in Irefand 211

(RTE, 198Yb: 15). Therefore, RTE reduced its use of imported material in
its schedules during the late 1980s. This policy has increased RTE's share
of the audience in ‘multi-channel’ areas from 40 to 45 percent (RTE,
19890: 2, 9). When it fed to higher ratings, the corporution was willing to
ulfit its traditional public service commitments,

But RTE was less successful in dominating the expunsion of radio
broadeasting in Ireland. For decades, there was only one radio station
within the Irish Republic, which aimed o produce programmes for the
whole nation. However, during the 19605 and 1970s, the modernization ol
the country created the social conditions for a home-grown variant of
global youth culture. Van Morrison and other Irish rock pioneers were
laying the Toundations for the Jater international success of U2 and other
local bands. Before the advent of 2FM, the RTE natosal radio station was
umable to satisly simultaneously the traditiopal tastes of their older
audicnee and the desire of younger listeners for pop music. Therefore,
pirale radio stations soon won the youth audience by playing continuous
pop music (Mulryan, 1988: 22-3}. With a growing listenership, the music
pirates atracted advertising from compinies selling to the youwh market.
Once illegat broadeasting became profitable, hobbyist stations were re-
placed by commercial operations in Dublin and other big cities, Although
outside the law, these “superpitates’ used large transmitiers, introduced
formalts lor their programmes and employed professionat DJs. By 1987,
the most popular station in Dublin among listeners under fifty was a
‘superpirite’. With the industry still iliegal, commercial radio stations were
carning over 1R£2.5 mitlion each year in Dublin alone (Mulryan, 1958:
H$7-144).

The pirate radio stations were able to evade the law through loopholes in
the legislation against illegal broadeasting. But the survival of the pinates
also depended on their popularity among potential voters. No o lrish
government was strong enough to close down the pirates before providing
an alternative service Tor their lsteners (Mitchell, 1990L). In 1978, RTLE
had set up asecond national station with a pop music format. However, the
corporation had difficulties adopting the technigques of commercial music
radiv in s most traditional sector of activities. For years, nuany listeners
thoupht 2IFM ‘was like o priest running a disco’ (Mulryan, 1988 76).
Throughout the 1980s, successive Trish povernments attempted e pass new
legistation on radio broadeasting. Although both major parties supported
the licensing of commercial stations under some Torm of regulatory body,
neither Fianoa Fiil nor Fine Gae! was able (o pass an act through the Diil
Eircann (Mulryan, 1988: 63; Pine and Thomaus, 19862 13}, While Fianna
il never stayed in power long enough to complete its legislation, Fine
Gacel’s attenpts to introduce an act were blocked by its Labowr coalition
partners, Under the influence of RTL, the Labour Party demanded that
the nationalized broadeasting corporation should 1ake a substantial share-
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holding in the new commercial stations, Buol, the Fine Gael Minister for
Commuuications was not prepared o allow RTE (o dominate the new
independent stations. T his view, ‘1 would prefer 1o do nothing and sit and
wail until the time was opportune to do something rather than do
something that 1 didn't believe in” (Mitchell, 1990b). Therelore, with the
Labour Party refusing (o compromise, the Minister for Communications
tolerated the existence of seventy illegal stations within the Trish Republic
(Ping and Thomas, {986: 13; Mulryan, 1988: 117-8).

The success of the ‘superpirates’ eflectively broke the RTE's monopoly
over the Trish-owned electronic media. The emergence of a commercial
sector of broadcasting was the culmination of the decline of the specifically
Trish version of public service broadeasting. Once protectionism was
ended, the policy of cultural sepuralism was wso doomed, Because RTE
needed large audicnces for its advertisers, the corporation oflered a similar
mix of urban entertainment programmes Lo its foreign rivals, Far from
insulating the Irish people from alien ideas, RTE became a major supplier
of imported programmes and foreign television stations 1o Irish viewers.
During the 1970s and 1980s, RTE evolved from a defender of the national
culture inlo a semi-commercial multimedia corporation, with limited
public service commitments, However, the commercialization of the nation-
alized broadeasting company mide the continuation of its monopoly
jncreasingly untenable. For most Fianna Fail and Fine Gael politicians,
there was litthe dilference between 25M and o *superpirate’ as both were
playing pop music and both were Tunded by advertising. “The successiul
adoplion of commercialism by TE opened the way for the emergence of
fully independent commercial stations in the Irish Republic.

The neo-tiberal consensus

Like other members of the European Community, the Trish Republic was
severely affected by the ‘monetarist shock’ of the carly 1980s. The
international recession exacerbated internal economic problems caused by
rising Torcign debts and continuens budgen deficits. Thus, when the world
economy fultered, the strategy of peripheral Fordism (ollowed by success-
ive Trish governments was already reaching its fiseal limits. In response,
Frish governments adopted the neo-liberal palicies introduced in other
industrialized countries, such as the USA, Great Britain or France. Under
successive povernments, public spending was reduced and the nationalized
industrics were restructured to cut their Josses. These deflationary policies
were coupled with “supply-side’ measures 1o encourage new private
enterprises, such as financial services, By the late 1980s, there was o
complete consensus within the Irish political establishment over (he
adoption of neo-liberal cconomic policies lor the Southern state (Breen et
al., 1990 209-21; Coogan, 1987: 71-3).
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For the right, neo-iberalism was a replacement for the traditional
synthesis between Catholie nationalism and secubir sepublicinisim. While
lew nationalist politicians openly opposed -the Chureh, all right-wing
parties continued the economic policies which were undermining the social
basis of repressive Catholic morality, From the 1950s onwards, both
nationalist parties have sought political power through raising the fiving
stundards of Irish voters by increased cconomic growth, Thercfore,
although the conservative parties abandoned peripheral Pordist egon-
omics, Lhe Scuthern nationalists have maintained their political strategy of
winning votes through increasing the incomes of the electorate. Asin 1958,
the national autonomy of Ireland has tuken second place to the need for
economic development.

Controlled liberalism in broadeasting

The decline in the traditional patronage networks of the nationalist partics
lessened the dependence of voters on personal favours from politicians,
Instcad of dircet contacts, politicians increasingly had 10 win support
through appearances on the ciectronic medin. Many Irish politicians had
an ambiguous relationship with radio and television broadeasting. On the
one hand, they needed to appear on the electronic media to win elections.
O the other hand, they did not trust the broadeasters to treat their party
tairly in news and current aftairs proprammes. These contradictory
attitudes were particularly held by Charles Haughey, the leader of Fianna
Fil. During elections, he ran presidential-style campaigns centred on the
clectronic media. But Haughey also resented the decline in deference
among radio and television journalists (Ryle Dwyer, 1U87: 175). During
the 1960s and 1970s, the journalists of RTE had adopted a more Western
European version of public service broadeasting. Under the 1960 Broud-
casting Authority Act, the state broadeasting vrganization had o ensure its
news and current alfuirs programmes were presented objectively and
impartially and without expression of the Authority’s own views' (Irish
Republic, 1960: 23). Using this commitment, the RTE journalists were
able to win more independence from the politicians and be more critical of
the ruling party. Thus, in recent years, ‘most |[RTE] reporters will go tor
the story and not Tor the political piceties of the time” (Gagan, 1990},
However, the pluralism and impartiabity of Trish public service brozud-
casting was limited in comparison to its equivalents in other Western
European countries. Back in the 1950s, an rish prime minister deseribed
REE as ‘an instrument of public policy’, which had a duty w explain the
policies of the govermment to the drish peopbe (Pine and Thonmas, 1986: 7).

Thus, when o national television service wirs sel up, the Trish government

retained the power 1o uppoint or dismiss the chair and members of the
broadeasting corporation™s management board at will (Irish Republic,
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1960): 9-10). Using their powers aver the national broadeasting corpor-
ation, Trish politicians of all partics expected deferential coverage from
radio and television reporters for many decades (Ryle Dwyer, 1987: 32,
49--51, 175). In addition, in one crucial arca, the Irish government imposed
diceet censorship on the news coverage of RTE. Under Section 31(1) of the
1060 Law, the lrish government obtained uslimited censorship powers
during national emergencies {Irish Republic, 196t): 35). When the struggle
for equal rights in Northern Ireland turned into a civil war, the lrish
government used Section 31 to ban the supporters of the IRA and other
armed groups from the airwaves, Becanse ol this censorship, ‘a eredibie
and comprehensive progromme about the political sitwation in the North
could not be made today by RTE’ (Irish Reporter, 199): 14),

But, despite these powers over RTE, recent Fianna Fiil governments
have nol been able to gain complete control over the corporation’s news
and current affairs programmes. According 1o Fianna Fiil, the RTT news
tcam was run by socialists, "Dublin 4 intellectuals™ and lmdc unionists.
Because of their left-wing sympathics, these journalists were accused of
discrediting the Fianna Fiil government in their political coverage (Ryle
Dwyer, 1987: 201; McCann, 1990). In response, the *fundamental object-
ive’ of Fianna Fiil's media policies became 1he creation of alternative
sources of news and current affairs programmes outside the control of
RTE. Therefore, Ray Burke, the Minister for Communications, created
licences for not only local commercial stations, but also national radio and
television services as well (Burke, 1990a: 15715 Burke, 1990¢). The Fianna
Fiil teadership belicved the introduction of commercial broadeasting
woutd benelit their party in two ways. Firstly, commercial radio and
tetevision stations were more fikely Lo provide symipathetic coverage of the
conservative politics of Fianma Fail thin the left-wing” news leam of RTE,
Secondly, competition from these new commercial stations would bring,
pressure Tor a more “hukineed” news coverage by the stale broadeasting
corporation. In the past, Fianaa Fiil had tried to control the clectronic
media through the nationalization of broadeasting. In the 19805, the Party
hoped to achieve the same aim through the privatization of radio and
television broadeasting.

Although the introduction of commercial broadeasting did torm part of
Fianna Fail's neo-liberal cconomic policies, the political goal of an
independent news service took precedence over any consideration of the
ceonomic constraints on commercial broadeasting in Southern Ireland
(Hogan, 1990). In the 1988 Act, some clements of the Irish version of
public service broadeasting were retained, such as commitments to pro-
mote “Trish culture’ and respect *good taste” and “deceney” (Irish Republic,
198%u: 7. 10). But, unlike previous broadeasting legistation, the regulation
of commercial radio stations was not based on the protection of the
national culture. For the Minister, the principal aim of the legislation was
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the requirenient 1o provide a news and current affairs service alongside any
colertainment programmes (Burke, 1990c¢). In Article 9, the 1988 Act
stated that ‘not less than 20 per cent of the broadeasting tme” of
commercial radio stations had o be devoted o news and current affairs
{Irish Republic, 1988a: 9). The Minister not only created an external
pluralisme of news between RTE and commerctal stations, but also
guaranteed inlernal pluralism on the new stations. Each commercial radio
stotion hiad Lo cnsure that the news was presented in an ‘objective and
impartial manner’ (Irish Republic, 1988az 9). Crucially, the obligations 1o
respect internal pluralism between the politicd parties ensured stations
would report the viewpoints of Fianna Fiil.

After a decude of tolerance, the 1988 Broadeasting Act introduced
cflective penalties Tor iliegal broadeasting (Frish Republic, 1988b: 5-18).
Within months of the passing of the legislution, most unlicensed stations
had closed down and were applying for one of the commercial radio
franchises. Under a sccond 1988 Taw, the Minister established  ihe
Independent Radio and Television Commission (IR'TC), which was an
autonomous body for the licensing and regulation of the new commercial
stations (Irish Republic, 1988a: 4-3). Although the first chairnan of the
IRTC was a Supreme Court judge, the Minister for Communications was
able 1o appoint nine Fianna Fiil supporters as the other members of the
Commission (Irish Republic, 1988z: 16; Connelly, 1990}, During 1989,
there was licree competition between the rival applicant groups for the new
radio [ranchiscs. On the one hand, voluntary organizations and the Church
supported bids from the community radio movement. On the other hand,
[ormer pirate operators and local business people wanted to sct up
commercial radio stations. While a series of public hearings limited overt
favouritism towards Fiaana 150l supporters, the national franchise and
twenty-lwo of the tweaty-live focal riklio licenees were awarded to the
commercial radio applicants, Nol surprisingly, nuny of the businessimen
invulved in the suceessfl commercial applications happened to be Fianna
Fiil supporters (Murphy, 1990; Curran, 1990: 8). Although the TRTC was
supposed to favour candidiates who promised to respect public service
principles, the community groups were largely seen as interlopers into
commercial radio (Kenny, 1989b: 6). For Fianna Fiil, the predominance of
commercial operators ensured that the new stations would be more
fricndly to the conscrvative views of the party than the more radical
community radio groups.

The dismantling of the national television monopuly

tn 1990, over half the Southern Trish population coulbd still only receive the
signuls of RTE 1 and Network 2. Furthermore, fewer than 3 pereent of
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the population were able to watch satellite or cable channels on their tele-
vision scts (Ox Pictures, 1990). As in the 19705, this division in the
provision of television services mirrored the social divide between the cities
and the countryside. While most urban viewers were able to watch British
and satellite stations, the country dwellers were largely restricted (o the
RTE stations. Because the party stll received strong support from the
rural arcas, the Fianna Fail government was determined 1o end this
division in the availability of tefevision channels. However, it was 100
expensive 1o provide cable television networks for the sparsely popailated
country areas. Therefore, the Minister for Communications decided 1o
introduce a multiple microwave distribution system (MMDS) network (o
provide British, satellite and cable stations to the rural populition. Onee
every MMDS transmitter is operational, British and other foreign tele-
vision stations will be distributed across the whole of the Irish Republic.
Far {from defending the national culture, the Fianna Fiil government now
ensured that the remotest rural arcas of Southern Ireland will be able to
watch stations from Great Britain or other countries, The old fear of
cultural imperialism has been repluced by the desire (o win rural votes by
providing more lelevision channels.

The Minister for Communications tried to offsel the extended coverage
of loreign broadeasters by granting alicence 1o TV3, a third Irish television
channel run by a commercial operator. For Burke, this new television
station will ‘balance influences coming in from abroad® by providing an
alternative source of Trish programmes for the viewers (Ox Pictures, 1990).
But these frequencies granted Lo TV3 were supposed 1o be allocated to an
Irish-speaking television service, Onee again, the protection of Lhe national
culture took second place to the development of commercial broadeasting
(Moran, 1990; Spandiler, 1988: 13; Ox Pictures, 1990}, Yet under the 1988
Radio and Television Act, the [RTC could only gramt the commercial
television licence to a contracter who would “have special regard for the
elements which distinguish {1rish] culture and in particular for the lrish
language' (lrish Republic, 1988a: 15). Tlowever, in practice, these public
service commitments wilt be Jargely rhetorical. As in commercial radio
broadeasting, the principte aim of the Fiaona Fail government was the
provision of “a reasonable proportion of news and current atfairs pro-
grammes’ on (he new television station (Irish Republic, 1988a: 15).

Under the 1988 Act, the news and curreni alfairs programmes of TV3
were subject 10 the same rules on internat pluralism and censorship of
subversive or immoral views as the commercial radio stations (Irish
Republic, 1988a: 14, Fhus, despite the TV3 franchise being granted (oan
entreprencur associated with Fine Gael, the regulation of the commercial
television service ensured 1l the views of Fianna Fiil would sill be
represented on the station’s news coverage. Although the creation of a
sector of idependent television companics is an integral part of the
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‘postindustrial’ cconomic policies of neo-liberalism, this cconomic ain is
only a secondary goal of the Fianna il government. Instead, the politicad
gouk of establishing a source of television news outside the controb of RTE
cemains the primary aim of the 1988 Rudio and Television Act.

The limitations of commercial broadcasting

Before awarding the commercial radio licences, the IRTC researched the
polential audicnce for these new services across Irelund. 1o the IRTC's
view, Ireland was divided between the rural and urban arcas. While the
country dwellers preferred listening to cither traditionad or *Couatry and
Irish’ mwsic, the city listeners wanted (o hear pop and rock music an the
airwaves (Connelly, 1990). What is more, this difference in musical tastes
extended across the whole radio schedule. In the countryside, there was a
strong demand for speech radio among the listenership of the new stations.
As vne owner put it, ‘country people like to talk. On MWR, we have
successfully recreated the western “rambling house™. Guests drop into the
studio unannounced 1o discuss lile, sex or whatever springs Lo mind’
(Curran, 1990: {1). Therefore, the rural commercial radio stations had
litthe difficully in meeting their 20 percent guota for news and current
affairs (Connclly, 1990; Murphy, 1990}, In contrast, the news quota
presented far more problems for the urban commercial stations, especially
in Dublin. The ‘superpirates’ had broadeast o continuous music format
based on the constunt rotation of the most popular records, which was very
successlul with the urban audience. Thus, according to Capital Radio in
Dublin, the 24 pereent news guota discouraged listeners from tuning imto
the new legal services. In the city, listeners wanted continuous music
services, rather than the specch-orientated ridio of the rural areas (1logan,
19961 Ox Pictures, 1Y90),

Despite the news quota, the urban commercia) stations continued the
music formats pioncerced by the ‘superpirates’. In Dublin, Cupital played
contemporary hits aimed at listeners in their teens and twentics, while
YSIM used a pop-oldics format to attract an older audicnee. Using
overseas expericaee, these furmats were constructed by curelul research of
the tastes of the trget audience (1Hugan, 1990; Barbrook, 1990 205-7). As
with 2FM, the division of listeners by age and chiuss was rejection of the
old vision of a homogencous Irish audienee united in o common aticnal
culture. Moreover, the Dublin commercial stations won large audicnees by
plaving mainly Anglo-Amcrican pop music. Buth Capital amd 98FM
refused 1o foliow the sell-imposed quota of domestic music adopted by
RTE for fear of losing Jisteners. In 1990, 2ZEFM was playing more records by
Irish artists than 981FM, Capital and the national commercial radio station
combined (Playback, 1990a).
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In recent years, the internationalization of Trish rock music has devel-
oped further through the success of Sincad O’Connor, the Hothouse
Flowers and other bands. But the Dublin commercial stations have not
nurtured this growth in local rock music. Because of the intense com-
petition between stations, the commercial stations do not promote reeords
by new artists (Hogan, 1990}, Although their music policy pleases listeners
in the short run, ‘the conservative programming policics of the new radio
stations” will eause long-term damage to the Irish music industry. While
other European musicians are experimenting with computers and house
rhythms, the formats of the Dublio stations are perpetuating the declining
rock style within Irish popular music. i turn, this musical insularity lessens
the chance of local artists achieving international popularity in the luture
(Grahem, 1990). Ironically, commercial radio stations playing imported
music have proved 1o be as cullurally protectionist in their own way as
Radio Eircann was in the past.

In addition, the expansion of advertising-funded broadcasting has
already reached its financial limits. Although commercial radio attracted
just under a quarter of all lrish adverlising revenue during 1990, this
revenue was insulficicnt to maintain all licensed stations in profit (Curran,
1990; 8). According to the advertisers, the financial difficulties of the
commercial radio stations were caused by the limited size of the lrish
economy. As they pointed oul, the trish Republic only had the same
population as Greater Manchester in Great Brituin. Yet, the Minister
expected the advertising sector of this small economy to support three
elevision stations and numerous radio services. Morcover, the spending
on alt forms of advertising by Irish companies was lower as a proportion of
national expenditure than most other Buropean Community states. There-
fore, if other sources of broadeasting finance were not found, there were
already 100 many stations w be supported by the small cconomy ol
Southern Ireland. When TV3 starts broadeasting, the commercial radio
stations will experience even greater competition for advertising revenue.
H TV3 is suceessfu!, the third television channel could “suck up all the
advertising' and send the commercial radio sector into a severe financial
crisis {AATL, 1190: 1; Fox, 1990: 12; Hogan, 199),

Alrcady, Radio West Galway has gone bankrupt and has been tiken
over by the Dublin station, YRIM (Playback, 199b). In the view ol one
station owner, only seven out of the existing twenly-four conmercial ridio
licence-holders are likely to survive uniil 1992, As with Radio West
Galway, the unsuccesslul stations will be abworbed in o series of regional
networks i by the more sueeessiul commereial radio operators (3 legarty,
1989: 17; Curran, 1990: §1), In part, the concentration ol ownership within
commureial rdio was @ response o the increased costs of legal broadeast-
ing, especially the news quota, However, it was also caused by continuing
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popularity of RTE's stations among Irish listeners. Despite commercial
competition, RTE Radio 1 still had half of the total listencrship in Ireland,
As a conscquence, it could sell more advertising slots than any other
stution in the country (O Regan, 1990; Kenny, 1990: 6}, When Radio West
Galway collapsed, its owners partislly blamed its demise on ‘unlair
competition’ from the RTE radio stations (Playback, 1990b).

While the Fianna Fii! government expected some local stations to go
bankrupt, the linancial crisis of the national connmercial radio station was
far more politically serious. From the beginning, Century cncountered
major engineering and programming problems. I tura, poor reception
and unfocused formating resulted in low listening figures. In Bublin,
Centlury not only failed 1o beat the RTL radio stations, but also came
behind Capital and 98FM in the ratings (McCann, 1990; Kenny, 1990: 6).
By the end of 1998, Century had atready lost arpund IRES million in capital
and running costs (Fox, 1990: 13}, Faced with financial disaster, Century’s
owners attempted to blame their own fuilings on RTE. According wo them,
the reason for Century's low advertising revenue was predatory pricing by
RTE. Using licence fee money, RTE was subsidizing 2FM w undercut
Century’s rale card. Therefore, Century’s owners called for intervention
from the Fianna Fiil government to save the national commercial radio
station. In their view, there was a ‘need 10 equalise the situation’ between
the licence-funded RTE and its competitors dependent upon advertising
revenue alone (Kenny, 1989a: 1), What is more, Century was supported by
TV inits demands for government action. Just as Century was squeezed
by Radio | and 2FM, the commercial television station feared strong
competition from RTE 1 and Network 2 (Keony, 19gYa: 1).

In 1989, RTE was still winning nearly hall the auwdience among
households connected o cable television networks. Lrunically, despite this
ratings success, RTEs share of nationad advertising spending in Tretaned fell
during the late 19805, Contrary 10 Century’s cluims, new commerciab radio
stations and publications had already croded RTEs dominance over the
Trish advertising market. But although the corperation faced increased
compelition and a frecze on licence fee rises, RTE increased its profits
during the late 19808 (Fox, 1990: 13; AAIL 1990: 2, RTE, 108Uh: 2).
During this period, RTE had been effectively transformed from a public
service broadeaster into a multimedia corporation. After ils restructuring
during the 1980s, RTE was a powerful and determined competitor for the
commniercial radio and 1elevision station owners, Morcover, with advertis-
ing revenue limited, the suceess ol the nationalized broadeasting company
created financial difficulties for its commercial rivals, In turn, the fear ol
bankruptey created growing pressures from the commercial stations on the
Fianoa Fail government for some action against RTE. Thus, wnless the
competitive power of RTE was carbed, the commercial broadeasting
sector was heading towards some embarassing financial failures.
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Fianna Fiil’s war on RTE

In order to save his overambitious plans for commercial broadeasting, the
Minister for Communications rapidly started searching for methods of
restricting RTE’s dominance over Irish broadeasting. Moreover, Lhere
were strong political reasons for Burke to save Century in particular. The
two owners of the national commerciad radio station were close friends of
the Fianna Fiil lcadership {MeCann, 1990). ‘Therefore, the Minister
started repeating the charges against RTE made by his political allies at
Century, According to Burke, RTE was using the licence fee to sch
advertising at 'below cost’ rates, The corporation had adopted this strategy
to dominate the advertising market and o remove any compeltition (rom
the commercial sector. [n his view, Century’s difticultics were not caused
by the incompetence of its owners, but by the impossibility of ‘lair
compeltition' under the existing arrangements. Because of its dual Tunding
from the licence fee and advertising, RTE had become too competitive for
its commercial rivals (Burke, 1990a: 1573, 1990c¢). Therefore, the Minister
propuosed introducing messares (o create a Clevel playing ficld” between
RTE and the commercial broadeasting sector. In place of his carlier
enthusiasm for ‘sclf-regulation’, Burke now claimed that further legislation
was needed to create “lair competition” within lrish radio and tetevision
broadeasting: “Examination of the process of trapsition from monopoly
control or dominant market share to competition in any sphere . . . will
show that it requires an increase in regulation and not deregulation’
{Burke, 1990a: 1572; Ox Pictures, 1990},

In a few weeks, the oflicials of the Department of Communications drew
up some Clasty proposals’ to semove some ol the financial advantages
enjoyed by the nationalized broadeasting corporation (Moran, 1990}, At
first, the Minister proposed 1o remove around one-filth of the licence lee
revenue from RUE, which would be reatlocated to subsidize the 24 pereent
news quota imposed on the commercial radio stations (Moran, 19905 Fox,
1990 12). Not surprisingly, both R'T1E and the opposition purties strongly
attacked these proposals. o their view, the reallocation of licence fee
revenue “was naking a gt of 4 birge amount of public money to some of
the wealthiest business people in the country’ {De Rossa, 1990: 1615).
Because many of these owners of commercial stations were supporters ol
Frangta Faiil. the public subsidy of private radio servives was denounced as a
form of political corruption (Spring. 1990: 1608). Howcever, RTE amd the
appositien partics were too successiul in their campaign to preserve the
income from the Feence fee exclusively for the nationalized broadeasting
corporation. Under political pressure, the Minister was foreed 1o abandon
his plans for the redirection of licence fee revenue to the commercial radio
stations. Instead, he decided 1o introduce new clauses into the 1990
Broadcasting Bill which limited the amount of advertising lime on the RTE
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stations, In addilion, the Minister also introduced restrictions on the ot
amount of advertising revenue riised by RTE in any ane year. Under this
chnse, the Minister capped RTE's total income from advertising 1o the
amount ol money granted to the corporation from the collection of licence
fees (Trish Republic, 1990: 4).

According to Burke, these advertising limitations on RTE would divent
arcund 1RLEZ million from the nationalized broadeasting corporation (o
the commercial radio and 1elevision stations, as well as the newspaper
industry (Moran, 1990). In his view, commercial broadeasting and news-
papers necded increased revenue from advertising to survive the strong
competition coming from RTE (Ox Pictures, 1990; Burke, 19900). Mor-
cover, the Minister claimed that the cuts in R'EE s income would not effect
the quality or range of the corporation’s radio and television services. Tle
believed that RTE could make substantial savings by cutting the costs of
programme-making  through the better management of its resourees
(Burke, [990c; Ox Picwres, 1991, However, the RTE manageme il
strongly disagreed with this optimistic view propounded by the Minister,
According to its Director of Television Programmes, RTE had entered @
period of ‘structured decline' caused by rising costs and failing income.
With the licence fee frozen and advertising revenue capped, RTE would be
unable to raise its income in line with inllation (O'Bricen, 1990). Therelore,
soon after the 1990 Broadeasting Act wis passed, RTE announced 200
immediale job losses among its staff, with another 350 redundancics to
follow shortly {Ox Pictures, 1990; Dowling and Moloney, 1990}, In wrn,
both the reduction of RTE's budget and the fall in the number of
commercials sereened severely aflected the independent television com-
panics. Working on short-term contracts, they were fiest victims of the
cutbacks (Fox, 1990: 13), Thus, the deeline in WTE'S income inevitably led
to an crosion v the quality of the radio and television programmes
broadeust by the aationalized broadeasting corporation (Gagan, 1990),

As astate-owned institution, RTE was prevented from oo strongly
criticizing the government. However, the opposition partics had no such
inhibitions. For some politicians, TV3 was like a *cargo cult’ for the Fianna
Fiil government. Because TV3 represented the application of neo-liberal
policies o the electronic media, Burke was willing to sacrilice R1E o
prevent the failure of the commercial television station. The Fanna Fiil
government was alraid it a major bankruptey within the commercial
broadeasting sector would discredit not only Burke's mediu legislation, but
also Haughey's whole economic strategy (Higgins, 1990: 584). Moreover,
ntny opposition politicians linked the restrictions on RTEE with the long-
standing Bostitity between the corporation and the ruling party. Tn an
ifamous incident, the Minister had promised 1o ‘serew’” RTE on the night
of the 1987 election count becaunse of its coverage of the health isswe during
the campaign (Mitchell, 1990a: 1385). For the oppuosition parties, the 1990
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Broadcasting Act had turned this threat into reality. In his defence, the
Minister claimed that he was protecting the diversity of opinions within the
electronic media by creating external pluralism between many compeling
radio and television stations. In his view, he had a duty to ensure that there
were sources of radio and television news owside the contrel of RTE,
Therefore. the restriction of RTE's dominance over the Irish advertising
market protected the freedom of communications within the  Irish
Republic: “The whole principle behind this legislation is the need for
pluralism of information and of the media generally and of entertainment
within this country coming from Irish sources” (Burke, 1990b: 1240),

But, while the 1990 Troadeasting Act restricted advertising on RTE,
there was no alternative source of television advertising in Southern
Ireland. Although the restrictions came in force in October 1990, TV3 had
sUll not started broadeasting, Morcover, there was also o guarantee that
this new conmercial station would win a large audience for the commer-
cials shown within its schedule. Instead, the advertising industry predicted
that many advertisers would switch their spending to Ulster Television
(UTV), the British commercial station based in Northern Ireland,
Alrcady, UTV could reach half of the Southern Irish population and had
more potential viewers within the Frish Republic than in Northern Freland.
Using the cable and MMDS networks, UTV will svon cover maost of the
rest of the Lrish Republic. With programmes from other IBA regions, UTV
will be able to chalienge TV3 for its place as a third television channe!
within Southern Freland. 1n the advertising industry’s view, UTV will
become a very ‘cost-cilective and attractive allernative aption’ for adver-
tisers from the Irish Republic (AAL 1990: 2-3; Pluyback, 1990¢). lroni-
cally, one of the unintended cffeets of Fianna Fail’s Broadeasting Act could
be to end partition within Irish television broadcasting,

The national question and the electronic media

The 1990 Broadeasting Act was the result of o long process of change
within the Trish clectronic media, From 1921 onwards, the existence of an
autonomous rish cleetronic media has been closely associated with the
political independence of freland from Great Britain. Ta the first years of
independence, most Trish nationalists feared the continuation of cultural
domination by an old imperial master. Despite the end of direct British
rule, the carly Irish governments adopted a policy of culturad protectionism
against this perceived threat from Great Britain, including the establish-
ment of a nationalized broadeasting monopoly. However, during the last
thirty years, this cubtural nationalist version of public service broadcasting
has been slowly abandoned, Tuday, no major party within the Irish
Republic advocates a return to the cultural protectionism of the past,
especially within the electronic media.
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But, there is no sgreement on the future development of Trish broadeiss-
ing among the conservative and social demaocratic parties within Southern
lrcland. Oa the one hand, the Fianna Fail governiment has licensed
commercial radio and television stations alongside the eaisting RTE
services. Inits view, new sources of news and current affairs must he
established outside the control of the nationalized broadcasting corpor-
ation. Although the Fianna Fiil government is criticized by other conser-
vallive partics for favouring its political Iriends, both Fine Gacel and the
Progressive Democrats have advocated similay schemes for a duopoly of
private und public broadcasting organizations, Morcover, all conservative
poditicians believe that competition between the two sectors will increase
the freedom of communications within the Irish Republic. For them, this
political right is guaranteed by the external pluralism of competing radio
anl television stations,

On the other hund, the social democratie parties advocate the adoption
of the Western Lurepean version of public service broadeusting in
Southern breland. In their view, the licensing of commercial radio and
Lelevision stations has only partially increased the freedom of conmunica-
tions, Because stations will be dependent on selling commercials, the
advertisers can control the content of programmes more fully than otd
forms of state censarship (Gilmore, 1990: 969). In the batule [or ratings,
controversial views ar uncenventional music will be shunned as threats 1o
the audience share of the new stations. Therefore, despite the regulaton of
commercial broadeasting, both Labour and the Workers” Party doubt thit
external pluralism between competing stations can fully protea the
freedom of communications. Instead, they believe that this political right
must be guaranteed by a strong nationalized broadcasting corporition. In
the Western European version of public service broadeasting, freedom of
communications is created through internal pluralism within its pro-
granmues. For some social demoecrats, this commitment can only be
{ulfilled in practice when RTE is not only adequately financed, but also
demovrtically accountable toits audience and workforce (Workers' Party,
1990: 4y, In addition, as defenders of RTE, many social democrats believe
that a strong domestic broadeasting organization s needed to produce
programes expressing Insh culture. But this commitment o the local
cudture s not seen as a defence against moral corruption from abroad.,
Instead, these social democrats believe that the freedom of communica-
tions must include the right of Irish citizens Lo express their “hopes and
dreamy” in radio and television programmes (McCartan, 1990; Ox Pictures,
1940). .

Although their rhetoric often hides self-interest, both conservative and
social demuocratic partics are using a common ideological discourse 1o
argue about the future of the ¢lectronic media in the Irish Republic. Both
sides claim that their media policies will increase the freedom of commun-
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ications for the trish people. As in other areas, the underlying ideological
consensus within the Trish media debale reflects the dominance of secular
republicanism over Catholic nationalisia within the southern partition
stute. Today, no major party advocates defending the moral cconomy of
the peasantry and petit bourgeoisie through censorship und protectionism
apainst British cultural imperialism. Morcover, the availability of he
electronic media has reinforced major social and colturul changes in
Ireland. Nowadays, watching television remains the favourite leisure
‘activity of the Irish, with the average viewer watching around three hours
of television cach night (Brown, 1981: 261; Ox Pictures, 1990). In modern
Treland, the television set is the centre of the new urban houschold, Tn their
programmes and adverts, the radio and television stations usually reflect
urban life, rather than the rural concerns of traditional culture. According
to Bishop Cathal Daly, any foreign visitor watching local television stations
would not guess that Freland had the highest rate of church atteadance in
Western Europe (O Tauthaigh, 1984: 16). However, unlike the Church,
the Irish clectronic media have been able to articulate the new cultural and
moral world of an urban Iretand. For example, in many people’s view, Gay
Byrne's radio and television programmes have encouraged the emergence
of more liberal sexual attitudes in Ireland (Coogan, 1987: 2).

Once the cconomy was integrated within the Western European and
global marketplace, the Catholic nationalist culture of Southern Ireland
could no longer be protected from foreign “pagan’ influences. Moreover,
although independence was only won after a long struggle, the Inish
Republic has encountered less ditliculties in pooling national sovereignty
than the old imperial states, such as Great Britain or France, As a smuall
state, the national cconomic interests of Southern Ireland are best served
inside the framework of federal Puropean institutions (Wickham, 1980:
69). In additian, the Trish Republic's enthusiasm tor European lederalism
reflects the appropriatencss of its political structures for further inleg-
ration. While the British state is too large, the lrish Republic is already the
correct size for a region-state of a future European federation (Fouéré,
1980; 78, 115-29). Under this form of European unification, the Irish
Republic will not enly maintain contrel over its domestic concerns, but will
also be able to participate fully in decisions which have to be taken at a
federal fevel, For both the Presidem of the European Commission and
most Irish politicians, this type of federalism is: “a way of reconciling the
irreconciluble . . . the need for a European power capable of tackling the
problems of our age and the absolute necessity to preserve our roots in the
shape of our nations and tegions' (Delors, 1989: 1),

Because of European integration, the protection of the national enlture
has ceased to be @ major aim of (he broadeasting policies of the Southern
Trish state. Therefore, the political debate over the future of the electronic
media is nowadays conducted between different methods of ensuring the

) 3

Barbrook, Broadcasting and national identity in lreland 225

frccdom of communications for Irish citizens. As in other member
countries, policies for the clectronic media are justified in terms of
democratic rights, not national seif-determination. With the emergence of
media regulation by the European Community, the broadeasting policics
of the Irish Republic have to be consistent with those adopted by other
member states. Therefore, the freedom of communications has replaced
the struggle for national cultural identity in Irish broadcasting policy. From
now on, the rights of Trish citizens will take precedence over the creation of
a nation-state for Ireland.
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