
8 Narratives of media history 
revisited 

Introduction 
I t was chance that took m e to see Copenhagen, a play that re-enacts, f r o m different 
perspectives, fateful interchanges between a D a n i s h and G e r m a n physicist d u r i n g 
the 1930s and 1940s. I t gave m e the idea o f presenting B r i t i s h media history as a 
series o f compet ing narratives i n the opening chapter o f m y book Media and Power? 
T h i s oudine subsequendy provided the organising f ramework for a good co l lect ion 
o f essays o n media history.-

I n adopting an unconvent ional f o r m u l a for a Hterature review, I was responding 
to w h a t seemed to m e to be three under ly ing problems. B r i t i s h media history is 
h igh ly fragmented, be ing subdivided by per iod , m e d i u m and interpretative strand. 
I t is often n a r r o w l y centred o n media institutions and content, leaving the w i d e r 
setting o f society as a shadowy background. A n d media h is tory has not become 
as central i n media studies as one might have expected, g iven that i t is a g r a n d 
parent o f the field. So I was l o o k i n g for a w a y o f integrating medium h istory into 
general accounts o f media development, and o f connect ing these to the 'main f rame ' 

^ o f general history. I was also seeking to convey h o w media history i l luminates the 
^ ^ role o f the media i n society - i n the present, as w e l l as the past, 
•g g I n r e turn ing to the subject o f m y essay some seven years after i t was first w r i t t e n , 
2 ^ I shall attempt to do t w o things. I w i l l br ie f ly restate the essay's central themes, 

though i n a n e w w a y by concentrat ing p r i m a r i l y on recent research. I vinll also 
-r£Q suggest, w i t h great diffidence, possible n e w directions i n w h i c h media h is tory might 
° I develop i n the future, i n c l u d i n g the rec la iming o f ' l ost narratives ' . 

I - r~-

o 
2 .2 Dominant tradition 
of a 
i ^ A n y r e v i e w o f B r i t i s h media history must beg in w i t h its leading and longest-estab-
g' g l ished interpretat ion — the Uberal narrat ive .This was first scr ipted, i n its in i t i a l f o r m , 
3 ^ i n the n ineteenth century and comes out o f the ha l lowed tradit ion o f ' c ons t i tu -
Q [2 tional' h is tory w h i c h examines the development o f Br i ta in ' s pofitical system from 

A n g l o - S a x o n times to the present. 
K e y landmarks i n Br i ta in ' s constitutional evolut ion are said to be the defeat 

o f absolutist monarchy, the establishment o f the rule o f law, the strengthening o f 
parl iament and the introduct ion o f mass democracy i n five, cautious, instalments. I t 
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2 m for the dynamic forces o f t h e ' n e w society ' ; that is to say, the expanding middle 

51 

c 

is also c la imed that the media acquired a ' const itut ional ' role by becoming the voice 
o f t h e people and a popular check on government . 

T h e media's constitutional elevation is usually described i n terms o f t w o i n t e r 
t w i n e d narrative themes. T h e first recounts h o w the press became fi-ee o f g o v e r n 
m e n t control by the mid -n ine teenth century, fo l lowed by the l iberat ion o f fiilm and 
broadcasting i n the m i d - t w e n t i e t h century. T h e second theme is concerned w i t h 
h o w Uberated media empowered the people. R e c e n t histor ica l w o r k has focused on 
the latter, so this is w h a t w e shall concentrate u p o n . 

T h e r e is broad agreement among Hberal media historians that the rise o f a more 
independent press changed the tenor and dynamics o f E n g h s h politics. Newspapers 
increased their pol i t ical content d u r i n g the eighteenth century, and successfiiUy 
defied d u r i n g the 1760s the ban o n the report ing o f parHament. T h i s enabled 
newspapers to shine a low-wattage l ight on the previously private w o r l d o f ar i s to 
cratic polit ics. People outside the poHtical system could observe, through the press, 
fact ional battles among their rulers . H o w spectators reacted to these battles began to 
matter, as increasing references i n the later eighteenth century to the w i d e r publ ic 
testify. I n a more general sense, the rise o f the press was part o f a profound shifi: i n 
w h i c h it came to be accepted that the general publ ic had the r ight to debate and 
evaluate the actions o f the ir rulers . Some publications also direcdy attacked c o r r u p 
t ion and oligarchy, funct ion ing as p ioneer watchdogs m o n i t o r i n g the abuse o f o f f i 
c ial power. I n short, the g rowth o f publ ic disclosure through the press rendered the 
governmental system more open and accountable.' ' 

T h e expansion o f t h e press after the end o f Hcensing i n 1694 also contr ibuted , 
i t is argued, to the bu i ld ing o f a representative inst i tut ion . D u r i n g the eighteenth 
centur} ' , newspapers mushroomed i n different parts o f the country and expanded 
their readership. A n increased number o f newspapers publ ished v i e w s as w e l l as 
news reports, seeking to speak for their readers. B y the 1850s, f o l l owing a per i od o f 
rapid expansion and enhanced independence, the press allegedly came o f age as an 

E o e m p o w e r i n g agency. Its thunder echoed d o w n the corr idors o f power. 
H o w e v e r , the central unanswered question at the heart o f this eloquent hberal 

narrative is prec ise ly fuSo^^as be ing represented by this ' empower ing ' press. A 
% T. much - favoured answer used to be that the expanding press was speaking p r i m a r i l y 

classes and urban w o r k i n g class brought into be ing by rapid economic g r o w t h 
:̂ 1 i n the ' f irst industr ial n a t i o n ' . T h i s interpretation stressed the progressive nature 

o f t h e evo lv ing press^_the w a y i n w h i c h i t broke fi-ee from the pol it ical agenda o f 
the landed elite and supported campaigns to r e f o r m the institutions o f the B r i t i s h 
aristocratic state. Indeed , i n some versions o f this argument , the g rowing power o f 
the press bo th reflected the changed balance o f social forces i n B r i t i s h society and 

2 " contr ibuted to the bu i ld ing o f a new, post-aristocratic poUtical settlement. 
^ >> T h i s beguiUng interpretat ion has been u n d e r m i n e d f r o m t w o different d i r e c -
® ^ tions. R e v i s i o n i s t histories o f n ineteenth -century B r i t a i n increasingly emphasise 

cont inui ty rather than radical change. T h e y point to the embedded nature o f the 
ancien regime before the extension o f the franchise; the power fu l puU o f A n g l i c a n i s m , 
local ism a n d tradit ion; the incremental , uneven r i a t i r e o f the industr ia l revo lut ion ; 
and, above aU, the landed ehte's cont inued dominance o f pohtical hfe u n t i l late 
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i n the nineteenth century.^ M e a n w h i l e historical studies o f the press have d r a w n 
attention to the cont inu ing importance o f the conservative press ( w h i c h greatly 
strengthened i n Q i F last quarter o f the eighfee:iith century ) , the enormous d iver 
sity o f n ineteenth - century newspapers and the tenuous evidence that the press 
strongly inf luenced pohtical ehtes and pubhc policy, save i n special circumstances. ' ' 
T h e thesis that an independent press, representative o f a transformed society, helped 
to forge a n e w polit ical order is n o w w i d e l y disputed. 

So w h o m d id the press represent? T h e u n d e r m i n i n g o f the c la im that the later 
H a n o v e r i a n press represented a progressive social alliance has encouraged a re turn 
to a t r a d i t i o n a h s t W h i g v i e w o f t h e press as the vo ice o f an indeterminate 'publ ic ' . 
T y p i c a l o f this shift is H a n n a h Barker 's n o w standard textbook, w h i c h argues that 
newspapers gained a larger and more socially diverse readership and came to be 
shaped p r i m a r i l y by their customers i n the absence o f strict government censor
ship. ' T h e importance o f sales to newspaper profits ' , she vwites , ' forced papers to 
echo the v i e w s o f the ir readers i n order to thrive.'^ B y 1855, she conc ludes , ' the 
newspaper press i n E n g l a n d was largely free o f government interference and was 
able — w i t h some just i f i cat ion — to proc la im itsel f as the f our th estate o f t h e B r i t i s h 
constitution' .^ I n her v iew, the press i n f o r m e d and represented pubhc op in i on and 
made i t a power fu l poUtical force.** 

H o w e v e r , some hberal historians r emain r ight ly uneasy about v i e w i n g the press 
as the vo ice o f an undef ined (and indivisible) pubhc. J e r e m y B l a c k , for example, 
argues that ' the press was at best a l i m i t e d guide to the opinions o f the publ i c ' and 
should be v i e w e d as connect ing to 'publ ic opinions rather than publ ic op in ion ' . 
T h i s more nuanced v i e w enables h i m to conclude that 'pubhc cul ture ' ( in w h i c h 
the press was central) became less representative o f pol i t ical difference d u r i n g the 
post -Chart i s t e r a . " O t h e r l iberal historians po int to the g r o w i n g in terpenetra -
t ion o f j o u r n a l i s m and politics i n the second h a l f o f the nineteenth century and 

S g2 early twent ie th century, w h e n m u c h o f t h e press became an extension o f t h e party 
Si OO 

g ^ s y s t e m . " Indeed , the l iberal h i s t o r i a n ^ t e p h e n Koss concludes that the B r i t i s h press 
O S did_,nolbecoitiie fuUy independent, and subject to popular control , u n t i l the late 
11 1940s a n d 1950s.^-^ 
'•B T. B u t i f the W h i g concept ion o f t h e press as a f our th estate looks vulnerable , there 
S § is another interpretat ion w a i t i n g i n the wings . I n 1982, B r i a n H a r r i s o n wrote an ^ ^ ' n / ^ 

erudite essay assessing the role o f t h e pressure-group per iod ica l i n the nineteenth /p^^-^-fCX-lS^^l 
'anH twent ie th centuries. H e showed that these modest, and w i d e l y overlooked, 'J 
publications helped to sustain pressure groups ' through three major functions: 
inspirational , in formative and i n t e g r a t i n g ' . " T h e y inspired some people to j o i n or 

g g support a publ ic - interest group; they a r m e d activists w i t h factual a m m u n i t i o n and 
strengthened their resolve; and they cou ld bu i ld bridges, he lp ing to un i fy re f o rming 

g 2 movements . B y contr ibut ing to the funct ion ing and effectiveness o f pressure 
U ' g . groups, the m i n o r i t y pohtical press contr ibuted to the development o f a m a t u r i n g 
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democracy. 
T h i s is an important hne o f argument that can n o w be extended, w i t h the 

help o f more recent research, to the earlier per iod . T h e e ighteenth-century press 
provided the oxygen o f pubhc i ty for pohtical campaigning centred o n petitions, 
addresses, instruct ions (to M P s ) , public meetings and concerted demonstrations.^' 
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T h e s e fostered a ' m o d e r n ' style o f polit ics based o n pubhc discussion and par t i c ipa 
tion, rather than o n personal relationships, chentelist ne tworks and social deference. 
Sections o f t h e press aided this n e w poUtics by con fer r ing prominence on leading 
campaigners, by c o m m u n i c a t i n g their arguments and demands and by mobihs ing 
pubhc support. T h e y contr ibuted i n other words to bu i ld ing a democratic i n f r a 
structure o f representation based o n collective organisations. 

I n the nineteenth century, radical newspapers contr ibuted to the growth o f trade 
unions ; reformist papers sustained a g rowing mul t iphc i ty o f interest groups and 
â  i i ew, party-ahgned press helped to transform aristocratic Tactions i n parhament 
into mass pohtical par t i es .Th is last development — often attracting disapproval from 
l iberal press historians - represented a c ruc ia l contr ibut ion to the bui ld ing o f a 
key inst i tut ion o f democracy. PoUtical parties became key co -ord inat ing organisa
tions w i t h i n the B r i t i s h poUtical system: they aggregated social interests, f o r m u 
lated pol i t ical programmes that distr ibuted costs and redistributed resources across 
society and defined pohtical choices for the electorate.'* 

^ ^ v i e w ofdie^press as an agency c on t r ibut ing to the b u i l d i n g o f c i v i l society^ 
is subtly different f r o m , a n d more persuasive than , a t radi t ional concept ion o f 
the press as the representative organ o f publ i c o p i n i o n . A r g u m e n t s and evidence 
support ing this alternative interpretat ion are to be f o u n d i n numerous r a d i c a l " as 
w e l l as l iberal accounts. '^ T h e s e portray the press as c o n t r i b u t i n g to the deve lop 
m e n t o f c iv i l - soc ie ty organisations through which different pubUcs were represented. 
Impl i c i t l y , they also depict c i v i l society rather than the press as the m a i n locus o f 
representation. 

M a r k H a m p t o n has revised traditional Uberal press h istory i n another way. I n 
a notable book , he documents the m i d - V i c t o r i a n eUte v i s i on o f an educative 
press that w o u l d induc t large numbers o f people into 'poUtics by discussion' . T h i s 

"g iveaway , he shows, to g rowing disenchantment w h e n newspapers became more 
c ommerc ia l and sensational, and large numbers o f people t u r n e d away f rom ' l iberal ' 

§ enl ightenment . Af ter 1880 , the educational ideal was increasingly replaced by a 
D S v i e w o f t h e press as a representative inst i tut ion - something that H a m p t o n , d r a w i n g 
i ® o n radical press history, largely rejects.'^ 

H e has since w r i t t e n a n essay that can be read as an account-setding epilogue to 
S m his book.^" I n effect, he concludes that the twent i e th - century press m a y not have 

measured u p to the unrea l expectations o f V i c t o r i a n vis ionaries , nor fulfdled the 
I hero ic destiny assigned to i t i n W h i g history, yet neither should the press's d e m o -

o O 

en o cratic role be w r i t t e n o f f as an i l lus ion . T h e r e were times d u r i n g the twent ieth 
-S^.a century - most notably d u r i n g the S o u t h A f r i c a n War , at the onset o f the C o l d W a r 
I I i n the 1940s and d u r i n g the 1970s debate about e conomic management - w h e n 

'^J^ the B r i t i s h press offered mult iple perspectives. T h i s e n r i c h e d publ ic debate and 
I 2 manifestly contr ibuted to the funct ion ing o f democracy. 

U "g. Some Uberal historians also argue that the educational miss ion o f the press may 
® ^ have faltered, but i t was absorbed by radio and television. T h e rise o f pubUc-service 

broadcasting^it^is c la imed, d iminished the knowledge gap between efites S i d t h e 
general pubUc; aided rec ip fo^aTco inmuSicat ion between social groups; and fostered^ 
the development o f a po l icy-based discourse o f rational democrat ic debate, o r i e n 
tated towards the pubhc good.- ' 
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O n e counter-charge to this is that puWic-serv ice broadcasting was l o cked 
into a paternahstic style o f j o u r n a h s m , a v i e w that is i n effect endorsed by H u g h 
C h i g n e l l . ^ H o w e v e r , his content ion is that B B C radio introduced more popular 
styles o f j o u r n a h s m , part icular ly d u r i n g the 1960s, i n response to social change, 
compet i t ion and the possibihties created by n e w technology. T h i s popularisation 
produced a furious reaction f r o m elite cr i t i cs , w h o were placated i n the 1970s by 
the development o f a more analytical , research-based f o r m o f j o u r n a h s m o n B B C 
R a d i o 4. T h e imphcat ion o f this study is that the B B C learned to develop different 
registers o f j o u r n a l i s m , w h i c h responded to the or ientat ion o f different audiences. 

L i b e r a l media historians have usually shrugged o f f c r i t i c i sm by i gnor ing i t . B o t h 
H a m p t o n and C h i g n e l l signify a change by registering and partly accepting cr i t i ca l 
arguments or ig inat ing f r o m outside the canon. I n do ing so, they are contr ibut ing to 
the development o f a more guarded and persuasive hberal interpretat ion o f media 
history. 

Feminist challenge 
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T h e dominance o f the l iberal narrative is n o w challenged by the rise o f feminist 
media history. T h i s argues that the media d i d not become fiilly'independent'when 
they became free o f government , because they remained under male control . A n d 
far from e m p o w e r i n g the people, the media contr ibuted to the oppression o f h a l f 
the populat ion. T h i s feminist interpretat ion is thus not mere ly different f rom the 
l iberal one but direcdy contradicts i t . 

I t comes out o f a h istor ica l tradit ion that documents the subordination o f w o m e n 
i n the early m o d e r n per i od , w h e n wives , w i t h o u t ready access to divorce, c ou ld be 
lawfu l ly beaten and conf ined by their husbands, and w h e n w o m e n did not have the 
same social standing or legal rights as m e n . I t describes the struggle for women 's 
emancipat ion and advance as a quali f ied success story i n w h i c h w o m e n gained 
n e w legal protections, greater independence and improved opportunities, but i n a 
context w h e r e there is not yet fu l l gender equaHty. Its account o f the development 
o f media history is to ld as an accompaniment to this narrative. 

Femin i s t media history is n o w the fastest-growing vers ion o f med ia history. T h i s 
r e t u r n v is i t w i l l thus focus attention on recent w o r k that is revis ing the p ioneer 
vers ion o f feminist media history. 

T h i s p ioneer vers ion argued that popular media indoctr inated w o m e n into 
acce£migA.siib£JEdinate..pQsitiorLin.i^ I t d id this p r i m a r i l y by portray ing m e n 
and w o m e n as h a v i n g different social roles — m e n as breadwinners and p a r t i c i 
pants i n publ ic life and w o m e n as mothers and housewives . A s the Ladies' Cabinet, 
a leading women 's j o u r n a l , apostrophised i n 1847: w o m a n 'is g iven to m a n as his 
better angel . . . to make h o m e delightful and Ufe j oyous ' and serve as a 'mother to 
make citizens for e a r t h ' . T h i s understanding o f t h e proper role o f w o m e n was 
just i f i ed i n terms o f t h e innate ( 'natural ' ) difierences between the sexes and, i n the 
earher per i od , by d iv ine providence. D u r i n g the course o f the nineteenth century, 
this gender discourse was strengthened by be ing articulated to discourses o f class 
and progress. Images o f f emin in i ty were h n k e d to those o f affluent elegance, w h i l e 
understandings o f domestic duty were associated w i t h the m o r a l improvement o f 
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society. Trad i t i ona l gender norms were uphe ld also by fami ly custom, peer-group 
pressure and education, and rendered still more coercive by be ing reproduced i n 
mass entertainment - i n c l u d i n g media produced specially for w o m e n . 

T h i s p ioneer vers i on also stressed the u n d e r l y i n g c o n t i n u i t y o f patr iarchal 
representations o f gender f r o m the n ineteenth through to the late twent ie th 
century . 1 h e ' m a i n cohce^^ were def ined, according to this account , 
as courtship , marr iage , m o t h e r h o o d , h o m e - m a k i n g and l o o k i n g g o o d . T h e r e were 
m i n o r shifts o f emphasis over the years (for example , a stress o n be ing a profes
s ional housewi fe and m o t h e r i n the 1930s , 'make do and m e n d ' i n the 1940s a n d 
'shop and spend' i n the 1950s) . B u t the centra l med ia message remained , i t is 
argued, essentially the same. W o m e n ' s concerns w e r e pro jected as be ing p r i m a 
r i l y romant i c and domest ic ; m e n and w o m e n were depicted as be ing innate ly 
different; a n d w o m e n w h o transgressed gender n o r m s w e r e generally portrayed 
i n an unfavourable l ight . T h e funct ional ist cast o f this argument is typ i f i ed by 
Janet T h u m i m ' s analysis o f pos t -war f i l m . ' O u r exp lorat ion o f popular f i l ins ' , she 
conc ludes , ' shows that screen representations i n the p e r i o d 1 9 4 5 - 6 5 per f o rmed a 
consistently repressive f u n c t i o n i n respect o f w o m e n . T h e r e are, simply, no dep i c 
t ions o f autonomous , independent w o m e n either inside or outside the structure 
o f the family , w h o surv ive unscathed at the narrative's close.'^'' Popular m e d i a , i n 
short , consistently sustained patriarchy. 

T h i s stress o n cont inui ty is n o w be ing challenged w i t h i n the feminist t r a d i 
t i on . F i r s t , revisionist research is d r a w i n g attention to ^Qjn^n 's active resistance to 
patriarchal dominat ion through the creation o f their o w n media.^^ I n particular, 
M i c h e l l e T u s a n shows i n a ground-breaking b o o k that the women 's press g r e w out 
o f women ' s associations and single-issue campaigns i n V i c t o r i a n B r i t a i n . O r i g i n a t i n g 
i n the 1850s, the women 's press confounded L o r d Northchffe 's observation that 
' w o m e n can't w r i t e and don't w a n t to read'^'' by gaining a significant readership 
before the F i r s t W o r l d War . Its leading publications reported news that was not 

g covered i n the mainstream press, developed w o m e n - c e n t r e d pohtical agendas and 
Q o advanced alternative understandings o f society. E v e n w h e n the women 's press was 

i n decl ine d u r i n g the 1920s, i t stiU boasted the early Time and Tide, a w e e k l y that 

u 
eS OO 

'M publ ished a satirical 'Man 's Page ' and thoughtful c ommentary by leading feminists 
S § f rom V i r g i n i a W o o l f to R e b e c c a West . E c h p s e d i n the 1930s, the feminist press was 

reborn i n the 1970s. 
g Second , increasing references are made to the advance o f w r o n e n w i t h i n med^ 

organisations. T h u s , D a v i d D e a c o n documents h o w female journaUsts, mosdy firom 
_̂̂ .S3' pr iv i leged backgrounds and w i t h inf luential male patrons, made a breakthrough 

i n the 1930s by breaching a traditional male preserve: the report ing o f war . E v e n 
so, female journahsts were stiU encouraged to concentrate o n the everyday hves o f 

g 2 ord inary people and to report w a r as an extended human- interest s t o r y . Y e t , by the 
u - g . 2000s, w o m e n had r isen to positions o f increasing prominence w i t h i n the B r i t i s h 
® ^ media.^« 

T h i r d , revis ionist research argues that representations o f gender changed i n 
mean ing fu l ways . i tLresponse to w i d e r changes i n s o c i e t y . T h u s , A d r i a n B i i i g H a m 
attacks the standard v i e w that the popular press sought to conta in the advance 
o f w o m e n d u r i n g the i n t e r w a r period.^' ' A n a r r o w focus on women ' s pages, he 
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argues, ignores the diversity o f v i e w p o i n t s that w e r e expressed i n the m a i n body 
o f popular dai ly papers. A l t h o u g h react ionary sentiments w e r e sometimes vo i ced , 
the preva i l ing v i e w expressed i n the i n t e r w a r press was that there shou ld be 
no g o i n g back to the p r e - w a r era. W o m e n ' s increased f reedom f r o m restrict ive 
social codes a n d dress was general ly w e l c o m e d ; successfiil w o m e n i n pubhc a n d 
professional l ife w e r e depicted bo th p r o m i n e n d y and posit ively ; the greater i n d e 
pendence , assertiveness a n d athlet i c i sm o f ' m o d e r n w o m e n ' was w i d e l y presented 
as b e i n g part o f a generat ional change and an inevitable step towards greater 
gender co iwergence ; there was an increased stress o n the n e e d for a c o m p a n 
ionate marr iage and for a n appropriate adjustment o f t radi t ional male behav iour ; 
and w o m e n w e r e invested, i n a var i e ty o f ways , w i t h greater prestige (not least as 
n e w l y enfranchised c i t i zens ) . 

H o w e v e r , this scholarly study acknowledges that change was not unid irect ional 
or across the board. Fash ion , housewi fery and m o t h e r h o o d stiU dominated women 's 
pages. T h e women ' s movement was under -reported ; f emin i sm itself was frequently 
said to be outdated and 'superfluous' ; and the R o t h e r m e r e press opposed votes 
for w o m e n under thirty. W o m e n were more often presented i n sexualised ways , 
w h i c h had no counterpart for m e n . B u t although Bingham's assessment stresses 
complex i ty and diversity, his conc lus ion is that the in te rwar popular press adopted, 
overall , a more enl ightened v i e w o f gender. 

I n passing, i t should be noted that revisionists are not hav ing i t entirely their 
o w n w a y . T h u s , M i c h a e l B a i l e y looks at radio's response to 'gender modernisat ion ' 
d u r i n g the same era as B i n g h a m but reaches a signif icandy different conc lus ion. 
L i k e the press, the B B C also encouraged w o m e n to be efficient housewives and 
i n f o r m e d mothers d u r i n g the interwar per iod . H o w e v e r , B a i l e y argues that the 
B B C ' s br ie f ing was more than jus t helpful advice since, impl ic i t ly , it was also a w a y 
o f m a k i n g w o m e n internalise a sense o f domestic duty and feel gui lty i f they fell 
short o f t h e standards expected o f ' m o d e r n w o m e n ' . T h e B B C ' s domestic e d u c a -

£ ^ tion is thus v i e w e d by h i m as psychological ly coercive and strongly traditionahst i n 
Q g reaf f irming women 's place i n the home.^" 

i ° F o u r t h , revis ionist research has d r a w n attent ion to the ambigu i ty or ' t ex tua l 
t ens ion ' o f some m e d i a representations. T h i s argument is not n e w and can be 

c3 0 0 
^ I — 

§ m found i n earl ier studies o f e i ghteenth - century ballads,^' n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
w o m e n ' s magazines,^^ and t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y w o m e n ' s fdms^^ - al l m e d i a , i t is 
argued , w h i c h sometimes prov ided a space i n w h i c h w o m e n cou ld i m a g i n e a 
different gender order or express a v e i l e d f o r m o f protest. B u t w h i l e this a r g u 
m e n t is no t o r i g i n a l , i t has become b o t h more p r o m i n e n t and m o r e exp l i c i t l y 

g I l i n k e d to social change. F o r example , D e b o r a h P h i l i p s and I a n H a y w o o d draw 
"^J^ a t tent ion to popular 1950s women ' s novels w h i c h featured w o m e n doctors.^* 
g Z, T h e s e heroines w e r e h e l d up for admira t i on and w e r e even portrayed as bui lders 
d " ^ o f a brave n e w w o r l d represented by the pos t -1945 wel fare state. B u t they w e r e 

also presented as be ing tradit ional ly f emin ine , and the ir careers w e r e i m p l i c i t l y 
v i e w e d as be ing a n extens ion o f w o m e n ' s t radi t ional c a r i n g role. T h e s e books , 
accord ing to P h i l i p s a n d H a y w o o d , w e r e pleasurable because they offered a 
mytho log i ca l reso lut ion o f conf l i c t ing impulses , one embrac ing change and the 
other h a r k i n g back to the past. 

o u 
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D e b o r a h Phi l ips extends this argument i n a subsequent study.''^ I n her account , 
1980s ' sex-and-shopping ' novels celebrated women 's advance, w i t h o u t quest ioning 
the structures o f power that he ld back w o m e n . T h e 'Aga-saga ' novels o f the 1990s 
reverted to domesticated romance, w h i l e expressing unmistakeable dissatisfac
tion w i t h contemporary m e n . A n d some early 2000s ' c h i c k - U t ' novels depicted 
successful w o m e n i n search o f stiU more successful m e n . A U these novels responded, 
accorcUng to Phi l l ips , to contradictions i n contemporary female sensibiUty. 

F i f t h , revisionist research points to a different denouement o f the feminist n a r r a 
tive. Instead o f arguing that media representations o f gender remained f u n d a m e n -
taUy the same, the case is r i ow being made more often that a cumulat ive sea change 
took place f r o m the early 1980s onwards. A growing n u m b e r o f T V series — made 
or s h o w n i n B r i t a i n - depicted independent w o m e n w i t h successful careers as be ing 
strong, capable and also appealing, indeed as people to identi fy with.^'" T e e n m a g a 
zines emerged that expressed female sexuality i n new, more open ways.^^ H o w e v e r , 
some traditionalist representations o f gender also persisted.^^ Depic t ions cou ld also 
mislead by i m p l y i n g that gender equaUty had been achieved: indeed, as one analyst 
w r y l y notes, w o m e n i n the f ict ional w o r l d o f television have advanced further 
than w o m e n i n real life.^' Some seemingly 'progressive ' lifestyle j o u r n a l i s m also had 
conservative undertones , urg ing w o m e n to take control o f their lives i n i n d i v i d u 
alistic ways rather than seeking to change society through coUective action.^" A n d 
some dramas Uke the cul t series Sex and the City ( 1 9 9 8 - 2 0 0 4 ) expressed conserva 
tive consumerist values, w h i l e also staging a debate about w h a t w o m e n should 
expect out o f life.'*' Its success was emblematic o f a more quest ioning media o r i e n 
tation towards gender relations at the t u r n o f the century, compared w i t h even 
twenty years before. 

T h i s feminist narrative, i n its revised f o r m , does not question the histor ica l role 
o f t h e media i n socialising w o m e n into the n o r m s o f patriarchy. B u t the contours 

2 p2 oTthis narrative, and its ending, are changing i n response to n e w research. H i s t o r i c a l 
£ o w o r k o n the development o f mascuf inity is also developing i n a w a y that shadows, 
Q o and supports, the feminist narrative.'*^ I n short, a n e w w a y o f v i e w i n g the media's 
-a ts i g evo lut ion has come into be ing that takes account o f one o f the most important 
- 0̂  social developments o f t h e last 150 years - the advance o f w o m e n . I t is leading to 

the r e w r i t i n g o f media history. 
-a 

o a 

w 2 

Radical challenge 
T h e l iberal tradit ion is also assailed from another d irect ion. R a d i c a l med ia h i s t o -

g i r ians attack the same vulnerable po int o f the l iberal narrative as feminist cr it ics : its 
•̂ ^̂  assumption that the media swi tched allegiances f rom government to the people 
g S w h e n the media became 'free' o f official control . R a d i c a l ^ i g ^ a history argues that, 

u "g. o n the contrary, mainstream media remained integrated into the under ly ing power 
structure and cont inued to support the sjociaLorder.'*^ 

T h i s vers ion o f med ia history comes p r i m a r i l y out o f a h istor ica l account that 
records the rise o f an organised working-c lass movement i n the first h a l f o f the 
nineteenth century. T h i s movement became more radical , w o n increasing support 
and developed its o w n popular press, w h i c h conferred publ i c i ty o n working-c lass 
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institutions and radical causes and encouraged its readers to v i e w society i n more 
cr i t i ca l ways . B u t early working-c lass mil i tants , and their he irs , were defeated. A n d , 
subsequendy, the w i n n i n g o f equal cit izenship, through mass enfranchisement, d id 
not lead to the creation o f an equal society.'*'' R a d i c a l media l i istory seeks to shed 
hght o n this by focusing o n how, i n its v i ew, the med ia were ' tamed ' even w h e n they 
ceased to be government controlled. 

I n essence, its explanation boils d o w n to three arguments. F i r s t , the market deve l 
oped as a system o f contro l (not as an engine o f freedom, as i n the l iberal narrat ive) . 
T h e rise of mass-market newspaper entry costs i n the p e r i o d 1850—1918 c o n t r i b 
uted to the consol idation o f unrepresentative, capitahst contro l o f the press (and 
also o f t h e music haU and later f i l m and television industries) . T h e media's g r o w i n g 
dependence o n advertising also disadvantaged the left, w h i l e the development o f 
media concentrat ion curtai led choice. 

Second^ elites e ^ ^ o n the media through i n f o r m a l processes. A 
m o d e r n apparatus o f news management developed, beg inn ing w i t h the ' i n t r o d u c 
t i on ' o f the lobby system i n 1885 and cu lminat ing i n the enormous expansion 
o f state publ ic relations i n the per i od after 1980. I n f o r m a l alliances were forged 
between press controllers and governments, as d u r i n g the C h a m b e r l a i n and 
T h a t c h e r eras. A b o v e aU, elites set the parameters o f pohtical debate i n broadcasting 
t l i rough their ascendancy over state institutions, especially parl iament. 

T h i r d , d o r n i m n t groups also in f luenced the culture o f society, and j n this w a y 
shaped the~content o f the media . T h e prevaihng ideas o f t h e time — the i n t e n s i 
f ication o f nat ionahsm i n the eighteenth century, the rise o f imper ia l i sm i n the 
n ineteenth century, the diffusion o f a n t i - c o m m u n i s m d u r i n g the C o l d W a r and the 
tr iumphahst neo - l ibera l i sm that fo l lowed - have tended to upho ld , impUcit iy or 
exphcitly, the prevai l ing social order. 

T h i s narrative has been usefully synthesised i n a recent e s s a y . A n d i t continues 
to be embelhshed by n e w research. E x a m p l e s inc lude a study o f the radical press 

I § d u r i n g its t r i u m p h a n t Chart i s t phase ;''̂  a n i l luminat ing study o f the role o f the 
D g media i n the transformation o f Q u e e n V i c t o r i a into the ' M o t h e r o f her People ' and 

i g symbol o f i m p e r i a l and industr ia l greatness;''^ and a radical , Foucauld ian analysis o f 
'•B T. h o w the B B C sought to ' t ra in and r e f o r m the unemployed as docile but efficient 

i 0 0 

§ cit izens ' d u r i n g the 1930s.''* 

O t) T h i s historical tradit ion has unstitched the more vulnerable seams o f traditional 
J - ^ l iberal history. I t also makes an insightful contr ibut ion to a histor ical understanding 

o f w h y socialism was defeated i n B r i t a i n . B u t i t suffers from one central defectnts^ 
'̂ _̂ .S3 failure to acknowledge that the reformist heirs o f the early working-c lass m o v e 

ment succeeded i n the twent ie th century i n changing signif icandy the social order. 
" M o r e o v e r , a progressive aUiance d id so partly as a consequence o f secur ing an 

^ § extensive h e a r i n g - even support - from part o f t h e media system. Mis lead ing a r g u -
O " ^ ments about the 'refeudahsation o f society ' after 1850 , l i n k e d to a v e r y simphstic 

sketch o f a subordinated media system, as i n J i i r g e n H a b e r m a s ' classic radical 
account,^** no longer seem satisfactory - even to the author himsel f^" I n short, the 
traditional radical narrative needs to pay more attention to pol i t ical success rather 
than to failure and to the media's invo lvement i n progressive change. T o this , w e 
shall r e t u r n . 
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Populist challenge 

T h e populist interpretat ion o f media h is tory describes the development o f the 
media as apro l onged escape story - not f rom government but from a cultural elite 
w h i c h once control led the media and w h i c h sought to foist its taste and cu l tura l 
judgements o n the people. I t recounts h o w the publ ic demanded entertainment i n 
place o f uphft, and largely prevailed as a consequence o f the increasing c o m m e r -
ciahsation o f the media . 

T h i s interpretation connects to two themes i n the general h istory o f B r i t a i n . Its 
description o f a revolt against a cultural ehte is part o f a more general account o f the 
erosion o f deference to author i ty (whether based o n b i r t h , weal th , age, education or 
occupation) . A n d its celebration o f the 'egal i tarian ' power o f the med ia consumer 
connects to a more general narrative that describes the r ise o f a consumer society 
and the alleged subversion o f class author i ty by consumer power. 

T h e core o f this med ia narrative is provided by specialist studies that record the 
t r iumphs o f the enterta inment-seeking pubhc over h i g h - m i n d e d V i c t o r i a n elites 
and their heirs : registered for example i n the advent o f the ' n e w j o u r n a l i s m ' i n the 
1880s, the stocking o f l ight fiction i n E d w a r d i a n publ ic hbraries, the expansion 
o f popular music on 1940s and 1960s radio and the cumulat ive popularisat ion 
o f te levis ion. T h i s narrative has as a subsidiary theme an histor ica l account o f the 
pleasure people der ived from the media . 

N e w studies cont inue to fill out this narrative. T h u s a recent study o f the rise o f 
a consumer society i n n ineteenth - century B r i t a i n portrays the g r o w t h o f popular 
j o u r n a h s m as part o f a n efflorescence o f ' b r i g h t colour, hght and entertainment ' i n 
w h i c h life became more fun , fuller and r i c h e r — enhanced by the retail revolut ion 
and the rise o f football , mass t our i sm, bestseUing books and the mus ic haU.^' 

Similarly, another populist study argues that the expansion o f popular music 
o ^ through the gramophone, radio and dance hall immeasurably improved the quality 
g » o f hfe i n interwar B r i t a i n , jus t as cheap food, electricity and better housing did . T h e 
^ ? enormous pleasure derived €rom popular music was allegedly a direct consequence 

g o f its commerciahsation. ' I n an important sense', wr i tes James N o t t , ' the apphcation 
2 ^ o f the profit mot ive to cultural product ion was democratic.'''^ I t meant that music was 
^ ;zi directed towards w h a t people wanted, rather than w h a t disapproving — and some-
_r£2 times snobbish and racist - cultural gatekeepers thought was worthy. N o t t also argues 
S I that commerc ia l popular music dur ing this per iod had vitality, affirmed the ordinary, 
7^ I connected to popular romantic ism and produced sounds and songs that have lasted. 

Ŝ'*', L i k e w i s e , Jeffrey M i l l a r d contrasts the patr ic ian and paternahstic sentiments 

g"| o f those w h o shaped the development o f a publ i c - serv ice broadcasting regime 
( inc lud ing commerc ia l television) i n the 1950s and 1960s w i t h the opportunities 

B% for pleasurable f i i l f iknent created by mult ip le digital te levis ion channels and v i d e o -
3 o o n - d e m a n d i n the twenty- frrst c e n t u r y . T h i s interpretative strand o f media history 
@f2 also continues to generate celebrations o f popular media content, as connected to 

the real , l ived experiences o f ordinary people.^'* 
T h e popuhst tradit ion o f media history has Umitations, a n d is not the dynamic 

force that i t was d u r i n g neo-hberalism's heydayJt .does not evaluate h o w the r i se o f 
e j itertaitmient impinged o n the democrat ic role o f t h e media . I t mistakenly equates 
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consumer and_ c iv i c equality w i t h s o c i a l m i t fails to 
engage adequately w i t h issues o f cultural quality. E v e n so, i t has i l luminated greatly 
the l i f e -enhanc ing pleasures generated by the rise o f the media . 

Nation building 

T h e l ibera l , feminist , radical and populist traditions be long recognisably to the 
same intel lectual family. T h e y recount med ia history i n relat ion to different fprrns 
o f power - pol i t ical , e conomic and soc ia l / cu l tura l . T h e y also intersect, overlap 
and confi-ont each other i n ways that indicate a troubled relationship o f affinity. 
H o w e v e r , there are three other estabhshed narratives w h i c h have only a tangential 
relationship to this core o f media history. B u t w h a t they have to say is important . 

T h e 'anthropological ' narrative is inspired by the insight that the nat ion is pardy 
a cu l tura l construct and explores the role o f the media i n fostering an imag inary 
sense o f nat ional c o m m u n i o n . T h e U K is i n fact a relatively ' n e w ' nat ion : created 
formal ly ( though there h a d been a histor ica l bu i ld -up) through the pol i t i ca l u n i o n 
o f E n g l a n d and Wales with Scodand i n 1707 and the constitutional u n i o n o f B r i t a i n 
and I re land i n 1801 (fol lowed by a messy divorce w i t h most o f I re land i n 1921) . 
T h e emergent media system, i t is argued, played a significant part i n bond ing this 
conglomerate o f nations and forging a sense o f b e i n g ' B r i t i s h ' . 

T h u s , p r i n t med ia helped to foster a B r i t i s h national ident i ty i n the eighteenth 
century pr inc ipa l ly through Protestant b igotry and antagonism towards C a t h o l i c 
France ( w i t h w h o m B r i t a i n was at w a r for m u c h o f t h e c e n t u r y ) . T h i s became 
overlaid i n the n ineteenth century by a sense o f i m p e r i a l superiority, expressed 
i n a hubr ist i c v i e w o f nat ional character, and i n the first h a l f o f the twent ieth 
century by w i d e l y diffused images o f B r i t a i n as an Arcadia.^** H o w e v e r , the dechne 
o f Protestantism and the d ismandement o f the empire after 1945 u n d e r m i n e d 
the traditional concept ion o f Br i t i shness , w h i l e conventional visualisations o f 

I S B r i t a i n as an unchang ing Constable paint ing d id not accord w i t h a n e w stress o n 
Q S modernity . W i t h difficulty, and still i n a contested f o r m , a weaker national ident i ty 

emerged after 1970, a time w h e n the U K j o i n e d the E E C (1973) and was exposed 
to increased globahsing influences. T h i s took the f o r m o f a mul t i cu l tura l , m u l t i -

^ § ethnic , p lura l understanding o f Br i t ishness . T h u s , the optimistic c la im is that B r i t i s h 
3 " 1 national identity, forged or ig inal ly through religious hatred and racist imper ia l i sm, 
"̂•̂  ^ evolved to inc lude people o f all rehgions and none and to embrace people o f 

different ethnic backgrounds. 
R e c e n t research has extended this relatively n e w narrative, g i v ing i t greater depth 

I and fine-grained detail. F o r example, James Chapman 's examinat ion o f B r i t i s h 
histor ical films between the 1930s and 1990s argues persuasively that these f i lms say 

g S as m u c h about the t ime they were made as about the past.^^ A m o n g other things, 
U his study draws attention to a deepening sense o f national dechne d u r i n g the 1950s. 

R i c h a r d Weight's study o f patr iot ism between 1940 and 2000 is especially i l l u m i 
nat ing about the attempt, Mrith strong press support, to reverse this sense o f national 
decline d u r i n g the 1980s through the pro ject ion o f B r i t a i n as a recuperated nat ion , 
the v i c t o r o f the short, exc i t ing Falklands War , and further regenerated through 
a re turn to traditional values ( w i t h an i m p l i e d single ethnicity).^* T h i s fai led to 

•a <N 
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capture permanent ly the national imaginat ion , We ight argues, and gave w a y by 
the 1990s to a looser, more inclusive and mult ip le understanding o f Br i t ishness . 
H o w e v e r , a sense o f be ing B r i t i s h has always been mediated through other i d e n t i 
ties, such as class, gender, region a n d membership o f t h e nations o f Scodand, Wales 
and Uls ter . A s P a u l W a r d argues, there is an under ly ing cont inui ty i n the fractured 
and mediated nature o f B r i t i s h national identity between 1870 and the present.^'' 

B u t i f recent research extends ex ist ing l ines o f argument , i t also offers a n e w 
twist by g iv ing more c r i t i ca l attention to identi f icat ion w i t h the 'national regions ' . 
T h i s reor ientat ion has g iven rise to ground-breaking research into Engl ishness . 
R i c h a r d Co l l s argues that a sense o f Engl ishness was b u r i e d inside the m y t h o l o -
gis ing o f t h e ' A n g l o - B r i t i s h imper ia l state', and came to be v i e w e d as synonymous 
w i t h Br i t i shness . B u t this equation o f E n g l a n d and B r i t a i n was u n d e r m i n e d first by 
the death o f i m p e r i a h s m (a project i n w h i c h aU countries o f t h e U K had a shared 
investment) and then by pohtical devolut ion. H o w e v e r , the E n g h s h f ound diff iculty 
i n expressing their sub-nat ional ident i ty partly because readily available images o f 
E n g l a n d were so outdated. A s R i c h a r d C o l l s eloquently puts i t , ' i s land races, garden 
hearts, industr ia l landscapes, ecclesiological villages, fixed properties, ordered r e l a 
tionships, native peoples, cul tural survivals , n o r t h e r n gr i t , southern c h a r m , r u r a l 
redemption , ru le B r i t a n n i a — all these discourses persist, but w i t h less conv i c t i on ' . 
T h i s portrait o f 'Enghshness ' as a b u r i e d , inarticulate sense o f c ommonal i ty accords 
w i t h K r i s h a n K u m a r ' s subsequent study, w h i c h argues that a n E n g l i s h identity was 
dehberately repressed for the sake o f i m p e r i a l and national un i ty ( w i t h clear para l 
lels to the A u s t r o - H u n g a r i a n and R u s s i a n empires).^' 

H i s t o r i c a l explorat ion o f Enghshness has been accompanied by renewed interest 
i n W e l s h and Scots national identity (and a b o o m i n good, revisionist books about 
I r i s h nat ional ism that lies outside this r e v i e w ) . Espec ia l ly notable is a study o f the 
media i n W a l e s . T h e W e l s h region o f t h e B B C (radio) was established i n 1937; a 
W e l s h I T V company i n 1958; a uni f i ed W e l s h B B C television service i n 1964; and 

E S the W e l s h te levis ion channel , S iane l Pedwar C y m r u ( S 4 C ) , i n 1982. A l l these i n i t i a -
Q g tives came about part ly as a consequence o f We l sh nationahst pressure and helped 

S 0 0 

- a ts 
i g to sustain a distinctive W e l s h identity. S 4 C played an especially important role i n 

'•B support ing the dec l in ing W e l s h language ( w h i c h is n o w spoken by on ly 20 per cent 
I S § o f W e l s h people) . 

" B u t these developments should not obscure the extent o f national (and p r e d o m i -O U 

rr, 
I nandy Eng l i sh ) dominat ion o f Br i ta in ' s med ia system. B a r l o w and associates po int 

out that, i n 2 0 0 2 , 85 per cent o f daily m o r n i n g papers bought i n Wales came f r o m 
across the border.^'* I n 2 0 0 3 , less than 10 per cent o f t h e output o f B B C l and 2 

g I and I T V l ( H T V ) was produced specifically for We l sh consumpt ion , and m u c h o f 
this was accounted for by news.** W h i l e emphasising the complex factors i n play 

I s i n sustaining r i v a l nat ional identities, this study highhghts j u s t h o w important the 
5 national integration o f the U K ' s media system has been i n supporting an over 

arching B r i t i s h national identity. 
T h e increased attention g iven to ' regional nat ionahsm' is thus an important 

feature o f the w a y i n w h i c h the anthropological narrative is developing.*^ T h i s is 
pardy a response to the revival o f separatism and the estabhshment o f the Scott ish 
Parhament and Welsh N a t i o n a l Assembly i n 1999. 

o 
I E 
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Culture wars 

T h e l ibertar ian media narrative arises f rom different developments i n B r i t i s h 
society. T h e r e was a sustained decUne o f religious behe f and observance from the 
later n ineteenth century onwards. T h e increasing de -Chr i s t ian isat i on o f B r i t a i n , 
c ombined w i t h greater ind iv idua l i sm fostered by capitalism, contr ibuted to the 
advance o f social UberaUsm i n the 1960s. T h i s was f iercely resisted by traditionaUsts, 
w h o sought to t u r n the c lock back. T h e batde between social conservatives and 
social liberals that ensued provides the central theme o f the Ubertarian narrative for 
the second h a l f o f the twent ie th century. 

T h e best -documented part o f this narrative is provided by research into the 
social react ion that took place against 1960s^social UberaUsm. T h i s highUghts the^ 
role o f the media i n generating mora l panics about a. succession o f deviant-groups-
from the 1960s through to t h e T 9 E U s . T T i e media presented these groups i n stereo
typical ffidexaggefat ways ; represented t h e m to be part o f a deeper social malaise; 
mobihsed support for author i tar ian retr ibut ion ; and recharged i n var i ed ways social 
conservatism.** 

R e c e n t w o r k , w i t h i n the l ibertar ian narrative, updates this narrative and offers 
a different provis ional ending. T h u s , one study examines the emergence o f a n e w 
k i n d o f left i n m u n i c i p a l poUtics - o w i n g more to the Sixt ies counter -cu l ture than 
to M a r x i s m or M e t h o d i s m - w h i c h was symboUcaUy annihi lated i n the media 
d u r i n g the 1980s.Yet, its poUtical agenda and some o f its once controversial policies 
became almost mainstream i n the early 2000s, w h e n the Sixt ies generation gained 
control o f leading publ ic inst i tut ions .This outcome 'was because i n B r i t a i n — unhke 
A m e r i c a - progressives were w i n n i n g major batdes i n an unacknowledged culture 
war'.* ' ' 

I f this study suggests that the tide o f social react ion receded after the 1980s 
( though this d id not extend to issues aris ing from i m m i g r a t i o n and terror i sm 

£ d u r i n g the early 2000s) , another survey reappraises the concept o f m o r a l panic , the 
J ^ deus ex machina o f the radical l ibertarian narrative. C h a s C r i t c h e r argues that some 
•g g m o r a l panics were prevented through opposition and~expert in tervent ion (as i n the" 
. 2 ^ '1980s, over A I D S ) ; some were deflected from author i tar ian control towards h a r m 

min imisat ion (as iri^die 1990s, over raves and ecstasy); and some led to ritualistic 
— 22 i l lusions o f effective act ion (as w h e n the complexit ies o f ch i ld abuse were reduced, 
S S i n the late 1990s and early 2000s, to a hue and c r y against 'stranger paedophiles ' ) . 
7^ § T h e concept o f m o r a l panic , concludes C r i t c h e r , is an ' ideal type ' w h i c h , i n reaUty, 
^ takes different forms and has different outcomes.*** T h i s is a signif icandy different 
« ' | posit ion from the depict ion o f t h e m o r a l panic as a m e c h a n i s m for the reassertion 
i £ o f t h e ' contro l cul ture ' that featured i n his earlier, co -authored work.*** 
§1 T h e l ibertar ian narrative exists only i n embryonic f o r m and is i n need o f more 
§ ^ w o r k and clearer def ini t ion. H o w e v e r , one can obtain a glimpse o f h o w i t can be 
g) [2 projected back i n t ime through research into media representations o f ' o u t ' groups. 

T h e s e helped to establish boundaries deUneating w h a t was acceptable. 
D u r i n g the 1880s, the press supported an outcry against gay m e n (accompanied 

by the strengthening o f penal legislation), fo l lowed by a comparable crusade against 
lesbians i n the 1920s. Representat ions o f sexual minor i t ies cont inued to be strongly 
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hostile u n t i l there was a softening o f media homophob ia i n the 1960s (accompa
n ied by the partial decr iminahsat ion o f gay sex) . E v e n so, gay people were often 
presented o n B r i t i s h television i n the 1970s as be ing e ither sil ly or threatening. 
T h e 1980s witnessed a dichotomisation i n T V drama: positive portrayals o f gay 
m e n tended to be conf ined to those w h o appeared reassuringly asexual , w h i l e the 
sexuahsed were more often projected i n strongly negative ways . I t was on ly at the 
t u r n o f t h e century that gay people w e r e more often featured as ' o rd inary ' . ' " T h e 
symbohc t u r n i n g po int was the B r i t i s h T V series Queer As Folk (1999—2000), a 
soap opera set m Manchester 's gay vil lage. I t portrayed, i n br ight p r i m a r y colours, a 
y o u n g generation o f gay m e n as intelhgent, attractive, heterogeneous and ' n o r m a l ' : 
free o f shame or concealment and relatively untouched by the stigmata o f t r a d i 
tional ce l lu lo id representation. T h e perspective o f the series' narrative, the gaze o f 
its camera, even its sex scenes, normahsed rather than pathologised be ing gay. I t 
m a r k e d a milestone o f social change, fo l lowed by legislation i n the early 2000s that 
ended some forms o f cont inuing d i scr iminat ion against gays and lesbians. 

A n o t h e r w a y i n w h i c h the Ubertarian narrative can be extended over t ime is 
through studies o f m o r a l regulation o f t h e media . T h e r e was draconian censorship 
i n the first h a l f o f the twent ie th century (especiaUy i n relat ion to sex, mora l i ty and 
bad language) but this tended to d imin i sh overall d u r i n g the second half. 

Technological determinism 

T h e last o f the alternative interpretations o f media history, technological deter-
n i in i smj jxanscends national frontiers and represents a proposecPmaster narrat ive ' . 

' Instead o f seeing the med ia as l i n k e d to change, i t portrays the med ia - or rather 
communicat ions technology - as be ing the o r i g i n and fount o f change. 

T h e r e are a n u m b e r o f classic studies advancing this posit ion. H a r o l d Inn is 
argues that each n e w m e d i u m o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n changed the organisation o f 

I § society by alter ing dimensions o f t ime and space.'* E l i z a b e t h Eisenste in maintains 
Q o that the p r i n t i n g press contr ibuted to cultural advance i n early m o d e r n E u r o p e 
§M by preserving and m a k i n g more w i d e l y available the inteUectual achievements 

'•BT. o f the past.'^ MarshaU M c L u h a n claims that electronic media fostered a ' r e t r i b a l -
S f f l ised ' , syncretic culture by re-engaging simultaneously the h u m a n senses.'^ Joshua 
S M e y r o w i t z argues that the universal ity o f television changed social relations by 

demysti fying the'other' ." '* 
T h i s tradit ion is n o w be ing renewed through accounts w h i c h argue that the 

Internet is fundamentaUy changing the w o r l d . T h e Internet , w e are told , is ' b l owing 
I i t o T ) i t s ' tradmonaFbusiness strategy;'^ re juvenat ing democracy; '* e m p o w e r i n g the 

p e o p l e ; " inaugurat ing a n e w era o f global enUghtemnent; '* transforming h u m a n 
g 2 sensibility;'** rebui ld ing community ;*" generating a self-expressive culture;*** and 
O u n d e r m i n i n g , w i t h interactive television, estabhshed media empires. 

catt , 

T h e r e is on ly sufficient space here to register br ie f ly t w o points i n relation to 
these studies. A r e v i e w o f the evidence strongly suggests that the o f f i n e w o r l d 
influences the onUne w o r l d — i n part icular its content and use — more than the 
o t h e F w a y around. H o w e v e r , this should not lead us to accept a social determinist 
pos i t ion, the m i r r o r opposite o f technological de termin ism, w h i c h is n o w gaining 
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ground. T h i s last sees the Internet — and by implications aU n e w communicat ions 
technology - as mere ly an extension o f society reproducing, i n a closed loop, its 
culture and social relations. T h i s misses the po int that the specific attributes o f 
internet technology (its internat ional reach, cheapness, interact iv i ty and h y p e r t e x -
tuality) make a difference. Soc ia l de termin ism also tends to present society as a 
s imphfy ing abstraction, instead o f investigating the ways i n w h i c h the architecture, 
content, use and inf luence o f the In terne t have been shaped by interact ing and 
contending forces w i t h i n society that have evolved and changed over time.**^ 

W i d e r issues i n relation to the development o f n e w media cont inue to be 
explored. F o r example, Paddy Scannel l makes an eloquent case that c o m m u n i c a 
tions technology has bui l t a better w o r l d , though most o f his essay is about t e c h 
nology i n general ( from the atomic b o m b to wash ing machines) and is therefore 
utterly i rre levant to a discussion o f med ia development." ' ' G r a h a m M u r d o c k and 
M i c h a e l P i c k e r i n g address one aspect o f the modernist thesis, arguing that the 
telegraph and photography have not automatically promoted c o m m u n i c a t i o n and 
understanding through k i l l i n g distance: i n fact, they have been misused to extend 
control and to impede understanding through objectification.*^ I n a s imi lar v e i n , 
M e n a h e m B l o n d h e i m argues that the starting po int o f m a n y inf luential t e c h n o -
determinist accounts — the ir v i e w o f communicat ions technology as autonomous 
- is misleading.** 

Technolog i ca l determinist media history, based o n the argument that n e w media 
technologies have transformed society i n successive waves, has been h ighly i n f l u e n 
tial. B u t i t has hmitations and is i n need o f academic revis ion . 

Lost narratives 
^ W h e r e does this leave us? T h e obvious n e x t step is to construct alternative syntheses 
2 gS: o f the seven narratives i n a batde o f meta-narratives . H o w e v e r , rather than recap i tu -
I § late m y o w n outUne vers ion,* ' i t is perhaps more usefial to reflect u p o n w h a t has 
Q o been left out o f this review. 

i g I set about w r i t i n g m y or ig ina l essay, after some in i t ia l difficulty, by hsting o n 
'•BT. a sheet o f paper key trends i n B r i t i s h h istory and then reflecting u p o n w h a t the 
IS § available media-histor ica l hterature said i n relation to each o f these. Some trends 
3 I had to omi t because there was no relevant media histor ica l research to sustain a 
^- § 'narrat ive ' . T h e six trends that surv ived this w i n n o w i n g process were : (1) nat ional 

uni f i cat ion ; (2) mass democracy; (3) defeat o f social ism; (4) advance o f w o m e n ; (5) 
'^^.s r ise o f consumer society; and (6) dechne o f r e l i g i o n / m o r a l tradit ionahsm. 

B u t this leaves out important developments i n the history o f B r i t a i n i n w h i c h 
the med ia played a part. I t is w o r t h d r a w i n g attention to four 'lost narratives ' , i n 

I i particular, w h i c h fai led to make the s h o r d i s t . T h e y m e r i t furtheFinvest igat ion . 
O T h e most g lar ing omission is the bu i ld ing o f the welfare state, l i n k e d to a 
® ^ ' re formist ' narrative o f med ia development. Adapt ing rather freely a celebrated essay 

by the social democratic theorist T . H . Marshall** i t is possible to see B r i t i s h h istory 
as an evo lv ing , coUective struggle for secur ing h u m a n rights: c i v i l r ights (notably 
the r i g h t to assembly and equal jus t i ce ) , poUtical rights (the r ight to vote) , social 
rights ( inc lud ing access to free health care and social security) and cultural rights 

eapt, 
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( inc lud ing access to ' cu l tura l pr iv i l ege ' , public-affairs in f o rmat ion and symbol i c 
representation). T h e first o f these t w o struggles had been largely (but not w h o l l y ) 
w o n by 1918. T h e p e r i o d f rom 1918 to the present m a r k e d the intensi f icat ion o f 
the collective batde for social and cul tural entidements. L a t e n i n e t e e n t h - and early 
twent i e th - century advances i n social welfare were gready extended i n the 1940s to 
inc lude state protect ion ' f rom the cradle to the grave' . I n the cul tural sphere, n i n e 
teenth-century advances — free e lementary schools, publ ic hbraries, parks, museums 
and galleries — were extended i n the n e x t century through the expansion o f free 
education, publ i c - serv ice broadcasting, creative arts subsidies and the creation o f 
the free W o r l d W i d e Web . 

T h i s historical perspective bears some resemblance to that proposed by G r a h a m 
M u r d o c k . * ' R o s s M c K i b b i n ' s f ine study is a key source for this narrative, s h o w i n g 
the w a y i n w h i c h a sohdaristic working-c lass culture, supported by popular enter 
ta inment , reached its zen i th o f confidence and inf luence i n the 1940s.''° E l e m e n t s 
o f this narrative are to be f ound i n a study by James C u r r a n and J e a n Seaton, w h i c h 
dwells , i n three chapters, o n the 1940s, a time w h e n m u c h o f t h e media system 
( inc lud ing a radicalised section o f the w a r t i m e press) contr ibuted to bu i ld ing a 
consensus i n favour o f a consohdated welfare state.^^ T h i s study also di f ferent i 
ates between the positive role o f pubhc-serv ice broadcasting ( inc lud ing regulated 
commerc ia l T V ) and o f the web , and the negative role o f a debased press - a theme 
pardy shared w i t h other histories.'** T h i s c r i t i ca l celebration o f pubhc -serv ice b road 
casting is supported by other studies document ing the development o f innovative 
publ i c -serv ice T V j ourna l i sm; '^ the B B C ' s struggle to defend publ ic -serv ice v irtues 
under siege;*"* pubhc-serv ice T V ' s extension o f symbohc representation i n the 
second h a l f o f the twent ieth century; '^ and, o f course, Asa B r i g g s ' ( 1 9 6 1 - 8 5 ) h i s t o iy 
o f the B B C . * " " M o r e generally, there is a strong historical tradit ion o f pol icy analysis 
that exainines successfiil and failed attempts to r e f o r m the media and to resist n e o -
l iberal transformation (although some o f these authors w o u l d object v e h e m e n d y 
to be ing characterised as ' reformist ' h i s tor ians ) . ' ' 'There are r i c h secondary materials 

Q o available for the development o f a reformist media history, especially i n the t w e n -
§ § tieth century. B u t these are current ly too fragmented, and more important ly their 

'•B ?! perspectives are too internal ly d iv ided, for this proto -history to make i t into the 
^ ffl ' c anon ' o f established media -h is tor i ca l narratives. B u t there is a gap here that needs 

to be filled. 
T h e second miss ing d imens ion is a narrat ive that describes the d istr ibut ional 

2 S batdes be tween social classes i n terms o f power, status a n d mater ia l rewards, and 
'̂ _ .̂2f describes the evo lv ing role o f t h e media i n re lat ion to these. S u r v e y i n g the last tw'o 
I I centur ies , there have been t w o major losers: the aristocracy, w h i c h used to ru le 
"^j^ B r i t a i n (but does so no longer ) , and the w o r k i n g class, w h i c h was once a power fu l 
g ^ po l i t i ca l , e conomic and cu l tura l force but w h i c h has n o w contracted, subdiv ided 

U " ^ and i n important respects lost ground. T h e great v i c tors have been key sectors o f 
the bourgeoisie best adapted to the globalising economy. A class media narrative 
can be constructed for the nineteenth century, but - because o f the present state 
o f research and shi ft ing fashion — it loses coherence by the later twent ie th century. 
I n essence, this w o u l d be a more ambit ious vers ion o f the radical narrat ive w e 
have now. 
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T h e t h i r d lost d imens ion is the rise o f t h e B r i t i s h e conomy (and associated gains 
i n l i v i n g standards and j o b creation) paired w i t h an economic history o f t h e B r i t i s h 
media . B r i t a i n became the 'first industr ia l nat ion ' , was overtaken by the U S and 
then evolved into a service-based economy. T h i s seems to have parallels w i t h the 
development o f B r i t i s h media . I m p e r i a l B r i t a i n played a key role i n the develop
ment o f telegraph technology and o f news agencies. B u t i t was the U S , not B r i t a i n , 
w h i c h pioneered industrial ised, mass j o u r n a h s m , w h i l e H o l l y w o o d l o cked horns 
w i t h , a n d defeated, the B r i t i s h f d m industry by 1910. B r i t a i n fai led also to capitaUse 
on the construct ion o f a pioneer digital computer i n 1944 and its prominent role 
i n the development o f packet -swi tch ing n e t w o r k technology d u r i n g the 1960s.Yet, 
B r i t a i n became (and remains) the second biggest exporter o f T V programmes i n 
the w o r l d . W h e t h e r there are l inks between the successes and failures o f t h e B r i t i s h 
e conomy and o f the B r i t i s h creative industries w o u l d be an interesting avenue 
to explore. Stefan S c h w a r z k o p f has made a p ioneer contr ibut i on to this potential 
' narra t ive 'by e x a m i n i n g the A m e r i c a n take-over o f m u c h o f t h e B r i t i s h advertising 
industry, at a time w h e n m a n y B r i t i s h agencies were s low to respond to the rise o f 
c ommerc ia l television. '* 

A f our th theme was h a l f i n , and h a l f out of, m y review. T h i s featured a t e c h n o 
logical determinist v i e w o f n e w communicat ions technology i n a supranational 
context . I t was not possible to present an alternative vers ion o f this perspective i n 
a U K context , g iven the exist ing nature o f research. G o o d w o r k has been done i n 
this general area, but p r i m a r i l y l imi ted to researching influences shaping c o n u n u -
nications technology and most ly i n other c o u n t r i e s . " B u t i t w o u l d be interesting 
to develop a national account o f h o w n e w communicat ions technology changed 
B r i t i s h pohtics , culture and social relations. 

Retrospect 
§SS 
E ^ I n short, w h a t I came up w i t h was necessarily h igh ly selective. I t offered only a 
Q g partial account , dictated by w h a t was available rather than w h a t was needed. B u t , 
§ g hopefiilly, its portrayal o f h o w the med ia contr ibuted to the m a k i n g o f m o d e r n 

'•B T. B r i t a i n - as a series o f compet ing narratives - w i l l provoke fiirther discussion and 
serve as an antidote to the narrowness o f too m u c h media history. '"" 

O f course, specialist studies provide the essential bu i ld ing blocks o f al l areas 
\ o f enquiry. B u t i t is also important to advance a tradit ion o f media history that 

"CjS seeks ambit iously to situate historical investigation o f t h e med ia i n a w i d e r societal 
^_.S2 context . I n due course, this approach should w i d e n the context still fiirther through 

O (U 

I § comparative research. ' " ' 
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