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Governing cultural diversity in South African media policy 
 
Culture, knowledge, and governing at a distance 
Recent work in the area of cultural-policy studies has developed a distinctive theoretical 
understanding of culture which draws upon the later work of Foucault and historical 
genealogies of modern conceptualizations of aesthetics (Bennett, 1992; Cunningham, 1993; 
Mercer, 1994). Tony Bennett  argues that culture should be understood as “inherently 
governmental” (1995, p. 884), where government refers not to a narrow range of state 
institutions, but to a whole range of practices and technologies for managing the details of 
everyday social life. This approach starts from an acknowledgment of the historical 
emergence of ‘the cultural’ as a realm which “has been regarded as a set of resources which 
are to be strategically managed with a view to bringing about specific changes in the conduct 
of populations” (Bennett, 1998, p. 10). This understanding of the deployment of culture in 
distinctively modern, liberal modes of political rule directs attention to the analysis of the 
array of practices through which the transformation of populations into self-governing 
subjects is taken as a strategic goal. The cultural-policy studies literature suggests a broad 
concern with a wide variety of institutionalized practices which aim to shape conduct and 
behavior ‘at a distance’: liberal principles of political rule open up a gap between the realm of 
the social and the realm of government. The modern problematic of governmentality arises 
from attempts to subject the social realm to varying forms of management and regulation 
which address individuals as autonomous agents. A much broader critical governmentality 
studies literature directs attention to the pivotal role of expertise and knowledge in practices 
aimed at governing the conduct of citizens of complex social formations (Rose, 1994: Rose 
and Miller, 1992). Methodologically, the Foucauldian conceptualization of culture as 
inherently governmental therefore suggests further investigation into how ‘cultural’ attributes 
are constituted as objects of knowledge in particular institutional networks, and into how this 
is related to the constitution of culture as an object of administration and regulation. 
 This distinctive governmental approach to definitions of culture, and the associated 
concern with the constitutive relations between culture and policy, has been the subject of 
much debate in cultural studies (see Jones, 1994; McGuigan, 1995; O’Regan, 1992; Miller, 
1996). For the purposes of this paper, the feature of understandings of culture that follow 
Foucault’s writings on governmentality which is most problematic is the tendency to 
implicitly adopt a model of subject-formation as a process of containment within enclosed 
spaces, such as asylums, prisons, schools, museums, or by extension, the institutional 
infrastructure of territorialized nation-states. It is open to question whether this model of 
person-formation is adequate to spatially and temporally distanciated technologies of 
electronically mediated communication (Flew, 1996). As modes of social interaction, radio 
and television require the articulation of sites of transmission and sites of consumption which 
are structurally separated in time and space (Scannell, 1995; Berland, 1992). A whole field of 
knowledge and expertise proliferates in the interstices of the dispersed and fragmented 
geographies of mass media practices. These are concerned with governing conduct at a 
geographical distance. The primary means by which knowledge of the spatially dispersed and 
socially diverse subjects of broadcasting are made the objects of strategies of governmental 
power is through extensive apparatuses such as statistics, audience ratings, opinion polls, 
censuses. These do not monitor the actual conduct of individualized subjects in detail, but 
constitute aggregated group-subjects. 
 Apartheid South Africa has been fruitfully analyzed as a society organized through 
various techniques of disciplinary power, involving the careful management of the conduct of 
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bodies in time and space (e.g. Crush, 1995; Robinson, 1996). With the end of apartheid, 
previous patterns of spatial division have been reconfigured, and along with the increasing 
‘mediazation of culture’ in South Africa, an alternative model of government of everyday life 
is in the process of being elaborated. New policies address not the tightly circumscribed 
management of detailed spatial and temporal conduct, but the more extensive regulation of 
networks of flows, connections, and representations. Broadcasting has been given a central 
role as an instrument of post-apartheid social integration. Media such as radio and television 
have been explicitly ascribed a ‘governmental’ function in the formation of the attributes and 
capacities of a democratic citizenry. This paper critically addresses assumptions about the 
degree of effectivity of strategies aimed at governing conduct through culture by examining 
the technologies of representation through which culture has been objectified for decision-
makers in the course of South African broadcasting reform in the 1990s. The contemporary 
re-configuration of the scales and territorialities of ‘the cultural’ has two consequences for 
understandings of the relationships between culture and government in South Africa. Firstly, 
the increasing importance of cultural technologies such as radio and television in South 
Africa implies that culture is increasingly produced and disseminated in technological forms 
which, while extending the reach of strategies of control, are characterized by a diminished 
intensity of the degree of control over conduct that they can secure when compared to older, 
established disciplinary ‘technologies of the self’ such as schools or museums (Thompson, 
1995). Secondly, the internationalization of media industries and markets implies a further 
attenuation of the degree of control that can be exercised by national policy-makers over the 
forms of representation disseminated through radio and television, and in turn over the 
patterns of identification these representations facilitate. 
 
National cultural policies and internationalizing cultural industries 
South Africa provides a very particular example of a broader international trend in which 
issues of cultural diversity has become a central theme in national cultural policy agendas. 
The political transformation from apartheid to formal democracy has witnessed a shift in the 
terms of cultural politics debates, away from models of resistance towards more productive 
understandings of the potential relationships between culture and the state. The transition to 
democracy has been associated with the development of policies which aim to modify the 
ways in which culture is deployed in projects of social regulation. It is in this changed 
political and policy context that the academic literature on culture and government has been 
appropriated to contribute to the positive development of agendas for post-apartheid cultural 
policies (see Chrisman, 1996; Tomaselli and Shepperson, 1996; Critical Arts, 1998). 
 Given the history of racial segregation and apartheid policies of forced separation, 
South Africa comes late to modern narratives of deploying culture as a medium for the 
cultivation of an inclusive national citizenship. In areas of policy for museums, national 
monuments, arts funding, and broadcasting, culture has been bought within the horizon of 
strategies aimed at transforming identities and values shaped by previous apartheid policies, 
which constructed and maintained a racially- and ethnically-based fragmentation of political 
identities. Cultural policy in the ‘new’ South Africa is shaped by the over-riding goal of 
“nation-building”. There are two aspects of this process. On the one hand, the transformation 
of political culture has been identified as a prime goal by the ruling African National 
Congress (ANC), in an official effort to de-politicize ethnic forms of cultural identity. On the 
other hand, this effort to neutralize ethnicity as a mode of political mobilization runs 
alongside policies aimed at promoting the equal respect of cultural diversity in the realm of 
civil society and the public sphere. In practice, nation-building is beset by a series of 
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ambiguities. The South African state is attempting to establish a national cultural public 
sphere which promotes new forms of cultural diversity in a society of marked economic 
inequality, highly politicized patterns of cultural difference, and against the background of a 
history in which cultural pluralism was championed by the apartheid state as a means of 
justifying systematic discrimination in resource allocations. One clear break with the past is 
registered by the fact that the equal recognition of diverse cultures is now premised upon the 
formal political equality of all citizens enshrined in the new South African constitution. 
Nonetheless, since patterns of cultural difference remain bound up with inequalities in 
economic power, the merely formal recognition of diversity, in the absence of efforts to 
redress past imbalances in resource allocation, would only work to reproduce cultural 
difference as social inequality (Nixon, 1994, pp. 205-208). Positive policy measures to 
promote the equal recognition of diverse cultures, identities, and traditions involve a 
politically contentious redistribution of material resources between social groups. As a result, 
efforts to promote cultural diversity, involving as they do measures to redress inherited 
inequalities in resource allocation, have contributed to the continuing politicization of issues 
of culture and identity in the period of ‘transition’ during the 1990s.  
 ‘Culture’, as an object of policy in South Africa, has re-configured both conceptually 
and institutionally in the 1990s. The broader context for this process include the economic 
imperatives of the ANC-led Government of National Unity, which since 1994 has adopted a 
broadly neo-liberal economic agenda which prioritizes polices aimed at attracting inward 
foreign investment and promote South African exports (see Marais, 1998); and efforts to 
overhaul a cultural infrastructure shaped by a long history of state control and censorship. As 
a result of these two factors, there has been an observable trend towards re-locating the 
administration, production, and distribution of cultural products and services away from 
highly centralized state institutions developed during the apartheid period, towards forms of 
market provision. This trend has been particularly evident in broadcasting, given the 
importance ascribed to the communications sector as a potential growth sector of the 
economy. In the process, the state’s role has been redefined in mainly regulatory terms, as 
one of ensuring the effective functioning of markets in accordance with specified public 
interest principles, including competition, inclusive structures of ownership, and the 
extension of public access (Barnett, 1999). At the same time, previous narrow definitions 
which equated culture with ethnicity, understood in terms of discrete, exclusive identities, 
and defined by reference to reified languages, have been displaced, although not completely 
erased, by official definitions of culture as ‘arts’, ‘popular culture’, ‘heritage’, and ‘tradition’. 
This more expansive understanding of culture has been associated with a strategy to subject 
culture to various forms of policy regulation aimed at shaping the conduct and values of 
social subjects. This conceptual reconfiguration of culture has thus taken place through the 
restructuring of cultural institutions such as performing arts councils, language boards, and 
broadcasters. Existing state controlled institutions have been restructured, made formally 
independent of the state, and provided with clear public interest mandates (Teer-Tomaselli, 
1996; Teer-Tomaselli and Tomaselli, 1996). In addition, a range of new, independent public 
agencies have been established, such as a Pan South African Language Board, a Gender 
Commission, a Human Rights Commission, an Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA), 
all of which oversee the realization of conditions for the exercise of specified rights of 
‘cultural citizenship’ enshrined in the South African Constitution.     
 South African media and communications policies in the 1990s therefore indicate the 
continuing force of policy paradigms which identify broadcasting as an instrument of national 
social integration (Samarajiva and Shields, 1990). The focus of the discussion here is with 
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television in particular, which has been conceptualized as a key site for nation-building 
cultural strategies. As a project of reconciliation and unification, nation-building is officially 
understood not as a process of assimilation into a single, unified culture, but as a process of 
opening-up lines of communication between previously separated communities. As such, 
television in particular, despite being accessible to only about half of the total population, has 
been imagined as a forum in which different communities can enter into exchange, fostering 
mutual cross-cultural understanding and encouraging a tolerance cultural diversity. 
Broadcasting policy in the 1990s has been concerned with transforming organizations and 
markets in order to establish the institutional conditions for this model of cultural exchange. 
However, in South Africa cultural policies of nation-building are being devised in a context 
in which media and communications sectors have also been ear-marked as prime instruments 
for an economic strategy aimed at re-integrating the national economy into wider 
international networks (Goldman, 1998). The combined conceptual and institutional re-
ordering of the relations between cultural institutions and the state opens a space for the 
extended commodification of cultural practices, which in turn involves the weaving of South 
African cultural markets into broader internationalized flows of information and culture.  
Contemporary processes of economic integration operating at a trans-national scale limit the 
ability of nation-states to deploy communications and media industries as mediums of 
national cultural policies aimed at social integration (see Shields and Muppidi, 1996). 
Accordingly, industrial and competition policies in South Africa tend to run counter to 
official commitments to deploy the broadcasting system as an instrument of national cultural 
unification and reconciliation. 
 Policies for inclusive nation-building are therefore being pursued in the context of 
other state policies which are facilitating the internationalization of the economy, and not 
least the internationalization of markets and ownership structures in broadcasting and 
telecommunications. Modern assumptions about the institutional infrastructure of democratic 
citizenship,  including the cultural conditions of democracy in an independent civil society 
and robust public sphere, depend conceptually on the assumption of a practically functioning 
political order located within the spatial and temporal bounds of nation-states (Walker, 1991). 
The globalisation of markets for cultural commodities is therefore associated with 
fundamental transformations in the spatialities of subject-formation in the contemporary 
world. Processes of economic production and distribution, political participation and 
representation, social integration and identity formation are now stretched out across a variety 
of non-congruent spatial scales and networks (Apparadurai, 1990). The internationalization of 
economic and cultural processes, and the resulting fragmentation and multiplication of public 
spheres, re-territorializes the normative individual subject of the liberal, democratic nation-
state into a variety of networks of representation and participation existing at different spatial 
scales. And as a consequence, the government of culture is no longer institutionally or 
spatially contained within the parameters of the nation-state. 
 The focus of this paper is upon the various technologies of representation through 
which a concern for promoting cultural diversity has been inserted into policy-making forums 
and broadcasting institutions. In referring to technologies of representation, I want to 
underscore the double sense of representation as both speaking of a state of affairs, which 
directs attention to the linguistic and visual forms of representation, and as speaking for a 
group or constituency, which implies a more directly political sense of representation as 
delegation (see Spivak, 1988). The institutionalization of particular technical or procedural 
modes of representation (including markets, public opinion surveys, academic research, 
voting systems, constitutions, as well as formal procedures for participation and 
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accountability in institutions), embed certain interests and assumptions into processes of 
policy-making, which actively shape the subsequent dynamics of policy-implementation and 
institutional transformation. These technologies of representation might therefore be thought 
of as important ‘actors’ in networks of decision-making (Thrift, 1996, pp. 23-27). 
 
Re-presenting language for a post-apartheid broadcasting order   
The process of political transition in South Africa has been characterized by a strong  
commitment from the ANC to extend decision-making processes beyond the confines of 
elected officials and state bureaucracies. A vision of democratization premised upon broad-
based popular participation has been given concrete expression in a range of consultative 
policy forums (Horwitz, 1997; Robinson, 1998). In the broadcasting sector, the prime 
example has been the so-called Triple Inquiry of 1994-1995, held under the auspices of the 
newly-formed IBA, the regulatory body established in 1993 to oversee the transformation and 
development of the post-apartheid broadcasting system (Republic of South Africa, 1993a; 
Louw, 1993). By virtue of the nature of the political deal between the ANC and National 
Party (NP) through which the IBA was established, policy-formulation during the Triple 
Inquiry was largely screened from direct pressures emanating from both the new ANC-led 
Government of National Unity as well as from private capital. Partly because of the high 
degree of independence enjoyed by the IBA in this period, cultural-policy issues, and 
especially issues of language equity, played a central role in the formulation of an agenda for 
the re-regulation of broadcasting during 1994 and 1995 and during the initial period of policy 
implementation in radio and television in 1996 and 1997 (Horwitz, 1996; Barnett, 
Forthcoming). 
 Despite official commitments to open and participatory deliberation over policies, the  
social relations of ownership, production, distribution, and consumption developed in the 
period of apartheid remain largely intact after the politically brokered transition to formal 
democracy. To a considerable extent, these have shaped who gets represented, by whom, and 
for what purposes in the course of broadcasting reform. Furthermore, the period since 1994 
has seen a decline in influence of oppositional civil society groups which flourished in the 
1980s, and wielded significant influence during the early 1990s. The dimensions of access to 
policy-making forums has been re-defined after the elections of 1994, in light of an inevitable 
degree of bureaucratization which has ensued after the historically unprecedented 
transformation of state institutions along the lines of liberal representative democracy 
(Seekings, 1996). In the course of South African broadcasting reform in the 1990s, the 
primary medium through which cultural diversity has been constructed as an object of policy-
formulation and possible re-signification has been through representations of language. 
Formal language-policies have been developed as one part of South African broadcasting 
reform, as an element in the broader project of deploying radio and television as instruments 
of nation-building. However, the progress of reform has revealed that the capacity of policy-
makers, regulators, and broadcasting institutions to directly manage the dimensions of cross-
cultural communication has been limited by the contradictions between embedded 
technologies for the representation of language-use and cultural diversity on the one hand, 
and the deepening commodification of broadcasting industries and markets on the other.  
 In the absence of a direct economic relationship between viewers and broadcasters in 
free-to-air broadcasting systems, various surrogates come to serve as means of representing 
the interests, preferences, and tastes of audiences (Collins, 1990). In South Africa, language 
has historically served as a primary means by which the relationship between broadcasting 
institutions and spatially diffuse and culturally differentiated audiences have been 
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represented. Apartheid policies deployed language as the basis for the ascription of ethnic 
identities to black South Africans. Language was understood as one element in a relationship 
between ethnicity, culture, and territory, according to which policies were developed to 
literally put in place separate ethnic groups, distinguished by discrete cultures, expressed in 
separate languages, inhabiting discrete territorial units (Sharp, 1988; Thornton, 1988). The 
language ideologies of the apartheid state were reflected in the development of broadcasting 
services. The introduction of television was long delayed because of fears that English-
language programming would undermine apartheid policies. African language radio services 
were organized according to separate language stations, broadcasting for separate audiences, 
with footprints restricted to discrete territorial units, reflecting notions that language, as a 
marker of ethnicity and culture, was a monolingual phenomena and that language groups 
were localized in particular regions (see Tomaselli et al, 1989).  
 South Africa is in fact characterized by a high degree of linguistic complexity, in 
terms of the multitude of languages which are spoken, and the geographic and demographic 
dispersion of different languages throughout South African society. Contrary to the 
assumptions of apartheid language ideologies, multi-lingualism is a common feature of 
language-use in South Africa. A large proportion of the population has communicative 
capabilities in four or five languages. During constitutional negotiations in 1992 and 1993, 
proposals for a post-apartheid language dispensation focused upon the viability of English as 
national lingua franca, the future role and status of Afrikaans, the appropriate means of 
promoting African languages, and whether language rights should be group rights or 
individual rights (Desai, 1995; Titlestad, 1996). The new Interim Constitution, finally 
decided upon towards the end of 1993, defined the use of language of individual choice as a 
fundamental human right. (The final constitution approved in 1996 did not significantly alter 
the languages provisions agreed to in 1993). It also acknowledged a positive role for the state 
in establishing the conditions for the exercise of individual language rights. The language 
provisions for the Interim Constitution recognized eleven official languages: Afrikaans, 
English, Ndebele, Sesotho [Southern Sotho], Sepedi [Northern Sotho], Swati, Tsonga, 
Tswana, Venda, Xhosa, and Zulu (Republic of South Africa, 1993b). Each of these had 
official status somewhere in South Africa at the time that the new Constitution came into 
effect. As the result of a political compromise, the constitutional clauses on language 
expressed a series of ambiguities. In its commitment to all eleven languages as official 
languages on the national scale, the constitution broke the conceptual triad of ethnicity-
language-territory that had underwritten apartheid polices in education, broadcasting, and 
other spheres. However, it also confirmed and legitimized the existence of nine separate 
African languages, which were the creations of colonial and apartheid policies of language 
standardization. While acknowledging the extent of multi-lingualism, the constitution 
therefore established a precedent for representing cultural diversity in terms of eleven 
distinct, bounded language groups.  
 Two principles underwrote the language clauses of the constitution, and the selection 
of eleven official languages: the non-diminution of existing language rights, and the 
extension of language rights existing at the regional level to the national level (Sachs, 1994). 
The contradictory implications of these two principles has been particularly significant in 
shaping broadcasting reform. Broadcasting policy, as an instrument of nation-building, has 
aimed to redress the effects of unequal resource allocations in the past by adopting a more 
equitable provision of resources for different language groups. The contradiction arises from 
the practical problem of how to increase the coverage of nine African languages, in a 
financial and political context favoring more extensive use of English-language 
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programming, without the diminution of Afrikaans language programming. It is around this 
contradiction that the dominant broadcasting institution in South Africa, the former state-
controlled South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), has become embroiled in the 
new cultural politics of language during the 1990s.    
 There have been a series of distinct stages in the development of post-apartheid 
language policies for broadcasting in general, and for the SABC in particular. Firstly, the 
SABC began to revise its previously rigid language policies in the late 1980s, the prime 
motive being a financial one. The SABC has historically been heavily dependent on 
commercial advertising revenue. Research undertaken by its Broadcasting Research Unit, 
under the impetus of providing a better service to advertisers, established the grounds for a 
shift away from the use of pure, standardized forms of different languages towards the use on 
radio and television of everyday vernaculars. Furthermore, this research revealed a complex 
pattern of language preference according to programme type (see Thirion and Van Vuuren, 
1995). During this period, an important shift in the representation of language was already 
under way within the SABC, involving a greater concern for vernaculars over standardized 
usages, and a greater recognition of the complexity of multi-lingulaism amongst most South 
Africans. 
 The second stage followed from a more directly political impulse, the appointment of 
a new independent and representative SABC Board in 1993. A new language policy was 
formulated during 1994. The SABC declared a strong commitment to using broadcasting as 
an instrument of nation-building: “different languages  and regions should be reflected to the 
nation and to themselves” (South African Broadcasting Corporation, 1994a, p. 7). 
Recognizing the high degrees of mutual intelligibility between cognate languages, television 
programming would focus on ‘shared languages’, enabling the more equitable treatment of 
languages to be balanced with the financial imperative to secure advertising revenue by 
providing large audiences to advertisers. The new policy also explicitly rejected the principle 
of regionally de-centralized broadcasting as an option for realizing the constitutional 
principles on language, on the grounds that this would only reproduce past notions of 
separate language groups existing in discrete regions.  
 The most significant stage in the formulation of a new language policy for 
broadcasting was the IBA’s Triple Inquiry, during which the issue of language became 
entangled in the broader question of the future size and form of national public broadcasting 
services (Hwengwere, 1995). Different proposals for the future structure and regulation of 
broadcasting were bolstered by different interpretations of the general constitutional 
commitment to equitable treatment of official languages in the public sphere, and invoked the 
authority of objective language data in particular ways. A diverse infrastructure of Afrikaner 
cultural groups, newspapers, universities, and businesses supported a rigid interpretation of 
the constitution’s language clauses in terms of equal treatment and non-diminution, in order 
to oppose any significant change to the amount of time and resources allocated to Afrikaans 
language programming on the SABC. In turn, these interests invoked the total numbers of 
‘home language’ users of Afrikaans amongst the South African population, which amounted 
to some 15% of the total population (Calitz, 1996). The appeal to a rigid interpretation of the 
equality of languages in terms of the total gross number of Afrikaans speakers was pivotal to 
the argument that the SABC’s plans to increase English language programming at the 
expense of Afrikaans was not justified either by the constitution or by reference to the 
statistical break-down of language-use in South Africa.  
 In contrast to the case with Afrikaans, the representation of African languages has 
been largely restricted to public agencies such as the SABC, the IBA, and the newly created 
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Pan South African Language Board. The same independent civil society infrastructure does 
not exist in support of these languages that does in support of Afrikaans. These public 
agencies have supported a greater recognition of the dynamism and complexity of language 
use amongst South Africans, and have questioned the adequacy of existing measures of 
language use which are based upon ‘home language’. This category tends to construct 
speakers as monolingual, and therefore elides the high levels of mutual intelligibility between 
certain languages, and in turn underplays the extent of multi-lingualism in South Africa 
(Makoni, 1995; Slabbert, 1994). In recognition of this, the SABC’s representations to the 
Triple Inquiry adopted a more dynamic approach to meeting the goal of equitable coverage of 
different languages, based upon a long-term commitment to improve African language 
services within the evolving context of financial and technological constraints.  
 It was in the context of proposals that the SABC should be forced to sell some of its 
radio stations and at least one of its three television stations in order to facilitate a 
diversification of ownership in the broadcasting sector, that the SABC’s own language 
proposals to the Triple Inquiry were framed. Independent civil society groups on the left 
argued for a de-centralized provincial public broadcasting system, consisting of both public 
and private commercial broadcasters, as the most appropriate means of meeting the new 
mandate of the IBA to regulate for linguistic, cultural, and regional diversity. In contrast, the 
SABC interpreted the constitutional clauses on language, and the IBA Act, as bestowing 
upon it a clear a mandate to provide national broadcasting services in all eleven official 
languages. This interpretation bolstered the argument that, in order to deliver upon this 
mandate, the SABC should retain all three of its television stations (South African 
Broadcasting Corporation, 1994b). The SABC also presented the IBA with research on 
language preference which, it argued, showed that a majority of South Africans preferred 
English as the second language for television programming after the first languages. This 
research was used to argue that television audiences could be segmented into three broad self-
selecting groups, providing advertisers with access to audiences with common interests and 
characteristics. The language-preference research was presented as a means of enabling the 
SABC to balance its public service role of providing programming in eleven languages with 
the demands of financial viability, which it was argued required three channels which would 
coincide with language groupings which were also identifiable market segments (South 
African Broadcasting Corporation, 1995; Orlik, 1995). The  SABC thus presented more 
flexible proposals for the allocation of broadcasting time to different languages, in contrast to 
the arguments of Afrikaans organizations that the total number of language users should 
determine resource and broadcasting time allocations. 
 The Triple Inquiry therefore served as a forum for politically contested 
representations of language and language-users. These disputes revolved around 
interpretations of the constitutional clauses on language rights, interpretations of relatively 
limited statistical information on language-use, and differing interpretations of the basic 
categories and definitions with which both the constitution and statistical data worked. The 
IBA’s Triple Inquiry Report (Independent Broadcasting Authority, 1995), published in 
August 1995, confirmed the central role ascribed to language in the SABC’s restructuring 
plans, envisaging a single national public broadcaster delivering equitable coverage of eleven 
different languages on a national scale. The Triple Inquiry, and subsequently the 
Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Communications, sealed the function of 
representations of ‘home language’ as practical surrogates for culturally diverse audience 
tastes and preferences, already enshrined in the constitution and in the SABC’s own language 
policies developed between 1993 and 1995. Once established, this particular representation of 
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language and cultural diversity has provided a basic reference point for programming 
decisions, resource allocations, and licensing decisions. However, the actual implementation 
of new policies for broadcasting has revealed the effective power of other modalities of 
representation to shape the progress of broadcasting reform. In particular, the entrenched 
structures of markets and social relations in South Africa has revealed the limitations of 
attempts to govern culture as an instrument for cultivating national citizenship through 
official language policies applied to spatially distanciated cultural technologies  such as radio 
and television.  
 
Commercialized broadcasting and re-scaling the government of culture  
The market-nexus in broadcasting systems exists, firstly, between advertisers and 
broadcasters, and secondly, between broadcasters and programme makers. In this section, I 
shall briefly consider how this set of relationships has facilitated the uneven representation of 
interests, preferences, and tastes in the unfolding of broadcasting restructuring in South 
African in the 1990s. In February 1996, the SABC re-launched its three terrestrial television 
services, heralding the final demise of apartheid television. The new television services 
combined different languages on all three channels. The proportion of speakers of ‘home-
languages’ in the entire population was used as the basis of equitable allocation of 
broadcasting time on the SABC’s television services. The changes saw English emerge as the 
dominant language on television, and increased the amount of African language 
programming. While in accord with the SABC’s new public service mission, the changes did 
not sit comfortably with the corporation’s continued financial dependence on commercial 
advertising revenue. The changes to the balance of air-time allocated to different languages 
reduced the opportunities for advertisers to reach affluent consumers through the SABC’s 
television services, particularly because of the reduction of time in Afrikaans language 
programming. Thus, the television re-launch led to a shift of advertising expenditure towards 
other media outlets, and contributed to a deepening financial crisis at the SABC during 1996 
and into 1997. The increased costs of expanding African language services on radio and 
television were not matched by increased advertising revenues, since programming changes 
have led to the decline in the number of viewers from high income groups. During the course 
of 1996 and 1997, the SABC became increasingly dependent upon advertising revenue as its 
transformation into a public service broadcaster independent of the state proceeded. As a 
result, the ambitious language mandate developed during the course of 1994 and 1995 at the 
Triple Inquiry in an effort to maintain its dominant position in the broadcasting environment, 
has subsequently been revised during 1997 and 1998. Commitments for multi-lingual 
programming and the extension of further minority language programming have been scaled-
down on the grounds that the corporation could not sustain the costs of these plans (see South 
African Broadcasting Corporation, 1996). The progress of transformation at the SABC 
following the Triple Inquiry has therefore revealed the significance of market mechanisms in 
determining the viability of policies for language equity that have been implemented in the 
context of a commercial funding structure.  
 One feature of broadcasting reform in the 1990s has been the consolidation of a small 
number of private broadcasting corporations, including the private subscription television 
network M-Net, the entertainment group Primedia, and the leading ‘black empowerment’ 
group New Africa Investments Ltd (NAIL). In opposition to IBA proposals to regulate new 
radio and television licensees in terms of language diversity, these interests have argued that 
markets will naturally facilitate diverse coverage of language groups of their own accord, as 
ethnic, regional, and language based identities define new markets. However, this argument is 
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premised upon the assumption that all language groups have an equivalent ability to mobilize 
effective demand in consumer markets. This is very far from being the case in the South 
African context. Markets for media products and services are structured by a highly uneven 
distribution of income and unequal social relations of ownership established by processes of 
dispossession and systematic discrimination during colonialism and apartheid (Tomaselli, 
1997). The existence of a few corporations able to take advantage of new opportunities for 
investment in radio and television is likewise the result of apartheid policies. In this context, 
market-based solutions to broadcasting reform will tend to facilitate the reproduction of 
patterns of inequality in access to services. With respect to the relationship between 
broadcasters and advertisers, broadcasting markets facilitate the representation of the tastes 
and interests of those social groups who constitute a commercially attractive demographic 
group for advertisers, who in turn will be those groups who have sufficient market power as 
consumers. Given the close connection in the past between language-policies and the 
reproduction of systematic exploitation and discrimination, differences in language-use in 
South Africa are closely correlated to patterns of socio-economic inequality. This is 
particularly the case with respect to the broad division between English and Afrikaans 
speakers on the one hand, and African language speakers on the other. The South African 
advertising industry works according to a different set of representations of social difference 
from those developed by broadcasting institutions on the basis of eleven official language. 
The South African Advertising Research Foundation, which produces the most extensive 
information on media and consumption practices in the form of its All Media Products 
Surveys on behalf of the advertising industry, continues to collect data using racial and ethnic 
categories (White, Coloured, Indian, Black) inherited from the apartheid era. The continued 
saliency of these categories to the commercial decision-making processes of the advertising 
industry indicates the entrenched reality of social divisions that apartheid policies actively 
cultivated and reproduced. As a result, the market-nexus between advertisers and 
broadcasters in South Africa tends to register the tastes of only a very small minority, made 
up of English and Afrikaans language speakers.  
 As the market-based agenda for broadcasting reform, dictated by broader macro-
economic policies of internationalization and competitiveness, encourages the further 
commercialization of the SABC and the consolidation of new private broadcasting and 
entertainment corporations, the tensions between this agenda and cultural policies which 
identify the broadcast media as an instrument for nation-building are likely to become more 
and more evident. One consequence of this is that the normative correspondence between the 
nation-state and cultural and social identities that underwrites national cultural-policies is 
being disrupted both from below, by the continued force of sub-national, regionalized 
patterns of cultural identification on the one hand, and on the other from above, through the 
re-territorializing processes of internationalized markets for cultural commodities. In the first 
case, throughout the 1990s there has been campaigns for the establishment of regionally 
based commercial television services. These have been most consistently developed by 
private commercial interests in Cape Town. However, the Western Cape province is the 
location of significant political conflict between the ANC and NP based upon continued 
politicization of ethnic identities associated with a resurgent ‘coloured nationalism’ and the 
re-configuration of the governing NP in the province around a broader set of communities of 
Afrikaans language speakers. This broader political context in the province has been a 
significant factor working against those commercial interests who have promoted Cape Town 
as a viable location for a commercial television service that could tap advertising revenue that 
the nationally organized SABC does not. It accounts for the official suspicion of proposals 
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for the development of regionally de-centralized broadcasting services. In the case of both 
regional commercial television and provincial-based public service broadcasting, the IBA has 
displayed an unwillingness to facilitate the development of broadcasting services which 
might prove the basis for further mobilization of regionally-based ethnic identities.  
 The second source of tension between nation-building cultural policies and market-
based broadcasting reform arises from processes operating at above the scale of the nation-
state, and relate to the nexus of market relationships between the national public broadcaster 
and programmer makers. Programme making in South Africa television was previously 
dominated by the SABC’s own production facilities, but with re-regulation and further 
commercialization, there have been moves towards down-sizing this element of the 
corporation’s activities. This has fostered the development of a vibrant independent 
production sector in television as well as in music and film-making. The main lobbying group 
for this sector, the Independent Producers Organisation (IPOSA), argues that independent 
local production companies should provide the main source for locally produced 
programming to contribute to the SABC’s statutory requirement to promote South African 
cultures. However, IPOSA has consistently complained at the SABC’s failure to direct more 
financial backing in the direction of this sector. The SABC has argued that, given financial 
constraints, the relative cost factors involved in buying locally produced programming 
compared to buying English language programming from the United States, Britain, Canada 
or Australia limit its ability to support the local production sector. With the end of apartheid 
and the financial restructuring of the broadcasting industry and markets, South African media 
institutions have been drawn more tightly into the international market for English-language 
television programming. In this respect, the cost structures of international markets for 
television programming have been a means for the increased representation of extra-national 
cultural tastes and interests in the domestic cultural space of South African broadcasting. The 
development of ‘regional’ markets in television programming defined not by geographical 
proximity but by a congruence of linguistic and cultural traits is encouraging the de-linking of 
cultural identities from the scale of the nation-state (Collins, 1994; Sinclair et al, 1996). 
South African broadcasting’s insertion into international television programming markets 
further underscores the extent to which control over mass-mediated culture is increasingly 
beyond the scope of action of decision-makers in national broadcasting systems. One 
consequence of this process is the insertion of South African citizens into international media 
networks which facilitate forms of ‘horizontal’ integration across national borders, at the 
same time as national broadcasting institutions are being restructured along the principles of 
more conventional cultural policies which aim for the ‘vertical’ integration of different social 
groups in to a single, diverse but finally national culture (Collins, 1991). This process is most 
advanced in the case of white communities, who make up the overwhelming bulk of viewers 
of terrestrial and satellite subscription television services. With the further development of 
these sorts of services aimed at affluent viewers, the South African media environment is 
becoming increasingly dichotomized between a public service broadcasting system being 
transformed in accordance with inclusive nation-building imperatives, and a set of private 
subscription narrowcasting services, which effectively offer an opportunity for their viewers 
to opt-out of the shared cultural space of national public broadcasting.   
 
The government of culture and the extension of democratization     
In the course of broadcasting reform in South Africa in the 1990s, particular modes of 
representing language and of constructing the meaning of cultural diversity have helped to 
shape the restructuring of broadcasting. The official representation of cultural diversity in 
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terms of the equitable treatment of eleven official languages has been used as the basis of 
programming decisions and allocations of air-time, and have in turn impacted upon the 
economic viability of certain policy scenarios. The institutional embedding of a re-configured 
understanding of cultural diversity through the medium of particular representations of 
language has played an active role in shaping the outcomes of broadcasting reform. For 
example, the SABC’s television re-launch in 1996 was based upon the language mandate 
developed in the preceding Triple Inquiry, when representations of language were deployed 
as part of a strategy to ward-off threats to the corporations size and organization. The use of 
language to represent the tastes of radio listeners and television viewers runs counter to the 
corporation’s increasing dependence on advertising revenue, and thus contributed to 
undermining the SABC’s financial position and quickened the pace of commercialization. 
The use of eleven discrete ‘home’ languages as the basis for programming allocation has in 
turn favored those language-groups with close affinities with cognate languages, which can 
be consolidated into large enough threshold populations to constitute viable market segments 
for advertisers. This has led the SABC to implicitly adopt a distinction between ‘major’ and 
‘minor’ African languages, with Xhosa, Zulu, Sepedi, Sesotho and Tswana belonging to the 
first group, and  Tsonga, Venda, Ndebele and Swati to the latter. 
 Alternatively, the IBA has used commitments to language equity as one principle by 
which to judge bids for new radio and television licenses. This strong regulatory commitment 
to promoting language equity has facilitated the development of new models of identity in 
radio broadcasting. For example, the process of broadcasting reform since 1994 has 
witnessed moves towards the re-imagination of the relationship between the Afrikaans 
language and white Afrikaner identity. The Afrikaans lobby has been able to exert 
considerable influence over broadcasting policy and re-regulation, even after the end of 
political rule by the National Party, due to a combination of the existing organizational 
strength of Afrikaans cultural groups and the economic leverage of Afrikaans speakers, as a 
significant proportion of license payers, and as the most affluent consumer market segment 
and thus most favored advertising demographic group. However, there have been different 
approaches adopted by different groups within this broad community of interests formed 
around the protection and maintenance of the Afrikaans language. Older cultural 
organizations have opposed any changes to the position of Afrikaans on the SABC. In 
defending a narrow and racially exclusive definition of the Afrikaans language community, 
these groups have tended to have had relatively little influence in the re-shaped policy 
environment, and have as a result tended to take recourse to legal challenges of the IBA and 
SABC. In contrast, newer non-governmental lobbying groups and private businesses, have 
deployed more flexible notions of the relationship between Afrikaans and identity which 
acknowledge the diversity of non-white communities of Afrikaans speakers. These groups 
have been more effective in influencing policy-makers, regulators, and broadcasters because 
their proposals accord more closely with the model of nation-building as a process of 
building identities across former divisions. Furthermore, Afrikaans businesses have 
successfully met the IBA’s conditions of diverse ownership and programming in winning 
licenses for Afrikaans-language talk-radio stations, by appealing to a non-exclusivist, non-
racial Afrikaanse identity of ethnically diverse Afrikaans speakers who constitute a market 
segment, rather than a distinctive Afrikaner cultural community of shared political interest. 
 The technical means of representation of language as a proxy for cultural diversity, in 
terms of home language and the associated recourse to statistical measurements of relative 
proportions of speakers of different official languages, has thus to a certain extent locked 
broadcasting institutions such as the IBA and the SABC into certain policy directions. The 
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means of making audiences knowable is critical to the management of spatially and 
temporally distanciated cultural technologies such as radio and television. The relative 
inflexibility of language categories has not accorded well with the distinctive imperatives that 
shape the allocation of advertising revenues between different media outlets. Formal 
language policies are not necessarily the most influential factors in shaping the development 
of language-use in multi-lingual societies (see Astroff, 1992). The economic imperatives of 
broadcasting institutions, by encouraging greater exposure to English and dominant regional 
vernaculars, run in an contrary direction to constitutional principles of equity between eleven 
languages, in so far as they contribute to the rationalization of language-use around a smaller 
group of four or five languages (see Laitin, 1992).  
 Broadcasting reform in South Africa illustrates the difficulties of transforming 
political culture while simultaneously promoting cultural diversity in civil society, since the 
real political stakes in terms of resource distribution implied by the latter process has meant 
that patterns of cultural difference have remained a source of antagonism easily translated in 
political conflict.  As media systems are further opened to commercial imperatives, further 
extending the spatial scale and variety of sites over which mediated communication practices 
take place, the ability of national policy-makers to regulate the forms of culture disseminated 
through broadcasting systems is only likely to be further diminished. This has consequences 
for the conceptualization of cultural-policies aimed at promoting cultural diversity in 
societies characterized by high levels of socio-economic inequality such as South Africa. In 
such situations, a market-based rhetoric of choice and competition is only likely to facilitate a 
highly skewed representation of diverse interests, preferences, and tastes. The paradox of 
deploying cultural-policies as instruments of nation-building in post-apartheid South Africa is 
that these policies, as the expression of an historically unprecedented democratization of state 
institutions, are being implemented at the same time as state and public agencies are 
increasingly relinquishing effective control over cultural production, distribution, and 
consumption. This can be welcomed in the light of a long history of divisive cultural-policies 
and state censorship. However, the nation-state apparatus of citizenship, participation, and 
representation remains the primary medium for democratic agency for the majority of South 
African citizens, whose cultural tastes and interests continue to be excluded by 
commercialized market based forms of cultural production and distribution. The historical 
achievement of formal democracy in South Africa therefore reveals, in the contradictions that 
have beset attempts to construct cultural-polices supportive of national democratic 
citizenship, the importance of extending a concern with the meaning of democratic 
transformation beyond the realms of the state and public sector, to a broader realm of civil 
society that includes private corporations, markets structures, and social relations of 
ownership, control, production, and consumption. 
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