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Editor’s introduction

Prospects for
transformative media in
a transcultural society:
Drivers and barriers in
media policy, production
and research

Leen d’Haenens
Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium

Against the backdrop of globalization, societies have become more heterogeneous

ethnically and racially and therefore more complex and diverse. As a result, different

systems of values come into contact and need to be made to connect if we are to achieve

a truly transcultural and inclusive society. However, in times of de facto super-diversity,

‘multiculturalism’ has lost much of its appeal in several European countries, where

drastic changes in public and political discourse insist that ethnic-cultural minorities

adopt the values, cultural practices and norms of the country of residence. The new social

demands as a result of rapid demographic change and issues of immigrants’ integration

combined with crumbling economies and public deficits even further complicate policy

matters.

Three of the five contributions in this special issue critically assess the obstacles

and failures alongside the enabling mechanisms and strengths experienced by Canadian,

Dutch and Swiss policy and programme makers in their building efforts of cohesive

broadcasting systems in which all members of society are recognized, having a right

to both fair portrayal practices and employment opportunities. These articles make an

effort to clarify the varying degrees to which the Canadian, Dutch and Swiss models,

through their very different experiences with a multi-tiered society, managed (or not)

to establish a regulatory framework and the organizational tools fit for dealing with

multicultural media production. Of course, what these country-specific exercises show

us, among other things, is that creative media production inevitably entails individual
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choices of producers and journalists, who more often than not take their more or less

homogeneous peers as a main reference point. Such practices may always pop up as a

burden for truly intercultural collaboration and production, no matter what regulatory

framework, institutional or managerial infrastructure is being set up. In order for

transformation and better prospects for transformative media to happen, journalists and

producers need to take their multifaceted audiences’ tastes seriously. Such country-

specific analyses help improve our understanding of integration and related media

policies including the policy shifts over time. A comparative look at such country studies

also has the potential to better identify the need for a common nomenclature. This is

needed as there is a lot of confusion as neither policy makers nor researchers can

agree on the definition of concepts such as identity, multiculturalism, assimilation and

integration. The remaining two articles in this issue strive for more conceptual clarity

in research on media and ethnicity. Christine Ogan puts it as follows in her article in this

issue: ‘We are trained to cut through the rhetoric, to explicate concepts to determine

their core meanings or to show how they are misused. . . . We all know that theory should

build on what has come before, yet if we consistently refuse to examine a body of

research on the basis of the terminology that is used, we will never advance that theory.

And if we criticize people on the basis of the use of a term, without examining its

operationalization, it is unproductive.’

Let us start with the country-specific operationalizations of multiculturalism. Here

Lorna Roth, Leen d’Haenens and Thierry Le Brun argue that the Canadian example

continues to provide opportunities for European policy building that should not be

discarded too easily. So far, Canada has played a leadership role in the development

of multiculturalism through the emphasis on private ethnic broadcasting as an integrative

driver along with the support of the public broadcaster’s progressive initiatives.

In the Netherlands, visions of broadcasting towards ethnic minorities have

undergone major changes over the years, as explained by Isabel Awad and Andrea Roth.

The Netherlands has focused on the public broadcasting system, which in itself is a

‘pillarized’ model shared among approximately 20 broadcasting organizations as they

each represent a certain ideological, political, religious, or demographic part of society.

The Concession Act (2000) encouraged the public broadcasting organizations to make

more programmes for ethnic minorities as target groups. This was the first time that

the social and cultural role of the public broadcaster was enshrined in law.

Canada and the Netherlands have both created systems where intra-cultural bonding

is a most prominent characteristic. Clearly, there are distinctions between the two

models. Whereas the Dutch government intervention focused, and still does, on main-

stream broadcasting, the Canadian approach is more diffuse. The Netherlands has chosen

to do this through their pillarized model of programming carried on the public service.

Canadians appear to have a better mix of programming on public and private broadcast-

ing channels – distinct ethnic channels, a fully dedicated aboriginal channel, local and

regional multicultural channels and a national channel only available on pay service.

With the exception of Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples Television Network (APTN), neither

country seems to have consciously developed interculturally oriented media services

(see also Roth, 2005). In the Netherlands, nowadays there seems to be a greater variety

in the portrayals of ethnic minorities shown on television, but notwithstanding these
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initiatives and good intentions, consecutive Monitors of Diversity (e.g. Koeman et al.,

2007) showed that overall Dutch television (both public and commercial) is still far from

providing a fair and pluralistic account of society (see also d’Haenens, 2009; Leurdijk,

2008).

In Switzerland, the third country policy context, presented by Sara Signer, Manuel

Puppis and Andrea Piga, most regulatory measures aimed at integration apply to the

public service broadcaster only, no attention being paid to the commercial broadcasters.

This regulation primarily aims at traditional integrative tasks like national cohesion,

equal treatment of language regions and the protection of the Rhaeto-Romans and the

Romansh language. Next to the public broadcaster’s integration mandate providing

programmes for foreign-language minorities, the partial funding of community radios

by licence fee revenues is another driver particularly aimed at the integration of

immigrant communities. In other words, Swiss integration regulation mainly aims at

national cohesion among the indigenous minorities but not with immigrant minorities.

This regulatory framework is in line with the performance of the Swiss commercial

mainstream media but less with that of the public broadcaster, which is underperforming

when it comes to portraying diversity. On Swiss television screens, public and commer-

cial alike, immigrant minorities appear as peripheral issues that are mostly reported

upon from a negative angle. Community radio stations are an exception to this rule,

broadcasting partly in minority languages and as such fostering an intra-bonding climate

rather than a transcultural bridging one. In other words, the integrative force of

mainstream Swiss media is doubtful, and is perceived as such by immigrant minorities

themselves.

In sum, what all television screens, Canadian, Dutch and Swiss alike, need in the

years ahead are dialogical, intercultural and transcultural network services aimed at

cross-cultural audiences. As stated by Roth et al. in this issue, ‘the existing monologic

approach in journalism and fiction production is often narrow, containing, (introverted)

and interiorizing’. Although there is clearly a critical gap between cultural diversity

policy promises and performances in the three policy contexts presented in this issue, the

Canadian example teaches us the key shift that one needs to make in thinking about

diversity as a means of building cultural rapport: i.e. by constructing an associative link

between ‘diversity’ and ‘quality’ journalism and programming. The Dutch broadcaster

adopts and implements the so-called Quality Card, in which diversity is an integral part

of quality performance, to continuously monitor its programming (see also Bardoel et al.,

2005). Certainly, public service broadcasters have no excuse when it comes to tackling

diversity issues and fostering social cohesion in their programme output and hiring

policy. More and more public service broadcasters have been negotiating public service

contracts with their governments. Hence, these contracts open up the possibility to enter

upon concrete, measurable commitments with regard to inclusive journalism and

programming, the reflection of pluralism and especially quality of content. These

commitments and obligations cannot, as they have done so far, continue to be regarded

as non-binding recommendations. A very real danger is looming, however: in times of

crisis, diversity risks ending up low on the list of priorities.

This is so far by and large the message of the first three contributions when it comes to

drivers and barriers in media policy and production. So now, we wonder, what is there
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for researchers to seriously think about when engaging in future research on media and

ethnicity? This question is dealt with by Hatim El Sghiar, who argues that research on

ethnic minorities so far has often been too essentialistic as it tends not to adequately

incorporate diversity, dynamics and contextual factors when dealing with concepts such

as ethnicity, race, culture, religion and identity. Recognizing that no concept is perfect,

he puts forward the concept of identification – or the consciously and unconsciously

‘making, maintaining and breaking off connections’ (WRR, 2007: 14) – as a more proper

tool to work with when carrying out research on ethnic minorities in a globalized world,

if one cares to avoid the pitfalls of the other more static concepts. Three forms of

identification (functional, normative and emotional) are put to use in the author’s own

research on families from Moroccan and Turkish descent in Flanders.

Christine Ogan’s article looks back at an entire career of research on issues related to

media and ethnicity. In her concise review of the academic and policy treatments of

multiculturalism, integration and assimilation, she makes it quite clear that scholars and

policy makers often fail to accurately define and operationalize their terms. Furthermore,

they tend to disagree, building their argumentations on the wrong premises. This practice

is particularly critical as the concepts involve highly sensitive matters. Her article is an

invitation for researchers and policy makers alike to simply do a better job, to try harder

when defining the contours of concepts and when applying or implementing them.

Although this special issue mainly focuses on television and broadcasting, intercul-

tural dialogue may also take place on the internet and through digital media, although

so far there is still relatively little empirical evidence on the nature of this intercultural

dialogue taking place, on the function of the internet as an in-between space between

cultural origins of ethnic minorities and the surrounding dominant culture of their

daily lives. Indeed, this virtual ‘bridge’ may allow ethnic cultural minorities to shape

their identities, to exchange opinions and interests with soul mates active on online

social networks, away from the social control of parents and imams. These possibili-

ties for expressing and sharing one’s feelings and opinions, however, do not substitute

in any way the presence, representation and active participation in the public debate

through the mainstream media (see also Bink and Serkei, 2009). This is why the

mainstream media, and in our opinion public broadcasters more so than commercial

ones, need to try hard to gear their offer more expertly to the specific needs of their

diverse audiences.
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