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Introduction


Anarchic Democracy and the State of the Media


Let’s look into our TV screens at one point in our still quite new 21st century, a day after “riots” have taken place in Croydon, London. The production team is obviously hurrying a journalist. Everything is a bit chaotic. She begins by asking: “Marcus Dowe, were you shocked by what you’ve seen there last night?”1


This is the voice of the BBC – the model institution for much of the world’s media. We see a journalist apparently with earphones in. It is pretty evident that she is getting advice from the backrooms – one bit of which is that her next interviewee is ready. However she has got his name wrong, it’s actually Darcus Howe, not Marcus Dowe. Darcus Howe is a reasonably well-known UK writer and broadcaster. During the course of the brief interchange her interviewee is extremely critical of the state of the nation.2 It’s a place of racist police stops and searches, which the mainstream of British political opinion (including the mainstream media) has paid scant attention to, and this racism is part of a set of conditions that are the context for the “riots.”3 The tone of the interview soon becomes aggressive and starts to verge on the cacophonous. By the end of it the journalist is very certain of something about Mr Howe (even if she was uncertain of his name just a minute ago) – he is an experienced rioter! She continues: “Mr Howe, if I can just ask you – you are not a stranger to riots yourself…you have taken part in them yourself.” Howe replies – obviously angered by this suggestion – that he has never rioted but he has been on plenty of demonstrations.4 Please could the interviewer have some respect? At this point and without any acknowledgement of Howe’s request, let alone anything resembling an apology, the interview is suddenly terminated and the BBC24 news channel rolls on. And on and on.


Howe’s is a voice of dissent – what is interesting is that this voice from the demos is disdainfully struck down by the powers that be at the BBC. This is a Homeric anti-democratic moment. As Rancière points out, this hatred of democracy has ancient provenance. Here is Homer, as referenced by Rancière in Ten Theses on Politics: “If they insist on speaking out, Ullysees will strike anyone belonging to the demos in the back with his sceptre.” In this interview we are prevented from hearing what Howe is saying. Rancière again: “To be of the demos is to be outside of the count, to have no speech to be heard.” So the Homeric sceptre comes out and the backstabbing event occurs, as the journalist publically accuses Howe of being a rioter himself. He therefore has no right to speak, they assume, exactly as Rancière emphasises. “The one who belongs to the demos, who speaks when he is not to speak, is the one who partakes in what he has no part in.” So of course the interview is suddenly terminated!


Another moment, about a month earlier. Another old man. He wants to make a statement to his questioners but his request is refused. The old man, and his son, who accompanies him, look somewhat peeved. The first question is put; the son begins to answer the questions. The old man is unhappy at all this and decides he will make part of the statement anyway and so in an apparent act of spontaneity the son is interrupted, the old man speaks: “This is the most humble day of my life,” he begins.


This is Rupert Murdoch, the voice of News Corporation – one of the most lucrative profit-driven global multi-media institutions. Murdoch is not humble enough to be told when he can and when he can’t make statements by elected members of the UK parliament. (We are at the hearing of the Culture, Media and Sports Select Committee of British MPs into the News Corporation phone-hacking scandal – July 2011.)5 As the interrogation continues he finds it difficult to answer the questions that the MPs are posing. There are long pauses as he apparently tries to recollect the necessary facts.


What conclusions can we draw from these contrasting media events? First, class power matters: someone (Darcus Howe) speaking apparently as part of the unrepresented “rioters” gets short shrift from the powers that be – in this case the BBC. He is allotted time, berated, insulted and switched off as the institution requires. However when someone speaks from a position of corporate power (Murdoch) they get their way no matter what the elected try to do.


Second, what you see with Darcus Howe is that when the “part that has no part,”6 to use Jacques Rancière’s expression, tries to speak then it doesn’t get listened to; but not only that. What Howe has to say is not only attacked by those who attempt to control our understanding of democratic events but it is also a matter of being able to perceive or not to perceive what he says – his contribution is made nigh on inaudible by the talking over and questioning of the interviewer. So although there are longstanding critiques of media practice based on issues of bias or misrepresentation I suggest that a more fundamental and telling critical understanding of “the media” should be based around questions of the visible and the non-visible or the perceivable and the non-perceivable. This is a matter of, as Rancière has it, aesthesis.7


Third, there is such a thing as capitalist and corporate media power: in one instance (Darcus Howe) it stops the expression of a voice; in the other (Rupert Murdoch) it forces through expression of its corporate statement.


Fourth, we cannot necessarily expect the state or state broadcasters to be democratic. So talk of a democratic British Spring, (as there was, at the time of the hearing) just because of the existence of “public service broadcasting,” and of parliamentary interrogation and government enquiry, is always going to be vastly exaggerated.


These examples (and other events) illustrate that it is high time to interrogate the relationship between the media and democracy. This will necessitate a number of attendant questions. My method will be philosophy-based rather than (what some call) theory-based. So I will use concepts from the philosophical tradition such as ontology; those from the tradition of political philosophy; and those from the Socratic tradition of trying to define the concepts that we take for granted but may not be capable of explaining – “justice” being one such concept. But here I want us to critically address concepts of democracy and of media. So how will we proceed? By a number of interconnected enquiries.




1. What is there to make images and sounds of? This is an ontological question.


2. What is the meaning of “democracy”?


3. What do we mean by this term “media”?


4. What happens when “the media” tries to put “democracy” onto our screens?


5. What are the preconditions for the creation of emancipatory images and sounds?





These five questions, and answers to them, are what this book is about. I want to briefly outline the direction I will take and the reasons why these enquiries are crucial.


1. Our “democratic” situation


We have the lamentable state of Western capitalist politics and its emptying out of the significance of democracy – testified to by the oligarchical8 nature of the states themselves, the homogenisation of mainstream and dominant political discourse9 and, fairly recently, the technocratic appropriation of nominal European democracies in Greece and Italy. The latter events imply that what we had been calling “democracy” was in fact nothing of the sort and was something valueless and empty. In fact it was disposable – overnight! This is where the maintenance of “democratic” insignificance has eventually got us. We have hit the rock bottom of capitalist-parliamentary democracy and it is from this foundational perspective that we can begin to ask about the meaning of democracy; and it is just this question that forms one of the two main axes of this book.


Whereas much anglo-analytic political philosophy is about how to maintain “democratic” state institutions, which sometimes only adds up to a sort of rarefied policy wonkery, there is an alternative radical strand of predominantly European thought which demonstrates that democracy is in fact not at all a state form,10 so we shouldn’t over-value attempts to “improve” oligarchical state “democracy.” In trying to understand these notions from a questioning and radical perspective we can turn to, for example: Rancière’s notion of anarchic democracy11; Abensour’s argument that democracy is against the state12; and Nancy’s political neo-ontological argument that the existence of democracy necessitates the anarchic.13


2. Our media situation


At the start of 2014 the apparent embarrassment of News Corporation is abating14 but nothing has really happened to its power base – even if it has got rid of one of its “toxic” titles and a key member of its staff (Andy Coulson) has ended up in jail. The outcome of all this is that the state has done nothing to change the media order of the UK where News Corporation is dominant. Indeed it seems the state is aligned with News Corporation against the UK judicial processes.15 The media order in the UK (as well as around the world) is oligopolistic – is one where there is much power in few hands.


In the realm of “The Media” utter the word “democracy” and get unending support from political powers; utter the word “anarchy” and get arrested! “The Media” tells us that X-state descends into anarchy and that Y-state may be able to attain the heights of democracy. This book will explain why “The Media” gets the relationship between anarchy and democracy wrong – over and over again.


Any future politics will be played out in the streets and in the squares but also through things like television, radio and the internet etc. I am sceptical of the term “media” – we have to be aware of what Nietzsche calls the subterfuge of language and of the way that a term like this, which was first coined speculatively,16 does later become an eternal conceptual verity. We need a genealogy of the discourse which has as its key term “media,” and this book marks the start of such an analysis.


In the case of “The Media” we have to emphasise that the term has a history. It was born in the wake of early twentieth-century revolution and general strikes in the 1920s – just as the ur-media institution of the BBC established itself, simultaneously creating a new kind of public sphere and a new myth of representation. So we must interrogate just what “The Media” is and what it does when democracy happens.


Just as Western states are oligarchic, Western media is oligopolistic. In both these realms there is immense power in few hands. So in political discourse we are justified in calling the order of political power “The State” and in calling the order of communicative power “The Media.”


3. The question of mediation


What will be argued is that “The Media” does not mediate. In other words this is a not only an attack on “The Media” but also a general attack on how the discourse of Media Studies with its key concept of mediation has approached no matter what event, but especially democratic events. “Media Studies” is a spectacularly successful discourse in terms at least of its ability to multiply itself; over the last 25 years or so the academic subject has proliferated on both sides of the Atlantic and around the world. But my argument is that “Media Studies” has failed to understand its subject and has indeed maintained a situation in which we no longer understand what is happening when there is “media” activity. So by maintaining ignorance, this “radical” academic activity – the one we call “Media Studies” – ends up supporting oligarchical rule.


4. Image culture


What kind of image culture could there be after the age of mediation? After Castoriadis I stress the value of images and sounds that are “windows upon the chaos.”17 These would not be mediations, but ways of understanding that what is is chaos and creation, and that democratic living is creative living on the edge of chaos. 









Chapter One


The End of the Media


What do we mean when we talk about “The Media”? Why did we start talking about it? Will we talk about it in a 100 years time? It is presently extremely difficult to stop using this term. (We could say that it may be easier to imagine the end of the world than it is to imagine the end of the media.) But we will have to stop at some point if, as I will argue, the media – both as a concept and as we seem to know it – is against democracy, and democracy is at the heart of any emancipatory politics.18 And if we want to live, other than as pigs, then freedom and equality – democratic living, in short – is essential.


Some things don’t seem to have beginnings, and the media is one of them. Some histories of the media use the term as if it existed at least since antiquity. Saturated as we are by what is called the media, it is no surprise that we find it difficult to think properly about its history. Once we do think through the history of the media properly then we can know both that “the media” can end, and why democratic politics will end it.


The relationship between media and politics is one of perennial outcry and protest from both the powerful and the apparent powerless. Beyond the totting up of political party screen time with a stopwatch how can this relationship be properly understood? We can start by asking: what does it actually mean to mediate? What is apparently being mediated? Then we can ask what could effectively mediate or represent democracy?19


Where might we find answers to such questions? What resources are available for a critical study of the relationship between media and democracy? Some would suggest “Media Studies”; however Media Studies has become (has always been?20 ) a type of one-dimensional thinking that has produced and sustained a number of myths and misapprehensions often built around false dichotomies (which I discuss shortly) about the relationship between images and power and democracy, and which has had little effect on the object it critically studies. Media practitioners have looked upon Media Studies with a sense of bafflement, and in one way they are right to. They think they are mediating and so does Media Studies – so what’s the fuss about if the two sides agree upon that? However my argument is that it would be better for us all if we just jettisoned the term “media” completely in relation to the production of audio-visual cultures; it is a term of fairly recent application and we should consider alternative ways of discussing these cultures, without this term.


So to return to the initial question, what do we mean when we refer to “the media”? And what is mediation? Meanings usually attributed to the word, apart from the ones associated with communication, are likely to reference something about occupying some middle position or being regarded as intermediate. But then we should ask: “intermediate” between exactly what and what? As a verb, mediate could be said to mean to settle some dispute as an intermediary between parties, or to act between parties to effect an agreement, compromise or reconciliation. It is my contention that this concept and the practices that accompany it are profoundly anti-political and therefore anti-democratic. What I mean by “the political” derives from some of Chantal Mouffe’s thinking about it. Using her work it is possible to see how the media has an anti-democratic effect and how it occults the reality of the political, which is that in any society there is and there always will be a dimension of political antagonism that cannot be eradicated. For me this is linked to the notion of ontological chaos which I develop later in the book.


So the first reason I am giving for the conclusion that the media is against democracy is that the media as mediator would deny what Mouffe has called “the nature of the political” and “the dimension of radical negativity that manifests itself in the ever-present possibility of antagonism.”21 A true account of political-social relations would have to require a “coming to terms with the lack of a final ground and the undecidability that pervades every order.” The lack of any final ground is therefore a radically negative ontological non-state. I will conceptualise this as political chaos (not a term that Mouffe uses). But for now we can say, with Mouffe, that any settlement that would have to be the result of some kind of mediation would deny that the settlement is always characterised by a particular set of power relations and so also an attempt to cover over the future possibility of antagonism. So mediation and the proposed settlement that goes with it must always to some extent try to mask the “sedimented hegemonic practices” that brought it about. Therefore the concept of “mediation” is opposed to counter-hegemonic practices which are democratic by nature and so the concept of the media is opposed to the idea of democracy.
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