

  [image: ]






The Miegunyah Press


The general series of the
Miegunyah Volumes
was made possible by the
Miegunyah Fund
established by bequests
under the wills of
Sir Russell and Lady Grimwade.


‘Miegunyah’ was the home of
Mab and Russell Grimwade
from 1911 to 1955.









THE
ALFRED
DEAKIN
DEBATE


Barons to
Bloggers


Confronting Media Power


Series Editor Jonathan Mills


The Miegunyah Press in conjunction with
The Alfred Deakin Innovation Lectures


[image: ]









THE MIEGUNYAH PRESS


An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Ltd


187 Grattan Street, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia


mup-info@unimelb.edu.au


www.mup.com.au


First published 2005


Text © in the individual papers remains with their respective authors, 2005


Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Ltd 2005


This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publishers.


Designed by Raoli Smith, www.paolismith.com.au


Typeset in Palatino by J&M Typesetting


Printed in Australia by BPA Print Group


National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry


Barons to bloggers: confronting media power.


ISBN 0 522 85207 6.


1. Mass media – Political aspects – Australia. I. Mills,
 Jonathan. (Series: The Alfred Deakin debate).


302.230994









Contents


Preface  Jonathan Mills


Contributors


Introduction  Donald McDonald


Part I: The Alfred Deakin Innovation Lectures


Each Nation its Own Press  Jay Rosen


Nullius in verba: Navigating Through the New Media Democracy  Lance Knobel


Part II: Responses


The End of Serious Journalism?  Eric Beecher


The Future of Fair Dinkum Journalism  Margo Kingston


Frontier Tales: The Hype and the Reality of the Online Transformation of News  Guy Rundle


Scaling the Icy Peaks of the New Media  Andrew Clark


Appendix: Media Credibility Survey


How Australians View the Media


How Journalists View the Media









Preface


Jonathan Mills


The Alfred Deakin Innovation Lectures are the continuation of the Alfred Deakin Lectures held as part of the Federation Festival, a special event staged by the Melbourne Festival to celebrate the Centenary of Federation—100 years of nationhood in Australia—in May 2001.


The lectures are named in honour of Australia’s second prime minister, Alfred Deakin, a man who in many ways is the enduring inspiration behind the achievement of creating a single nation out of six independent colonies in 1901.


Long before I was appointed Artistic Director of the Melbourne Festival, the decision was made to mark the importance of Federation and Melbourne’s significant role in hosting the first Australian Parliament. (The Australian Parliament was opened at the Royal Exhibition Building on 9 May 1901. From that time until 1927, the House of Representatives and the Senate used the Victorian Parliament building in Spring Street as the place to convene and from which to transact the business of government.) It was further decided that the Melbourne Festival was to be given a role in devising these celebrations for Melbourne. The Alfred Deakin Lectures were a response to the challenge of commemorating the Centenary of Federation.


Australians are rightly sceptical of overblown, trumped-up, pompous historical events. Our history is too complex and controversial to support a nostalgic or triumphant view of the past. Yet Australia’s achievements are impressive. The institutions that support our democracy were the creation of people of immense vision and ambition. We owed it to ourselves to have a serious conversation about our achievements and progress since Federation; importantly, the focus could not be welded to the past, rather it needed to reflect on the future challenges for a civil society like Australia. Above all, the conversation needed to be public and it had to be free.


Fifty-five speakers from a wide range of backgrounds participated in the inaugural lecture series: philosophers, architects, scientists, jurists, economists, politicians, writers, historians and environmentalists. Attendance was strong. The whole event certainly encouraged a great deal of interest in the issues raised by particular lecturers and more broadly in the idea of public debate, a practice regarded by many as quaint and antiquated.


The Alfred Deakin Lectures were held in an environment in which public discourse is at a low ebb, making their popularity all the more remarkable. It is certainly not fashionable in Australia today to encourage intellectual debate. Anything that is considered intellectual is immediately in danger of being labelled elitist and is automatically viewed with suspicion, if not hostility. Some of our leading politicians quite openly contribute to this unfortunate situation.


The attack on elitism takes many forms. It is perhaps most strategically and acutely expressed through the lack of funding for our educational institutions. Universities in particular have sustained significant cuts in their grants from governments of every persuasion over a long period. As a result, our universities have been forced to reduce the range of courses they offer and focus on a pragmatic approach to study at the expense of more speculative areas of research.


The problem is not the influence of the market on the activities of universities. It is the absence of any other factor in determining the size and allocation of resources. Surely it is a question of balancing priorities and understanding the difference between short-term thinking and long-term strategic planning. There is a huge difference between responding to the immediate needs of the job market and understanding how to foster a sophisticated research sector. In Australia today there is an urgent need to do both.


Where a neat fit can be made with the job market, resources are made available. Courses in marketing, business, business administration and IT have all expanded hugely. Medicine, the law, biology and biotechnology, as well as architecture and some other design-related courses, continue to be supported. However, subjects more traditionally associated with a university—science subjects such as physics, astronomy, chemistry or mathematics; humanities subjects such as history, Latin, Greek, modern languages, literature, music; social sciences such as geography, archaeology, anthropology—have been, in the most extreme cases, entirely abandoned. All are under constant threat.


This is being done at a time when higher education is an important export enterprise for the Australian economy, and when other countries in our region such as Singapore are making huge investments in all aspects of higher education and research. It is also unfortunate that the requirement on universities to act in ways that are relevant to market forces has not been accompanied by a greater independence from the onerous obligations of government bureaucracy. Greater flexibility is not a feature of the current system.


Is it any wonder therefore that it is difficult to name more than a handful of academic intellectuals who make a sustained contribution to public debate? In some instances the superficiality or hostility of their reception in the media has acted as a strong deterrent. Why bother to discuss complex ideas in the popular media? I am deeply concerned at the predictable and bland nature of public debate in Australia at the moment. This is not to suggest that those things that occupy our attention, for instance, our obsession with sport or our quasi anthropological fascination with mateship, are entirely misplaced or wrong. I am simply suggesting that there is so much more that is worthy of comment and celebration: our democratic institutions, our economic prosperity, our self-reliance and inventiveness, our ways of seeing the world; the work of our scientists and artists, writers and inventors ought to be a prism through which we form a much richer view of the world. I am urging an animation of public discourse that engages with more complex ideas about ourselves. I am asking us to become more ambitious.


Australia’s long-term needs and continuing prosperity will best be served by engaging as wide an audience as possible in a thorough understanding of the many issues concerning scientific and technological research and innovation. Galvanising public interest is the best defence against short-sighted political popularism.


How would one initiate such a process of public engagement? What would such a conversation be like? What forms would it take? How and where would it be held?


It would need to be direct; unedited by mass media, and certainly undiluted by the agendas of existing political parties. As an exchange of information and ideas, it must be both educational and empowering. It should offer reciprocal obligations: an obligation to avoid being patronising or wilfully obscure, and a willingness to embrace complex ideas and situations.


The conversation should not be narrow or small-minded. It should be multifaceted. It will exist simultaneously in a number of media: print, radio, Internet, television and, most importantly, as a live presence. It must be an inspiration for action.


So to this book of short essays. Barons to Bloggers: Confronting Media Power is the first in a new series named The Alfred Deakin Debate. It juxtaposes papers presented as part of the lecture series alongside specially commissioned contributions and responses to the issues raised from leading Australians. It serves as an important adjunct to the Deakin Lectures.


Two of the keynote speakers. Jay Rosen and Lance Knobel, will be joined by Eric Beecher, Guy Rundle, Margo Kingston and Andrew Clark when the essays are published in full. This debate positions itself on the fault-line of the shifting power dynamics within mass media.


I am delighted that the contributions from the Alfred Deakin Innovation Lectures will have another life in these feisty books. I would like to recognise the significant financial support of the Victorian Government through the Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, our major sponsors Channel 7 and the City of Melbourne, as well as our many other sponsors and event partners.


I would also like to thank Louise Adler and Elisa Berg from Melbourne University Publishing for developing The Alfred Deakin Debate.


Jonathan Mills


Director


The Alfred Deakin Innovation Lectures
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Introduction


Donald McDonald


Since the beginning of the dotcom era, forecasts about the commercial media have found the sky is rarely blue, and it is often falling. The century’s end was Chicken Little’s busiest, if not finest, hour.


And when it comes to the future of public media, the cultural pessimists have also captured the narrative. They tell us the writing is on the wall, but not all of us have worked out which wall we’re talking about.


Given that most of this is guesswork, the confidence of these lopsidedly negative predictions is terrifying. Like the reports of Mark Twain’s death, many write-offs have been greatly exaggerated.


What we invariably hear is the old ‘end game’ story—maybe because it’s an easy one to sell. But the business of public media has always been a ‘transition game’, where change is a continuing fact of life. And it’s a long-term game. After all, we’re the people who lived past the ‘end of history’ so we shouldn’t be too taken in by end games.


Perhaps it is more instructive to ask: how did radio survive television? How did both survive the Internet? One could add: how did theatre survive the movies, and the movies survive television? What happens every time an old media becomes threatened by the new—what must be done to survive?


Complacency doesn’t have a place in this world. Adaptation, evolution, is all.


The Alfred Deakin Innovation Lectures presented here by Jay Rosen and Lance Knobel both understand and address this transitional state. The last rites have been kept to a minimum, but what they say does constitute a warning.


It’s an up-to-the-minute take on this new/old world. Rosen, talking about the most recent challenges to newspapers, the traditional home of journalism, describes the current era as ‘this weird interval between platforms’.


These essays wisely propose a search for solutions to a range of challenges, rather than the solutions themselves.


The Personal Gutenberg Principle


Not every American cultural phenomenon crosses over to our culture unchanged. For instance, both in radio and later in television, the Australian model of public broadcasting—expressed through the ABC—was unique. It was an amalgam of the British and American experiences, a mix of public and commercial elements, whereas their systems were either exclusively public or exclusively commercial
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