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Chapter one

Changing paradigms in audience studies

David Morley *
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Elfects, uses, and decodings

The history of audience studies during the post-war period can be seen as a series
of oscillations between perspectives which have stressed the power of the tcxt'{ﬁr
frlessag:':} over its audiences and perspectives which have siressed the barriers
‘|‘.m.-:r|_4:s:n!13" the audience from the potential effects of the mmagef The [irst
Position is most obviously represented by the whole wradition of effects studies

mobilizing a hypedermic model of media influence, in which the media are mm
as having the power to “inject” their audiences with particular messages which
will cause them 1o behave in a particular way. This has involved, from the right

perspectives which would sce the media causing the breakdown of “tr:.-.d{tiunni
valt!:.s" and, from the lef, perspectives which see the media cavsing their
audience to remain quicscent in political terms, or causing them to inhahit some
form of false consciousness,

One I'_inds curious contradictions here.’On the one hand, wlevision is accused
of retucing its audience to the status of “zombies" or “glassy-eyed dupes” who
consume a constant diet of predigested junk food, churned out by the media
"suusa_;-;r: factory™ and who suffer the'anaesthetic effccts of this addictive and
narcotic substance.” However, at the same time as iclevision has been held
responsible for causing this kind of somnambulant state of mind (as aresull of the
viewers' consumption of this “chewing gum for the eycs"]"lclcvisinﬂ has also
been accused of making us do all manner of things, most notably in the debates
a{‘nund television and violence — where it has been argued that the viewing of
violent {clcvisiun content will cause viewers 10 go out and commit violent acts.!
Onc point of interest here is that these “ielevision zombies™ are always other
people. Few people think of their own use of television in this way. It is a theory
about what television does (o other, more vulnerable people.

The second key perspective has been the work that has developed principally
rom the Yises and gratifications school. Within that perspective, the viewer is

redited with an active role, and it is then a question, as Halloran puis it, of
Inqkmg at what people do with the media rather than what media do 10 them ?
Thiz argument was obviously of great significance in moving the debate forward
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“lo begin to look at the active engagement of the audience with the medium and
with the particular television programs that they might be walching. One key
advance which was developed by the uses and gratifications perspective was that
of the variability of response and interpretation. From this parspective one carn no
longer talk about the “effects™ of a miessage on a homogencous mass audience
who are expected to be affected in the same way. However, the limitation is that
the *uses and gratifications™ perspective_remains_ingdividuglistic, in so far as
differences of response or interpretation are ultimately awributed to individual
differences of nality or psychology. Clearly, uses and gratifications does
represent a signilicant advance on effects theory, in so far as it opens up the

question of differential interpretation. However, it remains severely limited by its i

insufficiently sociological or cultural perspective, in so far as everything is
reduced 1o the level of variations of individual psychology. It was against this
background thal Swart Hall's encoding/decoding model of communication was
developed at the Centre for Contemporary Culiural Studies, as an atiempt (o take
forward insights which had emerged within each of these other perspectives.t [t
took, from the effects theorists, the notion that mass communication is a
structured activity, in which the institutions which produce the messages do have
" power to set agendas, and to define issues. This is to move away from the idea
of the power of the medium to make a person behave in a certain way (as a direct
effect which is caused by stimulus provided by the medium) but it is to hold on
to a notion of the role of the media in seiting agendas and providing cultural
categories and frameworks within which members of the culture will tend 1o
operate. The mode! also atlempied to incorporate, from the uses and gratifications
perspective, the model of the active viewer making meaning from the signs and
symbols which the media provide. However, it was also designed to take on
board, from the work developed within the interpretative and normative
paradigms, the concern with the ways in which responses and interpretations arc
structured and patterned at a level beyond that of individual psychologies. The
model was also, critically, informed by semiological perspectives focusing on the
question of how communication “works.” The key focus was on the realization
that we are, of course, dealing with signs and symbols which only have meaning
within the terms of reference supplied by codes (of ene sort or another) which the
audience shares, 1o some greater or lesser extent, with the producers of messages.

In short, the encoding/decoding model was designed to provide a synthesis of
insights that had come out of a series of differenl perspectives — commun ication
theory, semiology, sociology, and psychology — and to provide an overall model
ol the communication circuit as it operated in its social contexl. It was concemed
with matters of ideological and cultural power and it was concerned with shifting
the ground of debate so that emphasis moved to the consideration of how it was
possible for meaning 1o be produced. It attempted to develop the argument that
we should look not for the meaning of a text, but for the conditions of a practice
— i.e. 1o examine the foundations of communication, but crucially, 1o examine
those foundations as social and cultural phenomena, This was the point of interest
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in socio-linguistics and in the connections with debates in the sociclogy of
education (most notably around the work of Basil Bemnstein) which was evident
in the early development of the encoding/decoding model.* It was also connected
to the field of political sociclogy and notably with the waork of Frank Parkin, in
so {ar as his theory of meaning sysiems which might exist within a given society
(dominant, negotiated and oppositional) provided the basis of the three decoding
“potentials™ identified in the encoding/decoding model.* However, it remains a
limited model, in so far as it simply provides for the three logical possibilities of
the receiver either sharing, partly sharing, or not sharing the cade in which the
message is sent and therefore, 10 that extent, bei ng likely 10 make a dominant,
negotiated, or oppositional decoding of the encoded message. Further, following
the encounter with the work of Hymes, Bourdieu, and Bemnstein the encodingf
decoding model also represented an attempt to develop an analysis of the role of
social structure in distributing different forms of cultural compelence throughout
the different sections of the media audience *

In the more recent period, a whole number of shortcomings with the encoding/
decoding model of communication have been identificd.” These criticisms
concem, for inslance, the extent to which the model tends 1o conceive of
language merely as a conveyor belt for preconstiluted meanings or messages; the
way in which it tends 10 confuse textual meaning with the conscious intentions of
broadcasiers; and the tendency 1o blur together under the heading of "decoding"
what are probably best thought of as Separale processes along the axes of
comprehension/incomprehension, as opposed to agreement/disagreement with
the propositional content of messages, Furthermore, the concept of the preferred
reading, which is of course central 1o the encodingfdecoding model, has been
subjected to a number of criticisms. At one level one can ask how specific the
concept of preferred reading is to the field of news and current allairs television
(within which the encoding/decoding model was first applied). How one might
effectively transfer that model 1o the analysis of fictional television remains a
problem. There are also further problems about the exact status of the “preferred
reading,” Is it something which is in the text (a propery of the text) or is it
something which can be generated from the lext by certain methods of semi-
ological analysis, or is it a statement, or prediction by the analyst, as (o how most
members of the audience will em pirically read a given program or message?

There are then a number of problems with the model and in particular with the
concept of preferred reading as specified in that model. However, [ would still
want to defend the model's usefulness, in so far as it avoids slidi ng straight from
the notion of a text as having a determinate meaning (which would necessarily
impose itsell in the same way on all members of the audience) o an equally
absurd, and opposite position, in which it is assumed that the text is completely
"open” to the reader and is merely the site upon which the reader constructs
meaning. This latter “reader as writer” position scems 10 unite theories as
apparently distanced as those of “uses and gratifications™ and many forms of
“postmodem” theory. In cither case, any notion of particular forms of textual
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organizalion as constraints on the production of meaning disappear entirely and
the text is seen as infinitely (and equally) open to all interpretations. The point of
the preferred reading model was 10 insist that readers are, ol course, engaged in
productive work, but under determinate conditions, Those dete rminate
conditions are of course supplied both by the text, the producing institution and
by the social history of the audience,

Psychoanalytic theories of the subject

The other key perspective on the audience which has been developed in recent
years is the body of work, principally within film theory, based on a psycho-
analytic perspective, which is concerned with the positioning of the stbject by
the text.

Despite the theoretical sophistication of much of this work, in oflering a more
developed model of text/subject relations it has, until now, contributed litle o
the empirical study of the audience. This is for the simple reason that those
working in this wadition have, on the whole, been content to “deduce™ audience
respanses from the structure of the text. To this extent, and despite the theoretical
advances achieved by this work in other respects, | would argue that the psycho-
analytically based work has ultimately mobilized what can be seen as another
version of the hypodermic theory of effects — in so far as it is, at Jeast in its initial
and fundamental formulations, a universalist theory which allempls 10 gccount
for the way in which the subject is necessarily positioned by the text. The diff-
iculty, in terms of audicnce studies, is that this body of work, premised as itis on
universalist criteria, finds it difficult to provide the theoretical space within which
one can allow for, and then investigate, differential readings, interpretations, or
responses on the part of the audience. This is so quite simply because the theory,
in effect, tries to explain any specific instance of the fexvreader relationship in
terms of a universalist theory of the formation of subjects in general,

From within this perspective emphasis falls on the universal, primary,
psychoanalytic processes through which the dubject is constituted. The text is
then understood as reproducing or replaying this primary positioning, which is
then the foundation of any particular reading, My argument would be that, in fact,
we need 1o question the assumption that all specific discursive effects can be
reduced to, and explained by, the functioning of a single, universal set of psychic
mechanisms — which is rather like a theory of Platonic forms, which find their
cxpression in any particular instance. The key issue is that this form of
psychoanalytic theory poses the problem of the politics of the signifier (the
struggle over ideclogy in language) exclusively at the level of the subject, rather
than at the intersection between constituted subjeets and specific discursive
positions — i.e. at the site of interpellation, where the discursive subject is
recognized o be operating in interdiscursive space.

In making this argument, 1 follow Stuart Hall's critique of the Lacunian
perspective. Hall argues that “without further work, further specification, the
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mechanisms of the Oedipus complex in the discourse of Freud and Lacan are
universalist, trans-historical and therefore ‘essentialist.'™ To that extent, Hall
argues, these concepls, in their universalist forms, cannot usefully be applied,
without further specification and claboration, to the analysis of historically
specific social formations,

This is to altempl to hold on to the distinction between the constitution of the
subject as a general (or mythical) moment and the moment when the subject in
general is interpellated by the discursive formation of specific sociefies. That is
to insist on the distinction between the formation of subjeets for language, and the
recruitment of specific subjects o the subject positions of discursive formations
through the process of interpellation. It is also to move away from the assumption
!hamvcnr specific reading is already determined by the primary structure of sub-
Ject positions and 10 insist that these interpellations are not given and absolute,
but rather, are conditional and provisional, in so far as the strugple in ideology
takes place precisely through the articulation/disarticulation of interpellations.
This is 10 lay stress on the possibility of contradictory interpellations and 1o em-
ph_asize the unstable, provisional, and dynamic properties of subject positioning.
It is also to recognize that subjects have histories and that past interpeliations
affect present ones, rather than 1o “deduce” subjects from the subject positions
offered by the text and 10 argue that readers are not merely bearers or puppels of
their unconscious positions. It is to insist, with Volosinov, on the “multiaccent-
uality of the sign™ which makes it possible for discourse 1o become an arena of
struggle.”

However, it must also be recognized that, within this psychoanalytic
perspective itself, the gap beiween real, empirical readers and the “inscribed”
ones construcied and marked in and by the text has increasingly been recognized.
Ta _lhut extent real readers can then be seen o be subjects in history, living in
social formations, rather than mere subjects of a single text (cf. the distinction
between the inscribed reader of the text and the social subject who is invited to
take up this position). This is further to recognize that address isnot synonymous
with textual address, and that particular positions are a product of textual address
in conjunction with the immediate discourses and apparatuses that surround and
support it, and that the social subject always exceeds the subject implied by the
text. We can point here to the work of Paul Willemen and Steve Neale who
developed this break with the ahistorical and unspecificd use of the category of
the subject.'® It follows from this break that the meaning produced by the
encounter of text and subject cannot be read straight off from textual
characteristics or discursive strategies. We have 1o take into account what Neale
50 aptly described as “the use 10 which a particular text is put, its function within
a mf!iculnrcunjun:mm. in particular institutional spaces, in relation to particular
audicnces.™" This is, further, to recognize that the meaning of the text will also
be :ur!strunu:d differcniy depending an the discourses, knowledges, prejudices,
or resistances brought to bear on the iext by the reader. One crucial factor
delimiting this will, of course, be the reperivire of discourses at the disposal of
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different audiences, and the individual's position in the social formation will tend
1o determine which sets of discourses a given subject is likely to have access to,
nnd thus 1o bring 1o their encounter with the text.

These then are, in my view, the main difficultics with much recent psycho-
analytic work, in so far as it is a theoretical perspective which presumes @ uni-
lateral fixing of a position for the reader, imprisoning him or her in its structure,
50 as to produce a singular and guaranteed effcct. The text, of course, may offor
the subject specific positions of intelligibility, it may operate to prefer cenain
readings above others; what it cannot do is 1o guarantee them — that must always
be an empirical gquestion, This is, in part, because the subject that the text
encounters is, as Pecheux has argued, never a "mw” or "unacculturated” subject,
Readers are always already [ormed, shaped as subjects. by the ideclogical
discourses which have operated on them prior to their encounter with the text ine
queslion.™

If we are to theorize the subject of television, it has 1o be theorized in its
cultural and historical specificily, an arca where psychoanalytic theory is
obviously weak. ILis only thus that we can move beyvond a theory of the subjeet
which has reference only to universal, primary psychoanalytic processes, and
only thus that we can allow a space in which one can recognize that the strugple
over ideology also takes place at the moment of the encounter of lext and subject
and is not "always already” predetermined at the psychoanalytic level.

Valeric Walkerdine has recently produced an analvsis which addresses the
question of how a psychoanalytic mods of analysis might be developed while
avoiding the problems of “universalism®™, Walkerdine sets out o offer an
understanding of a particular working-class family’s viewing habits and
pleasures (and, in particular, the pleasure which the husband derives from
walching Lthe Rocky films) within the terms of what she describes as an
“ethnography of the unconscious," Her concern is with “the production of
subjectivily in the dctual regulative practices of daily life” and with the
“effectivity of filmic representations within the lived relations of domestic
practices.” In particular, Walkerdine aims to avoid the comman problem
associated with psychoanalytic accounts which tlend o “impose universalistic
meanings on particularistic viewing situations.”? Walkerdine offers an
illuminating analysis of a class-specific mode of masculinity. Thus, in seeking Wb
understand this working-class man’s obsession with the Rocky [ilms, rather than

simply undesstanding the Gighling in the lilms as "macho violence” (and thus the
approprizle object of pathologizalion in a liberal anti-sexist discourse),
Walkerdine examines it in relation 1o this man's own understanding of himsell as
a “fighter,” struggling to defend his (and his family's) rights in an oppressive ¥
gystem. Thus, for this working-class man, for whom advancement through
mental labor i not an option, there remaing only the body — and the strugele for
advancement is then expressed cither through manual labor, or ultimanely,
through fighting, From this perspective then
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I'lghling is & key term in a discourse of powerlessness, of 2 constant struggle
not to sink, to getrights, not to be pushed out. In that lived historicity fighting
15 quite specific in its meaning, and therefore not coterminous with what
fighting would mean in a professional middic class household. This is an
argument against a universalism of meaning, reading and interpretation. '

From my own point of view, Walkerdine's analysis is of intcrest not simply on
account of }hc important “"break” which it makes by developing a mode of
analysis derived from psychoanalytic theory which is, for once, historically and
contextually specific, but also because it opens up the whole question of how we
understand the specilic conditions of formation of “pleasures™ for particular
Eroups al any one historical moment,

Maoreover, the idea of the determining effectivity of the single text which has
Im"". the comersione of much film theory is not simply deficient when we
consider the role of promotional material within the cinema. It is certainly
de Ficicnl when we consider the consumption of television, given the higher level
ol interpenctration of different materials across the flow of telovision scheduling.
In l!us conlext, Nick Browne has usefully suggesicd a notion of the televisual text
which is quite different from the traditional notion of the discrete and separate
lext. He proposes the concept of the “supenext” which consists of “the particular
program and all the introductory and interstitial materinls — chiclly announce-
menis and ads — considered in its specific position in the schedule.” He thus
argues that the

relevant context for the analysis of form and meaning of the television text
consists of its relation to the schedule, that is, to the world of television and
secondly, of the relation of the schedule to the structure and cconomics of the
work week of the general population.!®

As Larry Grassberg has put it, “not only is every media event mediated by other
texts, but it’s almost impossible to know whal constitules the bounded text which
might be interpreted or which is acally consumed."" This is because the text
docs not occupy a lixed position bui is always mobilized, placed, and articulated
with other texts in different ways.

Huwn:.v:r. it can be objected that this pew emphasis upon intertextality runs
several risks, notably that contextual issues will overwhelm and overdetermine
texts and their specificity. The question is whether, in following this route, we run
the danger of arriving at a point in which the text is simply dissolved into its
readings,

Texts and readings

The primary issue _w]]ich contemporary work has apened up in this connection
concerns the definition of the text itsell. To what extent can we slill usefully
speak of the separale texl, as opposed (o what has variously been described as the
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“paratext” or the “supertext™? I want to begin here by referring to Tony Bennett's
waork on the problems for textual analysis highlighted in his case study of the
“Jarmes Bond” phenomenoi.’™ In that siwdy, Bennett quotes Pierre Macherey as
asking what studying a specilic text should entail. Macherey argues that studying
a text involves studying not just the text, but also everything which has been
written about it, everything which has collected on it or become aunached to it
like shells on a rock by the seashore, forming a whole encrustation. At that point
the very idea of a separable text becomes problematic. Macherey moves us
toward a perspective on the text which, rather than looking at it as a given and
separable entity, is concerned with the history of its use and its inscription into a
variety of different material, social, and institutional contexts. ™

John Fiske has called for a re-theorization of the welevisual text, which would
allow us to investigate its openness by mobilizing Barthes' distinction between
“work" and *“text.” Barthes argued that the work is the physical construct of
signifiers, that becomes a "“text” only when read.' The text, in this formulation,
is nevera fixed or stable thing but is continually being recreated out of the work.
Fiske has extended this argument toward the idea of a “readers’ liberation
movement,” involving a theory of audicnce reading which

asseris the reader s right to moke, out of the program, the ext that connects the
discourses of the program with the discourses through which hefshe lives
his/her social experience, and thus for program, socicty and reading subject 1o
come together in an active, creative living of culture in the moment of
reading.®

While I sympathize with this concern with “readers’ rights,” | would argue that
the concepl of rights in this contex! is problematic, in so far as it is perhaps lessa
question of the readers’ nights o make out of a program whatever meaning they
wish (which presumably involves a moral or philosophical discourse concerning
“rights” in general) than a guestion of power — i.e. the presence or absence of the
power or cultural resources necessary 1o make certain types of meaning (which
is, ultimately, an empirical question),

Jane Feuer has usefully identificd a number of the problems which lurk around
here. As she notes, from the standpoint of the reception theories on which Bennett
draws, the gquestion of what constitutes the text is extremely complex, As she
notes, from this perspective it becomes increasingly hard o separate the text from
ils contemporary encrusiations — fan magazines, the ads, the product tie-ins, the
books, the publicity articles and so on, and indeed, the very sense of attlempting
this separation is called into question, Feuer's argument is that this approach
endlessly defers the awribution of meaning, Whereas Bennett argues that “the lext
is never available for analysis excepl in the context of its activations,” as Feuer
puts it,

the reception theorist is asking us to read those activations, 1o read the text of
the reading formation, Thus, audience response criticism becomes another
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form of interpretation, the text for which is now relocated. [T we ke the
conceptof the “openness” . .. of a text 1o its logical extreme, we have mercly
ﬂiﬁplf.!l:l:d the whole problem of interpretation, for the audience responses also
canstilule a representation, in this case a linguistic discourse, In displacing the
fext onto l!:t.-: audience, the receplion theorist constantly risks falling back into
an empiricism of the subject, by granting a privileged status to the
mierpretations of the audience over those of the critie @

In Fcu-.:rl's [ﬂrlrnulnlinn. the problem is that when one atlempis 1o combine this
perspectve with empirical audience work,

the authors begin by reacting against theorics which assume that the tex) hasa
total deierminity over the audience. They then atempl to read their own
audience data. In each case, the critic reads another text, that is 1o say, the 1ext
of the audience discourse. For the empirical researcher, granting a privileged
siatus 1o the audience response does not create a problem. But it does for those
reception theorists who acknowledge the texiual stats of the auclisnce
response. They then have 10 read the unconscious of the audience without
benefit cl:—r the therapeutic situation, or they can relinquish the psychoanalytic
conceplion of the subject —in which case there is a tendency (o privilege the
conscious or easily articulated response,

Feuer concludes that studics of this type are not necessarily “gaining any greater
dccess 1o the spectator’s unconscious responses 10 texts than do the more
speculative a_u!:mpu: by film theorists 1o imagine the possible implications of
speclalor positioning by the texy, "2

l.'.‘er_mj:l'ﬂy. much of the audience work discussed here (including my
own) is inevitably subject 1o the prablems of reflexivity that Feuer raises

In my own research® [ have offered the reader a “reading" of the r.nns-
supplicd by my respondents — those texts themselves being the respondents’
accounts of their own viewing behavior, However, in relation 1o the problems of
the stalus of any knowledge that might be produced as a result of this process of
“rcad{ng:-: of readings™ | would still argue that the interview {(nol to mention other
I:Et‘l!ﬂlﬂl:lbs such as participont obscrvation) remains a fundamentally more
appropriate way 1o attempl o understand what audiences do when they watch
‘minvlmn_n than for the analyst 1o simply stay hothe and imagine the possible
implications of how other people might waich television, in the manner which
Feuer suppests,

_ 11_1 the case of my own research, | would accept that in the absence of any
_sngmr!mm element of participant observation of actual hehavior beyond the
meerview situation, | am left only with the stories that respondenis chose o el
me, These :un_rics are, however, themselves both limited by, and indexical of, the
culral and linguistic frames of reference which respondents have availabie 1o

them, through which to articulate their responses, though, as Feuer rightly notes
these are limited 1o the level of conscious rcsponses, .
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However, a number of other points also need to be made. The first concerns
the supposedly lesser validity of respondenis’ accounts of behavior, as opposed
1o observations of actual behavior. The problem here is that observing behavior
always leaves open the question of interpretation. I may be abserved o be siting,
staring at the TV screen, but this behavior would be equally compatible with total
fascination or tolal boredom on my part = and the distinction will not necessarily
be readily accessible from observed behavioral clues. Moreaver, should you wish
to understand what 1 am doimng, it would probably be as well 1o ask me. 1 may
well, of course, lie to you or otherwise misrepresent my thoughts or feelings, for
any number of purposes, but at least, through my verbal responses, you will begin
to get some access 10 the kind of language, the critena of distinction and the types
of categorizations, through which 1 construct my (conscious) world. Without
these clues my TV viewing (or other behavior) will necessarily remain opague.

The interview method then is to be defended, in my view, not simply for the
access il gives the researcher W the respondents’ conscious opinions and
stnterments but also for the access that it gives 1o the linguistic terms and
categories {the “logical scaffolding” in Wiligensiein's terms™) through which
respondents construct their worlds and their own understanding of their
aclivilies,

The dangers of the "speculative™ approach advocated by Feuer in which the
theorist simply attempts (o imagine the possible implications of spectator
positioning by the text are well illusirated in Ellen Seiter et al.'s critique of Tania
Modleski's work {sce Chapler twelve of this volume), Seiter e al. argue that
Modleski’s analysis of how women soap opera viewers are positioned by the text
— in the manner of the “ideal mother” who understands all the various molives
and desires of the charmeters in a soap opera™ - is in fact premised on an
unexaminged assumplion of a particular white, middle-class social position. Thus,

the subject positioning which Modleski “imagines” that all women will occupy
in relation Lo soap opera texls tums oul, empirically, to be relused by many of the
working-clags women interviewed by Seiter ef al, In short, we see here how the
“speculative” approach can, at times, lead to inappropriate “universalizations™ of
analysis which turn out to be premiged on particular assumptions regarding the
social positioning of the viewer. This is precisely the point of empirical work —
as len Ang puts it, w0 "keep our interpretations sensitive to concrele specificities,
to the unexpected, o history™ — o the possibility ol in Paul Willis" words, "being
surprised, of reaching knowledge not prefigured in one's starting paradigm.”*

Contexis, media, and modes of viewing

The question here is how we might develop a mode of analysis which combines
a focus on the understanding of viewing practices with an understanding of the
readings of specific program malerial in specific contexts. There are three main
issues that I wish to address. One concerns the adeguacy of the traditional model
within film theory, which relates the spectator to the cinema Lext, or film. The
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second concerns the problem of the non-transferability of the modes of viewing
associated with the cinema to the dominant mode of viewing associated with
television. The third is concemned with the need to specify variations within the
different modes of viewing of television.

First, | want to consider the theorization of the film audience, within the
context of the cinema, Predominantly, within film theory, the subject which is
addressed 15 the subject of the lext, i.c. the film. At its simplest, I want to argue
that there is more to the matter than the question of the film text, and that it is
necessary Lo consider the conlext of viewing as much as the objeet of viewing.
Simply put, films traditionally had to be seen in cerain places, and the
undcn_'smnding of such places has to be central 10 any analysis of what “going 1o
the pictures™ has meant, | want o suggest that the whole notion of “'the picture
palace” is as significant as the question of “film." This is o iniroduce the question
of lhc phenomenology of “going to the pictures.” which involves the “social
architecture™ — in terms of décor and ambience — of the context in which [ilms
have predominantly been seen,

Quite simply, this is (o argue that there is more lo eincma-going than seeing
films, There is going out at night, the sense of relaxation com bined with the sense
af fun and excitement, The very name “picture palace™ by which cinemas were
ku-:}‘wn for a long time captures an important part of that experience, Rather than
SEHIT!E individual films, cincma is best understood as having sold a habit, or a
ceriain type of socialized experience. This ex perience involves a whole flavor of
romance and glamor, warmth and color, This is 1o point to the phenomenology of
the whole “moment” of going to the pictures - “the queue, the entrance sialls, the
I'n:.rnlr, cash desk, stairs, comidor, entering the cinema, the gangway, the seats, the
music, the lights fading, darkness, the screen which begins 1o glow as the silk
curtams are opening.”” Any analysis of the film subject which does not lake on
hand these questions — of the context in which the film is consumed — is, 10 my
mind, inadequate. Unfortunately most recent work in filin theory has, in lact,
operated withoul reference to these issues, and has largely followed the prolocols
of the literary tradition, in priaritizing the status of the text itsel I, abstracted from
the context of consumption.

.St.cunutl want to raise a query about the possibility of transferring any
insights gained from the understanding of the film audience o the different
context of the understanding of a television audience. As Larry Grossberg has put
iL, “film theory rests on the assumed privileging ... of a particular form of
anagm:l subjectivity . . . [in which] the viewer [is] engaged in 8 concentrative act
in which they are absorbed into the world of the film."™ Now, not only must this
cease 1o apply in relation 1o film when we consider ils consumption either on
broadcast television or on video in the home, since these provide a quite different
context of receplion, and thercfore a quite different set of subject positions for the
viewer. The problem is all the more marked if we try 1o iranspose thearics
developed in relation 10 the activity of the cinema audience 1o the aclivity of the
television audience,

¥in

John Ellis has usefully pointed to the distinctions belween cinema and
television, in terms of their different regimes of representation, of vision, and of
reception, Ellis allempis 1o sketch out cinema and television as particular socinl
forms of organization of meaning, for particular forms of speciator allention. He
argues thal broadeast TV has developed distinetive aesthetic forms to suit the
circumstances within which itis used. The viewer is cast as someone who has the
TV switched on, bul is giving it very little attention — a casual viewer relaxing at
home in the midst of a family group. Auention has o be solicited and gragped
segment by segment. Hence, Ellis argues, the amount of sell-promotion that each
broadeast TV channel does for isell, the amount of direct address that occurs,
and the centrality given to sound in television broadeasting. As Ellis puts it
“sound draws the attention of the look when it has wandered away, ™

Ign Ang has noted that what is particularly interesting here i the way in which
Ellis treats the aesthetic modes developed by ielevision, not as neotral or arbitrary
forms, bul as rhetorical strategies 1o attract viewers, In short, he offers the
bcginniﬁﬁﬁ[ﬁ rhetoric of wlevision, However, in relation to the third issue noted
in the introduction 1o this section, the need to specily variations in the different
modes of viewing television, len Ang points out that while Ellis’ work is of
considerable interest in this respect, he

continually speaks about broadeast TV in general and tends to give a
generalised account of televisual discourse which is consciously abstracted
from the specilicities of different programme categories, modes of
representation and types of (direct) address. (. . . [thus Ellis"] preoccupation
seems o be with whal unifies televisual discourse into one “specific signilying
practice™). As a resull, it becomes difficult to theorise the possibility that
television constructs more than one position for the viewer.™

len Ang goes on to argue that the point is that i

dilferent types of involvement, based upon different ideological positions can
be constructed by televisual discourse. It does nol make sense, therefore, 1o
see televisual discourse as a basically unificd text without . . . internal contra-
dictions . . . [rather] . . . we should analyse the different positions offered to
viewers in relation to different paris of the wlevisual discourse.*

In summary, the key issues identificd here are the status of the text; the relation
of ext and context; the usefulness of an expanded notion of the “supertext™; the
problem of "medium specific” modes of viewing: and the further problem of
variations of modes of viewing within any onc medium, 1t is this set of concerns,
1 want o argue, which provide the framework within which one must, in fact,
consider the particular readings which speeific audiences make of individual

programs.
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Genres, pleasures and the politics of consumption

(;‘m; of the mest important dFvcjnpmfrnl,s in recent work in this licld has been the
shift from the concern with interpretations of specific films or television
ﬁlr;gcggjns 1:: h.mcrﬂlud;:,r of pattemns of engagement with different types or genres of

: i _1:. is at issue here is how we can begin 1o understand the particular
pleasures -.:rh:f.h r{amcular types (or genres) of material seem (o offer to particular
audicnces in specific social situations. In this respect, Janice Ra:iwuy offers what

I would regard as an ¢ .
cho Ul “g Iﬂ-mnlw meﬁ' for the appropriale mode ur'“nalfﬁisl As

a qum cultural analysis of the romunce ought to specify not only how the wo-

men umilr:rgmnd the novels themselves but also how they cmnpréhnnd the very

?}Tl ::I |:|_ck1:1 £ upa bmk in lhc first place. The analylic focus must shift from
e textitsell, taken in isolation, to the complex social event of reading

]r“l'llll return later o this theme, in discussing the need to combine analysis of
viewing contexts and modes of viewing with the analysis of specific n:.'ii:I'n:llrs SI:-D
first I wani. to focus on the issue of how popular taste and popular pie.as::.rf:ss‘::;
‘b:humlerﬁ:{:l:; From my Dwnlpcr!‘.]lttﬂ\rﬂ. the most interesting question is that of
4 ¥ parl types of material are particularly attractive to specific segmenis of
Bn nurdlencc. The key reference, most obviously, is to the work of Pierre
d‘?llfrdmu on patierns of tasie, and the distribution of these patterns within
fcrent segments of a socicty,” The issue is how best to understand the “fit”
between p«urllquIar culwral forms and particular patterns of 1aste l
tm.lndm carlier period, Barthes suggested that what was needed was an aesthetic
based on Lllu: pleasures of the consumer. My own argument is that the critical
15sue 15, in fact, the analysis of the particular pleasures of specific audience
groups rather than any abstract concern with the nature of “Pleasire” s su:hl T
pursue the Iatter route would be (o risk replicating all the difficulties tn-:ﬂunu;m“]
by ll]c atiempt Lo develop a theory of “ithe subject in general™ in so far as all
:imﬁc g:jnslfmi.:.c.s of pleasure m all their various forms would be unhelplully
;“ e;:::-. ismv:-nhm the general theory, as mere “replays” of a universalized psychic
Here, f“ fact, it seems quitc possible that we have much 1o learm from the
zgmmcn:m! wiorld, 'E the context of the proliferation of channels and the much
| rnJEicd ad*lmnt of “narrow casting,” the commercial world has been fast 1o
ldr.tnu_l'y the issue of audience segmentation as one of the keys 1o the successful
pursuit of p!'l:lﬁl. It is of some considesable interest that, within the realm of
British television it was, as Jan Connell has argued, undoubiedly the cmﬂmu:li[;l
channcl, TTV, which “led the way in making connection with and expressin
popular struclures af feeling.”™* As Connell argucs, by its very logic g
commercial sm:ir{n 15 bound to attempt to mect the Lastes and m.'.ieis Er its
aud::-:m:rc mare dircctly than any station (of a lelt- or right-wing political
persuasion) which takes a more paternalist attitude toward its sudience.,
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There are, evidently, a number of political difficulties running through these
debates, as has been well evidenced in Britain certainly by the debates between
lan Connell and Nicholas Garnham concerning the question of commercial
television, popular tastc, and public broadeasting.® These same political
difficulties have also been brought into focus in another context, in the debates
hetween writers such as Jane Root and Kathy Myers who have auempied w
analyse the specific forms of pleasure which are offered to consumers (and
particularly to women) — as against those such as Tudith Willinmson™ who argue
that the project of allempting 1o understand popular plcasures continually runs
the risk of ending up as an uncritical perspective which simply endorses populir
tastes because they are popular,

In a similar vein to Williamson, Tania Muodleski has also recently argued that
we face a danger of “collusion” between “mass cullure critics” and “consumer

society.” Modleski’s argument is that

the insight that audiences arc not completely manipulated, but may
appropriate mass cultural artefacts for their own purposes, has heen carried so

far that it would seem that mass culture is no longer a problem for some
“marxist” critics . . . . Il the problem with some of the work of the Frankfurt

School was that its members were (oo far outside the cullure they exumined,
critics today seem 10 have the oppesite probleny: immersed in their cullure,
half in love with their subject, they sometimes seem unable (o achieve the
praper critical distance from it As a resull, they may unwittingly wind up
writing apologies for mass culture and embracing its ideology.™

Modleski claims that the stress on the “active” role of the pudiencefconsumer has
been carried too far. However, she is also concemned that the very aetivity of
studying audiences may samehow turn out to be a form of “collaborating with the
(mass culture) industry.” More fundamentally, she quotes, with approval, Terry
Eagleton's comments (o the effect that a socialist crilicism “is not primarily
concemned with the consamers’ revolution. Tts task is to take over the means of
produoction.™?

It seems that, from Modleski's point of view, empirical methods for the stucdy
of audiences are assumed to be “tainted” simply because many of them have heen
and are used within the realms of commercial market research. Morcover, in her
use of Eagleton's quote, she finally has recourse loa traditional mode of classical
Marxist analysis, the weakness of which is precisely its “blindspot™ in relation 10
issues of consumplion — and, indeed, its tendency to prioritize the study of
“production” 1o the exclusion of the study of all ather levels of the social
formation. The problem is that production is only brought to fruition in the
spheres of circulation and exchange — o that extent, the study of consu miption is,
1 would argue, essential 1o a full understanding of production.

[ want to argue that the critical (or “political”) judgment which we might wish
1o make on the popularity of Dallas or any other commercial product is a quite
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different matier from the need to understand its ularity, ioni
Lasle, anq indeed of ideology, has o be undemr;dp asa ym‘rhn fﬂ:t:i?égsu?;
commercial world succecds in producing objects, programs (and consumer
goods), which do connect with the lived desires of popular audiences. To fail o
understand exactly how this works is, in my own view, not only an;dﬁmically
retrograde but also politically suicidal. As Terry Lovell has argued, goods which
are produced for profit can only, in fact, acquire an exchange value if they also
have & use value io those who consume them. As Lovell puts it ‘

lljr commodilies in question - films, books, lelevision programs, eic. - have
:hl'l‘::rcnrt use values for the individuals who purchase them than l]:IE-}" I.mw: for
the capitalists who produce and sell them, and in twm, for capitalism as a
whole, We may assume that people do not purchase these cultural arlefacts in
urdi_tr 10 expose themselves (o bourgeois ideology . ., but 1o salisly a variety
f}l’ tlll'fjemrlal wanis, which can only be guessed al in the absence of analysis and
investigation. There is no guaraniee that the use value of the cultural object for
its purchaser will even be compatible with its utility to capitalism as bourgeois

-d‘e i y : i i 1 L1 H "
;fr:cﬁ'g"};' and therefore no guarantee that it will in fact secure "the ideological

Popular forms: soap apera and American culiure

I want now (o move on, within this general framework, to look in a little more
detail at two particular arcas of work on the question of the “fit" between
F:micu!nr lypes {or genres) of programming and particular types of audiences.
1 hc_se W areas are, first, the study of soap operd in relation 0 a feminine
audicnce almd. sccond, the study of “American cullure,” American fictional
programming (and Dallas as a particular instance), in relation o non-American
audiences,

In miaun!t to the study of soap opera, the body of work developed by writers
such as Tania Modleski, Dorothy Hobson, len Ang, Charloue Brunsdon, Janice:
Rad way..Ellcn Seiter e al., and Ann Gray is now extensive and 1 shall nul.r;:amm—
enl hcrc_un dnl.pil on 1LY However, 1 would argue that what is most interesting
nhn_ul iLis precisely the concern to understand how and why il is that this specific
variety of programming is found 0 be particuberly pleasurable by women
Whether one chnh:s that pleasure in the homology between the narrative siyle ull'
the programming and the constantly interrupted and cyclical nature of many
wur_m:n's domestic work-time, or whether one locales the issue centrally around
the ‘lll."lhclwccn particular feminine forms of social and cultural compelence and
the pam-:_ular_ focus of these texis on the complexities of human rolations, the
mode of inguiry is, to my mind, exemplary in so far as il kes seriously a;III is
::m‘u;mred lo investigate in detail, the specific types of pleasures whi::h this
particular type of programming offers to a distinct catepory of viewers.

%0
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Ien Ang draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s notion that popular pleasures are
characterized by an immediale emotional or sensual involvement in the object af
pleasure (i.e. the possibility of identification) so that popular pleasure is first and
foremost a pleasure of recognition ** As Ang says, the question is what do Dallas
lovers recognize in Dallas, and how and why does that pleasure work? Clearly,
one part of that identification, lor a feminine audience, must be the way in which
soap operas do give expression to the contradictions of patriarchy. Thus, even if
the women within these narratives cannot resolve their problems, given the
structure in which they operate, minimally these are programs in which those
problems are recognized and validated. However, these forms of identification
themselves are clearly variable, Some soap operas clearly work on o level of
empirical realism, in so far as the characters within them are presented as living
in situations comparable o those of significant numbers of their audiences
{Brookside in the UK). In other cases, like Dallas, as Ang argues, the realism
need not be of an empirical kind. The storics can be recognized as realisiic at an
emolional level, rather than at a literal or denouative level, As Ang puts it "what
is recognized as real is nol knowledge of the world, bul is subjective experience
of the world: a *structure of feeling."™* As she suggests, it would seem (o be this
“tragic structure of [(eeling™ in soap opera which, for many women, is what is
recognized and is thal with which they can identify.

However, Dallas can also provide us with a useful bridge to the second theme
noted above, This is to focus on Dallas not so much as a soap opera but as “yel
more evidence of the threat posed by American style commercial cullure against
‘authentic’ national cultures and identities ... iLe. Dallas as the symbol of

American cultural imperialisim.™* Here the issue becomes nol 5o much ane of
gender but one of how Dallas "works" for non-American audiences, i.e, how and
why it can be pleasurable for a whole range of audiences outside of America and
indeed, outside ol the First World. In this context the most important work is that
which has been conducted by Elihu Katz and Tamar Liches on intemational
readings of Dallas*? Their project was designed 1o investigate how it is that US
commercial colture can be so popular throughout the world — how it is that such
a variely of international audicnces can attend (o it and indeed seem enthusiastic
about it. In short, the issue is, what is it about Dallas that is compatible with the
lives of its variously cullured viewers? How is this compatibility expressed? Or,
negatively, when and where does the program nol work? One of the key issues
which Katz and Liebes have been concemned 1o investigate is the way in which
certain levels of the program might be expected (o be universally undersiood (for
instance the universality of family confict) whereas decodings of othor levels of
the program might be expected to vary by social category of viewer, either in
terms of nationality, ethnicity, class, or sex. The broad lramework within which
this project was initially conceived has allowed questions to be asked such as
whether the “meaning” of the program is to be found in the genre, in the
interactions of the characters, in the moral issues as embodied in these characters,

T T
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or {n the narrative form. As Tamar Liehes herself has written, this research
Pm}r::.l has nat been aimed at “altempting to demonstrate effect, but rather. . . w
mu-f.sugmclthum processcs that are prerequisite 1o any possible elfect nn-rr;él
E:q.!mmndlmg. interpretation and evaluation . . ie. to adidress the q!.tlcsliun :{r
fm‘::.i:rr:iﬁcm films and television programs can cross cultural and linguistic
Their rescarch has thrown up a number of examples of how community
mcml:n:rlx i’m_-m a variely of ethnic origins negotiate the meanings of the program
by c:unlronm]g the text with their own traditions and their own experience
Mprcnver. this research has illustrated the im portant function which programs ut:
Ih:s: type coan serve for viewers in providing them with an “oceasion™ or forum in
which to debate issues of concern (o them, As Katz and Liches have shown, this
15 not a process }n'hich simply goes on in a reflective manner, afier (he r.vc;ﬁ of
program lransmission - rather the viewing process itself is likely 1o include
pngn:ng_uumment. and indeed debate along these lines, OF [urther, substantial
intezest is the material which the research has produced, not simply in lerms -;:E
dul‘!‘clrcnlml interpretations or evaluations of this or that program ilem l!ull in
rclullmn 1o the different “angles of vision™ (far instance, the distinction I:;ctwmn
poetic and referential readings) which different groups bring (o the program. ¥
In the British context, where the very phrase “wall 1o wall Dallas™ has t;er.
to represent the notion of welevision at its very (and quintessentially American)
worst, this kind of precise investigation of the specilic meaning of the program in
difl; crent contexts is to be particularly welcomed. What T want o bric fly explore
now isa [ urther set of issues, within this debate, about the waty in which “glossy™
American series are held 1o have “invaded” Ewropean culture. I
o wanl to try 1o relate the argument about culwral imperialism back 1o the
issues r_uu:ud carlier concerning popular taste, but now [rom a different
perspeclive. The idea thal English or European “high cullure” is in danger of
being swamped by a releatless deluge of “Americana” is not new. In the British
context Dick Hebdige traces these fears back o at least the 19305, when wrhcﬁ:
asd |I‘fcn_:m as the conservative Evelyn Waugh and the socialist George Orwell
were united by a fascinated loathing for modern architecture, holiday camps
ndvertising, fast food, plastics, and, of course, chewing gum.* To both Waughl
and Orwell, these were the images of the “soft,” enervating, “casy life” which
I.hFr:alcnﬂd to smother British cultural identity. By the 1950s, the baitle lines in
I'{ILS debate were drawn - real working-class culture, quality, and tasie on one
side; the ersatz blandishment of sof disposable commodities, streamlined cars
rock flnd roll, crime and promiscuity on the other. As Hebdipe says whcr:
an_v.rll:_mg American was sighted, it tended 1o be interpreted — at Jeast h;r those
:.ru:klmﬁ In the context of education or professional cultural criticism — as the
beginning of the end.” Hebdige describes how the images of crime, disaffected
youth, urban erisis, and spiritual drift became “anchored logether nm.und popular
American commodities, fixing a chain of associations which has become tho-
roughly sedimented in British common-sense. ™ Thus, in particular, American
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fiood became a standard metaphor for declining standards. The very notion of the
Americanization of television came to siand for a series of associations:
cammercinlization, banality, and the destruction of traditional values.

The debate which Hebdige opens up here gpoes back centrally to Richord
Hogpart's work on The Uses of Literacy® Hoggart's book is a dewiled
appreciation of traditional working-class community life, coupled with a eritique
of the “homogenizing” impact of American cullure on these communities.
According 1o Hoggart, authentic working-class life was being deswroyed by the
"hallow brightness,” the “shiny barbarism,” and “spiritual decay™ of imported
American culture. This lamentation on the deleterious effects of Americanization
was, and conlinues to be, advanced from the left just as much as from the right of
the political spectrum, However, Hebdige's central point is that these American
products — sireamlined, plastie, and glamorous - were precisely those which
appealed 1o substantial sections of a British working-closs sudience (and, in
television lerms, were related (o the same dynamics of popular taste which lay
behind the mass desertion of the working-class audience wward commercial
television when it began to be broadcastin the UK in the 195053, While, (rom the
patemalistic point of view of the upholders of "wraditional British values," these
Amencan imported products constituted "a chramium hoard bearing down on
us,” for a popular audience, Hehdige argues, they constituted a space in which
oppositional meanings (in relation to deminant tmditions of British cullure) could
be negotiated and expressed.

I would note a number of connections in this respect, Firsy, the paint which
Hebdige develops about the appeal ol American cullure (o disadvantaged groups
within another sociely is paralleled by Ten Ang’s lindings conceming the nature
of the pleasures offerced by American-style commercial programming to
working-class audiences in Holland.* Second, the wark which Tim Blanchard
has done in Britain, analysing the differential preferences of various categories of
teenagers for different types of television programs, adds some further support 1o
the argoment.* He identified a patlern among the young people he interviewed
in which black English teenagers had a particularly high regard for American
programming; Lthis is by no means simply to do with the fact that there are more
black characters in American shows, but is ¢losely related w Hebdige's argument
about the subversive appeals of certain Lypes of "vulgar” commercial products for
subordinated groups.

In concluding this section, | would also like to add one more 1wist 1o the story,
The images which Crwell and Hoggart use (o characterize the danmging elfects
of American popular culwre have a recurring theme: the "feminization™ of the
authentic muscle and masculinity of the British industrial working ¢lass, which
they saw as under aitack from an excess of Americana - characterized essenially
by passivity, leisure, and domesticity, warm water baths, sun bathing, and the
"easy life.” When the discussion of American programming is combined with the
discussion of programming in the form of soap opera, pancipally understood as
a feminine form in isell, we are clearly, from Hoggart's or Orwell's position,
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fcaiing wilh the ll::1.:r¢.sl of the low, or as Charlotle Brunsdon has characterized it

the rashiest LTIH."ih. ™! Audience rescarch which can help us begin to unpick the
lhmgds which lie tangled behind this particular conundrum would seem 1o be of
particular value,

Television and everyday life: the context of viewing

One :uf the most important advances in recent audience work has been the
growing recognition of the imporiance of the context of viewing, In the case of
television this is a recognilion of the domestic context. OF necessily, once one
recognizes the domestic, one moves rapidly toward questions of gcn':]m given
the significance of gender in contemporary modes of domestic urgﬂniz:;linﬂ, I

:::i return to this point, but for the moment, let us begin by noting, with Ien Ang

an am.lrcnc_c does not merely consist of the aggregate of viewers of a specifie
program, it 5I1m!d also be conceived of as engaging in the practice of
watching television as such . . . so decodings must be seen as embedded in a
general practice of television viewing.*

In this connection, Thomas Lindlof and Paul Traudt have arguecd that

much T‘U audience research has concentrated on questions of why to the
cx;lusmn of what and how. Scholars have attempted 1o describe the causes
and consequences of elevision viewing without an adequat i

what it is and how it gets done. L

As they argue, "in order for many of the central theoretical and policy questions
1o be sa1 is factorily framed, let alone answered, a number of prerequisile guestions
cancerning '»:*hat the act of television viewing entails . . . need 10 be posed and
mvcsuga_md_ % This is not, by any means, 1o retum 1o any abstracted notion of
IJ?c sFemﬁcny of the medium of television, or even the specilicity of welevision
viewing as such, as il that itsell were an invariable and homogencous calegory
H’uw?.vcr. it is, first of all, necessary to distinguish television viewing as e;
E_r:u:ce from, for instance, cinema viewing, or indecd, from the viewing of
iden,
As Larry Grossberg argues, )

the very force and impact of any medium changes significantly as it is moved
from one conlext o another (a bar, a theatre, the living reom, the bedroom, the
!]m.:h' arock concert . . .). Each medium is then a mobile term taking shnp; as
iLsituates itsell . .. within the rest of our lives . . . the text is located, not only
ipmrmmunlly. bul in a range of apparatuses as well . . . thus, one rarely just
f:slf.ns 10 the radin, walches TV, or even, goes 1o the movies — one is studyin

dating, driving somowhere else, el % e

In Grossherg's version of the argument,

{he indifference of the media displaces the problematic of cultural theory from
that of coding ... to that of the apparatus itself ... wlevision makes Lhis
displacement particularly obvious and disconcerting ~ in so far as elevision
viewing constitutes a large temporal part of our lives . .. we must note its
integration into the mundanitics of everyday life, and simulumeously, ils
constant interruption by, and continuity with our other daily routines.”’

As Grossherg poinis oul,

/" one rarcly intently gazes at television, allowing onescll 1o be ubsorbed into the
work, but tather distractedly plances at it or absorbs it into our momentary
mood or position . .. television is indifferent 1o us (it doesn’t demand our

presence, yel il is always waiting lor us).
Thus, as he argues, we need (o face up to the consequences of the [act that

viewers rarely pay atiention in the way that sponsors (or adverlisers} want, and
there is little relation between the television's being on, and either the
presence of bodies in front of it, ar even a limited concentralion of
interpretative activity being invested in it®

Hermann Bausinger approaches the problem of the domestic context of viewing
from a similar angle. and quotes the following remark made by an inlerviewee:
“Early in the evening we watch very little TV, Only when my husband isinareal
rage. He comes home, hardly says anything and switches on the TV."* Bausinger
notes that many media analysts would interpret this man's action as signilying a
desire o watch TV. However, as Bausinger goes on, in this case “pushing the
button doesn’t signify *T would like to watch this," bul rather ‘I would like to see
and hear nothing.™ Conversely, he notes, later, the opposite case where “the
Tather goes to his room, while the mother sits down next to her eldest son and
walches the sports review with him. It does not interest her, bul it is an atiempl al
making contact.™

By way of a protocol, Bausinger also helpfully provides us with a numher of
points 1o bear in mind in relation to domestic media consumption:

| To make a meaningful study of the use of the media, it is necessary 1o lake
different media into consideration, the media ensemble which everyone
deals with today — the recipient integraies the content of different media.

2 As a rule the media are not used completely, nor with [ull concentration -
the degree of attention depends on the time of the day, or moods, the media
message compeles with aother messages.

3 The media are an integral part of the way the everyday is conducted (for
example, the newspaper as a necessary constituent part of “breakfast”™) and
{media) decisions are constantly crossed throu gh and influenced by
non-media conditions and decisions.

4 1t i5 not a question of an isolated, individual process, but of a collective
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process. Even when reading a newspaper one is not truly alone, it wakes
place in the context of the family, friends.

3 Media communication cannot be separated from direct personal
communication. Media contacts are materials for conversation 5

= Ina silmﬂar wity, Paddy Scannell has uscfully analysed what he calls the
unoblrusive ways in which broadcasting sustains the lives, and routines, from
one day o the next, year in, year out, of whole populations."™ This is, in elTect
to pay atiention 10 the role of the media in the very structuring of time. ﬁnnuue;
oblique connection is worth noting here. The perspective which Scannell
aL[-.r_nnccs 1 closely related 1o Bourdicu's insistence on the materiality of the
subject, as a biological organism existing chronologically. This is to emphasize
the study of the organization of time as a necessary focus for any sociology of
cultu__ru. Atanother level, Scannell's focus is on the role of national broadcasting
.TEdm as central agents of national culiure, in the organizing of the
involvement” of the population in the calendar of national life. Similarly, he
mly_sc_s the way in which broadcast media constitute a cultural resource “sfu;n:d
by millions™ and the way in which, for instance, long-running popular serials
provide a “past in common” o whole populations. Here we move beyond both
the study of the isolated text, and at the same time beyond any abstract notion of
the :c.lu:E_v of television as an undifferentiated "Mow.” Rather than having rcoourse
to cither of these opposite, but equally inadequate positions, we must aend 1o the
1ssue of Iclevision scheduling and the manner in which, for instance, as Richard
Paterson has argued,* the broadcasting institulions construct their schedules in
ways which are designed 10 complement the basic modes of domestic
urgm;uzaliun, but also, inevitably, then come 1o play an active and constilutive
role in the organization of domestic time.
_ This, lh_r:n. is to advance a perspective which altempits lo combine questions of
interpretation wilh questions of the “uses” of television (and other media), an
approach more commonly associaled with a broadly based socialogy of leisure
This perspective relocates iclevision viewing within the overall context m:
domestic leisure, Given that ielevision is a domestic medium it fullows that the
appropriate mode of analysis must take the unit of consumption of elevision as
}Imjamﬂy or household rather than the individual viewer, This is to silugte
!nd}vidual viewing within the household relations in which it aperates, and Lo
insist ll!ﬂt individual viewing activity only makes sense inside of this [rame. Here
we t.'cg.'“ toropen up a whole set of questions about the differences hidden behind
the indiscriminate label of “wartching television.” It is (o begin 10 consider the
diffcrential modes of viewing engaged in by different types of viewers, in relation
1o di!‘ﬁ:mm Lypes of programs, shown in different slots in the overall schedule, in
relation to different spaces within the arganization of domestic life,
.C‘Im.rl:.-. il we are considering television viewing in the context of the family,
ﬂ}mgs are pretty complicated. First of all one is not able to treat the individual
viewer as if he or she were a [ree or rational consumer in a cultural supermarkel,

Changing paradigms in audience siudies

For many people (and especially for the less powerlul members of any
household) the programs they watch are not necessarily progrims which they will
have chosen to waich. In the context of the domestic household, viewing choices
must ofien be negotisted. Moreover, this perspective introduces, as one of its
premises, what Sean Cubilt has called “the politics of the living room,” where, os
he puts it, "if the camera pulls you in (o involvement with the sereen, the family
is likely to pull you oul.”® This is also (o try 1o get beyond the way in which
televigion is often understood - simply as disruptive of family life. It is (o look at
the way in which television is also used by people 10 construct “occasions”
around viewing, in which various types of interaction can be pursued. This is also
to get away [rom the idea thal people either live in social relations or waich
television. Rather one must analyse how viewing is done within the social
relations of the household.

However, a number of points follow [rom this. As soon as one thinks about
television in the context of social relations then one is inevitably thinking about
television in the context of power relations, Il one is considering the domestic
context, then it will inevitably be gender relations, in particular, that will come
into focus, within the household. This is to introduce a whole sel of possible
connections and disjunctions between gender relations and the organization of
private and public lile — not least, the diffcrential positioning of women and men
within the domestic space of the household. In short, if, for men, their concepe of
Llime and space is organized around a notion of “worktime™ and the “public” -
from which the domestic is a respite, lor most women (even those who do work
outside the houschold) the fundamemal principles of organization operate in a
different way. For them, the domestic is not understond as a sphere of leisure, but
rather as a sphere in which a Turther set of (domestic) obligations tnke
precedence, which complicate and interrupt any desires they may have 1o waich
television. Dorothy Hobsan's work on the complicated modalitics of women's
viewing has explored some of these issues,™ though again it is worth noting the
way in which it is women's viewing which becomes the “marked” calcgory, and
the “problem™ for analysis — as opposed (o the “unmarked™ (i.e. masculing) mode
of viewing, which constitutes the taken lor granted norm of the activity,

In this connection, it is also imporiant 1o take note of James Lull's work on TV
viewing in the domestic context. One of the issues which Lull investigates is the
question of “who is responsible for the selection of television programs at home,
how program selection processes occur, and how the roles of family position and
family communication pattems influence these activities.™" Lull's point is that
program selection decisions are often complicated interpersonal communications
activities involving inter-family status relations, tempaoral context, the number of
sets available, and role-based communications conventions. Here we approach
the central question of power. And within any patniarchal socicty the power at
issue will necessarily be that of the [lather. This perspectlive invalves us in
considering the ways in which familial relations, like any other social relations,
aré also and inevitably power relations, Lull's central finding in his survey of
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control of the (wlevision set was that fathers were named (not surprisingly) most
often as the person who controlled the selection of television programs.

In essence, as Lull puts it, “the locus of control in the program selection
process can be explained primarily by family position.”® Thus, to consider the
ways in which viewing is performed within the social relations of the family is
also, inevitably, to consider the ways in which viewing is performed within the
coniext of power relations and the differential power afforded (o members of the
family primarily in terms of gender and age,

In making these points aboul the structure of the domestic viewing context,
there is a certain sense of simply restating things which we “already know,"” from
our own experience of domeslic life. This very insistence on the impaortance of
these banal considerations is made difficull by their “taken-for-grantedness” — as
the invisible routines and structures inside of which our lives are organized. In
Britain, the results of a study conducied during 1985 by Peter Collett, in which a
video camera was placed inside the television sets of a number of different
houscholds, thus providing film of families walching television, had notable
effects in geuting these considerations on to the agenda of public discussion.™ No
one who saw the tapes could really have claimed 1o have been surprised by what
they saw — pictures of people sitting in a room with their back 1o the television,
pictures of emply sofas in front of the screen, pictures of people dressing their
children, cating meals, and arguing with each other while seemingly oblivious to
the set, etc. However, it seemed that it was only at the point at which this kind of
videotape “evidence” of these everyday situations was made available, in the
context of respectable scientific research within a framework of behavioral
psychology, that it was possible, certainly for the broadcasters, 1o begin 1o take
these questions at all seriously.

In making these points about the complex nature of the domestic selling in
which television is viewed by its audience, | am not arguing for any kind of “new
optimism™ which would allow us (o rest content in the secure understanding that
because so many other things are going on at the same time, nobody pays any
atlention to television and therefore we shouldn't worry sbout i Rather, I am
irying to move the baseline, against which we precisely should then be concerned
to examine the modes and varietics of attention which are paid to dilferent types
of programs, at different points in the day by different types of viewers. It is
precisely in the context of all these domestic complications that the activity of
television viewing must be seriously examined.

Old perspectives for new

Centrally, I have been trying 1o argue that the most useful work which has been
conducted within audience studics in the last fow years is that which has taken on
board the questions raised about the flow of television, the positioning of the
subject, the contextual determinations operating on different types of viewing of
different media, alongside a close autention o the variciies of patierns of aste,
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response, and interpretation on the part of specific members of the audience, Here
1 would specifically like to support the arguments made by Elihu Katz and Tamar
Liebes when they note that they are

in disagreement with others who believe that the unit of elevision viewing is
better conceplualized as background, or as *a sirip” that culs through an
evening’s viewing, or as a pervasive barrage ol messages aboul society that is
embedded in all of prime time. Our argument is simply ... that certain
programs — some more than others — are identified by viewers as discrete
stories and, as such, viewing entails auention, interpretation, evaluation and
perhaps social and psychological consequences,™

It is this kind of e¢lose atention Lo, for instance, the varieties of subject positioning
which, | would argue, we need o pursue. Without this kind of detailed empirical
attention o what actwally happens in particular siluations, we run the danger of
lapsing into the kind of structuralist perspective which in Peter Dahlgren’s words,

incorporates a view of meaning and consciousness ... and the unconscious
... where the subject is essentially dominated by the object ... [and] the
cultural text is reduced to an abstract grammar, with meaning residing wholly
in it confines. The negotiation of meaning and the historicity of
consciousness is denied,™?

As Dahlgren continues,

in the heady wake of the structural reading of Freud it seems that the only
alternative to the infamous transcendental subject has been a view which
understands the subject not only as decentred by, but also areated by, the
grammatical structures of the unconscious. The unconscious becomes an
abstract drive shaft of history, while the individual subject is empticd of any
conscious intentionality.™

Similarly, T would want to argue that the varieties of postmodem relativism in
which the 1ext is seen as infinitely "ilerable” or writable, according 1o the whim
of the subject, are equally unhelpful, if for the opposite reason, The demon-
stration that theoretically “anything goes,” in terms of the potential polysemy of
any lext, is very dilferent from the demonstration that empirically “just anything”
happens when it comes Lo the actual reading of television texts. Such an approach
not only abandons any notion (however attenuated) of the elfectivity of the text,
It also Mies in the face of the empirical evidence we have of the way in which
attention, modes of viewing, response, and inlerpretation are patterned in
observable empirical clusters as between different sectors of the audience.

Peter Dahlgren has advanced whal, in my view, is a very useful definition of
a perspeclive which he describes as a concern with the “social ecology” of
viewing. He attempts 1o combine this perspective with a concern for what he also
describes as the different “epistemic bias™ of different media (in so far ay cach
medium fosters a somewhat different dispositional relationship between itsell
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and 1ls_:1un‘icm:m] and indeed, a concern with the differential “epislemic binzes"
of particular types of television material. In a similar vein, Robert Deming has
advgfwud an analysis of the ways in which specific channels offer particular
positionalities to their viewers,™ and Ellsworth remarks on the way in which
MTV (the American all-music cohle channel)

olfers 3!ur.l::nl-ag¢ viewers a place to stand in relation o other individual
Broups in the culture ... a social identity ... that positions the inseribed
viewer as a middle-closs consumer of rock music with enouph money o
purchase record albums, concert tikets, fan magazines and rock influenced

fashi.!:n. while excluding and evaluating those wha are [emale, ethnic
working-class,™ 1

Thus, as Deming argues,

the position "I assume, when called by Dynasty is different from but related
o I;hc position 1 assume when called by Datlas . . . 1 am called 1© gssume a
position vis-a-vis those two texts, but not all that 1 am is so called, only that
which is appropriate ... T bring with me, as s Real Social Subject, all my
genre-, program-, and culture-specific compelence bul, again, only [what] is
appropnate o the subject-text position,’s

[t is this level of differentiation of subject positions in relation 1o dilferent types
of material which, it scems 1o me, is impartant for us 1o explore,

I." short, this is to examine the material varicties of the pesitioning of the
subject, not in some transhistorical or universalistic mide, but from a perspective
which wr?ulcl also properly involve very material questions about the physical
organization and inhabitation of the domestic space within which television is
ordinarily viewed,”

Th?. object of study, from this perspective, then focuses on systems of cultlural
behavior and is necessarily concerned with the organization of diversity,™ Here
one can most usefully look for guidance to that body of work in socio-linguistics
which has been concemned with the study of communicative acts, in particular
socio-cultural contexts. My own argument is that the study of viewing will most
elfectively be pursued along these same lines.

To make these points is to argue, ultimately, for the retum of the somewhat
discrediled discipline of sociology 10 a central place in the understanding of
communication, In this connection, | shall close by quoting from Richard Nice

who, some years ago, in a commentary on the significance of Pierre Bourdieu's
work, argued that

those who seck w expel sociology . . . in favor of a sirictly internal analysis of
what happens on the screen, or how the viewing subject is articuluted, can only
al;lu soon the basis of an implicit sociology which, in so faras it ignores the soc-
ial realities of the differential distribution of cultural competences and values,
is an erroneous sociology, the more insidions for being unrecognized.
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