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The IIC at 50 – Front-Row Seats at the Great Transformations
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What a half-century for the International Institute of 
Communications (IIC)! To mark this important event, the IIC has 

constructed a timeline of communications technology covering the last 
50 years1 that reminds us how vastly countries and companies have 

1  See pp. 211-219
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invested in retooling the information infrastructure, and how seriously 
– and deeply – states, companies, regulators, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and others have sought to address the resulting 
regulatory needs. Parallel developments within the IIC have been 
equally extraordinary, noting affectionately the insights of the 
organisation’s founders and the principles with which they endowed 
the then International Broadcast Institute (IBI).2

Quite rightly, the IIC has recognised the special role that it plays, 
elegantly situated at key discourses, and at significant junctures in the 
relevant global debates. Marking these 50 years, the IIC has chosen key 
historical moments, it has lovingly created a Hall of Fame,3 and it has 
celebrated InterMedia, its own publication. The IIC has reinforced a 
narrative of progress in technology, and progress in the relationship 
between technology and society. It is appropriate to celebrate the 
IIC’s contributions, achieved over a long period of time, often against 
the odds and in the face of institutional resistance. The IIC has been 
involved in serial revolutions in media technology, has witnessed 
substantial geopolitical change, and is part of a world that is more 
connected, and in which there seem to be more people who engage in 
less fettered speech, and on and on.

Yet even at this celebratory moment, other currents require attention, 
turbulent issues both above and below the surface. The narrative of 
general positivity has served the organisation, and the world, well over 
the last half-century. We are all, for the most part, technology positivists 
and information zealots. But, going forward, one must recognise a 
growing consensus that negative impacts of new communications 
technology demand a change in policies – though there is, as yet, 
insufficient consensus on what those changes should be. Instances of 
violence, instability, terrorism – among other things – result in finger-
pointing at media structures. Significant arguments about political 
systems and structures find parallel debates rooted in media policies.

2 See 'Contexts' section

3 See http://iicom50.org
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This ‘fifty-year moment’ provides a space for reflection. What can be 
learned from IIC’s first half-century about what to expect in the next 
fifty years? Are we locked into a certain vocabulary of change? Is 
the repertoire of techniques for regulation substantially fixed, even 
though the technologies, and circumstances, of media and information 
institutions are substantially altered? Are we in for a new rollercoaster 
of institutional reinvention because of the rise of artificial intelligence 
(AI)? One purpose of this exercise is to consider how the IIC is situated 
for the next round of challenges.

The IIC is a worthy cauldron for thinking through some of these 
approaches. I was fortunate to interact with the organisation in its early 
years, when it was still known, more narrowly, as the IBI. As a young 
law professor at UCLA, I attended several annual meetings, served on 
the research committee, and happily functioned as Acting Editor of 
InterMedia from 1991–1992. Through the IBI, I came to know Asa Briggs 
(or Lord Briggs, as he came to be) who brought a generous and brilliant 
mind to thinking about the mission of the organisation. For him, it was 
important that the leadership be composed of representatives, not only 
of government and industry, but of the academy as well. Briggs, with 
his commodious personality, helped set the tone for the undertaking as 
a whole. He had spectacularly completed several volumes of his history 
of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and knew more than 
anyone how significant a social history of broadcasting institutions was 
for understanding the future of policy reform.

Markets for Loyalties

Exposure to the debates at the IBI, and the excellent transnational 
conversations engendered there, helped lead me to my own 
idiosyncratic view of media and information policy. I came to see the 
communication landscape (represented in IBI initiatives) as filled 
with frequently huge, and often powerful, competitors for allegiances: 
states, ideologies, religions, corporations and others, all seeking to 
increase their sway, and instrumentalising communication policy to 
do so in different ways and in different contexts. I came to see this 
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'virulent competition' as the norm and a constant. One could feel it in 
the shaping of satellite policies then (and similar policies now). These 
contests reflected geopolitical changes and economic shifts, and built 
on technological opportunities. How things change presents the great 
variables, but the existence of the virulent competition is the fixed star.

Those days with the IBI stayed with me as I tried to write about these 
numerous, often transnational, players seeking to influence policy. 
I tried to capture a global phenomenon occurring within a myriad 
of ‘markets for loyalties’, as I called them, units of analysis central 
to an idea of modern communication. Ubiquitous, overlapping and 
multiple, markets for loyalties each have unique dynamics; unique 
patterns of working with states; unique modes of restricting entry by 
other competitors; and unique ways of adjusting to new technological 
and geopolitical realities. Fierce forces seek to transform publics or, 
in other circumstances, to maintain a status quo against disruptive 
agents.  What changes, and changes mightily, are the fortunes of the 
competitors and, as a result, the nature of the societies in which they 
are embedded.

Let me put it differently in looking at how a market may be structured:

The “sellers” in this market are all those for whom myths and dreams and 
history can somehow be converted into power and wealth – classically 
states, governments, interest groups, businesses, and others. The “buyers” 
are the citizens, subjects, nationals, consumers – recipients of the packages 
of information, propaganda, advertisements, drama, and news propounded 
by the media. The consumer “pays” for one set of identities or another 
in several ways that, together, we call “loyalty” or “citizenship.” Payment, 
however, is not expressed in the ordinary coin of the realm: It includes not 
only compliance with tax obligations, but also obedience to laws, readiness 
to fight in the armed services, or even continued residence within the 
country. The “buyer” also pays with his or her own sense of identity.4

4  Monroe E. Price, 1994, ‘The market for loyalties: electronic media and the global competition for allegiances’, Yale Law 
Journal 104: pp. 667, 669–70



25

The IIC at 50 – Front-Row Seats at the Great Transformations

And at least one more characteristic of the dynamic of these markets 
should be noted. Like competitors in more traditional markets, such as 
automobiles and wheat, competitors for allegiances engage in cartel-
like behaviour – agree among themselves to protect shares of market, 
to raise barriers to entry for new players, and engage the state as a 
factor to give teeth to their arrangements.

The IIC was a great laboratory for examining the resulting trends 
because, in many ways, it was itself a child of shifting markets for 
loyalties. It was born and shaped in the twilight of the Cold War – a 
period in which severe competition for allegiances was a characteristic 
tool for achieving and maintaining power. Of course, certain states, 
especially those allied to the Soviet Union, had a state monopoly 
over print and broadcasting as a characteristic way of foreclosing 
competition within its area of influence. Specialised efforts (such as 
international broadcasting on the model of Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty [RFE/RL]) were established to pierce these monopolies. 
Elsewhere public-service broadcasting was designed to bolster national 
identities. Everywhere, the major Cold War states (including those of 
the West) were using law, force, subsidy and other means, to affect 
communication dynamics at home and abroad. Early funding of the 
organisation may itself have been a collateral benefit of Cold-War 
machinations.

The IIC also began its existence in the wake of decolonialisation 
– a process which itself destroyed, or undermined, existing 
communications arrangements and questioned the directional vectors 
of media programming. It was the time of the New World Information & 
Communication Order and the MacBride Commission, concerned with 
media representations of the developing world, and the imbalances in 
information flow and asymmetries in the availability of sophisticated 
technologies. Aspects of these issues opened many existing markets 
to new arrangements, new sellers sometimes diversifying voices and 
sometimes creating new monopolies.

And the IIC’s beginnings melded with the building of the idea of the 
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European Union (EU) and the notion of a more unified information 
space that could provide a cultural underpinning to the new regional 
enterprise. The IIC’s half-century saw an increasingly sophisticated 
set of regulatory responses designed to facilitate transborder 
communication. As part of that process, the IIC encouraged new 
mechanisms among regulators that softened the inevitable frictions 
that occur in introducing and sustaining new patterns of operation 
(brought about by many factors, including competition for regulatory 
control, basic changes in the industry structures, and geopolitical 
change).

With its front-row seats to transformation, the IIC and its members could 
witness endless contests for allegiances. I have already touched on the 
Cold War, but the struggles were everywhere. Evangelical groups battled 
to enter zones of traditional religion. Those who favoured national 
identity fought for quotas on films and music to counter the influence 
of Hollywood. In many parts of the world, advocates of unified states 
battled proponents of federalism, secession and regional autonomy. 
The idea of a unified Spain struggled in a market for loyalties, against 
constant advocates for political fragmentation. The Arab Spring was 
an effort, incomplete, to mobilise, among other things, for more open 
markets for loyalties. The Balkans provide another laboratory where 
attempts by media-policy intervenors (often from the West) sought 
to create a domestic, or regional, information and media context that 
would provide stability and the footing for multiparty democracy. The 
memory of the former Yugoslavia fueled a residual or shadow market 
for loyalties; while the Balkan wars and their resolution created a new 
set of sellers and buyers – related to the crazy quilt which emanated 
from the Dayton Accords. A quarter-century was inadequate to arrive at 
a solid status quo. Each day is witness to shifts in a market for loyalties 
as those favouring a strong and integrated Europe face strenuous 
proponents for its internal weakening. In other contexts, certainly in 
China and now Russia, the state has dealt with media globalisation by 
firming up barriers to entry, and seeking new ways to assert control. 
Egypt is an example where at the time of the Arab Spring there was 
the appearance that barriers to entry would fall for those excluded 
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from the old political cartel. But the moment for relatively free entry 
and relatively free press was short-lived and the market regressed to a 
state-enforced monopoly.

The members of the IIC function in a world of these markets because 
it is how movements, political organs, great corporations and often 
nonprofits, and other competitors for allegiances, have to operate. It is in 
particular markets that the traditional forces and innovators – seeking 
to shift popular attitudes – see their opportunities, which depend often 
on the kinds of technologies that are available, and their regulation. 
These are all cases in which there is a struggle for allegiances, all 
cases in which techniques are honed that may lead to an imposed, 
self-developed or pacted understanding of how a communications 
marketplace should work.

An outlier example may help. For much of the 20th Century, the 
Netherlands sought to preserve a system that could reflect Holland’s 
dedication to pluralism. The society had established and implemented 
a complex Verzuiling (‘pillarisation’) system in institutional structures. 
Dutch society from cradle to grave, in education, in village demographics, 
in religion, in culture and in politics was organised in 'pillars' strong and 
separate, and this organisation suffused all significant elements of life. 
This general organisation of society was mirrored in the production 
and distribution aspects of the radio, and then television, broadcasting 
system.

I was fortunate to visit Hilversum (the Dutch ‘media capital’) in the 
1970s, a village strangely transformed into a functioning collective of 
pillarisation. Designated or qualified representatives of Dutch society 
(vegetarians, nudists, political wings, religious groups) that had 
achieved a certain status of representation, were given a house or villa 
or space in which they could produce their relevant programming. 
A complex societal contract governed who had access, how material 
would be produced, and how many minutes of radio or TV time they 
were given. This system was the regulated stabilisation of an evolved 
market for loyalties, one that operated like a cartel, with specific rules 



28

IIC – The Last 50, and the Next

about who was included and who was not, with the state playing a 
decisive and enforcing role. 

The Dutch system of the mid-20th Century is virtually no more, victim 
of changes in taste, changes in technology, and changes in the law. The 
European Television Without Frontiers Directive (as it then was styled) 
confined the power of the Dutch government to protect the pillarisation 
arrangement from being thoroughly undermined. Now the working of 
the Treaty of Rome facilitated entry for new and often disruptive sellers. 
At its height the Dutch system was an exemplar of a national market 
for loyalties in which competition to alter market shares was tightly 
governed by the state, and the cartel of existing major participants in 
the market. It was a special kind of assured pluralism and stability: 
a system that held the illusion of protecting the Dutch market, its 
language, its remembered culture, and some of its quirky ways, from 
being overwhelmed by modernity.5

Looking Forward

What does this all tell us about the IIC’s (and the world’s) next 
decades? The information and media marketplace will continue to be 
characterised by markets for loyalties in which forceful competitors 
for allegiances ply their trade. If anything, there is a doubling down, a 
dramatic global experiment in a new turn where propaganda expertise 
has renewed significance, and where bots and disinformation become 
standardised tools to alter existing arrangements in sharply contested 
speech, and influence markets. Globally, competitions of this ilk are 
intensifying. China, classically, tightens speech regulation at home 
(limiting the entry of destabilising voices) and invests heavily abroad 
to expand its influence worldwide. In an increasingly polarised world, 
there is a plenitude of focused attempts to win hearts and minds. This is 
true whether one is speaking of Ukraine and the Russian near-abroad, 
or the rebooting of politics in the USA. The flood of polarisation means 

5  The Dutch Mediawet (Media Act) was finally replaced by the Mediawet 2008 (Media Act 2008), signaling this final shift. Also 
see Willem F. Korthals Altes, 1993, ‘European law: a case study of changes in national broadcasting’, 11 Cardozo Arts & Ent LJ: 
313–335. Available online at: http://cardozoaelj.com/wp-content/uploads/Journal%20Issues/Volume%2011/Issue%202/Altes.pdf
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a reorientation of markets for loyalties, with consequences for modes 
of intervention and media and telecoms design.

There is another lesson: the strategic efforts of key entrants in markets 
for loyalties are always conditioned by: (a) the opportunities that 
technologies (new and old) provide; and, (b) the economic and political 
conditions that furnish the material background for the rise and fall 
of such intervenors. Think of the strategic use of audio cassettes by 
the Ayatollah in the run up to the 1979 revolution in Iran. The ‘sellers’ 
of the past adapted to changed environments in markets for loyalties 
continue to behave as they traditionally have. And they continue to 
do so in the changed environment of the internet, social media and 
other infrastructural possibilities. They also adapt (or fail to adapt) in 
an always changing geopolitical environment, one in which shifts in 
global power may lead to altered interpretations of cherished norms.

The IIC exists in this cauldron of discovery – finding the keys to 
understanding change; bringing insight (in the terms of this chapter) 
to how markets for loyalties will work in the future; clarifying who the 
emerging sellers will be and what steps in terms of law, force, agreement 
or subsidy (the list can vary), will be relevant in these new times. To 
take a much-discussed area of change, regulation of content has often 
depended on the existence of information intermediaries that could be 
policed and made subject to the jurisdiction of the state. That model 
has weakened in many contexts. One response is to re-establish or 
harden the role of intermediaries, to make platforms perform more 
like traditional intermediaries, rather than mere conduits. We see 
that tendency in many proposals for re-regulation, for increasing the 
responsibility of the platforms (like Facebook or Twitter).

Weakening of a dependable intermediary for regulation may, 
for example, mean more of a shift directly to the consumer. The 
datafication of information distribution, means the problematic, but 
real, capacity to police the consumer (the ‘buyer’) automatically and 
in real time. In  terms of markets for loyalties, governments, working 
with platforms, may use surveillance as a form of maintaining, or 
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consciously enforcing, limits on entry.  Taking India as an example: 
where an increasingly robust data-management system pervades, the 
design of standards and the mechanism of their enforcement may alter, 
with the burden of enforcement shifting from distributor to consumer.

There has always been an interest in the infrastructure – one might 
say strategic  infrastructure – of information distribution, but this 
interest increases in times of uncertainty. There is ample evidence that 
governments increasingly seek the ability to shut off social media or 
internet entities as a response to activities they see as destabilising. 
To the extent that they can, they design cable links to the world so 
that isolation can be physically achieved. The NGO Access Now has 
documented the rising number of internet shutoffs that are occurring. 
Some examples of internet cut-offs have occurred, as in Kenya, at the 
time of elections. Closing down the internet, like shuttering broadcast 
entities, is a paradigm step in a market for loyalties – denying access 
to some, or most, competing voices. And the weakening of key norms, 
like human rights principles or the ‘rule of law’, as accepted conditions 
for the operation of media and communications systems may also be 
an aspect of brokering how markets for loyalties are organised, and 
what steps will be taken to encourage, or discourage, specific advocates 
or allegiances.

Given the tenor of the times, it is important to conclude on a dystopic 
note. In addition to the widely discussed challenges to the increasingly 
fragile communications order, there are other significant potential 
disruptions on the horizon. A society increasingly dependent on 
sophisticated electronics to function is also increasingly vulnerable. 
The IIC is already focused on this next emerging arena for the 
manipulation of shares in markets for loyalties. The asymmetries of 
power can be wildly reversed as a consequence of strategic hacks. 
Election interference can be the thin edge of cyber-intervention both 
in a society’s material and political infrastructure. There is the greater 
likelihood of state failure and collapse, a series of Venezuela-like 
meltdowns sufficient to force preventive shifts in policy to protect at-
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risk economies. And there is climate change and its implications for 
political as well as economic turmoil.

All this is to say that an organisation like the IIC, serving its members, 
has had to look beyond the already complex set of variables that will 
influence communications policy in the future. 
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