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Multiculturalism and the Media in Australia

Gay Hawkins

(The University of New South Wales / Visiting Professor from Australia, University of Tokyo)

Like many nations facing the
demands of contemporary democracy,
Australia is a highly pluralized and
increasingly globalised society. As a
consequence, the social fabric of it’s
cultural diversity has become, not
only more complex, but also more
pervasive. In seeking to govern this
political and social reality Australian
media play a critical role. Because
media are central to private and public
life, they are crucial to providing
audiences with the resources and
frameworks to recognize and engage
with various dimensions of difference.
Public service media, in particular,
have a unique role to play in this
process. Not only can they function
as sites where diverse constituencies
and perspectives can be represented,
they can also pluralize homogeneous
notions of national culture and
identity. In this way public media can
enhance an inclusive democracy via

innovative media practices that extend
possibilities for recognition, public
connection and debate.

In this essay I want to investigate
how one media service in Australia
plays a unique role in exploring the
complexities of diversity. Australia’s
Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) is
the only multicultural public service
broadcaster in the world. Set up
by the Whitlam Labor government
in 1975, SBS’s social remit was,
and still is, to cater to the special
communication needs of ethnic and
Aboriginal minorities and to promote
awareness and understanding of
diversity amongst all Australians. The
creation of SBS was partly a response
to the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation’s (ABC) persistent
monoculturalism. This was evident in
the difficulty this major public service
media organisation had in adapting to
massive changes in the composition of

the Australian population post World
War II. Several government reports
into the state of the ABC in the 1970s
noted its reluctance to acknowledge
the impacts of mass migration on
audiences and national culture; hence
the decision to establish SBS, to set
up a separate public broadcaster with
a specific multicultural brief. Even
though the ABC was keen to run this
new service, on the basis of its track
record this option was considered out
of the question.

SBS began as a multilingual
radio service and expanded with
the addition of a national television
channel in 1980. Today it runs two
TV (analogue and digital) channels
that cover more than 95 percent of
the Australian population. In the
main capital cities these channels
get an average weekly audience of
around five million people. SBS
Radio broadcasts in 68 languages to




CPAS Newsletter * Vol.10 No.2

all capital cities and some regional
centres. It attracts around 800,000
listeners per week. SBS Online
averages around 469,000 unique
users per month (Department of
Broadband Communications and
the Digital Economy, 2008, p. 52).
This distinctive media organization
remains one of the most significant
achievements of successive Australian
government’s multicultural policies.
SBS has not simply responded to
social change; it has also generated
it by showing the key role that
media can play in nurturing citizen
engagement with the age of diversity.

Despite these achievements
SBS faces a rapidly changing media
landscape with the expansion of
a high-speed broadband network
in Australia. This means that the
challenges of responding to cultural
diversity are set to intensify. Not
only will audiences have access to
a far greater range of digital TV
channels, the proliferation of internet-
based platforms means that SBS’s
traditional authority and influence
as a public service broadcaster will
be contested. There has also been a
retreat from multicultural policy over
the last ten years in Australia under
the conservative Howard government.
This retreat has not been redressed by
the current Labor Rudd government
instead the political consensus seems
to be that Australia is in a ‘post-
multicultural® state. This means that
cultural diversity is accepted as a
normal part of Australian life. While
this may be true, to a certain extent,
there is not doubt that managing
the complexities of diversity and
maintaining equity in cultural and
social participation will always
be challenges. How, then, is SBS
responding to these technological and
policy developments and how will
they impact on its capacity to help
audiences negotiate difference both
now and in the future? Two issues are
crucial to this process: strategies for
recognition and social inclusion and
the promotion of a more cosmopolitan
national public culture.

Recognition and Social Inclusion
Recognition and social inclusion
are regarded as key strategies in
the enactment of contemporary
multicultural policy. They focus on
the need to pluralize national culture
by acknowledging other identities
and perspectives and fostering diverse
public spheres. A commitment to
pluralism and inclusion does not
imply assimilation. Rather, it involves
the active promotion of various forms
of diversity in ways that acknowledge
both the right to be different and to be
included in national public culture.
SBS’s strategies for recognition
and social inclusion have been
innovative and extensive. The
standard analysis is that SBS is simply
doing its job, and is able to embrace
such strategies because, unlike
the ABC, it is not burdened with
obligations to an imagined mainstream
or majority culture. This assumes
that SBS is an ethnic broadcaster that
serves mainly ethnic audiences. That
its remit is exclusively narrow and
based on special media provision for
minorities. On the contrary, like the
ABC, SBS is a public broadcaster
whose key role is to broadcast cultural
diversity to the benefit of the nation
as a whole. As Nigel Milan, a former
managing director of SBS declared
‘SBS’s ultimate responsibility is
to nation building, to showing
multicultural Australia to itself; to
tell the stories of Australia in the
languages of Australia and to unite
the nation through understanding
and acceptance of cultural diversity’
(Ang, Hawkins and Dabboussy, 2008,
p- 2). What is so striking about this
formulation is the way in which this
multicultural national imaginary
implicitly challenges monocultural
notions of the mainstream or ‘the
public’ at play in the ABC. Ingrained
in the ethos of SBS is the fact that the
public is characterized by plurality
not unity and that it consists of
multiple histories and perspectives
relatively unfamiliar to one another.
SBS assumes that what Australians
have in common is diversity and

the role of public media is to create
spaces where the connections and
differences between particular groups
and perspectives can be explored and
negotiated.

In this context SBS’s recognition
strategies have been increasingly
sophisticated. Central to these has
been a through-going commitment
to multilingualism and an
acknowledgement of Australia’s
linguistic diversity. This has taken
different forms according to the media
platform. In radio, where SBS began,
the initial approach was to broadcast
programs in key languages, presented
and produced by ethnic communities.
This represented a form of ‘ethno-
multiculturalism’ based on catering
to the special needs and interests of
migrants and ethnic communities
(Ang, Hawkins and Dabboussy, 2008,
p- 19). The primary objective was
cultural maintenance. By helping
ethnic groups maintain their language,
homeland identifications and
traditions, they were able to sustain
their different cultural identities.
Gradually, this approach shifted from
servicing ethno-specific communities
to a more professionalised and
multicultural ethos. Radio is still
broadcast in 68 languages but the
emphasis now is on content that helps
listeners engage with contemporary
issues in Australia. Instead of a focus
on homeland issues or community
politics there is more content about
current affairs. Rather than nurture
diasporic yearning and ethno-
centrism, the objective is to help
audiences to be able to participate
in public culture in their own
language. This has the effect of both
creating diverse public spheres and
encouraging migrants to become more
confident as citizens in a multicultural
Australia.

Broadcasting in diverse languages
is an exercise in public validation and
legitimation that involves complex
registers of recognition. Not only does
it contribute to migrant audiences’
sense of well-being and involvement
in Australian culture but it also
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symbolically acknowledges many
languages beyond English as part
of the national linguistic culture. It
remains one of SBS’s most powerful
gestures of social inclusion.

Dealing with linguistic diversity
on TV has involved very different
strategies. Because TV is considered
a more comprehensive medium than
radio the focus has been on making
imported programming (roughly 90
percent of SBS’s content), from an
incredibly wide range of countries,
accessible to all audiences. This rich
array of foreign-language content
was not seen as a medium for ethnic
insularity or cultural maintenance.
Rather, it was programming designed
to broaden the cultural awareness
of all Australians beyond their
ethnocentric comfort zones, hence the
crucial role of subtitling in enabling
cross-cultural communication.

While subtitling was common
international practice in Europe, when
SBS TV began it was relatively rare
in Australia. There is no question that
SBS has played a key role in making
Australian audiences comfortable
with subtitles and more cosmopolitan
or open to other cultures. Subtitles
have also been central to expanding
the range of imported media content
in Australia beyond the usual nexus
of Britain and America. Subtitling,
as opposed to dubbing, is a more
democratic method of cultural
translation as it allows all audiences
to hear the original language and
become familiar with the cadences of
difference.

In the last few years SBS has
embarked on an ambitious initiative to
screen more locally made content in the
interests of making multiculturalism
relevant to ‘all Australians’. This has
seen the screening of an impressive
array of content that has explored
the dynamics of everyday diversity.
Rather than framing difference as a
special issue or worthy, SBS takes it
as the norm and this has enabled it to
reflect a much more contemporary
Australia and to explore the deeper
and more complex issues surrounding

hyper-diversity. While this content is
predominantly in English, the dominant
language, it often captures the reality
of everyday linguistic hybridity by
showing characters moving into other
languages or speaking in heavily
accented English.

A commitment to multilingualism
and linguistic pluralism is only
one of SBS’s many strategies for
social inclusion but it is perhaps
the most significant. On SBS both
local and imported content reflects
extraordinary linguistic and other
diversities. So too does the on air
culture where other languages,
accents and identities are everywhere
present. Because SBS brings together
different viewpoints and experiences
into a common public sphere it resists
homogenizing national culture and
constructs it, instead, as a dynamic
space for engaging with difference.

Cosmopolitan Public Culture

SBS’s commitment to linguistic
diversity, its extensive use of imported
content from all around the world,
and its international news service,
are a few of many examples one can
cite to show how it has dramatically
expanded the national ethos of public
service media. SBS has not only
made available programming never
before seen on Australian television
but has also mediated this content
with a very distinct set of orientations
to what is classified as foreign or
international. Within the general
rubric of multiculturalism, a whole set
of new television, radio and internet
interfaces have been created that allow
SBS audiences and users to have
an outward looking, cosmopolitan
perspective on the world. These
interfaces allow them to feel
implicated in multiple public spheres
and diverse communities both within
and beyond the nation. Audiences are
also able to participate in transnational
identifications and see the connections
and interrelationships between their
attachments to ‘home’ and those of
others.

These examples show how it is

often very difficult to sustain clear
distinctions between the national and
the international. From its inception
SBS has not necessarily opposed
the international to the national,
multiculturalism makes present a
nations’ connections to other cultures,
the ways in which the foreign is
also local. What SBS’s approaches
to cultural diversity often facilitate
is a series of expansive connections
with the world that disrupt any kind
of hierarchy between the local the
national and the international. Often,
these cosmopolitan orientations and
identifications displace the centrality
of the nation as the primary mode of
identification in relation to the world
or to the political events of other
nations. These expansive perspectives
reveal nationalism’s limits, the ways
in which it can blind audiences to the
contingency of their identity.

Finally, SBS continues to shame
other Australian media, the ABC
included, about their extraordinary
parochialism. This is more than
just a question of pronunciation of
foreign names, or a fear of subtitling
anything, or the use of diverse
international content; it is about the
limits and possibilities of public
media. What SBS shows is that there
are diverse publics and uses of media
organised around plural geographies
and identifications. Understanding
Australia is increasingly problematic
without a recognition of how it is
thoroughly interconnected with other
public spheres, political processes and
communities both within and beyond
the nation.
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Talking in/about
Public Space

A Report of the Bryant Simon Seminar
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On December 2, 2009, Professor
Bryant Simon gave a lecture on the

impact of Starbucks in the United
States. Professor Simon teaches US
history at Temple University and is
the author of many books and articles.
Based in his latest book Everything but
the Coffee: Learning about America
from Starbucks (2009), Professor Simon
examined the implication of the most
successful coffee chain to American
culture.

The lecture focused on how
Starbucks transformed the sense of
public space in the United States.
Starbucks CEO Howard Schultz
emphasizes the idea of “third place,”
which means a place between work and
home. In his vision, people gather in
the stores and build a community. But
the idea, Professor Simon argues, is an
illusion. Many customers, especially
business persons and students, come to
Starbucks with computers as if it were
their office. They do their own work
and rarely talk to each other. Before
Starbucks, however, conversation was
the most important aspect of public
space. In traditional coffechouses,
people came together and talked of
social issues freely. Individuals became
a part of the public through interaction
with others. Lacking such connection
among its customers, Starbucks is not a
civic institution as coffeehouses used to
be.

Professor Simon points out that
the rise of Starbucks is related to a
change in America after the 1980s.
Through the conservative turn under
the Reagan administration, people
retreated from the public and forgot
how to talk with strangers. They
prefer Starbucks because they can be
alone easily there. Starbucks serves
for these customers as a “predictable
environment” where nothing threatens
their privacy. It is a safe place. In
contrast with the traditional cafes, its
stores are clean with mildly bright
lights and smoke-free. Its employees
are friendly. Its music and art selection
contains no iconoclastic works. What
we see and listen in the stores are
sanitized. Starbucks is only mimicking
the coffechouse culture that produced

many great artists. Starbucks copies
the surface of cultural sophistication
but drops the core. While the old
coffechouses welcomed everybody,
Starbucks is an exclusive space. It
consumes the legacy of democratic
public sphere of past days.

After the seminar, I visited a
Starbucks store to write this report.
Since Starbucks was introduced to
Japan, I have willingly paid for its
pricey coffee. I have been with latte
so long that I can hardly remember the
days when we didn’t know the green
round logo. It has occupied no small
part of my life. As I was finishing up
the report, my iPod hit on a Bob Dylan.
“In the dime stores and bus stations,
people talk of situations,” sang the folk
maestro in 1965. Decades later, such
talks seem to have disappeared. I looked
around the store and found that all the
conversations were limited between
intimate friends. Most of the customers
were alone and sat silent. We probably
lost the “third place skills,” as Professor
Simon argued in the seminar.

It is worth noting, however, that
the lecture inspired a lively discussion.
The seminar attendees, including those
from the UK, the Philippines, Morocco,
Spain, Korea and Australia as well
as Japan, raised many questions as to
how Starbucks might be situated in
each of those countries and how local
customers responded to the emergence
of the world-wide coffee chain. One of
the questions suggested that Starbucks,
with its growing global presence, was
accelerating the homogenizing of
cultures. There are increasing concerns
over Starbucks and its huge influence.
It is necessary to further investigate
what the coffee giant brings about in the
market capitalism. It might undermine
the free and open dialogue culture,
but, at the seminar, it provided an
opportunity to think of public space and
exchange ideas without coffee.
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