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Introduction

Janet Wasko

tel-e'vision (pronunciation: tl-vzhn) n. [French télévision: télé-, far (from
Greek tle-, rele-) + vision, vision|
1 The transmission of visual images of moving and stationary objects, generally
with accompanying sound, as electromagnetic waves and the reconversion
of received waves into visual images.
2 a. An electronic apparatus that receives electromagnetic waves and dis-
plays the reconverted images on a screen.
b. The integrated audible and visible content of the electromagnetic waves
received and converted by such an apparatus.
3 The industry of producing and broadcasting television programs.
(The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, fourth edition, 2000)

Television? The word is half Greek, half Latin. No good can come of it.
C. P. Scott, English journalist (1846—1932)

What is television, how can we understand it, and why should we bother? Ultim-
ately, these questions lie at the heart of this volume, which features original
essays by an international collection of media scholars who have studied various
aspects of television. But even these experts do not offer easy or conclusive
answers to these key questions, for television presents a complex phenomenon
that has become a ubiquitous feature of our modern world.

What is Television?

Television is a multifaceted apparatus. Most simply, it is a technological process,
an electronic device, a system of distributing images and sounds. Although
television as a form of mass communication did not emerge until the late 1940s
and early 1950s, much of the technology of television was developed during the
1920s. As with many forms of media technology, the promises and expectations
of the medium were optimistic and propitious. For instance, one of the often-
overlooked inventors in the United States, Philo Farnsworth, was clearly hopeful
about the future of television. One of his biographers explains:
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Philo began laying out his vision for what television could become. Above all else
. . . television would become the world’s greatest teaching tool. Illiteracy would be
wiped out. The immediacy of television was the key. As news happened viewers
would watch it unfold live; no longer would we have to rely on people interpreting
and distorting the news for us. We would be watching sporting events and sym-
phony orchestras. Instead of going to the movies, the movies would come to us.
Television would also bring about world peace. If we were able to see people in
other countries and learn about our differences, why would there be any mis-
understandings? War would be a thing of the past. (Schwartz, 2002, p. 113)

Obviously, Farnsworth’s full vision has not yet been realized, even though
some parts of his dream have been more than fulfilled. Television has become a
common household appliance that serves as a source of news, information, poli-
tics, entertainment, education, religion, art, culture, sports, weather, and music.
Television is an industrial system that produces and distributes products, as well
as (often) promoting other commodities and commerce. Hence, television is not
only a technical device, but also a social, political, economic, and cultural force.

Of course, the way television is produced and received has changed over the
years with changing political and economic climates, as well as the introduction
of newer technologies — VCRs, cable systems, pay TV, satellite systems, digital
and high-definition. In addition, other communication systems (such as comput-
ers and the Internet) increasingly challenge television’s dominance as the pri-
mary mass medium. Television may also have a variety of meanings in different
parts of the world, as is evident from the discussions in this volume.

These variations and changes make television an enigmatic “moving target,”
its future uncertain and contested. Nevertheless, we must still attempt to define
its character and its influence.

Why Should We Bother to Understand
Television?

Television continues to be a centrally important factor and an inescapable part
of modern culture. Many would still call it the most important of all the mass
media. As one television program about television concludes:

From its public marketing in the 1940s to the present day, television can be listed
as one of the most profound, if not the most profound, influences on human
history. Television has affected every aspect of our lives including history, science,
politics, culture and social mores. It is impossible to imagine a world without
television, and most of us take for granted the way television has shaped and
defined our society, and our lives. (The History Channel, 1996)

The pervasiveness of television is hard to ignore. For instance, in the United
States and Canada, 99 percent of households own at least one television set,
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while the average number of sets is 2.93. In most cases, television is a central
presence in individual homes — 66 percent of Americans supposedly watch
television while eating dinner. But television sets are also prominent in other
locations. We find them in schools, hospitals, prisons, bars, restaurants, shop-
ping malls, waiting rooms . . . television seems to be (virtually) everywhere and
often difficult to avoid. Obviously, television ownership and viewing may vary
around the world — but the prevalence of television is a global, albeit varied,
phenomenon.

We know that television is a fundamental part of everyday life for many
people, although assessing television viewing is tainted with inevitable methodo-
logical problems. While computers may be luring some viewers away from the
tube, it is claimed that the average American watches more than 4 hours of TV
each day (that’s 28 hours/week, or 2 months of nonstop TV watching per year).
Of course, the American television diet may be more extensive than other coun-
tries. The point is that television often plays an important role in people’s daily
lives.

It might also be argued that television is central to the way that people learn
about news and public events. Although the Internet may be increasingly pro-
viding citizens with news and information, television is still the primary source
of news for many people. Events are now transmitted by television at the
moment they are happening. In many countries, television is a key component
in elections and campaigns, thus becoming part of the democratic process.

In addition to news and public affairs, television provides endless varieties of
entertainment and diversion. Though the form and content may differ across
time and space, the capacity of television to transmit sounds and images is
potentially inexhaustible and seemingly unlimited. Thus, many have called tele-
vision a storyteller, if not THE storyteller for society. As Signorelli and Bacue
(1999, p. 527) explain:

Television’s role in society is one of common storyteller — it is the mainstream
of our popular culture. Its world shows and tells us about life — people, places,
striving, power and fate. It lets us know who is good and who is bad, who wins and
who loses, what works and what doesn’t, and what it means to be a man or a
woman. As such, television has joined the ranks of socialization agents in our
society and in the world at large.

Obviously, television systems and content exist within social contexts and are
shaped by a variety of forces. Through its distribution of information, entertain-
ment, education, and culture, television inevitably is a fund of values, ideals,
morals, and ethical standards. In other words, television is an ideological source
that cannot be overlooked in modern societies.

Nevertheless, there are differing opinions about television’s fundamental value.
(Note the sampling of opinions in the quotes about television by public figures
included at the end of this introduction.) Television has been praised as a
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wondrous looking glass on the world, a valuable source of information, educa-
tion, and entertainment. T'V allows people to share cultural experiences, as well
as allowing family members of all ages an opportunity to spend time together.
Despite the disparaging comments about television’s impact on print culture,
some would point out that TV may serve as a catalyst for reading, as viewers may
follow up on TV programs by getting books on the same subjects or reading
authors whose work was adapted for the programs.

As envisioned by Farnsworth, television does indeed provide news, current
events, and historical programming that can help make people more aware of
other cultures and people. It is argued that “good television” can present the
arts, science, and culture. Furthermore, good television can teach important
values and life lessons, explore controversial or sensitive issues, and provide
socialization and learning skills. Good television can help develop critical think-
ing about society and the world. More simply, many point out that television
provides people with pleasure, as well as a welcome companion for lonely or
isolated individuals.

The economic impact of television might also be noted. Manufacturers often
depend on television to spread the word and encourage consumption of their
products and services through commercial television. In 2001, total broadcast
TV revenues in the United States were $54.4 billion. Revenues are also gener-
ated from programming production and distribution, as well as hardware sales. It
follows that television also provides employment — not huge numbers, but cer-
tainly a significant workforce that obviously plays an important role in economic
systems.

On the other hand, many commentators have also disparaged television as
being valueless, vulgar, and vacuous. Indeed, the discussions of television as a
negative force in society are so widespread and varied that they are difficult to
summarize. Television is blamed for everything from passivity and obesity to
stimulating aggressive and violent behavior. It has been singled out as leading an
attack on literate culture, as well as shriveling public discourse (see Postman,
1986).

One of the most often-cited assessments of television acknowledged its poten-
tial value, but was damning of its current state. In 1961, Newton Minow, chair-
man of the Federal Communications Commission, proclaimed: “When television
is good, nothing is better. But when television is bad, nothing is worse. I invite
you to sit down in front of your TV set and keep your eyes glued to that set until
the station signs off. I can assure you that you will observe a vast wasteland.”

If television has become “a teaching tool,” as envisioned by Farnsworth, this is
not a positive development for many observers. For instance, John Silver, presi-
dent of Boston University, recently declared “Television is the most important
educational institution in the United States today.” Silver went on to decry the

.. . degenerative effects of television and its indiscriminate advocacy of pleasure
... As television has ravenously consumed our attention, it has weakened the
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formative institutions of church, family, and schools, thoroughly eroding the sense
of individual obedience to the unenforceable on which manners and morals and
ultimately the law depend. (Silver, 1995, p. 2)

The role of television in promoting consumption has been widely attacked,
because commercial systems are fundamentally ruled by advertising.

But even without advertising, some have argued that television cannot be
transformed or altered, but is inherently destructive and detrimental. Former
advertising executive Jerry Mander (1977) presented this viewpoint years ago,
when he argued that television is not a neutral technology and its very existence
is destructive to human nature.

It might also be noted that there may be different values and importance
associated with television in different cultures. Nevertheless, television’s key role
in many societies, as well as its global prevalence and importance, is undeniable
and makes it a significant issue for research and reflection.

How Do We Understand Television?

Since its inception, television has attracted a good deal of reflection and analysis.
Within academia, television has been part of the ongoing study of mass media
in general, which has been influenced by many disciplines, including political
science, sociology, economics, psychology, and literary studies.

But scholarly research has also concentrated specifically on television, insisting
that the medium itself is a worthy focal point for academic research. While
general approaches to television research might be characterized as social scien-
tific or humanistic, areas of research specialization have also evolved. Several
chapters in this volume offer general overviews of television research, detailing
different perspectives and approaches, while other contributors summarize spe-
cific areas of television research.

Much early television research adhered to a media effects orientation, search-
ing for quantitative measures of television’s impact on audiences, especially the
impact of violent content on behavior. For instance, according to one estimate,
approximately 4,000 studies have examined TV’s effects on children. Still; no
conclusive results have been found.

Meanwhile, other scholars focused attention on television content from the
purview of literary or dramatic criticism. The growth of television studies in the
1970s and 1980s drew on this orientation, and has been characterized by work
that focuses mostly on television texts and audiences, often integrating cultural
studies, feminist analysis and drawing on a range of qualitative methodologies.

More recently, historical studies of television have blossomed, as well as work
that examines television’s structure, organizations, and ownership, its connec-
tions to the state and other media, and its role in influencing public opinion and
the public sphere.
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Indeed, debates continue to rage about what should be studied and what
methods should be used to study television, as many (if not, most) studies of
television still represent “single perspectives” or “specific agendas.” However,
numerous authors in this volume argue that interdisciplinary, multi-perspective
approaches are needed. Horace Newcomb calls for “blended, melded research
strategies,” while Doug Kellner describes “multidimensional” or “multiperspect-
ival” approaches to understand television from a critical perspective. As Newcomb
argues: “we can best understand television not as an entity — economic, tech-
nological, social, psychological, or cultural — but as a site, the point at which
numerous questions and approaches intersect and inflect one another.”

Chapter Overview

The contributors to this volume offer a wide range of expertise on the study of
television. They present overviews of the extensive research on television, as well
as original insights into its development and significance in various regions of the
world. Only a brief introduction to the chapters is presented here.

In the first section, Horace Newcomb traces the general development of
television research and the growth of television studies, while Doug Kellner
discusses critical perspectives on television from the 1930s through to the present
day.

Perhaps surprisingly, historical dimensions of television are often overlooked
in much of television studies. In the next section, Paddy Scannell discusses the
histories of television, while Lynn Spigel explores television archives and the
politics of television preservation.

Another neglected topic in typical television studies might be identified as
the aesthetics of television. Julianne Newton considers television and “a moving
aesthetic,” while Caren Deming explores the “televisual, ” as exemplified in the
Golden Age of American television. Meanwhile, Jane Shattuc examines the
American TV production process and the question of authorship.

Analysis of structure and control is fundamental in examining television sys-
tems and a number of the contributors to this volume address these issues.
Sylvia Harvey asks “Who Rules T'V?” in her examination of the state, markets
and the public interest. Graham Murdock looks at issues relating to public
broadcasting and citizenship, while Stuart Cunningham analyzes changing tele-
vision policies or policy regimes.

The prominence of American television also demands attention to the impli-
cations of commercial, privately owned television systems. Matthew McAllister
discusses television advertising as a textual and economic system, while Eileen
Meehan presents a political economic approach to the analysis of television
viewing. Jack Banks looks at M'TV as an exemplar of the development of media
conglomerates, while Andrew Calabrese considers the trade in television news in
the United States.
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A good deal of research on television has focused on content, albeit using a
variety of approaches and methodologies. In this section, Albert Moran intro-
duces the new television landscape and explores the circulation of television
formats. Reflections on specific types of programming or genres are presented by
Christine Geraghty (soap operas), Jane Shattuc (talk shows), Michael Real (sports),
and Gary Edgerton (historical programming). Meanwhile, issues relating to re-
presentation of specific social groups are considered by Bonnie Dow (women and
feminism) and Sasha Torres (race).

Although a good deal of television research is devoted to audiences, a variety
of approaches and methods have been used. Peter Dahlgren explores the recep-
tion of television in its broadest sense as he looks at its relationship to public
spheres and civic cultures, while Justin Lewis examines television and public
opinion. Specific audiences are considered in Annette Hill’s discussion of audi-
ences for reality television and David Buckingham’s overview of the study of
children and television.

In the final sections, discussions of the variety of television forms are pre-
sented. DeeDee Halleck outlines various alternative challenges to mainstream
television, while television in different parts of the world is explored by John
Sinclair (Latin America), Yuezhi Zhao and Zhenzhi Guo (China), Shunya Yoshimi
(Japan), Ruth Teer-Tomaselli (South Africa), and Nabil Dajani (the Arab East).

Thus, contributors to this volume attempt to define television, consider why it
is significant and present overviews of how it has been studied. Despite changes
in television and in the world, no matter how difficult, we must endeavor to
answer these questions. Welcome to the world of television at the dawn of the
twenty-first century!
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Quotes about Television

It is interesting how many public figures have commented on the nature and
significance of television over the years. Included here is a sampling of these
quotes (many by people deeply involved in television) that may provide amuse-
ment or reflection, but are also relevant to the discussions that follow in this
volume.

Richard P. Adler: “All television is children’s television.”
Fred Allen: “Imitation is the sincerest form of television.”
Lucille Ball: “Television is the quickest form of recognition in the world.”

Clive Barnes: “T'elevision is the first truly democratic culture — the first culture
available to everybody and entirely governed by what the people want. The most
terrifying thing is what the people do want.”

Daniel J. Boorstin: “Nothing is really real unless it happens on television.”

Ray Bradbury: “The television, that insidious beast, that Medusa which freezes
a billion people to stone every night, staring fixedly, that Siren which called and
sang and promised so much and gave, after all, so little.”

David Brinkley: “The one function TV news performs very well is that when
there is no news we give it to you with the same emphasis as if there were.”

Rita Mae Brown: “Art is a moral passion married to entertainment. Moral
passion without entertainment is propaganda, and entertainment without moral

passion is television.”

Art Buchwald: “Every time you think television has hit its lowest ebb, a new
program comes along to make you wonder where you thought the ebb was.”

Carol Burnett: “The audience is never wrong.”

Prince Charles: “There are now more TVs in British households than there are
people — which is a bit of a worry.”
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Paddy Chayefsky: “It’s the menace that everyone loves to hate but can’t seem to
live without.”

Paddy Chayefsky: “Television is democracy at its ugliest.”

Imogene Coca: “Television is the only way I know to entertain 20 million people
at one time.”

Alistair Cooke: “When television came roaring in after the war (World War II)
they did a little school survey asking children which they preferred and why —
television or radio. And there was this 7-year-old boy who said he preferred

radio ‘because the pictures were better’.”

Alan Coren: “Television is more interesting than people. If it were not, we
would have people standing in the corners of our rooms.”

Salvador Dali: “What is a television apparatus to man, who has only to shut his
eyes to see the most inaccessible regions of the seen and the never seen, who has
only to imagine in order to pierce through walls and cause all the planetary
Baghdads of his dreams to rise from the dust.”

Ani Difranco: “Art may imitate life, but life imitates TV.”

Hugh Downs: “Television is the medium of the 20th century.”

Dwight D. Eisenhower: “I can think of nothing more boring for the American
people than to have to sit in their living rooms for a whole half hour looking at

my face on their television screens.”

T. S. Eliot: “It is a medium of entertainment which permits millions of people to
listen to the same joke at the same time and yet remain lonesome.”

Tony Follari: “Karl Marx is wrong. Television is the opiate of the masses.”

David Frost: “Television is an invention that permits you to be entertained in
your living room by people you wouldn’t have in your home.”

Larry Gelbart: “Television is a weapon of mass distraction.”
Samuel Goldwyn: “Television has raised writing to a new low.”

S. I. Hayakawa: “In the age of television, image becomes more important than
substance.”
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Jim Henson: “Television is basically teaching whether you want it to or not.”

Alfred Hitchcock: “Television is like the American toaster, you push the button
and the same thing pops up everytime.”

Alfred Hitchcock: “Seeing a murder on television . . . can help work off one’s
antagonisms. And if you haven’t any antagonisms, the commercials will give you
some.”

Steve Jobs: “You go to your TV to turn your brain off. You go to the computer
when you want to turn your brain on.”

Nicholas Johnson: “All television is educational television. The question is: what
is it teaching?”

Ernie Kovacs: “Television — a medium. So called because it is neither rare nor
well-done.”

Ann Landers: “Television has proved that people will look at anything rather
than at each other.”

Lee Lovinger: “Television is simply automated day-dreaming.”

Mignon MclLaughlin: “Each day, the American housewife turns toward tele-
vision as toward a lover. She feels guilty about it, and well she might, for he’s
covered with warts and is only after her money.”

Miriam Makeba: “People in the United States still have a “T'arzan’ movie view of
Africa. That’s because in the movies all you see are jungles and animals . . . We
[too] watch television and listen to the radio and go to dances and fall in love.”

Marya Mannes: “It is television’s primary damage that it provides ten million
children with the same fantasy, ready-made and on a platter.”

Daniel Marsh: “If the television craze continues with the present level of pro-
grams, we are destined to have a nation of morons.”

Groucho Marx: “I find television very educating. Every time somebody turns on
the set, I go into the other room and read a book.”

Marvin Minksy: “Imagine what it would be like if T'V actually were good. It
would be the end of everything we know.”

Malcolm Muggeridge: “Television was not intended to make human beings
vacuous, but it is an emanation of their vacuity.”
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Edwin Newman: “We live in a big and marvelously varied world. Television
ought to reflect that.”

Camille Paglia: “Television is actually closer to reality than anything in books.
The madness of TV is the madness of human life.”

Shimon Peres: “Television has made dictatorship impossible, but democracy
unbearable.”

Gene Roddenberry: “They say that ninety percent of TV is junk. But, ninety
percent of everything is junk.”

Rod Serling: “It is difficult to produce a television documentary that is both
incisive and probing when every twelve minutes one is interrupted by twelve
dancing rabbits singing about toilet paper.”

Homer Simpson: “Television! Teacher, mother, secret lover.”

Red Skelton: “I consider the television set as the American fireplace, around
which the whole family will gather.”

Harriet van Horne: “There are days when any electrical appliance in the house,
including the vacuum cleaner, seems to offer more entertainment possibilities
than the TV set.”

Orson Welles: “I hate television. I hate it as much as peanuts. But I can’t stop
eating peanuts.”

E. B. White: “I believe television is going to be the test of the modern world, and
that in this new opportunity to see beyond the range of our vision, we shall
discover a new and unbearable disturbance of the modern peace, or a saving
radiance in the sky. We shall stand or fall by television — of that I am quite sure.”

E. B. White: “Television hangs on the questionable theory that whatever hap-
pens anywhere should be sensed everywhere. If everyone is going to be able
to see everything, in the long run all sights may lose whatever rarity value they
once possessed, and it may well turn out that people, being able to see and hear
practically everything, will be specially interested in almost nothing.”

Frank Lloyd Wright: “Television is chewing gum for the eyes.”
Unknown, from New York Times 1939: “T'V will never be a serious competitor

for radio because people must sit and keep their eyes glued on a screen; the
average American family hasn’t time for it.”
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Unknown: “A television is a device you can sit in front of and watch people do
things that you could be doing, if you weren’t sitting there watching them do it.”

Unknown: “Sex on television can’t hurt you unless you fall oft.”

Unknown: “TV. If kids are entertained by two letters, imagine the fun they’ll
have with twenty-six. Open your child’s imagination. Open a book.”

Famous last words: “I’ve seen this done on TV.”
Sources: www.quotegarden.com, www.basicquotations.com, http://en.thinkexist.

com/quotations, and Alison Bullivant, ed. (2003) The Little Book of Humorous
Quotations, New York: Barnes & Noble Books.
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CHAPTER

The Development of
Television Studies

Horace Newcomb

Since the 1990s “Television Studies” has become a frequently applied term in
academic settings. In departments devoted to examination of both media, it
parallels “Film Studies.” In more broadly dispersed departments of “Communi-
cation Studies,” it supplements approaches to television variously described as
“social science” or “quantitative” or “mass communication.” The term has be-
come useful in identifying the work of scholars who participate in meetings of
professional associations such as the recently renamed Society for Cinema and
Media Studies as well as groups such as the National Communication Associa-
tion (formerly the Speech Communication Association), the International Com-
munication Association, the Broadcast Education Association, and the International
Association of Media and Communication Research. These broad-based organ-
izations have long regularly provided sites for the discussion of television and in
some cases provided pages in sponsored scholarly journals for the publication of
research related to the medium. In 2000, the Journal of Television and New Media
Studies, the first scholarly journal to approximate the “television studies” desig-
nation, was launched.

Seen from these perspectives, “Television Studies” is useful primarily in an
institutional sense. It can mark a division of labor inside academic departments
(though not yet among them — so far as I know, no university has yet established
a “Department of Television Studies”), a random occasion for gathering like-
minded individuals, a journal title or keyword, or merely the main chance for
attracting more funds, more students, more equipment — almost always at least
an ancillary goal of terminological innovation in academic settings.

That the term could also potentially denote what some might call an “aca-
demic field,” or, more aggressively, “a discipline,” however, causes as many
problems as it solves. Indeed, as Toby Miller cautions:

We need to view the screen through twin theoretical prisms. On the one hand, it
can be understood as the newest component of sovereignty, a twentieth-century
cultural addition to ideas of patrimony and rights that sits alongside such traditional
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topics as territory, language, history, and schooling. On the other hand, the screen
is a cluster of culture industries. As such, it is subject to exactly the rent-seeking
practices and exclusionary representational protocols that characterize liaisons be-
tween state and capital. We must avoid reproducing a thing called, for example,
“cinema or TV studies or new media (urggh) studies,” and instead do work that
studies the screen texts and contexts, regardless of its intellectual provenance.
(Politics and Culture, Issue 1, 2002, http://aspen.conncoll.edu/politicsandculture/
arts.cfm?id=40)

It is, of course, significant that Miller is also editor of Television and New Media
(2002), and elsewhere, in the preface to a collection of commentary (boldly
entitled Television Studies), on various aspects of the medium, has written:

can anyone seriously argue against seeking to understand how and why television
and its audiences make meaning? Of course, people can and do object, and one aim
of this book is to convince doubting siblings, peers, and hegemons of the need for
television studies. But the principal goal is to open up the field of thinking about
television to students and show them how it can be analysed and changed. (BFI

Publishing, 2002, p. vii)

I juxtapose these apparently varying statements not to “catch” Miller in “contra-
diction,” much less to make light of comments from a scholar I consider a central
contributor to whatever we choose to designate under the heading in question.
Rather, I cite Miller’s well-considered perspectives to indicate the troubling
complexities encountered in any attempt to place this particular medium inside
clearly defined boundaries. Miller’s latter phrase in the introduction to his hand-
book, “show them how it can be analysed and changed,” is indicative of a
forceful motivation shared by many of us who have spent considerable time and
effort in examining the complex phenomenon we call television. Indeed, that
television needs changing is probably one of the most widely shared assumptions
of the second half of the twentieth century, and certainly one that shows no signs
of diminishing presence.

By contrast, the notion that television requires, or even that calls for change
would somehow demand, “analysis,” is widely considered silly. As Miller’s com-
ments indicate, the mere suggestion that television needs analysis itself requires
supportive argument. “Everyone” knows how to think about, presumably how to
“change” television. The sense that any change would either imply, or explicitly
rely upon, specific types of analysis, specific questions, particular bodies of knowledge,
flies in the face of our common and “commonsensical” experience of the ubiqui-
tous appliance and its attendant “content.” And if some of these bodies of
knowledge, these questions, these strategies for analysis might be contradictory,
or subversive of one another, or perhaps internally incoherent, the waters are
muddied more thickly.

Moreover, there is yet another angle on this topic that is preliminary to any
thorough description of the “development” of “Teelevision Studies.” It is impor-
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tant to recognize that “Television Studies” is not the same thing as “studying
television.” Even the most skeptical or hostile critic of the former may have no
hesitation in supporting the latter. Indeed, the skepticism and hostility emerge
precisely with attempts to extract television from other “studiable” topics and
problems inside which television, while perhaps hugely significant, remains sub-
ordinate. It is with these varied approaches to “studying television,” however,
that any account of the development of the potentially institutionalized and
focused designation must begin.

As I have indicated elsewhere, a number of those who paid early attention to
the medium speculated in broad philosophical terms about its place in society
and culture (see, for example, Newcomb, 1974). One example, L.ee De Forest,
will suffice. Best noted for contributions to the development of television tech-
nologies, De Forest was also deeply concerned — and broadly optimistic — about
the sociocultural power of the medium. Television would, he believed, contri-
bute to the rise of a particular social formation.

A population which once more centers its interest in the home will inherit the
earth, and find it good. It will be a maturer population, with hours for leisure in
small homes, away from today’s crowded apartments. Into such a picture ideally
adapted to the benefits and physical limitations of television, this new magic will
enter and become a vital element of daily life.

This new leisure, more wisely used, welcoming the gifts, entertaining, cultural,
educational, which radio and television will bestow, shall eventually produce new
outlooks on life, and new and more understanding attitudes toward living. (De
Forest, 1942, p. 356)

Embedded, rather remarkably, in this brief commentary, are multiple versions of
possibilities and problems that continue to motivate a variety of topics related to
television studies. The domestic nature of the medium, its range of offerings, its
relation to time and space, its ability to affect attitudes and behaviors — all these
observations lead to questions still open to exploration. And, of course, this last
cluster of implied topics in De Forest’s list, television’s “effects” on behavior
and attitude, quickly came to the fore in the early years of the medium’s develop-
ment as the “essential” questions to be addressed. But rather than exploring
them within De Forest’s optimistic frame, as “gifts,” the effects were most often
framed and examined as social problems. In this context, of television “as” social
problem, a first wave of major studies of television came to prominence. And it is
also the case that these questions were perceived as “essential” in two ways — as
crucial questions for society, and as the “essence” of the medium itself. To try to
think of “television” as other than the conduit for and/or cause of these prob-
lems required effort, if not audacity. One need only search under the keywords,
“Television: Social Aspects,” in library catalogs to discover large numbers of
books, many of them bibliographies containing far larger numbers of essays, to
survey the results of approaches to television from this perspective.
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Still, it would be a mistake to suggest that these materials suggest an overly
simple dichotomy between “the social sciences” and “the humanities,” with the
latter providing all the sources for newer uses of “television studies.” Many
examinations of television by social psychologists, sociologists, economists,
political scientists, and others began early and continue to address questions and
provide information, even “data,” powerfully useful for any full understanding
of the medium. It is also the case, as I shall suggest later, that “television studies”
best understood implies (perhaps requires) the power of blended, melded re-
search strategies that, while reshaping some of the issues and questions under-
pinning earlier work, profit by returning to them from new angles. Moreover, it
is helpful to remember that much work from earlier periods was conducted by
scholars for whom rigid divides among “fields,” “disciplines,” “approaches,” and
“methods” were less important than they may have become in harsher circum-
stances driven by the meager reward systems afforded by academic institutions —
departmental resources, personal prestige, or narrow requirements for individual
advancement and personal job security. Television, like film and radio before it,
was a subject, a topic, and a source of great intellectual interest, attracting
attention from many scholars from many fields as a result of a sensed obligation
to acknowledge potential change of great import. The famous exchanges and
collaborations between Paul Lazarsfeld and Theodor Adorno can be taken as
exemplary struggles over appropriate questions and approaches without demand
for final divisions, even though this is rarely the case when terms such as
“administrative” and “critical” are attached to “research” as categories in con-
flict. And it is certainly worth recalling that Wilbur Schramm, often cited as one
of the founders of social scientific media research, began his career with the
study of literature. The foreword to his book, Two Creative Traditions in English
Poetry (1939), was written by the great literary scholar Norman Foerster. And
with Foerster and others, Schramm served as co-editor of Literary Scholarship:
Its Aims and Methods (1941). It was hardly likely to be the case that all concern
for expressive culture disappeared when he and his colleagues developed their
work on children and television, or on the media as related to national develop-
ment strategies.

In spite of these multiple connections and relations, however, there is no need
to ignore the fact that television has most often been approached from single
perspectives. Such precisely focused questions, and attendant methods of analy-
sis or argument, generally reflect deep interests directed toward specific agendas.
Thus, for the social psychologist concerned with the welfare of children, any
study of television must gather data of a certain sort, capable of securing a voice
in the arena of public policy, or at least in the appropriate bodies of academic
literature that might be cited in public debate. For the economist focused on
international flows of media, however, children’s programming might be exam-
ined as a relatively inexpensive commodity best understood within the context
of “public good” economic theory. Programming thus cited may be used as an
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example of why certain producing entities or nations have come to have parti-
cular influence in world markets. For the scholar of technology, the programs
themselves might hold little or no interest, while processes of production and
distribution could be fascinating. For the critic, whose approaches are grounded
in a range of humanistic fields and who expresses interest in the history of
fictional forms, the same body of programs might be “read” as versions of ex-
pressive culture, works that rely on familiar forms of narration, stories that can
be placed within a very long tradition of “representation.” Many of these focused
agendas have resulted from a perceived need to “fill gaps,” or to offer “new”
perspectives on familiar phenomena. Thus, when humanities-based critics and
scholars turned their attention to television’s fictional programming it was often
with the goal of “supplementing” (or, perhaps more arrogantly, “correcting”),
analyses conducted by social psychologists, economists, or technologists, and
social psychologists turning to issues of large social effects may have intended to
“extend” or “expand” work focused solely on television and children.

More interesting questions begin to emerge, however, when the critic suggests
to the social psychologist that it is impossible to study children’s responses
without some sophisticated notion of narrative theory, or when the economist is
challenged by a political economist arguing that the relatively limited number
of circulated forms and genres is the result of powerful interests in control of
“storytelling” in all cultural and social contexts, or when a specialist in media
technologies examines the roles of new media devices alter the processes and
outcomes of producing works for children.

It is here, in my view, in the interstices of methodological facility and disci-
pline or field grounded problematics that “Television Studies” begins to find its
ground. But getting “here” can be mapped in a variety of configurations. In the
introductory essay to Television: The Critical View (2000), I chart one pathway —
typically, the one most influential in my own efforts — leading to current devel-
opments. In this account the first influential turn can be described as the rise of
questions related to “popular culture studies,” a movement primarily grounded
in varieties of “literary” analysis and determined to take seriously works consid-
ered underappreciated because of structured hierarchies involving the sociology
of taste and the aims of humanistic education as molder of citizenship. In higher
education settings in the United States in the late 1960s those who decided to
study popular expressive culture — popular literature, comics, sport, popular
music — made particular choices that would involve struggles for place within
university curricula and charges of triviality in the general press. Film Studies
had secured a foothold by focusing on international cinema as art, but also faced
uphill battles when the field turned to American popular movies. Television was
among the last topics for which legitimacy was sought.

That these events, decisions, and movements began at that particular time is
telling. My argument suggests the following motivations, with specific attention
to other developments in the United States.
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The choice to examine these “inferior” or “unappreciated” forms was motivated
by a number of concerns. Philosophically, scholars in this movement often felt the
works they wished to examine were more indicative of larger cultural preferences,
expressive of a more “democratic” relationship between works and audiences than
the “elite” works selected, archived, and taught as the traditional canon of human-
istically valued forms of expression.

Politically, these same impulses suggested that it was important to study these
works precisely because their exclusion from canonical systems also excluded their
audiences, devalued large numbers of citizens, or saddled them with inferior intel-
lectual or aesthetic judgment. (Newcomb, 2000, p. 2)

Despite the “political” motivation behind the study of popular culture, there
was little overt analysis of “ideology.” The sense of “rescuing” the materials
from complete dismissal was considered a form of activism, and certainly led to
substantial political conflict in academic settings. But it was the development
of “Cultural Studies” in Britain that began far more thorough analyses of the
medium, among other “cultural” topics, with a fundamental commitment to
ideology critique. This work drew heavily on a range of Marxist social and
cultural theory, as well as on other “continental” philosophies. In this setting
culturalists also engaged in debate with those championing stricter applications
of Marxist political economy, who viewed cultural studies as, at times, myopic
regarding issues of ownership and control of media industries. The cultural
studies perspectives, and sometimes the attendant debates involving political
economy, were quickly taken up in the United States and were a second, if not
parallel influence on the development of television studies there. It should be
noted here that while there was comparatively little influence flowing from the
United States to Britain regarding these matters, it remained the case that
British and other European scholars — and later, Asian and Latin American
scholars as well — often focused on television produced in the United States as
sites for analysis or theory development. Indeed, the powerful presence of US
television throughout the world became a central topic of discussion in the
cultural studies literatures and that content has undoubtedly had its own influ-
ence on various approaches to the medium at large.

Cultural studies also blended easily with a third strain of influence in tele-
vision studies — critical sociology. Here, scholars drew on the work of the
Frankfurt School of sociocultural analysis, and often viewed television as the
latest in a line of “culture industries” spreading false consciousness, turning
masses of popular culture users into mere fodder for pernicious political control
(see Horkheimer and Adorno, 1972).

Academic critics working both from this tradition and from sharper versions
of cultural studies frequently critiqued what they considered to be a central
weakness in the earlier “popular culture” approach, its apparent reliance on a
naive notion of “liberal pluralism” when examining many expressive forms. The
arrival of “British cultural studies” required and enabled some scholars working
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within the tradition of critical sociology to sharpen their own critiques, to recog-
nize weaknesses and gaps in their work, and to move toward a more complex
perspective on television and other topics by recognizing greater textual com-
plexity in industrially produced expressive culture.

As suggested earlier, a fourth influence in this account must be the array of
film studies expanding in academic settings. “Art” films, “foreign” films, often
constituted the subject matter in some earlier classes devoted to film studies,
and, as with television, many analytical approaches were modifications of literary
studies. “Film appreciation” classes were also popular among students (and,
because they enrolled large numbers, equally popular with administrators and
teachers in liberal arts literature departments), as were the offerings, relatively
few in number, devoted to the technical production of films. The push to study
popular American film — to study “Hollywood” — drew many of the same negat-
ive responses as those leveled at the study of television. Still, with a degree of
“support” from European scholars and critics/filmmakers who praised the un-
recognized “artistry” of Hollywood film and filmmakers, American film topics
found their place in the academy. The entire body of film studies quickly devel-
oped subdivisions and an array of analytical approaches, methods, and theories.
In some quarters and some journals, the field also developed its own specialized
languages, often cited by beginning students, journalists, or “visitors” from other
fields of study as unduly arcane. By the 1980s a number of film scholars were
also attending to television. In some cases the turn to the newer medium en-
riched approaches that were already being applied. In others, film theory and
analysis foundered in encounters with features fundamentally distinct from those
for which they were developed.

One area in which film scholars encountered difficult problems involved
actual settings and behaviors surrounding the practices of viewing the media.
While “spectatorship” had become a major topic of film analysis, the domestic
aspects of television viewing, combined with its role as advertising medium,
repetitive or serialized narrative structures, and genres merged within the tele-
vision schedule, led to serious reconsideration or revision of notions regard-
ing actual viewer experiences. In somewhat fortuitous fashion, British cultural
studies had posited the study of audiences as a major topic within the study of
mass media. Drawing on the model developed by Stuart Hall, analytical strategies
had developed around notions of “encoding and decoding” television “texts.” By
examining the professional /institutional / production process at one pole of this
model and the activities of audiences at the other, emphasis on the “actual”
audience became a central component of study of television. The notion of the
“active audience” became a central tenet in much of this work, often used
to counter earlier studies of “media effects” and a range of “ethnographic”
approaches, drawn from anthropology replaced or amplified the “survey” and
“experimental” methods of social psychologists.

This focus on audience activity became a major focus of the emerging tele-
vision studies arena and was also central to yet another influential stream in the
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development of television studies — the development of a range of feminist
approaches to media and culture. Focus on gendered distinctions has ranged
from studies of production and performance involving women to theories of
narrative. And the focus on active audiences has been a basic strategy for re-
deeming such denigrated forms as the soap opera. Television has even been
defined, problematically, as a more “feminine” medium, in part because of its
domestic setting and, in the US industries, its constant flow of advertising, often
directed at women as primary consumers in households. Feminist theory has cut
through and across almost all previous approaches to television, altering or
challenging basic assumptions at every juncture.

A number of these factors came together in several works in the mid-1980s,
most notably in the work of John Fiske. That analysis began in collaboration
with John Hartley, Reading Television (1978), a significant study grounded in
literary theory and semiotics, but pushing those approaches to the study of
television in exciting new ways. By 1987 Fiske had articulated an overarching
approach in Television Culture, a work that began to develop ideas considered
radical, even in cultural studies circles. The most prominent concept, one devel-
oped further in later studies, suggested that the ability — indeed, the power and
authority — of viewers could perhaps match or even override that of television
“texts,” and by implication the ideological authority in which those texts were
grounded. In some instances Fiske suggested that viewers could perhaps subvert
messages and, by creating meanings of their own, create a type of ideological
response to dominant ideology. Fiske was soundly taken to task by those who
found such a view far too “populist,” too naive. (See, for example, McGuigan,
1992 and 1996.) In my own view, however, Fiske never lost sight of the applied
power afforded by access to production, control of discursive systems, and polit-
ical policies. Rather, his work reminds us that the results of such power is always
uneven in its effectivity, couched in multiple and varying contexts, and signifi-
cant to individuals and groups in very different ways. The debates sparked by
this body of work continue.

The account presented thus far suggests only one version of the development
of television studies. In it, various emphases, on television programs, industries,
audiences, remain, in varying degree, discreet. Or, better put, they remain
fundamental starting points for applied work. Similar starting points are also
found in another survey of the development of television studies constructed by
Charlotte Brunsdon:

Television studies emerges in the 1970s and 1980s from three major bodies of
commentary on television: journalism, literary/dramatic criticism and the social
sciences. The first, and most familiar, was daily and weekly journalism . . . The
second body of commentary is also organized through ideas of authorship, but here
it is the writer or dramatist who forms the legitimation for the attention to tele-
vision. Critical method here is extrapolated from traditional literary and dramatic
criticism, and television attracts serious critical attention as a “home theatre” . . .
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Both of these bodies of commentary are mainly concerned to address what was
shown on the screen, and thus conceive of television mainly as a text within the
arts humanities academic traditions. Other early attention to television draws, in
different ways, on the social sciences to address the production, circulation and
function of television in contemporary society. Here, research has tended not to
address the television text as such, but instead to conceptualise television either
through notions of its social function and effects, or within a governing question of
cui bono? (whose good is served?). Thus television, along with other of the mass
media, is conceptualised within frameworks principally concerned with the main-
tenance of social order; the reproduction of the status quo, the relationship be-
tween the state, media ownership and citizenship, the constitution of the public
sphere.

.. . Methodologies here have been greatly contested, particularly in the extent
to which Marxist frameworks, or those associated with the critical sociology of
the Frankfurt School have been employed. These debates have been given further
impetus in recent years by research undertaken under the loose definition of
cultural studies. The privileged texts, if attention has been directed at texts, have
been news and current affairs, and particularly special events such as elections,
industrial disputes and wars. It is this body of work which is least represented in
“television studies”, which, as an emergent discipline, tends towards the textual-
isation of its object of study. (Brunsdon, 1997, pp. 1647-9)

Brunsdon goes on to discuss, as I have above, the move toward audience studies
and the overarching influence of feminist approaches to the medium. She then
concludes:

Television studies in the 1990s, then, is characterised by work in four main areas.
The most formative for the emergent discipline have been the work on the defini-
tion and interpretation of the television text and the new media ethnographies of
viewing which emphasise both the contexts and the social relations of viewing.
However, there is a considerable history of “production studies” which trace the
complex interplay of factors involved in getting programmes on screen. . .
Increasingly significant also is the fourth area, that of television history . . . This
history of television is a rapidly expanding field, creating a retrospective history for
the discipline, but also documenting the period of nationally regulated terrestrial
broadcasting — the “television” of “television studies” — which is now coming to an
end.

These same lines of influence are again reconfigured in John Corner’s overview
text, Critical Ideas in Television Studies (1999); Corner begins with a distinction
between “Television as Research Object,” (p. 6) and “Television and Criticism”
(p- 7). As in other accounts he identifies the former with “anxiety about [tele-
vision’s] influence,” focused on matters such as “a distortion of politics,” or “the
displacement of culture.” With either concern the focus of “research” has been
“the individual viewer.” This approach, he suggests, misses two important
aspects of the medium. First, he points out that television is itself “culturally
constitutive, directly involved in the circulation of the meanings and values out
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of which a popular sense of politics and culture is made and which also then
provides the interpretative resources for viewing” and, secondly, “that all of the
television which we watch will bring about some modification in our knowledge
and experience, however minor and temporary” (p. 6). Criticism, on the other
hand, has a different set of concerns: “I take a defining feature of critical activity
to be an engagement with the significatory organization of television programmes
themselves, with the use of images and language, generic conventions, narrative
patterns, and modes of address to be found there” (p. 7). The questions emerg-
ing from such matters foreground “the critic’s own interpretive resources as a
specialist in the medium and does not work with a notion either of ‘data’ or of
‘method’ in the manner conventional in the social sciences . . .” (p. 7). But “this
does not stop the critic making inferences about the social relationships and
configurations of value within which television’s texts are placed . . . Television
criticism has most often wanted to go beyond the textually descriptive and
evaluative and to use its observations here as a route to a broader or deeper
cultural diagnosis, either of the past or the present” (pp. 7-8).

Corner, like others, cites the influence of “European social thought,” the
Frankfurt School, and various strands of Marxism. But he also adds a key
notion, the development of “postmodernist thinking” and its influence on the
study of television.

Not surprisingly, television, with those features of space-time manipulation, social
displacement, and scopic appeal . . . has often been regarded as an agency of post-
modern culture, despite its origins as a modernist cultural technology. It has been
seen as the representational hub of a new pattern of knowledge and feeling and of
new kinds of political organization, self-consciousness, and identity. (p. 8)

John Hartley (1999) quite succinctly sums up many of the sequence of issues
addressed in these other accounts by clustering studies of television under four
headings: television as mass society, television as text, television as audience, and
television as pedagogy.

The problem faced by any scholar or student planning to study television is
that all these questions, attendant “methods” or “approaches,” all the lines of
thought, bodies of information generated, remain in play. No single focus has
replaced another. Despite scholarly arguments over epistemology or legitimacy
of purpose, each can explain certain aspects of the medium, lead to identification
and definition of new problems, overlap with other results. This is the stew of
issues stirred by television. And while it would be a mistake to argue that there is
no clear “progression,” “refinement,” or “development” of stronger and clearer
approaches, it does remain the case that most studies of television (rather than
“television studies”) continue to deal with the medium and construct their
questions from relatively discreet points of view. It is also the case that any
developments in the field we might call television studies have been greatly
complicated by changes and developments surrounding “television” itself. New
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technologies, alteration in policy arenas, varying business models, innovations in
narrative strategies, revival of older strategies — these and other changes have
made television something of a moving target. In turn, the changes have sharp-
ened awareness of the fact that many “approaches,” even “theories” of television
were put forward in other contexts, very specific historical conditions and social
formations. The degree to which questions framed and approaches developed in
those contexts remain useful is a matter of some concern.

What these interactions suggest is that we can best understand television not
as an entity — economic, technological, social, psychological, or cultural — but as
a site, the point at which numerous questions and approaches intersect and
inflect one another. For this reason television should also be thought of as
“television,” somehow “marked” to remind us that no single definition or set of
terms can gather or control the power and significance of this entity. Indeed, in
this tendency to confound singly focused approaches, television has also become
the site at which various theories and methods, not to say larger systemic con-
structions such as “the social sciences” or “the humanities” or “critical theory,”
have been forced to recognize shortcomings and attempt conversation, if not
always conjunction, with others.

At this point, we can say that television studies is a conflicted field of study
in need of one or more controlling or guiding metaphors. Such terms should
somehow acknowledge the “site-like” qualities of television, recognizing it as one
of the most powerful such points of conjunction in human history. Yet any such
recognition must not ignore knowledge generated by more specifically focused
queries.

In this context, Corner’s use of the term “hub” is useful. If “television” is at
the center of structuring spokes, holding things together in order to roll on, we
could perhaps account for intersecting influences by speculating about what
might happen if a particular spoke were removed. Or we might explore the role
of one spoke, acknowledging that its force and significance might be limited.

My own preference for metaphor would be that “television” is a “switch-
board” through which streams of information, power, and control flow unevenly.
Struggles for control of the switchboard occur at many sub-points. In the “creat-
ive communities” the struggles might be over the control of textual content,
style, or even budgets. At the corporate level they are most likely focused on
budgets, but even the dullest accountant employed in a media industry recog-
nizes that it is impossible to predict the next “hit,” and must therefore adapt a
calculus allowing for failures. And these failures cannot be fully explained by
research departments or demographers any more than they can by critics, polit-
ical economists, or cultural historians.

The impossibility of fully analyzing, much less synthesizing such fluid activ-
ities should be clear. The task becomes one of recognizing the interplay and,
when possible, mapping the lines of force and influence most pertinent to any
case at hand. Some studies stand out as exemplary in this difficult process. In the
early 1980s the collection of essays by Jane Feuer and colleagues, MTM: Quality
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Television (1984), admirably linked certain shifts in the US television industry
and various aspects of US sociology and culture to examine what seemed to be
fundamental stylistic alterations in programming. They never lost sight of the
connections of those newer programs to examples from previous periods in the
brief history of the medium, but still made a convincing case for a set of inter-
secting influences shaping the changes they outlined. A cluster of important
historical studies by William Boddy (1990), Lynn Spigel (1992), Christopher
Anderson (1994), and Michael Curtin (1996) brought new sophistication to topics
ranging from television as the site of policy struggles, to television’s role in a new
domestic context, to television’s intersectional struggles with the film industry,
to the role of network policies, government actions, and documentary production.

Studies of specific television programs have also been richly contextualized
by scholars exploring a range of influences and affectivities of the medium. Julie
D’Acci’s Defining Women: Television and the Case of Cagney and Lacey (1994) is
an outstanding work linking analyses of television industrial practices, produc-
tion practices, texts, and audience responses. Jostein Gripsrud’s The “Dynasty’
Years: Hollywood Television and Critical Media Studies (1995) examines the ways
in which a single American television program, thrown into the lake of another
society and culture, sends ripples reaching to parliaments and political activist
groups. John Thornton Caldwell’s Televisuality: Style, Crisis, and Authority in
American Television (1995) adds the layer of “redefining” television in light of
specific developments in technologies and industrial history; Ron Lembo’s 7/iunk-
ing Through Television (2000) explores audience relationships with television
from a sociological perspective, incorporating a version of ethnographic study
with a sophisticated sense of textual nuances and programming strategies; and
Anna McCarthy’s Ambient Television (2001) explodes the general conception that
television is solely or primarily a domestic device by studying a range of sites in
which the medium can be embedded.

Finally, in Hartley’s Uses of Television (1999), I find what is, for me, the most
challenging and from its own perspective explanatory treatment of television to
date. Among other taxonomical gambits Hartley lumps the history of television
studies into two large, crude clumps — The Desire School and The Fear School
(p. 135), placing most of the work concerned with televisions presumed “effects”
in the latter, most of the work treating television as an expressive form in the
former. But the clustering is secondary to his own perspective that television
primarily serves a “pedagogical” function in contemporary culture, spreading
forms of broad knowledge and information into corners that might otherwise
have missed such perceptions, or challenging received notions with purposeful
provocations. In short, without focusing precisely on particular program “texts,”
or on specific analyses of overarching “ideology,” on specific industrial forma-
tions or practices, or on details of audience response and activity, he returns to
fundamental philosophical questions: What is television? How has it functioned?
Why is it even important, or at least, why and how is it more important than the
refrigerator?
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I do not suggest here that Hartley, or the other works cited above, “explain”
television in any total sense better than many earlier studies. Indeed, I am
arguing that “television” is inexplicable. But it is no longer necessary for those
who study television to remain bound by their own particular languages and
strategies. Rather, it is necessary that they acknowledge one another more expli-
citly, incorporating those other strategies, topics, areas, and problems they find
most pertinent, most forceful in modifying their own conclusions. In one sense,
“television studies,” as an intellectual accomplishment in itself, should best
exercise a form of modesty. But the modifications should also lead toward a keen
precision that might allow television studies to achieve a stronger voice in mat-
ters of policy, industrial practice, and viewer education. In both the modesty and
the precision we can acknowledge that with regard to television from the mid-
twentieth century to present day, this set of intersecting forces, practices, and
influences has demanded attention and concern — and that at every turn of events
it has refracted, prism-like, every light we bring toward its illumination. In the
play of these bent, blended, and colored shadows we find the best repository for
better questions.
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CHAPTER

Critical Perspectives
on Television from the
Frankfurt School to
Postmodernism

Doug Kellner

Paul Lazarsfeld (1942), one of the originators of modern communications
studies, distinguished between what he called “administrative research,” that
deployed empirical research for the goals of corporate and state institutions, and
“critical research,” an approach that he associated with the Frankfurt School.
Critical research situates the media within the broader context of social life and
interrogates its structure, goals, values, messages, and effects. It develops critical
perspectives by which media are evaluated and appraised.

Since the 1940s, an impressive variety of critical approaches to the media and
television have developed. In this study, I will first present the Frankfurt School
as an inaugurator of critical approaches to television studies and will then con-
sider how a wide range of theorists addressed what later became known as the
politics of representation in critical television studies, engaging problematics of
class, gender, race, sexuality, and other central components of media representa-
tion and social life. Then, I discuss how a postmodern turn in cultural studies
contested earlier critical models and provided alternative approaches to televi-
sion studies. I conclude with some comments that argue for a critical approach to
television and media culture and in this text sketch out a comprehensive critical
model that embraces production and the political economy of television; textual
analysis; and investigation of the effects and uses of television by audiences. As
this study will indicate, such a multidimensional approach to critical media and
television studies is found initially in the Frankfurt School and was developed by
many other television theorists in diverse locations and from often conflicting
perspectives, ranging from British cultural studies to critical feminism.
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The Frankfurt School and the Culture Industries

From the classical Frankfurt School perspective, commercial television is a form
of what Horkheimer and Adorno and their colleagues called the “culture indus-
try.” Moving from Nazi Germany to the United States, the Frankfurt School
experienced at first hand the rise of a media culture involving film, popular
music, radio, television, and other forms of mass culture.' In the United States,
where they found themselves in exile, media production was by and large a form
of commercial entertainment controlled by big corporations. Thus, the Frankfurt
School coined the term “culture industries” to call attention to the industrializa-
tion and commercialization of culture under capitalist relations of production.
This situation was most marked in the United States that had little state support
of film or television industries.

To a large extent, the Frankfurt School began a systematic and comprehensive
critical approach to studies of mass communication and culture, and produced
the first critical theory of the cultural industries.? During the 1930s, the Frank-
furt School developed a critical and transdisciplinary approach to cultural and
communications studies, combining a critique of the political economy of the
media, analysis of texts, and audience reception studies of the social and ideo-
logical effects of mass culture and communications. They coined the term “cul-
ture industry” to signify the process of the industrialization of mass-produced
culture and the commercial imperatives which drove the system. The critical
theorists analyzed all mass-mediated cultural artifacts within the context of in-
dustrial production, in which the commodities of the culture industries exhibited
the same features as other products of mass production: commodification, stand-
ardization, and massification. The culture industries had the specific function,
however, of providing ideological legitimation of the existing capitalist societies
and of integrating individuals into the framework of its social formation.

Key early studies of the culture industries include Adorno’s analyses of popu-
lar music (1978 [1932], 1941, 1982, and 1989), television (1991), and popular
phenomena such as horoscopes (1994); Lowenthal’s studies of popular literature
and magazines (1961); Herzog’s studies of radio soap operas (1941); and the per-
spectives and critiques of mass culture developed in Horkheimer and Adorno’s
famous study of the culture industries (1972 and Adorno, 1991). In their cri-
tiques of mass culture and communication, members of the Frankfurt School
were among the first to systematically analyze and criticize mass-mediated
culture and television within critical social theory. They were the first social
theorists to see the importance of what they called the “culture industries” in
the reproduction of contemporary societies, in which so-called mass culture and
communications stand at the center of leisure activity, are important agents of
socialization, mediators of political reality, and should thus be seen as major
institutions of contemporary societies with a variety of economic, political, cul-
tural and social effects.
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Furthermore, the critical theorists investigated the cultural industries in a
political context, conceptualizing them as a form of the integration of the
working class into capitalist societies. The Frankfurt School was one of the first
neo-Marxian groups to examine the effects of mass culture and the rise of the
consumer society on the working classes, which were to be the instrument of
revolution in the classical Marxian scenario. They also analyzed the ways that
the culture industries and consumer society were stabilizing contemporary capi-
talism and accordingly sought new strategies for political change, agencies of
social transformation, and models for political emancipation that could serve as
norms of social critique and goals for political struggle. This project required
rethinking the Marxian project and produced many important contributions — as
well as some problematical positions.

The Frankfurt School provides television and media studies with a model that
articulates the dimensions of production and political economy, text analysis,
and audience/reception research. The Frankfurt School addresses all of these
dimensions and at its best depicts their interrelationship. Indeed, Frankfurt
School critical theory provides the “Big Picture,” analyzing relationships between
the economy, state, society, and everyday life (Kellner, 1989). Thus, a critical
theory of television would articulate the relationships between the economy, the
state, and television, analyzing television’s production process, texts, and socio-
political effects and audience uses within the context of its institutional role
within specific types of social organization (see Kellner, 1990). I will accordingly
discuss the classical Frankfurt School model of television and some specific
attempts to provide analyses of television within the Frankfurt School tradition
before turning to other critical approaches.

In their Dialectic of Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno anticipate the
coming of television in terms of the emergence of a new form of mass culture
that would combine sight and sound, image, and narrative, in an institution that
would embody the types of production, texts, and reception of the culture
industry. Anticipating that television would be a prototypical artifact of industri-
alized culture, Adorno and Horkheimer wrote:

Television aims at a synthesis of radio and film, and is held up only because the
interested parties have not yet reached agreement, but its consequences will be
quite enormous and promise to intensify the impoverishment of aesthetic matter
so drastically, that by tomorrow the thinly veiled identity of all industrial culture
products can come triumphantly out into the open, derisively fulfilling the Wag-
nerian dream of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the fusion of all the arts in one work. The
alliance of word, image, and music is all the more perfect than in Tristan because
the sensuous elements which all approvingly reflect the surface of social reality are
in principle embodied in the same technical process, the unity of which becomes
its distinctive content . . . Television points the way to a development which might
easily enough force the Warner Brothers into what would certainly be the unwel-
come position of serious musicians and cultural conservatives. (1972, pp. 124, 161)
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Following the model of critique of mass culture in Dialectic of Enlightenment,
a Frankfurt School approach to television would analyze television within the
dominant system of cultural production and reception, situating the medium
within its institutional and political framework. It would combine the study
of text and audience with an ideology critique and a contextualizing analysis of
how television texts and audiences are situated within specific social relations
and institutions. The approach combines Marxian critique of political economy
with ideology critique, textual analysis, and psychoanalytically inspired depth-
approaches to audiences and effects.

T. W. Adorno’s article “How to Look at Television” (1991) provides a striking
example of a classic Frankfurt School analysis. Adorno opens by stressing the
importance of undertaking an examination of the effects of television upon
viewers, making use of “depth-psychological categories.” Adorno had previously
collaborated with Paul Lazarsfeld on some of the first examinations of the impact
of radio and popular music on audiences (see Lazarsfeld, 1941). While working
on The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al., 1969 [1950]), Adorno took up a
position as director of the scientific branch of the Hacker Foundation in Beverly
Hills, a psychoanalytically-oriented foundation, and undertook examinations of
the sociopsychological roots and impact of mass cultural phenomena, focusing
on subjects as diverse as television (Adorno, 1991) and the astrological column of
the Los Angeles Times (Adorno, 1994).

In view of the general impression that the Frankfurt School make sharp and
problematic distinctions between high and low culture, it is interesting that
Adorno opens his study of television with a deconstruction of “the dichotomy
between autonomous art and mass media.” Stressing that their relation is “highly
complex,” Adorno claims that distinctions between popular and elite art are a
product of historical conditions and should not be exaggerated. After a historical
examination of older and recent popular culture, Adorno analyzes the “multilayered
structure of contemporary television.” In light of the notion that the Frankfurt
School reduces the texts of media culture to ideology, it is interesting that
Adorno calls for analysis of the “various layers of meaning” found in popular
television, stressing “polymorphic meanings” and distinctions between latent
and manifest content. Adorno writes:

The effect of television cannot be adequately expressed in terms of success or
failure, likes or dislikes, approval or disapproval. Rather, an attempt should be
made, with the aid of depth-psychological categories and previous knowledge of
mass media, to crystallize a number of theoretical concepts by which the potential
effect of television — its impact upon various layers of the spectator’s personality —
could be studied. It seems timely to investigate systematically socio-psychological
stimuli typical of televised material both on a descriptive and psychodynamic level,
to analyze their presuppositions as well as their total pattern, and to evaluate the
effect they are likely to produce . . . (1991, p. 136)
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Adorno’s examples come from the early 1950s TV shows and he tends to see
these works as highly formulaic and reproducing conformity and adjustment. He
criticizes stereotyping in television, “pseudo-realism,” and its highly conven-
tional forms and meaning, an approach that accurately captures certain aspects of
1950s television, but which is inadequate to capture the growing complexity
of contemporary television. Adorno’s approach to “hidden meanings” is highly
interesting, however, and his psychoanalytic and ideological readings of tele-
vision texts and speculation on their effects are pioneering.

Adorno’s study is one of the few concrete studies of television with the
Frankfurt School tradition that addresses the sort of text produced by network
television and the audience for its product. While Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse,
Habermas, and other major Frankfurt School theorists never systematically en-
gage television production, texts, or audiences, they frequently acknowledge the
importance of television in their development of a critical theory of society, or in
their comments on contemporary social phenomena. Following the Frankfurt
School analysis of changes in the nature of socialization, Herbert Marcuse, for
instance, noted the decline of the family as the dominant agent of socialization
in Eros and Crotlization (1955) and the rise of the mass media, like radio and
television:

The repressive organization of the instincts seems to be collective, and the ego
seems to be prematurely socialized by a whole system of extra-familial agents and
agencies. As early as the pre-school level, gangs, radio, and television set the
pattern for conformity and rebellion; deviations from the pattern are punished not
so much in the family as outside and against the family. The experts of the mass
media transmit the required values; they offer the perfect training in efficiency,
toughness, personality, dream and romance. With this education, the family can no
longer compete. (97)

Marcuse saw television as being part of an apparatus of administration and
domination in a one-dimensional society. In his words,

with the control of information, with the absorption of individuals into mass
communication, knowledge is administered and confined. The individual does not
really know what is going on; the overpowering machine of entertainment and
entertainment unites him with the others in a state of anesthesia from which all
detrimental ideas tend to be excluded. (104)

On this view, television is part of an apparatus of manipulation and societal
domination. In One-Dimensional Man (1964), Marcuse claimed that the inanities
of commercial radio and television confirmed his analyses of the individual and
the demise of authentic culture and oppositional thought, portraying television
as part of an apparatus producing the thought and behavior needed for the social
and cultural reproduction of contemporary capitalist societies.
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Critical Perspectives from/after the Frankfurt School

While the classical Frankfurt School members wrote little on television itself, the
critical theory approach strongly influenced critical approaches to mass com-
munication and television within academia and the views of the media of the
New Left and others in the aftermath of the 1960s. The anthology Mass Culture
(Rosenberg and White, 1957) contained Adorno’s article on television and many
other studies influenced by the Frankfurt School approach. Within critical com-
munication research, there were many criticisms of network television as a capi-
talist institution and critics of television and the media such as Herbert Schiller,
George Gerbner, Dallas Smythe, and others were influenced by the Frankfurt
School approach to mass culture, as was C. Wright Mills in an earlier era (see
Kellner, 1989, p. 134ff).

From the perspectives of the New Left, Todd Gitlin wrote “Thirteen Theses
on Television” that contained a critique of television as manipulation with reson-
ances to the Frankfurt School in 1972 and continued to do research and writing
that developed in his own way a Frankfurt School approach to television, focus-
ing on TV in the United States (1980, 1983, 2002). A 1987 collection Waiching
Television contained studies by Gitlin and others that exhibited a neo-Frankfurt
School approach to television, and many contemporary theorists writing on
television have been shaped by their engagement with the Frankfurt School.

Of course, media culture was never as massified and homogeneous as the
Frankfurt School model implied and one could argue that their perspectives
were flawed even during their time of origin and influence. One could also argue
that other approaches were preferable (such as those of Walter Benjamin (1969),
Siegfried Kracauer (1995), Ernst Bloch (1986) and others of the Weimar genera-
tion). The original Frankfurt School model of the culture industry did articulate
the important social roles of media culture during a specific regime of capital.
The group provided a model, still of use, of a highly commercial system of tele-
vision that serves the needs of dominant corporate interests, plays a major role in
ideological reproduction, and in enculturating individuals into the dominant
system of needs, thought, and behavior.

Today, it is more fashionable to include moments of Frankfurt School critique
of television in one’s theory than to simply adopt a systematic Frankfurt School
approach. It would be a mistake, however, to reject the Frankfurt School tout
court as reductive, economistic, and representative solely of a one-dimensional
“manipulation theory,” although these aspects do appear in some of their writ-
ings. Indeed, the systematic thrust of the Frankfurt School approach that studies
television and other institutions of media culture in terms of their political
economy, text, and audience reception of cultural artifacts continues to be of
some use. Overcoming the divide between a text-based approach to culture and
an empiricist social science-based communication theory, the Frankfurt School
sees media culture as a complex multidimensional phenomenon that must be
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taken seriously and that requires multiple disciplines to capture its importance
and complexity. Within the culture industries, television continues to be of
central importance and so critical theorists today should seek new approaches to
television while building upon the Frankfurt School tradition.

In recent decades other critical studies have researched the impact of global
media on national cultures, attacking the cultural imperialism of Western media
conglomerates or the creeping Americanization of global media and consumer
culture (Schiller, 1971; Tunstall, 1977). Schiller and others focused on the
political economy of television and its role, both nationally and globally, in pro-
moting corporate interests. In Mass Communications and American Empire (1971),
Herbert Schiller traced the rise of the commercial broadcasting industry in the
United States, its interconnection with corporate capitalism and the military,
and the use of communications and electronics in counterrevolution, such as
Vietnam, and in promoting a global capitalist economic empire.

Political economy approaches to television charted the consequences of dom-
inance of TV production by corporate and commercial interests and the ways
that programming was geared toward concerns of advertisers and securing the
largest possible mass audience. Herman and Chomsky (1988) presented “filters”
by which corporate, advertising, media gatekeeping, and conservative control
excluded certain kinds of programming while excluding less mainstream and
conservative material. Scholars studying media imperialism traced how the impor-
tation of US programming and broadcasting institutions and structures impacted
broadcasting on a global scale.’

Some critical approaches focused on the social effects of television, often
decrying excessive T'V violence. On television and violence, some literature con-
tinued to assume that violent representations in the media were a direct cause of
social problems. A more sophisticated social ecology approach to violence and
the media, however, was developed by George Gerbner and his colleagues at the
Annenberg School of Communication. Gerbner’s group has studied the “cul-
tural environment” of television violence, tracking increases in representations of
violence and delineating “message systems” that depict who exercises violence,
who is the victim, and what messages are associated with media violence. A
“cultivation analysis” studies effects of violence and concludes that heavy con-
sumers of media violence exhibit a “mean world syndrome” with effects that
range from depression to fearful individuals voting for right-wing law and order
politicians, to the exhibition of violent behavior (Gerbner, 2003)."

Another approach to violence and the media is found in the work of Hans
J. Eysenck and David K. B. Nias (1978) who argue that recurrent representations
of violence in the media desensitize audiences to violent behavior and actions.
The expansion of youth violence throughout the world and media exploitation
of sensational instances of teen killings in the United States, Britain, France,
Germany and elsewhere has intensified the focus on the interplay of media and
violence and the ways that rap music, video and computer games, television and
film, and other types of youth culture have promoted violence.’
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In addition to seeing television as a social problem because of growing societal
violence, from the 1960s to the present, left-liberal and conservative media
critics coalesced in arguing that mainstream media promote excessive consumer-
ism and commodification. In the 1960s FCC commissioner Newton Minow
described TV as a “Vast Wasteland” and the term was taken up by both con-
servative and left-liberal critics to assail what was perceived as the growing
mediocrity and low cultural level of television. This view is argued in sociologi-
cal terms in the work of Daniel Bell who asserts, in The Cultural Contradictions of
Capitalism (1978), that a sensate-hedonistic culture exhibited in popular media
and promoted by capitalist corporations was undermining core traditional values
and producing an increasing amoral society. Bell called for a return to tradition
and religion to counter this social trend that saw media culture as undermining
morality, the work ethic, and traditional values.

In Amusing Ourselves to Death (1986), Neil Postman argued that popular media
culture — and, in particular, television — has become a major force of socialization
and was subverting traditional literacy skills, thus undermining education. Post-
man criticized the negative social effects of the media and called for educators
and citizens to intensify their critique of the media. Extoling the virtues of book
culture and literacy, Postman called for educational reform to counter the nefari-
ous effects of media and consumer culture.

Indeed, there is by now a long tradition of studies that have discussed children
and media such as television (see Luke, 1990). Critics like Postman (1986) argue
that excessive T'V viewing stunts cognitive growth, creates shortened attention
spans, and habituates youth to fragmented, segmented, and imagistic cultural
experiences and thus television and other electronic media are a social problem
for children. Defenders stress the educational benefits of some television, suggest
that it is merely harmless entertainment, or argue that audiences construct their
own meanings from popular media (Fiske, 1987, 1989a).

Negative depictions of the media and consumerism, youth hedonism, exces-
sive materialism, and growing violence were contested by British cultural studies
that claimed that the media were being scapegoated for a wide range of social
problems. In Policing the Crisis (Hall et al., 1978), Stuart Hall and colleagues at
the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies analyzed what they
took to be a media-induced “moral panic” about mugging and youth violence.
The Birmingham group argued for the existence of an active audience that was
able to critically dissect and make use of media material, arguing against the
media manipulation perspective. Rooted in a classic article by Stuart Hall titled
“Encoding/Decoding” (1973/1980), British cultural studies began studying
how different groups read television news, magazines, engaged in consumption,
and made use of a broad range of media. In Everyday Television: Nationwide
Charlotte Brunsdon and David Morley (1978) studied how different audiences
consumed TV news; Ien Ang (1985) and Liebes and Katz (1990) investigated
how varying audiences in Holland, Israel, and elsewhere consumed and made

use of the US TV series Dallas; and John Fiske (1987, 1989a and 1989b) wrote a
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series of books celebrating the active audience and consumer in a wide range of
domains by audiences throughout the world.

Yet critics working within British cultural studies, individuals in a wide range
of social movements, and academics from a variety of fields and positions, began
criticizing the media from the 1960s and to the present for promoting sexism,
racism, homophobia, and other oppressive social phenomena. There was intense
focus on the politics of representation, discriminating between negative and
positive representations of major social groups and harmful and beneficial media
effects, debates that coalesced under the rubric of the politics of representation.

Oppositional Social Movements and the Politics
of Representation

During the 1960s much television criticism was somewhat unsophisticated and
underdeveloped theoretically, often operating with reductive notions of political
economy; simplistic models of media effects; and one-dimensional models of
media messages. Yet from the 1960s to the present, a wide range of critical
theories circulated globally and many working within television studies appro-
priated the advanced critical discourses.

The ground-breaking work of critical media theorists within the Frankfurt
School, British cultural studies, and French structuralism and poststructuralism
revealed that culture is a social construct, intrinsically linked to the vicissitudes
of the social and historically specific milieu in which it is conceived and that
gender, race, class, sexuality, and other dimensions of social life are socially
constructed in media representations (see Durham and Kellner, 2001). Media
and cultural studies engaged in critical interrogations of the politics of represen-
tation, which drew upon feminist and gay and lesbian approaches, as well as crit-
ical race and multicultural theories, to fully analyze the functions of gender, class,
race, ethnicity, nationality, sexual preference and other key issues in television
and the media.

The social dimensions of media constructions of axes of difference and sub-
ordination are perceived by cultural studies as being vitally constitutive of audi-
ences who appropriate and use texts. These approaches were strongly influenced
by the social movements of the era. The feminist movement opposed media
representation of women and criticized ones claimed to be sexist and inadequate,
while calling for more positive representations of women and the participation
of more women in the culture industries. Black and brown power movements
criticized representations of people of color and militated for more inclusion
in television and other media, as well as more realist and positive depictions.
Likewise, gay and lesbian movements criticized the media for their neglect or
misrepresentations of alternative sexuality and more representation.

All of these oppositional movements developed critical perspectives on tele-
vision and often produced new forms of TV criticism, positioning the politics
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of representation as a crucial part of television studies.® Developments within
British cultural studies are representative of this move toward a more inclusive
politics of representation and TV criticism. While earlier British cultural studies
engaged the progressive and oppositional potential of working-class and then
youth culture, under the pressure of the social movements of the 1960s and
1970s, many adopted a feminist dimension, paid greater attention to race, ethni-
city, and nationality, and concentrated on sexuality. During this period, assorted
discourses of race, gender, sex, nationality, and so on developed within a now
global cultural studies. An increasingly complex, culturally hybrid and diasporic
global culture and networked society calls for sophisticated understandings of
the interplay of representations, politics, and the forms of media.

Although a vigorous feminist film and cultural criticism had begun to emerge
by the 1970s, little feminist TV criticism emerged until the 1980s.” As with
feminist film criticism, early efforts focused on the image and representations of
women, but soon there was more sophisticated narrative analysis that analyzed
how television and the narrative apparatus positioned women and the ways that
television constructed femininity and masculinity, as well as more sociological
and institutional analysis of how TV functioned in women’s everyday life and
how the institutions of television were highly male-dominated and patriarchal
and capitalist in structure.

Tania Modleski (1982), for instance, followed a ground-breaking essay by
Carol Lopate (1977) on how the organization of the TV day followed the pat-
terns of women’s lives. Soap operas present a fragmented ongoing narrative that
provides distraction and fantasies for women at home while ideologically posi-
tioning women in traditional stereotyped roles. The moral ambiguities and open-
ness of the form provide spaces for multiple viewers, make possible varied
readings, and provide predictable pleasures for its audiences. Addressing the
alteration between the soap narratives and those of commercials, Modleski sug-
gests that these modes address women’s dual roles as “moral and spiritual guides”
and “household drudges,” thus reproducing the values and subject positions of
patriarchal capitalism.

Many gay and lesbian theorists decried the ways that media representations
promoted homophobia by presenting negative representations of gay sexuality.
Larry Gross’s “Out of the Mainstream: Sexual Minorities and the Mass Media”
(1989) argues that corporate media culture defines and frames sexuality in ways
that marginalize gay and lesbians, and “symbolically annihilate” their lives. Stereo-
typic depiction of lesbians and gay men as “abnormal, and the suppression of
positive or even ‘unexceptional’ portrayals, serve to maintain and police the
boundaries of the moral order” (1989, p. 136) in Gross’s view. He argues for
alternative representations — a call that has to a certain degree been heard and
answered by gay and lesbian media producers coming to prominence in the
contemporary era, with even US network television eventually presenting gay
and lesbian characters.
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A variety of critics of color have engaged racist representations in film, tele-
vision, and other domains of media culture.® Herman Gray (1995), for example,
scrutinizes the related trajectory of black representation on network television in
an analysis that takes into account the structures and conventions of the medium
as well as the sociopolitical conditions of textual production. Gray’s examination
of race and representation highlights the articulations between recent representa-
tions of blacks and much earlier depictions. He argues that “our contemporary
moment continues to be shaped discursively by representations of race and
ethnicity that began in the formative years of television” (1995, p. 73). Contem-
porary cultural production is still in dialogue with these earliest moments, he
writes, and he is aware of the regressive as well as the progressive aspects of this
engagement. Importantly, Gray identifies certain turning points in television’s
representation of blackness, situating these “signal moments” within the cultural
and political contexts in which they were generated. His analysis brings us to a
confrontation with the possibilities of mass cultural texts engaging the politics of
difference in a complex and meaningful way.

Many critics emphasized the importance of connecting representations of
gender, race, class, sexuality, and other subject positions to disclose how the
media present socially derogatory representations of subordinate groups. bell
hooks (1992) has been among the first and most prolific African-American fem-
inist scholars to call attention to the interlocking of race, class, gender and
additional markers of identity in the constitution of subjectivity. Early in her
career she challenged feminists to recognize and confront the ways in which race
and class inscribe women’s (and men’s) experiences. In “Fating the Other”
(1992), hooks explores cultural constructions of the “Other” as an object of
desire, tying such positioning to consumerism and commodification as well as to
issues of racial domination and subordination. Cautioning against the seductive-
ness of celebrating “Otherness,” hooks uses various media cultural artifacts —
clothing catalogs, films, television, and rap music — to debate issues of cultural
appropriation versus cultural appreciation, and to uncover the personal and
political cross-currents at work in mass-media representation.

Elaine Rapping has written a series of books engaging dynamics of gender,
race, and class while relating television to current social and political issues. The
Looking Glass World of Nonfiction Television (1986) provides a study of local and
national news, game shows, national rituals, beauty pageants, and presidential
politics, as well as studies of TV documentaries, special reports, and soft news.
Her studies of made-for-TV movies was expanded into The Movie of the Week
(1992), a ground-breaking analysis of TV movies which had hitherto been some-
what ignored by both film and television scholars. Her recent Law and Justice As
Seen on TV (2003) traces the history of crime drama and courtroom drama and
the ways that actual crimes and problems of justice are represented in TV frames
and dramas from the Menendez brothers trial, to the O. J. Simpson murder
trials, and Timothy McVeigh’s Oklahoma City bombing case.
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TV representations often construct women, people of color, and members of
various minorities and their social problems as victims and objects, and main-
stream television rarely presents positive representations of women’s movements
or collective forms of struggle, rather focusing on women as individual examples
of specific social problems like rape or domestic violence. Likewise, television
series featuring people of color often appropriate groups such as African Ameri-
cans or Latinos into typical white middle-class American behavior, values, and
institutions, rather than articulating cultural specificity or showing oppressed
groups voicing criticisms or organizing into political movements.

Just as critical television critics came to insist on the interaction of the politics
of representation in race, gender, class, sexuality, and other key dimensions, so
too did critical television scholars begin to integrate studies of the TV industry,
texts, audiences, and social context into their work. For instance, in a ground-
breaking work on Cagney and Lacey, Julie D’Acci calls for an “integrated
approach” that analyzes how the politics of representation play out in the tele-
vision production process, on the level of the construction and unfolding of TV
texts and narratives, on the level of audience reception, and within the context of
specific sociohistorical environments (1994, 2002). Such “modern approaches,”
however, were criticized by a postmodern turn in television and cultural studies.

The Postmodern Turn within Critical Television
Studies

During the 1980s and 1990s, many noticed a postmodern turn toward cultural
populism that valorized audiences over texts and the production apparatus, the
pleasures of television and popular culture over their ideological functions and
effects, and that refocused television criticism on the surface of its images and
spectacle, rather than deeper embedded meanings and complex effects (see Best
and Kellner, 1997; McGuigan, 1992; and Kellner, 1995). If for most of the
history of television, narrative storytelling has been the name of the game, on a
postmodern account of television, image and spectacle often decenters the im-
portance of narrative. It is often claimed that in those programs usually desig-
nated “postmodern” — M'TV music videos and other programming, Miam: Vice,
Max Headroom, Twin Peaks, high-tech ads, and so on — there is a new look and
feel: the signifier has been liberated and image takes precedence over narrative,
as compelling and highly artificial aesthetic spectacles detach themselves from
the television diegesis and become the center of fascination, of a seductive
pleasure, of an intense but fragmentary and transitory aesthetic experience.
While there is some truth in this conventional postmodern position, such
descriptions are in some ways misleading. In particular, the familiar account that
postmodern image culture is fundamentally flat and one-dimensional is problem-
atic. For Fredric Jameson, postmodernism manifests “the emergence of a new
kind of flatness or depthlessness, a new kind of superficiality in the most literal
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sense — perhaps the supreme formal feature of all the postmodernisms” (1984,
p. 60). According to Jameson, the “waning of affect” in postmodern image cul-
ture is replicated in postmodern selves who are allegedly devoid of the expressive
energies and individualities characteristic of modernism and the modern self.
Both postmodern texts and selves are said to be without depth and to be flat,
superficial, and lost in the intensities and vacuities of the moment, without
substance and meaning, or connection to the past.

Privileging Jameson’s category of the waning of affect, Gitlin (1987), for
example, claims that Miami Vice is the ultimate in postmodern blankness, empti-
ness, and world-weariness. Yet, against this reading, one could argue that it
pulsates as well with intense emotion, a clash of values, and highly specific
political messages and positions (see Best and Kellner, 1997 and Kellner, 1995).
Grossberg (1987) also argues that Miami Vice and other postmodern culture
obliterate meaning and depth, claiming: “Miami Vice is, as its critics have said,
all on the surface. And the surface is nothing but a collection of quotations from
our own collective historical debris, a mobile game of Trivia. It is, in some ways,
the perfect televisual image, minimalist (the sparse scenes, the constant long
shots, etc.) yet concrete” (1987, p. 28). Grossberg goes on to argue that “indiffer-
ence” (to meanings, ideology, politics, and so on) is the key distinguishing
feature of Miami Vice and other postmodern texts which he suggests are more
akin to billboards to be scanned for what they tell us about our cultural terrain
rather than texts to be read and interrogated.

Against these postmodern readings, one could argue that Miami Vice is highly
polysemic and is saturated with ideologies, messages, and quite specific meanings
and values. Behind the high-tech glitz are multiple sites of meaning, multiple
subject positions, and highly contradictory ideological problematics. The show
had a passionately loyal audience that was obviously not indifferent to the series
that had its own intense affective investments and passions. I have argued that
reading the text of Miami Vice hermeneutically and critically provides access to
its polysemic wealth and that therefore it is a mistake to rapidly speed by such
artifacts, however some audiences may relate to them (Kellner, 1995, p. 238ff).

One-dimensional postmodern texts and selves put in question the continued
relevance of hermeneutic depth models such as the Marxian model of essence
and appearance, true and false consciousness, and ideology and truth; the Freud-
ian model of latent and manifest meanings; the existentialist model of authentic
and inauthentic existence; and the semiotic model of signifier and signified.
Cumulatively, postmodernism thus signifies the death of hermeneutics; in place
of what Ricoeur has termed a “hermeneutics of suspicion” and the polysemic
modernist reading of cultural symbols and texts, there emerges the postmodern
view that there is nothing behind the surface of texts, no depth or multiplicity of
meanings for critical inquiry to discover and explicate.

From this view of texts and selves, it follows that a postmodern television
studies should rest content to describe the surface or forms of cultural texts,
rather than seeking meanings or significance. Best and Kellner (1997) have
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polemicized against the formalist, anti-hermeneutical postmodern type of analy-
sis connected with the postulation of a flat, postmodern image culture and have
delineated an alternative model of a “political hermeneutic” which draws on both
postmodern and other critical theories in order to analyze both image and mean-
ing, surface and depth, as well as the politics and erotics of cultural artifacts.
Such an interpretive and dialectical analysis of image, narrative, ideologies, and
meanings is arguably still of importance in analyzing even those texts taken to be
paradigmatic of postmodern culture — though analysis of form, surface, and look
is also important. Images, fragments, and narratives of media culture are satu-
rated with ideology and polysemic meanings, and that therefore — against certain
postmodern positions (Foucault, 1977; Baudrillard, 1981; and Deleuze/Guattari,
1977) — ideology critique continues to be an important and indispensable weapon
in our critical arsenal.’

Another problematic postmodern position, associated with Baudrillard (1983a,
b), asserts that television is pure noise and a black hole where all meaning and
messages are absorbed in the whirlpool and kaleidoscope of the incessant dis-
semination of images and information to the point of total saturation, where
meaning is dissolved and only the fascination of discrete images glow and flicker
in a mediascape within which no image any longer has any discernible effects.
On the Baudrillardian view, the proliferating velocity and quantity of images
produces a postmodern mindscreen where images fly by with such rapidity that
they lose any signifying function, referring only to other images ad infinitum,
and where eventually the multiplication of images produces such saturation,
apathy, and indifference that the tele-spectator is lost forever in a fragmentary
fun house of mirrors in the infinite play of superfluous, meaningless images.

Now, no doubt, television can be experienced as a flat, one-dimensional waste-
land of superficial images, and can function as well as pure noise without referent
and meaning. One can also become overwhelmed by — or indifferent to — the
flow, velocity, and intensity of images, so that television’s signifying function can
be decentered and can collapse altogether. Yet people regularly watch certain
shows and events; there are fans for various series and stars who possess an often
incredible expertise and knowledge of the subjects of their fascination; people do
model their behavior, style, and attitudes on television images and narratives;
television ads do play a role in managing consumer demand; and many analysts
have concluded that television is playing the central role in political elections,
that elections have become a battle of images played out on the television screen,
and that television is playing an essential role in the new art of governing
(Kellner, 1990, 1992, 1995, 2001, 2003a and 2003b).

As British cultural studies have long argued, different audiences watch tele-
vision in different ways. For some, television is nothing more than a fragmented
collage of images that people only fitfully watch or connect with what goes before
or comes after. Many individuals today use devices to “zap” from one program
to another, channel hopping or “grazing” to merely “see what’s happening,” to
go with the disconnected flow of fragments of images. Some viewers who watch
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entire programs merely focus on the surface of images, with programs, ads,
station breaks, and so on flowing into each other, collapsing meaning in a play
of disconnected signifiers. Many people cannot remember what they watched
the night before, or cannot provide coherent accounts of the previous night’s
programming.

And yet it is an exaggeration to claim that the apparatus of television itself
relentlessly undermines meaning and collapses signifiers without signifieds into
a flat, one-dimensional hyperspace without depth, effects, or meanings. Thus,
against the postmodern notion of culture disintegrating into pure image without
referent or content or effects — becoming at its limit pure noise — many critics
argue that television and other forms of mass-mediated culture continue to play
key roles in the structuring of contemporary identity and shaping thought and
behavior. Television today arguably assumes some of the functions traditionally
ascribed to myth and ritual (i.e. integrating individuals into the social order,
celebrating dominant values, offering models of thought, behavior, and gender
for imitation, and so on; see Kellner, 1979 and 1995). In addition, TV myth
resolves social contradictions in the way that L.évi-Strauss described the function
of traditional myth and provided mythologies of the sort described by Barthes
that idealize contemporary values and institutions, and thus exalt the established
way of life (Kellner, 1979 and 1982).

Consequently, much postmodern cultural analysis is too one-sided and lim-
ited, in either restricting its focus on form, on image and spectacle alone, or in
abandoning critical analysis altogether in favor of grandiose totalizing metaphors
(black holes, implosion, excremental culture, and so on). Instead, it is preferable
to analyze both form and content, image and narrative, and postmodern surface
and the deeper ideological problematics within the context of specific exercises
which explicate the polysemic nature of images and texts, and which endorse the
possibility of multiple encodings and decodings.

Thus, I would conclude that critical perspectives developed by the Frankfurt
School, British cultural studies, and other scholars who focus on dissection of
television production and political economy, texts, audience reception, and so-
ciopolitical context in a multiperspectivist framework provide the most compre-
hensive and flexible model for doing critical television studies. For some projects,
one may choose to intensely pursue one perspective (say, feminism or political
economy), but for many projects articulating together salient critical perspectives
provides a more robust approach that helps to grasp and critique television’s
multifaceted production, texts, effects, and uses.

To avoid the one-sidedness of textual analysis approaches, or audience and
reception studies, I propose that critical television studies itself be multiperspectival,
getting at culture from the perspectives of political economy, text analysis, and
audience reception, as outlined above. Textual analysis should utilize a multi-
plicity of perspectives and critical methods, and audience reception studies should
delineate the wide range of subject positions, or perspectives, through which
audiences appropriate culture. This requires a multicultural approach that sees
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the importance of analyzing the dimensions of class, race, and ethnicity, and
gender and sexual preference within the texts of television culture, while study-
ing as well their impact on how audiences read and interpret T'V.

In addition, a critical television studies attacks sexism, racism, or bias against
specific social groups (i.e. gays, intellectuals, and so on), and criticizes texts that
promote any kind of domination or oppression. In short, a television studies
that is critical and multicultural provides comprehensive approaches to culture
that can be applied to a wide variety of artifacts from TV series to phenomena
like Madonna, from MTV to TV news, or to specific events like the 2000 US
presidential election (Kellner, 2001), or media representations of the 2001 terror-
ist attacks on the United States and the US response (Kellner, 2003a). Its
comprehensive perspectives encompass political economy, textual analysis, and
audience research and provide critical and political perspectives that enable
individuals to dissect the meanings, messages, and effects of dominant cultural
forms. A critical television and cultural studies is thus part of a media pedagogy
that enables individuals to resist media manipulation and to increase their free-
dom and individuality. It can empower people to gain sovereignty over their
culture and to struggle for alternative cultures and political change. Cultural
studies is thus not just another academic fad, but can be part of a struggle for a
better society and a better life.

Notes

1 On the history of the Frankfurt School, see Jay (1973) and Wiggershaus (1994); for Frankfurt
School readers, see Arato and Gebhardt (1982) and Bronner and Kellner (1989); for appraisal
of Frankfurt School social and media critique, see Kellner (1989) and Steinert (2003).

2 For critical analysis and appreciation of the Frankfurt School approach to media and television
studies, see Kellner (1989, 1995, and 1997), and Steinert (2003).

3 For useful overviews of political economy research in television studies, see Sussman in Miller
(2002); for an excellent overview of discourses of media imperialism, including analysis of how
the concept has become problematic in a more pluralized and hybridized global media world,
see Sreberny in Miller (2002).

4 For a survey of studies of television and violence, see Morgan in Miller (2002).

5 See the studies depicting both sides of the debate on contemporary television and its alleged
harmful or beneficial effects in Barbour (1994) and Dines and Humez (2003).

6 For examples of studies of the politics of representation, see Gilroy (1991), McRobbie (1994),
Ang (1991), and texts collected in Durham and Kellner (2001) and Dines and Humez (2003).

7 For an excellent account of the genesis of feminist TV criticism by one of its major partici-
pants, see Kaplan (1992). For an anthology of feminist TV criticism, see Brunsdon, D’Accci
and Spigel (1997), and for overviews of feminist T'V criticism in the contemporary moment,
see the studies collected under Gender in Miller (2002).

8 On race and representation in television, see Jhally and Lewis (1992), Hamamoto (1994), Gray
(1995), the 1998 anthology edited by Torres, and Noriega (2000).

9 See Kellner (1995) for discussion of the issues at stake here and a program for combining
ideology critique with formalist analysis, sociological interpretation and political critique. On
ideology critique in television studies, see White (1986).
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CHAPTER

Television and History

Paddy Scannell

I start with the worldliness of contemporary television. On the one hand, it is
routinely experienced everywhere as part of the ordinary life-world of members
of modern societies (watching TV is one of those things that most of us do in the
course of an ordinary day)." On the other hand, and just as routinely, in daily
news services the world over audiences experience, as a commonplace thing,
their situated connectedness with what’s going on elsewhere in the world. In
exceptional moments people the whole world over are glued to their television
sets as witnesses of celebratory or catastrophic events. In all this broadcasting has
accomplished something quite unprecedented: the routinization of history on a
worldwide basis. Television today makes the historical process visible. Through
it we see the manifest truth of the claim that human beings do indeed make
history; their own histories, the history of the country in which they live, the
history of the world. But what is much harder to see is how to account for and
understand these interlocking historical processes that are all embedded in each
other. I have argued that the history of the world (world history) is an impossible
narrative (Scannell, 2004b).” There is no point of view, no point of rest, from
which it could be written by human beings. And the same is true, I think, for
television. As a world-historical phenomenon it paradoxically appears as an
impossible historical narrative. So in order to broach the world-historical charac-
ter of broadcast television,’ I begin with the perplexities of historiographies of
broadcasting, communication and media technologies.

Broadcasting Histories

What is broadcasting history’s natural subject matter? In the mid-1950s the
British historian, Asa Briggs, embarked on a history of broadcasting in the
United Kingdom which turned out to be the history of the British Broadcasting
Corporation who commissioned him (Briggs, 1961-94). Fifty years and five
volumes later, this is a still continuing history with Jean Seaton taking over from
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Lord Briggs to produce volume 6 (1974—86). This, the earliest scholarly history
of broadcasting, was immensely influential and set the benchmark standard
for subsequent histories of broadcasting in other countries. Briggs produced a
meticulously researched history, based primarily on the BBC’s huge written
archive, which offered a rolling narrative of the development of the BBC as its
activities grew and expanded over time. It was largely concerned with the inter-
nal history of the institution; its administrative structure, its hierarchy of policy
and decision making, program production and delivery. At the same time it
looked outwards to the external pressures that constantly impinged on the opera-
tional activities of the broadcasters from its two masters — the state on one hand,
the audiences on the other. These pressures bore down on different aspects of
the work of broadcasting, but together they helped to shape and define its
universe of discourse, the limits of permissibility, of what could and could not
be said or shown on radio or television, at any time. Radio broadcasting began
everywhere on a local basis and sooner or later a process of consolidation and
centralization took place that set in dominance a national system of broadcasting
that remains intact today. This convergence took place very quickly in the
United Kingdom, partly because of its small size, partly because of the rapid
domestic uptake of radio by the population and partly because so much of British
economic, political, and cultural power was already concentrated in the metro-
politan capital, London. In other parts of the world, with much larger territories,
with different sociopolitical geographies and a slower rate of uptake, the central-
ization of broadcasting took place more gradually and the central broadcasting
authorities had less power over regional and local broadcasters.*

Briggs established a “first generation” history that put in place a narrative of
the institutions of broadcasting. It served to generate further “social” and “cul-
tural” histories, which focused on the output and impact of broadcasting or, in
other words, the reception of broadcasting. Susan Douglas’s engagingly readable
history of “listening-in” to the radio in America is exemplary (Douglas, 1999).°
Such histories, however, do not run in parallel with histories of the broadcasters.
They are separate narratives whose concerns are with daily existence, the place
of the radio or TV set in the spaces of domestic, family life, and their role (along
with the movies and other elements of popular culture) in the lives of, say, girls
growing up in America in the 1960s (Douglas, 1994). These histories have no
necessary connection with the histories of the broadcasters because, as mass
communication sociologists gradually learnt and as Stuart Hall (1980) argued,
there is no direct correspondence between the outputs of broadcasting and their
impact and effect on audiences.’

All these histories are embedded in national histories, for the nation-state
remains the containing frame within which historiography operates, the world
over, today. The possibility of comparative, international, or global histories has
exercised historians for centuries.’” It is an increasingly pressing issue today since
all of us know that we are living in a single, common world. Broadcasting his-
tory, in response to this pressure, has tried to transcend its national boundaries.
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A comparative study of Nordic television (Bono and Bondebjerg, 1994) brought
together condensed histories of developments in Denmark, Finland, Norway,
and Sweden, each drawing on its own, more comprehensive national history
of broadcasting. Kate Lacey has made comparative studies of broadcasting in
Germany, Britain, and the United States (LLacey, 2002). Michele Hilmes has
argued the need for larger comparative broadcasting histories (Hilmes and Loviglio,
2002, pp. 1-19) and has brought together British and American broadcasting in
The Television History Book (Hilmes, 2004). All these works proceed by setting
national accounts alongside each other and considering their points of conver-
gence and divergence. But what do we learn from them beyond the structural
similarities of broadcasting’s organization, mode of production and program
service which are subject, inevitably, to national variations and differences deter-
mined by the size of available native audiences, and indigenous economic, polit-
ical and cultural factors? The comparative study of national broadcasting certainly
illuminates their idiosyncratic character — the Japaneseness of Japanese broad-
casting, the Americaness of American broadcasting etc. — in a supranational
historical context. But it does not bring us closer to the global character or impact
of the spread of broadcasting in the twentieth century.

What of the history of world broadcasting? In this, the case of the BBC is
exemplary. In the 1930s the BBC began overseas broadcasting first to white
settler audiences in Britain’s imperial outposts and then, in the late 1930s, with a
European war imminent, to countries that the British government wished to
influence. In the course of World War II the BBC developed a truly global
broadcasting service that transmitted British versions of events, suitably inflected
for reception in different parts of the world depending on their part in the global
convulsion. Coming out of the war the BBC’s now established World Service,
funded by a grant-in-aid from the Foreign Office, played an important part in
the Cold War, backed up by the government-funded Monitoring Service which
eavesdropped on broadcasting transmissions from within the Soviet bloc and
from many other parts of the world. It might be thought that this service, born
out of raison d’état, should have begun to disintegrate as Britain gave up its
empire in the decade after the war and to have disappeared completely following
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. It is remarkable then that, at present, the
World Service’s audiences continues to grow each year and not only for its
English-language services. For example, the audiences for the Brazilian service,
in Portuguese, have grown since September 11, 2001, and its staffing levels have
doubled since then.®

The continuing existence and growth of the World Service indicates, I think,
not only the overlooked global importance of radio as the parent broadcasting
medium, but also the existence of a growing felt need around the world for
reliable, authoritative news of the world that comes from one of its centers, from
where the action is.” But what would the history of this service consist of? It is,
inevitably, a history of the center; of the growth of the scale of its operations and
of key historical moments such as Suez and Hungary in 1956 (Mansell, 1982).
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What it cannot be is a history of its reception the world over, for that is histori-
cally irretrievable beyond the most fragmentary indications to be gathered from
newspapers, magazines, and other sources in particular countries throughout the
world. Thus, broadcasting historiography’s natural limits are set by the situational
geographies in which, and for which, broadcasting institutions exist — the terri-
torial boundaries of nation-states. Moreover, it seems to be a one-sided history.
Either you write about the institutional side, or you write about the reception side
but between them there is a wall over which it is hard to see the other side. The
narratives of institutions and their activities and the narratives of the social uptake
of those activities are invisible to each other for good reasons, as we shall see.

Technological Histories

Broadcasting histories belong within the more encompassing history of the
extraordinary growth in mediated forms of communication that underpin the
modern, electronically wired-up and wireless world. Radio broadcasting is after
all a by-product of an earlier technology (wireless telegraphy) conceived for
different purposes and use. The same is true of the Internet and the worldwide
web. Both were later applications of technologies that had, at first, a restricted
military use as outcomes of earlier histories of scientific exploration and discov-
ery. Communication technologies reach beyond national borders, and their his-
tories are not constrained within them. Brian Winston (1998) has produced a
sophisticated model of the complex transition from “pure” scientific experimen-
tation, through the recognition of possible practical applications and the devel-
opment of prototypes, to the invention of a new technology with a strong potential
for use and profit. His magisterial narrative of developments from the early
nineteenth-century telegraph to the late twentieth-century Internet is, through-
out, a technical history of scientific discovery and commercial application. The
same is true of Pawley’s important history (1976) of the BBC’s engineering
division. In both books the concern is only with the scientific, technical process
and its richly complex historical unfolding. The boundaries of technological
histories are set by the moment of transition when the technology in question
moves out of the laboratory, so to speak, and achieves social recognition and
uptake. At that point different histories take over — the histories of their social
application and use as discussed above, in the case of broadcasting.

It is important to note how this transition comes about. A technical thing
comes out of the R&D laboratory and enters into the world. It ceases to be a
technical thing and becomes a worldly thing. For this to happen it must present
itself — if it is to be an ordinary, worldly thing — not as a complicated technologi-
cal object but as a simple piece of equipment such that anyone can use. This
point is clearly illustrated by the development of the radio set. In the aftermath
of World War I radio had become a popular “scientific” hobby even before the
British Broadcasting Company began to transmit a program service in Novem-
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ber 1922. In garden sheds up and down the land, men and boys (it was very much
a male pursuit) were building two-way radio transmitter-receivers or one-way
receiving sets to scour the ether for sound signals. In either case the results were
a naked display of valves, knobs, wires, and amplifiers. The scientific innards had
yet to be encased and its operation required endless fiddling and twiddling. It
was not yet a domestic object fit for family living rooms."’ Adrian Forty describes
three stages in the evolution of the first truly modern, mass-produced radio set
in Britain, the Ekco AD65 receiver designed and manufactured by the E. K.
Cole company and in the shops by 1934 (Forty, 1986, pp. 200—6; Scannell and
Cardiff, 1991, pp. 356—62). The mediating stage in the transition from tech-
nology to domestic equipment is design. It is a basic mistake to think of design
as style and aesthetics applied to mass-produced goods, as if it were some kind
of value-added. In reality, design is essential to the transformation of user-
unfriendly technologies that are only of use to trained experts into simple user-
friendly devices. The famous Ekco set was designed by a leading architect of the
time. Its scientific innards were concealed in a circular molded plastic case made
of bakelite, with a chrome-plated grille and just three knobs for volume, wave-
length, and tuning. It was not a piece of furniture, but a thoroughly new and
modern piece of equipment suitable for any household with an electricity supply,
and any child could use it.

The point is perhaps obvious enough; you do not need to know how a thing
is made in order to understand how to use it. Nor do you need to know how
programs are made in order to like or dislike or be bored by them. The labyrin-
thine complexities of the scientific-technical development of radio and television
broadcasting and the production processes that lie behind their transmitted
output are equally invisible in the design of the receiving equipment and in the
design of programs. We are not aware of the manufactured character of either
except when they malfunction. And yet it must be the case that the design of
television sets and of television programs disclose, in different ways, how they
are to be understood and used. How else would we know what to do with them?
To study the hidden labor processes of technological innovation and application
and of broadcasting institutions and their program making, is to begin to un-
cover the care-structures that are concealed and yet immanent in humanly made
things."" More particularly, to attend to the design of receiving equipment and to
the communicative design (or intentionality) of the programs they disclose is to
begin to find answers to the question as to how something such as “television”
appears in the world as a worldly thing; as an ordinary, available thing for use by
each and all, anyplace, anytime.

Media Histories

A third approach to the historical study of communication was pioneered by
the Canadian economic historian, Harold Innis, whose ideas were taken up and
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popularized by Marshall McLuhan."? McLuhan’s fame has overshadowed and
distorted the significance of Innis’s late work which today needs some contex-
tualizing in order to rescue it from the condescension of contemporary media
historians (e.g. Curran, 2002, pp. 51-4). Outside Canada Innis is known pri-
marily for two books written at the end of his life: Empire and Communication and
The Bias of Communication. In these two works Innis developed what was then a
startlingly original thesis about the media of communication, the material forms
(and their technologies) through or upon which human communication is regis-
tered and moved. Today, as a result of their diffusion in McL.uhan’s writings,
these ideas have become commonplace. They include the periodization of historical
epochs according to their dominant form of communication (oral, manuscript
and print cultures); the distinction between speech and writing (emphasizing the
role of the latter in the management and maintenance of religious and political
power); the communicative bias of different media of communication toward
either time or space. Throughout, the emphasis is on the material forms of com-
munication and not their particular content.

Innis’s late work is hard to read today. It is written in an assertive, oracular
style, employing a vast historical sweep and a high degree of abstraction:
“Minerva’s owl,” the first chapter of The Bias of Communication, sweeps from
ancient Babylon and Mesopotamia to the industrial revolution and the Com-
munist Manifesto in little more than 20 pages. This kind of writing was more
acceptable 50 years ago and in fact represented probably the last — and certainly
the most original — attempt to write “world history,” a genre which, even as
Innis wrote, was in decline and has fallen out of favor ever since for reasons
hinted at above. World history took its inspiration from Hegel’s Phanomenologie
des Geistes (The Phenomenology of the Spirit) in which the Enlightenment
narrative of progress found its ultimate expression as the story of the Spirit of
Humanity’s long journey to self~understanding and reconciliation. The chal-
lenge to translate this from a philosophy of history into an actual historical
narrative was taken up by historians in the nineteenth and early twentieth
century. The most influential of these, in Innis’s day, was Arnold Toynbee’s
multi-volume Study of History which started by tracing the history of the world
first in terms of the rise and fall of civilizations and, later, of world-religions.

Innis’s Empire and Communication used the same broad canvas as earlier world
histories but painted a very different picture. The transcendental narrative of the
movement of Geist in history via the rise and fall of civilizations was replaced by
the movement and circulation of people, goods and information. To see how
Innis arrived at this point we must return to his early historical work on the
Canadian economy. In his detailed, empirical studies of Canada’s export staples
(fur, timber, and fish), Innis came to see them as key components of a front tier
(frontier) economy heavily dependent on the “back tier” economies of Europe
and its dominant American neighbor. More exactly, he found that his work was,
in a fundamental way, a study of the movement and circulation of people and
goods underpinned by available forms of transport and communication and all of
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which came up against the material exigencies of time and space. If his later work
seems to operate at a high altitude, it is nevertheless grounded in the earthy,
practical realities of his early empirical work. As part of his definitive study of
the fur trade, Innis bought himself a canoe and paddled down the remote
McKenzie River to the Hudson Bay (the route taken by nineteenth-century
trappers) in order to understand how the pelts started on their long journey to
the shops of London and Paris where they were sold as fashionable beaver hats.

It is customary to view “medium theory”" as being flawed by technological
determinism; the view that technological innovation causes social change. The
difficulties lie, to a considerable extent, in the way that the question is posed in
terms of technology and its social effect. That formulation presupposes a dicho-
tomy between the hidden processes of technical discovery, invention, appli-
cation, manufacture, and distribution all on one side with “society” on the other
side of the wall. It is as if human inventions are discovered outside society and
then are suddenly parachuted into it. Furthermore, the question is posed in
terms of a cause-effect relationship as if one could isolate and specify the particu-
lar change(s) that could be attributed to the technology itself and nothing else.
Moreover what is almost completely overlooked in this analysis is that what
begins, at the point of social uptake of modern technologies of communication, is
the process of working out what can be done with them, the discovery of what in
fact they are (good) for. Technologies do not arrive in the world with what Ian
Hutchby calls their “communicative affordances” known and understood. Hutchby
places this concept at the heart of his penetrating review of current approaches,
in the sociology of science, to the question of technologies and their impact
(Hutchby, 2001, pp. 13-33). The traditional deterministic interpretations of
technology were largely negative, seeing technologies as the product of instru-
mental reason that exploited the natural environment and as instruments of
social exploitation and domination. Recent sociology has challenged that view
but, Hutchby argues, ends up by rejecting determinism completely. His own
more nuanced position allows that technologies do indeed have constraining
effects, but that these should be thought of as enabling rather than disabling.
The question now becomes: What affordances do new communicative technol-
ogies open up? What are they good for? What difference, for instance, does
television make to our lives? What does it do with us and what can we do with it?

The Historicality of Television

The historiographies of communication and media with which I have thus far
been concerned all point to the difficulty of grasping the historicality of media
and particularly the world-historical character of television. Histories of broad-
casting, in which television’s history is situated, turn out to have a one-sided
institutional and national character that is difficult to transcend. Social and
cultural histories are written on the other side of the wall. Narratives of the
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development of technologies of communication are similarly one-sided and stop
at the point of social uptake. Finally, efforts to write the history of the world in
terms of communication media appear today as discredited by our skepticism
toward grand narratives. The wider question of the historical impact of com-
munication technologies presents major hermeneutic difficulties. At the heart of
these problems is an issue that medium theory highlights. Historiography is
about history, but points in a different temporal direction. Historiography oper-
ates on the temporal axis of present and past, while history operates on the axis
of present and future. History’s subject matter is the history-making process.
Both are situated in the present, the phenomenal “now.” Historiography looks
back to the past as a clue to the present situation. Meanwhile, however, the
history-making process, in the very same phenomenal now, is moving forward
into the future, is giving the world its future through its actions in the present.
The writing of history and the making of history inevitably diverge. Broadcast
television is part of the history-making process. That is what its /istoricality (its
being historical) indicates. That is why historiography can never catch up with,
can never quite grasp, its object of enquiry. As historiography looks back, history
itself is moving forwards and away from it.

Historiography is about the wrizing of history. A much-debated crux in a
number of disciplines is the status, in historiography, of the event. The influen-
tial Annales School (Burke, 1990) was deeply dismissive of histoire événementielle
whose time was that of daily life and whose concern was with the kinds of event
that show up in newspapers (Braudel, 1980, pp. 27-9). These historians argued
that a preoccupation with historical actors (monarchs, statesmen, and military
leaders) and with great events (politics and war) produced surface narratives
which overlooked the underlying structural factors that produced both the events
and their agents. The rejection of surface history, however, produced peculiarly
motionless and abstract histories and the late twentieth century saw a return to
narrative history, accompanied by vigorous debates about its reliability in rela-
tion to the “truth” of the event-as-narrated.'* The event, for all the difficult
issues it poses, is the bedrock of history. If nothing happens, there is nothing to
tell. One elegant definition of daily life is precisely that there is nothing to say
about it. It is uneventful because it has no storyable, tellable characteristics (Sacks,
1995, vol. 2, pp. 215-21).

History, however, is not simply the event. Events remain unhistorical unless or
until they are narrated. History is the act of narrating the event. To narrate is not
to chronicle. It is to find and tell the story of the event. The investigative process
of finding and telling the story is the task of the historian and the journalist:

Yes (.) This just in (.)
You are looking at obviously a very disturbing /ive shot there

That is the World Trade Center and we have unconfirmed reports this morning
that a plane has crashed into one of the towers of the World Trade Center CNN
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center right now is just beginning to work on this story obviously our sources are
trying to figure out exactly what happened

But clearly something relatively devastating happening this morning there at the
south end of the island of Manhattan. [emphases added]

This is the moment that the event breaks, live to air, into CNN news at 8:50 am
on September 11, 2001. It is the moment of first sight, for viewers and the
newsdesk, of a pall of smoke billowing from one of the towers of the World
Trade Center, and these are the first words from the newsroom about what,
coming out of the ad break, is now on screen with the strapline, BREAKING
NEWS. It is immediately and naturally assumed, by the newscaster, that this —
whatever it is — is a story. There is “something [. . .] happening” as viewers can
see. What exactly, is unclear beyond “unconfirmed reports” of a plane crashing
into the building. Though the situation presents itself as incomprehensible and
inexplicable, it is spontaneously treated as self-evidently potentially meaningful
and significant. The work of finding the story is the task of the CNN news center
and it is now, off-screen and invisibly, working flat out on it. In the interface
between its back-stage finding and its front-stage telling, the meaning and sig-
nificance of the event-as-story will be uncovered. It was to be a long and terrible
journey of discovery on that day (Scannell, 2004b).

Journalists are the historians of the present. To find and tell the story is to give
structure, coherence and meaning to events-in-the-world and thereby historicize
them. The world-historical character of life today shows up, like a bolt from the
blue, in the world-historical event. Both are, in significant ways, an effect of
television. To reiterate: it is not the event-in-itself that is historical. It becomes
so only through the storytelling narratives of its historian(s). History is the sum
of the relationship between event, story, and narrative. The attack on the World
Trade Center in New York instantly became a world-historical event through
its immediate uptake on television news programs round the world. Most news
comes after the event. But on September 11, event and narrative were both in
the same forward-moving, history-making, real-time now. The significance of
television — its essential meaning, power and impact — is encrypted in its most
fundamental communicative affordance as live broadcasting.

Live Television Broadcasting

“You are looking at obviously a very disturbing /ive shot there.” To find and tell
the story in the live, phenomenal now of television is to articulate a prospective,
forward-looking narrative. This in contrast with written histories (including film
and newspaper histories) that are backward-looking retrospective narratives. Innis
and McLuhan drew attention to the fundamental communicative affordances of
writing (inscribed in all its mediating technologies) and speech. But the force
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of this distinction was considerably vitiated by the terms in which it was made:
the distinction between “oral” and “print” cultures has a curiously flattening and
distancing effect (it is an academic distinction). We will have a more vivid grasp
of its force if we think it in terms of the /iving and the dead. Historiography’s
subject matter (history) is in, as we say, the dead past. But history itself (the
history-making process; the a priori of historiography) is in, as we also say, the
living present. The past is dead because it is over and done with — “It’s history”
(it’s finished). The perishability of news (“yesterday’s news is dead news”)
reminds us of this each day. The present is alive because it is the now-becoming-
future of the lives of the living. The liveness of television is not its technological
effect but its existential basis, the condition of its existence in a double sense: its
possibility and its manifest, expressed effect. It is because, and only because,
television is live that it is inextricably implicated in the history-making process
which today has long since been routinized by modern media (starting with the
daily press) as news. Today’s news is tomorrow’s history.

The meaning of /ive has been much misunderstood in the academic literature
on television. In most discussions it is pointed out that television was broadcast
live to begin with but was, from the 1960s onward, replaced for the most part by
recorded programs. But “recorded” is not the negation of “live.” Jane Feuer’s
(1983) influential and much-cited essay on “The Concept of Live Television”
conflates liveness with immediacy. Of course, in live broadcasting the moments
of production, transmission, and reception are all in the same real-time now,
but what Feuer neglects to consider is the temporal ontology of the immediate
now and, crucially, what gives its possibility. As human beings we exist, at one
and the same time, in many different and incommensurate orders of time. The
immediate now, for instance, is radically different in digital and analog time. In
digital time reckoning, we say: “Now it is 8:50. Now it is 8:51,” etc. Time is
manifest as an ever-present punctual moment that cannot ever be anything other
than “now.” In analog time reckoning we say: “Now it is ten 7o eight. Now it is
ten past eight.” Analog time’s immediate now is expressed (both on the clock-
face and in the way we say it) as being in a relationship with its before and after,
neither of which exists in digital time. The now of analog time is the phenomenal
now of our concern. It is the matter to hand in the “now” that matters. It is an
immediate present that exists only by virtue of the /istoric and future present,
which are the conditions of its possibility, of its coming-into-being. The possi-
bility of live-to-air program transmissions, in which we experience liveness-as-
immediacy, is given by the structure of the daily program schedule, which, in
broadcasting, is attuned to the existential arc of days.

The two ontologies of time expressed in analog and digital time pieces are
implicated in two temporal orders of the day. The day, in 24/7 news-time, exists
in a continuous, never-ending succession of punctual moments that are always
in the ever-present now. This strictly abstract, numbered, and sequential time
overrides the natural temporality of the day with its immanent structure, rhythm,
and tempo around which human life, even today, remains adjusted.” Light and
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darkness; waking and sleeping — the days of our lives have a natural arc of
morning, noon, and night which is the storyable arc of our own existence, too.
Life and days are inextricably folded into each other and show up in the sched-
ules of the broadcast day in which the historic, immediate, and future present
show up in relation to each other. Good Morning America, which Feuer briefly
discusses, is a start-of-day program whose live-to-air unfolding format performs
the task of orienting its audience to the day ahead and all its upcoming business.
It is not just at that time of day, but for that time. For Feuer, liveness and
immediacy are essentially ideological. She never sees either as matters of time or
as time-that-matters.

Live broadcasting. The two terms must be considered together. We owe it to
John Durham Peters for a corrective reminder of the communicative affordances
of broadcasting, in his seminal discussion of Christ’s parable of The Sower
(Peters, 1999, pp. 51-62). To broadcast, before radio and television, meant to
sow, to scatter seed abroad. In the parable the broadcaster is careless of where
the seed falls. Some lands on stony ground and is pecked up by the birds of the
air. Some falls among thorns and is choked as soon as it springs up. Some falls on
shallow soil, springs up quickly and soon withers. And some falls on fertile soil
and yields a good harvest; a hundredfold, sixtyfold, thirtyfold. This is inefficient
communication that is indifferent to its success. It is inefficient because it is
indiscriminate. It makes no effort to disseminate only to chosen, selected, and
responsive audiences. It allows for rejection and indifference. It has no measure
of its own success. It is a strictly one-way, or non-reciprocal form of communica-
tion. But whereas this has usually been regarded as its deficiency, Peters sees it is
a blessing. To give (to broadcast) without any expectation of return is an uncon-
ditional communicative act that comes with no strings attached. Any recipient
can make of it what they will, and that is allowed for. It is unforced, non-coercive
communication that offers involvement without commitment. In all these ways
broadcasting is deeply democratic. It is intrinsically non-exclusive and non-
binding. Anyone can watch or listen and anyone can, if they so choose, disagree
with what they see and hear. The generosity of broadcasting is strictly imper-
sonal, but allows for persons and their personal opinions.

Television, History, and the World

The broadcast character of television indicates its spatiality. Its liveness is its
particular temporality. Together, they yield an unprecedented historical here-
and-now. History is no longer “then.” It is “now.” The event is no longer
“there,” but “here.” The now-and-then, the here-and-there come together in
the live immediacy of broadcast news and events which are structured in expect-
ancy of what is to come. These real-time, real-world moments produce a spanned
and gathered now in which, daily and routinely, countless individual lives and
the historical life of societies intersect with each other the world over. In such
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moments each of us experiences the news-event as if it spoke to me-and-others
now.'® The world-event, through television, impinges directly and immediately,
in each individual case, upon me and my life. In live transmissions individuals
the world over are not so much spectators as witnesses of events.'” .4s witnesses
we become implicated in the events themselves. Witnesses have communicative
entitlements and obligations by virtue of having been present at the event. As
such we are not just entitled to our views and opinions, but we may be called
upon to bear witness, to testify to what we saw and how we saw it (Peters, 2001).

BBC News, 11.09.01: 10.04 pm
Eyewitness, New York:

I wuz just standing here watching the World Trade Center after the first after the
first plane hit (.) I just saw a second plane come in from the south and hit the whuh
south (.) tower half way between the bottom and the top of the tower it’s gotta be
a terrorist attack I can’t tellya anything more th’n that (.) I saw the plane hit the
building . . .

To re-live a moment such as this testifies to the pain of witnessing. The anguish
in the face and voice, in the whole body of this anonymous “man in the street” as
he tells what he just saw is all caught in the recording. But what is our position,
as viewers, in relation to what we witness on television?

Luc Boltanski has eloquently argued that, as “moral spectators of distant
suffering” via television, we are unavoidably implicated in what he calls the
politics of pity. In France, if you are an immediate witness of suffering, you have
a legal obligation to come to the aid of the sufferer (Boltanski, 1999, pp. 7-17).
What, then, is our obligation (if any) as television viewers in relation to what we
witness? As moral spectators we cannot assume the indifference of an objective
stance (“that’s how it is”) and turn away. We feel for what we see. The politics of
pity requires that we take a stand and confront the choice between detachment
or commitment, a choice made reflexively visible by broadcasting. We may be
roused (politicized) to act; to protest, to demonstrate or at least to make a
donation to an aid agency. At the very least we may be roused to speak; to
express our indignation, pity, or even our malicious pleasure, to discuss with
others, to form an opinion on the matter of the suffering of others. Through the
communicative affordances of today’s television, their suffering achieves a
visibility and publicness which “presupposes an international public space” of
discussion (Boltanski, 1999, p. 184), a global public sphere. This is how we, as
viewers anywhere, encounter the world-historical character of life today. This is
how we are implicated in what Boltanski calls “the politics of the present” which
responds immediately to immediate events.

Critics of the politics of the present accuse it of a naive humanitarianism,
which merely responds to the victims of suffering without addressing its causes.
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Boltanski replies that “to be concerned with the present is no small matter. For
over the past, ever gone by, and over the future, still non-existent, the present
has an overwhelming privilege: that of being real” (Boltanski, 1999, p. 192). It is
the reality of suffering brought to presence by television everywhere that stirs us
to present thought and action. Present actions have no guarantees of success. We
cannot be wise before the event, though all of us can be wise in its aftermath.
The CNN newsdesk and other broadcasters on the day had no such available
wisdom as they wrestled with the unbelievable events unfolding live and in real
time on their screens; yet, by the end of that day, newsrooms the world over, had
digested, framed and interpreted their momentous significance. They had named
Osama bin Laden as the likeliest perpetrator of the attacks on the United States
and correctly anticipated an American-led attack on Afghanistan as its likeliest
political consequence. Journalists, as historians of the present, face and anticipate
the future that present events will bring about. They do this on behalf of their
publics everywhere today.

Boltanski’s meditation on the television news-viewer as moral spectator has a
premise that this chapter shares — it is through television that we are implicated,
day by day on a worldwide basis, in the history and politics of the present. The
beginnings of that historical development was the theme of Jirgen Habermas’s
hugely influential account of the emergence of public opinion as the foundation
of modern mass, democratic politics (Habermas, 1989). Habermas pinpointed
the moment that the opinions of ordinary citizens became /istorically relevant as
the moment that they became politically relevant. When the opinions of ordinary
people began to impinge on the decisions and actions of those who exercised
political power, the people themselves became, for the first time, involved in the
process of making history. The role of media in making public the political-
historical process was and remains crucial to the formation of critical public
opinion as part of that process. In the last century the live and broadcast affordances
of radio and television have drawn all of us into the history-making politics of the
present which all of us experience normally, and normatively, as members of the
societies in which we live. Our own situation and its attendant circumstances
are understood by each of us as embedded in the world-historical framework of
life today as disclosed, daily and routinely, in television news and events wher-
ever and whoever we may be.

Notes

1 On the ordinariness of television, see Bonner (2003).

2 This history was, in the West, originally the Judeo-Christian narrative of humanity’s fall and
ultimate redemption. It was revised in the Enlightenment as the historical struggle for the
kingdom of heaven on earth in the form of the perfectly free and just society. Postmodernism
has proclaimed its incredulity towards such “grand narratives” (Lyotard, 1986).

3 “Given the overall mapping of the globe that today is taken for granted, the unitary past is one
which is worldwide; time and space are recombined to form a genuinely world-historical
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framework of action and experience” (Giddens, 1990, p. 21, my emphasis). I follow Giddens
in thinking of “globalization” as the-world-as-a-whole experienced by each and all of us
“embedded” in our own time and place.

Australia, France and the United States may serve as exemplary case studies. See, respect-
ively, Johnson (1988), Meadel (1994), and Smulyan (1994).

Douglas has that rare ability to write as an academic (observing academic norms of scholar-
ship, research etc.) for a non-academic readership and her books are widely reviewed and read
outside academia. It is partly a matter of style but it is, more exactly, the narrative point of
view that she assumes. She writes of radio in the way that it matters for listeners as part of
their own lives and experience.

Except on very rare occasions. The Orson Welles’ War of the Worlds scare in 1938 is an early
and classic case of a single program with an immediate, dramatic effect on audience behavior.
Breisach (1983). See especially his discussion of “The Enigma of World History,” pp. 319—
22, 395-411.

In the early 1990s the Brazilian service was on the point of closure. It now has 40 staff, and is
the one of the largest sectors in the BBC’s foreign-language transmissions (see bbc.co.uk/
brazil). I am grateful to Lorena Barbier of CBN (Central Brasilieras de Noticias) Recife, for
this information.

The hegemony of English as the world’s language is crucially important to the position of the
World Service as the dominant global broadcaster today. In many countries people listen to
improve their understanding of the English language.

For an account of this history in the United States, see Douglas (1999, pp. 55-82). See
Douglas (1999, plate 1, opposite p. 192) for a photograph that vividly captures this moment.
See Scannell (2003) for a discussion of the broadcasting production process as a care-
structure.

Notably in The Gutenberg Galaxy, that McLuhan describes in the preface as “a footnote to the
observations of Innis on the subject of the psychic and social consequences, first of writing
and then of printing” (McLuhan, 1962, p. ix).

The label attached to the approach of Innis and Mcl.uhan by Joshua Meyrowitz (1994).

A useful review of history and narrative as discussed by historians, philosophers, and literary
theorists is provided by Roberts (2001).

The time-of-day, like the lunar month and solar year, is a natural (non-human) order of time
and is both linear and cyclical in its movement. Digital time is motionless and is a perfect
example of Zeno’s paradox of the arrow in flight. In any indivisible instant of its flight is a
flying arrow moving or at rest? If the former, how can it move in an instant; if the latter, it is
never moving, and therefore is at rest (Honderich, 1995, p. 922). The punctual moment of
digital time, with no “before” or “after,” appears trapped in the eternity of the ever-same
now. Groundhog Day is a wonderful exploration of the paradoxes of digital and daily time.
For a fuller discussion of the complexities of how “we” are addressed by radio and television,
see Scannell (2000).

There is a very basic issue at stake here. The witness has experienced something by virtue of
having been there. Can the viewer lay claim to an experience having watched something on
television? The various communicative entitlements of a witness derive from the assumed
authenticity of their witnessing. That is presumed to be validated by the fact of their presence
and their immediate, first-hand experience. If television offers mediated, second-hand experi-
ence, it is inauthentic. I have argued it is possible to have an authentic experience watching
television and thus to be a witness (Scannell, 1996, pp. 93—116), a claim which underpins the
whole of this chapter. See Ellis (2002, pp. 31-6) on television as “live witness realized.”
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CHAPTER

Our TV Heritage:
Television, the Archive,
and the Reasons for
Preservation

Lynn Spigel

In the last decade of his life, Andy Warhol taped huge amounts of television
programs. The remains of his television past — from Father Knows Best to
Celebrity Sweepstakes — are preserved at the Andy Warhol Museum in Pitts-
burgh, and his collection has also been donated to other film and TV archives. In
his usual fashion, Andy managed to create a counter practice out of popular
culture by rearranging banal commercial objects under the banner of his trade-
mark name. Indeed, there is nothing out of the ordinary about Andy’s collection.
It is the kind of stuff one might find — if saved under any other name — in the
local thrift store bargain bins. What makes Andy’s collection important is there-
fore not the programs, but the fact that they were saved by a unique collector;
the programs are deemed worthy insofar as they shed light on Andy’s viewing
practices and, by extension, his psychic and artistic investments in the everyday
commercial culture of twentieth-century America. To be sure, Andy’s TV
archive is a highly personal diary of the programs he taped — a kind of homemade
archive — and for this reason it is a useful foil with which to begin a discussion of
the institutional logics through which museums, academies, and the industry
itself have historically deemed TV programs worthy of collection.

What is the logic of the TV archive? Why has TV been saved by public and
private institutions? How have nostalgia networks like Nick at Nite and personal
recording systems like the VCR and TiVO affected the canon of programs
saved? And how does T'V’s preservation relate to public perceptions of television
and to the kinds of questions that historians ask about the medium? In 7%e
Archeology of Knowledge (1972), Michel Foucault observes that history (as a
narrative form and discursive mode) makes the archive. Rather than assume
there is a pre-existing “collection” of facts waiting to be accessed, Foucault
argues that the archive is preceded by a discursive formation that selects,
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acquires, and arranges words and things.' To be sure, film and television historians
engage with a complex system of image classification that has its roots in modern
archival systems. The evidence we find — whether paper or moving image — is
saved and arranged according to technologies of filing, and, as John Tagg dem-
onstrates in his history of photography, the archive files images according to the
power dynamics and beliefs of the larger social system.” Historians enter the
archive with fantasies and hunches; they search for something they imagine —
or hope — was once real. That reality, however, turns out to be at best elusive,
accessible mainly through deductions and interpretations of weak, incomplete
evidence. Instead of finding the “truth” of the past, what we find in the end is
the rationale (or lack thereof) for the filing system itself. For this reason it seems
useful to think about the apparatus of the television archive — its strategies for
collection, the reasons why people saved certain television programs, and the
reasons why so many others are lost.

To this end, I want to trace the discursive formation, and corresponding
institutions and bodies of power, through which a television archive has been
formed over the past half century in the United States. When considering tele-
vision preservation, archivists and museum librarians typically focus on prag-
matic issues of space, financing, copyright laws, donors, and advances in recording
technologies, and they also consider general methods of preservation, catalogu-
ing, and selection. Yet, we know very little about the reasons why programs were
saved in the first place.

The fact that I will be writing only about the United States is itself revealing.
Nationalist rhetoric and the logic of governmentality have been a primary force
in historical research on television, particularly because broadcasting was histor-
ically bound to nationalist agendas. Yet, despite the national character of broad-
casting as a business and cultural form, the US government showed little interest
in archiving television in its early and formative years. While the Library of
Congress now holds the largest public television archive, it was slow to realize
the medium’s value. In a public statement, now on its website, the Library of
Congress isolates three factors that led to its random collection procedures in the
first two decades of television: (1) Most early live programs were lost to the ether
because only a small percentage were recorded on kinescopes; (2) Television
programs did not initially require copyright registration (see “I'elevision . . .,”
pp. 1-4)’ and therefore the Library of Congress did not usually receive copies;
and (3) Scholars and librarians typically did not consider TV programs worthy
of preservation.

Expanding on this last point, the Library of Congress website explains,

There was an attitude held by Library of Congress acquisitions officers toward
television programming which paralleled that of the scholarly community in gen-
eral. The Library simply underestimated the social and historical significance of
the full range of television programming. There was no appreciation of television’s
future research value. So before the mid-1960s few TV programs were acquired
for the Library collections.*
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As this statement suggests, the eclectic nature of the TV archive is in part due
to the fact that there was initially very little respect for television as a historical
source. By 1966, the Library responded to a “broadening range of research
needs,” and TV acquisition expanded. It was not until the passing of the Copy-
right Act of 1976, “which gave the Library the awesome responsibility for
establishing the American Television and Radio Archives” that a national center
was created to “house a permanent record of television and radio programs”
(Murphy, 1997, p. 13).” But if the national library was slow to show an interest in
television in the formative decades of commercial television (the 1950s—60s),
there were other people who did want to save T'V.

Storing Waste: The First TV Archives

In US universities, it was in Journalism, Speech, and Mass Communication
Departments — and secondarily in Theater Departments — that television was
first studied and arranged as an historical object. These were purviews in which
the first generation of historians (most notably, Eric Barnouw) worked. Given
their institutional homes, it is perhaps no surprise that for this generation of TV
historians, television history was very much based on print media and rhetorical
models. The documents collected and arranged were largely paper (regulatory
and censorship documents, network memos, scripts, performer biographies, etc.).
The programs that comprised TV history were primarily documentary and news
programs surrounding what the historians marked out as major political events
(the Blacklist, the Korean War, Vietnam). The collection of such documents was
governed by top-down and “great man”/exceptionalist views of history. For
example, documents deemed worthy of collection included corporate memos of
network presidents, statements by crusading newsmen like Edward R. Murrow
or writers like Paddy Chayefsky, and Federal Communication Commission (FCC)
materials. While entertainment programs were sometimes discussed as evidence
for larger political mood swings, they were mostly archived in memory (the
historian speaks from recollection) or else in scripts. Although some programs
(especially news) were preserved on videotape’ in university contexts, televi-
sion’s first generation of historians did not use textual analysis as a method; the
programs weren’t considered as narratives to be interpreted; rather, they were
seen as documents to be cited and summarized. In general, then, this first
archive is based on the written word, not on the moving image.

Television’s first historians were writing in the aftermath of the Quiz Show
Scandals and FCC Chair Newton Minow’s 1961 “Vast Wasteland” speech, both
of which had enormous effects on the national discourse on television at the time
(Minow, 1964, pp. 45—64). Blaming the television industry for producing a
“steady diet” of commercial pap, Minow set out to cultivate the wasteland, but
even more importantly the speech itself established a way of speaking about tele-
vision’s failed promise and envisioning its higher national purpose for education
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and culture. In this regard, part of Minow’s intent was to separate good TV from
waste, but his judgments were highly personal and impressionistic. For example,
even while he admonished sitcoms, westerns, and game shows, he championed
the Twilight Zone and The Bing Crosby Special as examples of “wonderfully
entertaining” TV (Minow, 1964, p. 52). In other words, Minow knew what he
liked, but he offered few criteria.

The canon for TV art was developed elsewhere, and the project of saving
television programs was very much part of the moment’s preoccupation with
memorializing TV’s “Golden Age.” The early 1960s witnessed the growth of an
archive movement that sought to weed through trash in the wasteland and find
the golden nuggets. This coincided with broader national initiatives in the Kennedy
and Johnson Administrations to make art and culture a central federal concern.’
In this context, Minow’s speech formed a national imperative for debates around
television as a historic and aesthetic object of national worth, and paradoxically
in that sense, the history of television’s preservation is very much bound up with
its status as “waste.”

Television’s preservation was spearheaded by institutions that collected tele-
vision driven by concepts of public service, art, commerce, and public relations.
Among these groups the television industry itself was a major force, and for this
reason the history of television’s preservation is also a history of the industrial
logic through which it was saved. In particular, that logic was rooted in public
relations efforts to promote the industry by proving that television programs
had an aesthetic and cultural value beyond crass commercial gain. Secondarily,
although they developed synergies with the industry, art museums and univer-
sities took an interest in saving television in order to extend their own cultural
authority. And, finally, the project of saving television was (and continues to be)
intimately tied to urban planning and local tourism.

In this regard, what remains of TV today belies a set of strategies and state-
ments made by groups that had particular investments in the medium. These
strategies and statements are bound up in a complex web of belief systems and
prevailing discourses about television’s value as an object. Television has been
a transitory figure in a shifting system of meanings that constitutes modern
collecting practices.® It has variously been collected as (1) a commercial asset
preserved and stored by studios and networks;’ (2) an anthropological/historical
artifact that sheds light on American history and culture; (3) an art object
representing — in the Arnoldian tradition — the “best of man”; (4) an object of
science and industry representing technological achievements; and (5) a souvenir
representing both a marker of place (T'V museums function as sites for the
tourist industry) as well as a marker of time (T'V is collected as memorabilia).

While there were a number of groups that sought to save TV in the early
period, I want to isolate three of the most prominent institutions, each of which
epitomized a particular founding vision for the TV archive. Notably in this
regard, I am interested not simply in the success stories, but also in the spectacu-
lar failures.
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1 TV archive as public relations: The Academy of
Television Arts and Sciences

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences
(hereinafter referred to as the Television Academy) grew to become television’s
premier archivist. Its collection is now on permanent loan at the UCLA Film
and Television Archive (the single largest non-governmental archive in the
nation). The collection is primarily composed of programs nominated for the
Television Academy’s annual Emmy Awards, and in this respect it represents a
particular ideal (or shifting ideals) for “quality TV as selected by the industry
itself. These taste standards and corresponding archival efforts are bound up in
the Television Academy’s own interrelated (if often conflicting) goals of public
service and public relations. (For more on this, see Spigel, 1998, pp. 63-94.)
Founded in 1949, the Television Academy was, on the one hand, dedicated to
models of culture based on enlightenment ideals of democracy, edification, and
public service (ideals that had been integral to the rhetoric — if not the practice —
of broadcast communications since the 1920s as well as to the rhetoric of modern
museums). On the other hand, in order to sustain itself, it had to make itself a
commercially profitable wing of the entertainment industry (most aggressively
through its establishment of the Emmy Awards). The Academy’s conglomeration
of “founding fathers” already expressed the tensions inherent in these dual goals.
The Academy’s main visionary, TV reporter Syd Cassyd, shared the spotlight
with a UCLA professor, an engineer at Paramount Studios, and the Television
Academy’s first president, ventriloquist and popular radio personality, Edgar
Bergen. The Television Academy’s link with educators served a strategic role in
its ability to promote itself as the leading industry organization for television.
The effort to build what was alternatively referred to as a library or museum
was part of the Television’s Academy’s non-profit educational wing known as
the Academy Foundation. Formed in 1959, the Foundation was masterminded
as a solution to the problems that the Television Academy had getting tax-
exempt status for donations, especially donations of copyrighted materials (such
as kinescopes, tapes, and scripts) that could be considered corporate assets. As |
have detailed elsewhere, the Foundation’s public service/educational programs
(including the library and its journal Television Quarterly) were devised in the
context of the Television Academy’s wider public relations efforts to polish
television’s tarnished image after the Quiz Show Scandals and in the context of
1960s “wasteland” criticism (Spigel, 1998). Along these lines, at an April 1966
meeting, board members noted that the press was “generally hostile to televi-
sion,” and recommended that “through its public relations, the Academy should
establish itself as the industry organization speaking for its highest ideals through
such activities as the publication of TELEVISION QUARTERLY, its many
forums and seminars, its fellowship and scholarship program, the National
Library of Television and such services as the ETV Committee . . .” [emphasis
in original]."” Not surprisingly in this regard, the Television Academy hired
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public relations executive Peter Cott to direct the Foundation, and virtually all
Foundation board members had connections with the television industry. At
best, educators sometimes served as liaisons, consultants, or editors/writers for
the journal. Most typically, however, the Foundation viewed educators as the
grateful recipients of the public services (grants, scholarships, lectures) that it
supplied.

Industry insiders likewise established the criteria for program collection. In
1959, Cott outlined a plan that served as the basic architecture for the library.
Cott’s plan was also the basis of a set of discursive rules — that is to say, a
“canon” — for generating notions of what was “collectable” from an educator’s
standpoint. He told Academy members of the need to “establish criteria” for
selecting programs to preserve.' He also spoke of the need to court “networks,
agencies, producers, etc.” for program sources."” In this sense, far from being
established in some ivory tower of “art for art’s sake” critical distance, the canon
of Golden Age programs (at least as represented by the Academy collection) is
a product of the marriage between public service and public relations; it was
established in relation to wider industry practices of copyright, ownership, and
tax exemptions, as well as the need to bolster the public image of the television
industry and the Television Academy itself.

Most important, the Television Academy’s archival efforts were influenced by
coastal warfare between its Los Angeles and New York chapters. Almost from
the start, there were various battles over the way this LLos Angeles-based organ-
ization was representing itself as the official site for the production of national
standards for the television arts and sciences. Its Hollywood locale angered the
New York newspaper critics, especially Ed Sullivan, host of the popular Sunday
night show, Toast of the Town, and an influential Broadway columnist in his own
right.” Sullivan fought to get control of the organization away from Hollywood,
and he rallied support from local chapters across the country that were equally
bitter about what they perceived to be the Hollywood bias of the Emmy Awards.
By 1957, the original Academy of Television Arts and Sciences had been trans-
formed into the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences (NATAS),
and Sullivan was elected as its first president. Despite the national reorganization,
the Television Academy continued to be embroiled in bitter battles between the
New York and Los Angeles chapters, which domineered all other local chapters.

More than just a geographical split, the coastal wars were perceived as a
culture war between Hollywood’s crass commercial tastes and New York’s cul-
tural refinement. For example, when commenting on Sullivan’s initial takeover,
Dick Adler of the Los Angeles Times wrote,

There have always been rumblings of discontent inside the television academy
since it began as a Hollywood-based organization . . . New York appears to have
always looked upon Hollywood as the sausage factory, the place where canned
comedy and cop shows come from. Hollywood’s attitude toward its eastern
colleagues was equally derisive: They were late snobs who thought that their
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involvement in news and live drama gave them special status. (cited in O’Neil,

1992, p. 9)

To be sure, the Hollywood—New York culture war was never so simple in
practice. Even while Cassyd developed the pomp and pageantry of the Emmy
Awards, he was committed to educational pursuits and in fact argued against
hiring public relations companies to promote the Television Academy and the
TV industry. Meanwhile, Sullivan was the quintessential showman, hawking
Lincoln sedans and featuring popular performers (Elvis, the Beatles), even as
he adorned his stage with the Russian ballet and Italian opera. The Hollywood—
New York split, then, was more myth than reality. It came to represent a
pleasing explanation for the very messy and chaotic indeterminacy surrounding
critical judgments of television and its national purpose. Nevertheless, the strug-
gles between New York and Los Angeles were an immediate site of contention in
the plans to build a library.

Insofar as the Academy collection is primarily culled from Emmy nomina-
tions, the award selection process had an enormous impact on what was saved.
To resolve, or at least temper, potential conflicts, in 1963, Cott recommended
that the Academy Foundation’s library committee split off into two “entertain-
ment Program Criteria Sub-Committees” — one operating in New York and one
in Hollywood." In addition to this sub-committee plan, the more general Emmy
Award process already suggested a compromise between New York and Holly-
wood notions of quality T'V. Over the course of the 1950s and 1960s, programs
produced in New York such as the critically acclaimed Playhouse 90, Omnibus,
and See It Now, shared the honors with Hollywood telefilm fare such as the
highly popular and critically esteemed Dick Van Dyke Show, Gunsmoke, and
Disneyland. Yet, as all of these programs suggest, the prime-time Emmys favored
national network series, and in this respect the selection process undermined the
achievements of local television producers across the country. Despite the fact
that many local broadcasters construed “quality” to mean “in the public inter-
est” of local markets (a criteria firmly established in the 1946 Blue Book distri-
buted by the FCC"), Hollywood board members often expressed disdain for
local productions. In the 1970s, when local academy chapters grew in number
and influence, the Hollywood chapter became increasingly hostile. Larry Stewart,
president of the Hollywood Chapter, complained that “a news cameraman in
Dayton, Ohio, had a vote equal to the cinematographer on Roots,” and that
“Bobo of Seattle’s morning children’s show was voting for best actor” (O’Neil,
1992, p. 11). By 1977, these disputes resulted in the formal division of the
Television Academy into the Hollywood-run ATAS (which presides over prime-
time Emmys) and the New York-run NATAS (which is responsible for sports,
news, documentaries, international, local, and daytime Emmys). For contempor-
ary researchers, therefore, the Television Academy’s “Golden Age” collection is
based on a national network bias and rooted in the internal struggles between
Los Angeles, New York, and the “rest of the country.”'
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The Academy Foundation’s efforts to build a library were also connected
to its search for an actual archival site, which was also based on big city bias. In
the early 1960s, the Foundation considered partnerships with museums and
universities in three urban centers: New York, Washington, DC, and ILos
Angeles."” Because of UCLA’s historical links to Television Academy founders,
Los Angeles was the firmest connection. In 1960, UCLA began holding materials
for the Television Academy, and the Chancellor appointed Cassyd as Acting
Curator. The archive was formally established in 1965, and by 1968 UCLA had
become the central university television archive in the nation.' Nevertheless, at
the time, the Television Academy considered UCLA to be a temporary holding
site, and it planned to build its own library for public use. Although this did
not happen, the important point is that the Television Academy envisioned the
collection as a long-term asset, and not just a public service for educators. The
collection was indeed always imagined foremost in relation to tax benefits and
PR, and, as I will demonstrate further on, the Television Academy held on to
that vision of the archive through the mid-1990s.

2 TV archive as art museum: The Museum of
Modern Art

A second model for the TV archive is best represented by New York’s Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA), which displayed, arranged, and aimed to preserve
television in the context of the fine arts. While its efforts did not pan out, during
the 1950s and 1960s, MoMA aggressively sought to incorporate the new medium
of television into the museum. Whereas the Television Academy’s archival
efforts were bound up with its attempts to radiate an aura of public service,
MoMA’s interest in the new medium was rooted in the museum’s desire to
extend its cultural authority over modern art at a time when New York City was
becoming the center of the art world (see Spigel, 1996, 2000, 2004).

In 1952, when television was becoming an everyday reality, MoMA received
a three-year grant from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund to explore the uses that
the museum might make of the new medium. Unlike the Television Academy,
which was led by a consortium of industry insiders, MoMA’s “Television Project,”
as it was called, was spearheaded by people in the fine arts, and in this respect it
was an attempt to merge the art world with the world of commercial television.
To that end, the museum hired avant-garde filmmaker Sidney Peterson to direct
the Television Project. Peterson’s primary goal was to build a commercially
viable, self-supporting TV production company at MoMA and to produce regu-
lar series of what the museum called “experimental telefilms” that would appeal
to television’s mass audiences but still warrant a museum label. Peterson ima-
gined television as an egalitarian art form, and he wrote a lengthy dissertation on
its prospects — even likening the television image to the Mannerist movement in
painting.” The Television Project also extended MoMA’s previous attempts
to use television to publicize museum collections and shows by, for example,
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having museum officials appear on women’s programs; and finally, the Television
Project included plans for a TV library comparable to MoMA’s film library.?

Despite the enthusiasm for the new medium, anxieties regarding “vulgar-
ization” underwrote all of MoMA’s efforts to engage with television. Indeed,
whenever MoMA toyed with the terrain of the popular (and the museum was
famous for its exhibits on everyday objects and industrial design), critics launched
charges of vulgarization (Lynes, 1973, p. 233; Marver, 2001, Introduction). The
“mass” nature of television exacerbated the issue. Despite MoMA’s success with
Peterson’s television film Japanese House and its children’s T'V series Through the
Enchanted Gate (produced by the Education department), MoMA director Rene
D’Harnoncourt grew weary of Peterson’s experimental telefilm pilots that tried
to combine avant-garde practices of poetic montage with popular broadcast
aesthetics and stars.”’ The Museum directors rejected a number of Peterson’s
pilots on basis of their potential offense to patrons and the directors’ sense that
“by affixing its signature to . . . the films the Museum would be thought to be
... lowering its intellectual level.”** By 1955, MoMA shut down its plans for in-
house commercial TV productions.

MoMA’s efforts to build a TV library were similarly plagued by conflicts
between aesthete and popular dispositions. As James Clifford argues, commer-
cial objects cannot travel directly from the sphere of what is deemed “inauthentic”
mass culture to the status of an “authentic” piece of art worthy of display in a
fine art museum. To make this journey, the commercial object first has to be
authenticated by moving through some other system of display. (For example, it
has to be elevated to an artifact of anthropological or scientific importance before
it can be re-evaluated as an artwork [Clifford, 1988, p. 224].) In this sense, it is
no surprise that in the early 1950s, when museum officials were considering
collecting television as a work of art, feathers were ruffled.” Perhaps because
their medium was closest to television, the people in the film library were
particularly concerned to distance themselves from the new medium. Richard
Griffith, director of the Film Library, openly expressed his desire to keep tele-
vision distinct from film. One internal memo, written in 1952, noted that Griffith
said the film people “hate T'V” and would tolerate its inclusion only “as long as
it is not [in] the same department as the film library.”*

Despite this initial antipathy, the Film Library, and MoMA officials more
generally, recognized the economic value that television might have for the
library, particularly with regard to potential rental requests for footage. More-
over, the Film Library had to respond to the wishes of museum directors, board
members, and, most importantly, the museum’s founding family, the Rockefellers.
As early as 1952, Nelson Rockefeller wrote to D’Harnoncourt suggesting that the
museum put on an exhibit featuring “the best in TV (films or kinescopes).””
Upon hearing of Rockefeller’s suggestion, Griffith acknowledged that the
museum might consider using some television films or kinescopes in a film retro-
spective to be held at MoMA. But, in keeping with his fear of vulgarization,
Griffith specifically suggested that films and kines selected should be “only the
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best, very short, and constituting the museum’s explicit endorsement of the
kinds of art film-making they represent, with an implicit denouncement of other
kinds.””® In other words, Griffith wanted to make sure that television would not
pollute the Film Library’s image as a “tastemaker.”

By 1955, Griffith had tempered his views, and in a museum report he even
spoke of the “obvious need for a central television archive analogous to the Film
Library.”” Yet he also pointed to a number of obstacles, including copyright
permissions® and funding.” Speculating that the library’s mission would lie in
“preserving the history of the art” and “disseminating representative films of the
past to qualified educational institutions throughout the country,” he noted that
the selection of programs for the collection would require (as it had for film) the
“active help and guidance of the television industry.”” In the 1956 museum
Bulletin, Griffith continued with these themes, although he noted, “some progress
has been made.”' He reported that networks used the library to rent source
material and rare footage and that “as an experiment, the Film Library has
acquired for its collection the kinescope of a single ‘live’ television production,
Horton Foote’s The Trip To Bountiful, with Lillian Gish, which later was trans-
lated to Broadway with the same star.”¥* This first acquisition is characterized by
a set of qualities that are consistent (at least in some combination) with more
general critical hierarchies already established by the leading East Coast critics of
the 1950s. These criteria included “live” production; the presence of well-known
stage talent (especially playwrights and Broadway stars); and/or an indigenous
relation to New York.

In 1962, these “Golden Age” criteria — as well as Griffith’s general views on
the selection process — resurfaced in MoMA’s Television USA: 13 Seasons, the
first museum retrospective of television programming. Mounted by the film
library, Television USA established criteria by which MoMA would endorse
programs worthy of collection and display. The retrospective appeared just one
year after Minow’s “Vast Wasteland” speech and resonated with the prevailing
evaluative discourses about when and how the degraded medium of television
might ever approximate art. But unlike Minow, who just knew what he liked, the
film library at MoMA formed a committee of what Griffith referred to as “tele-
vision artists” to select programs for the show.” Headed by Jac Venza, a tele-
vision director and set designer, the committee consisted entirely of television
producers and executives.**

The program book for Television USA began with a mission statement from
Griffith who outlined criteria for aesthetic judgment. Admitting that they
“immediately faced a problem of policy” when establishing standards for selec-
tion, Griffith asked, should the museum “attempt to represent every aspect of
the intricate pattern of television programming today?” Or should the programs
be selected “for quality alone, even if this meant scantily representing or even
omitting altogether certain categories of television material?” Answering his own
rhetorical question, Griffith stated,
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We are unanimous in deciding for the second course . . . It seemed to us what the
Museum could most usefully provide would be a look at first-class work which
many of our public had missed because they are in the habit of looking at television
only at certain hours (or not at all). With the exception of historical milestones,
included to make the record as complete as possible, every program in the exhib-
ition has been selected because we thought it used the medium to the top of its
capacity.®

In this respect, Griffith reinforced the “Golden Age” discourses of the times, but
did so in the context of MoMA’s larger struggles to valorize its own tastes. First,
the criteria are stated in relation to the taste proclivities of his presumed high-
brow patrons — those who watch a little or no TV at all. Second, Griffith defines
artistic worth in relation to fine art values of media specificity (i.e. programs that
“use the medium to its capacity”).

Despite the seeming clarity of his aesthetic criteria, however, the actual pro-
grams chosen for the retrospective belie a much less consistent evaluative scheme.
Television USA exhibited not just TV, but also a number of competing ideas and
discourses about television’s status as an art form. As in the case of the Tele-
vision Academy, MoMA’s selections overwhelmingly demonstrate a geographical
bias. Given MoMA’s New York location, and the presence of New York critics
and talent on the selection board, it is not surprising that almost all of the
programs chosen for the exhibit were produced in New York. These included
live anthology dramas such as Goodyear Playhouse; documentaries and public
affairs programs like See It Now; programs on the arts such as NBC Opera
Theater; variety shows like Your Show of Shows; and a spattering of programs
chosen for their formal experimentalism (an attribute that both resonated with
Golden Age critical discourses concerning media specificity and with MoMA’s
own bias towards various modernisms). The only Hollywood-produced telefilm
series that MoMA included in the exhibit was an episode of Gunsmoke, and it
“was chosen because it is an almost perfect adaptation of the genre to the
medium” rendered in “almost a classical manner.”*® (In other words, it too fit
with the fine art criteria of media specificity.)

Although East Coast-centric, and steeped in a preference for live theater over
telefilm fare, MoMA’s aesthetic criteria were not entirely coherent. Instead,
judgments shifted between extreme investments in theatrical realism (“If there
were a Golden Age, it was when television drama concerned itself with real
problems, real issues, and real people”’) and a desire for modernist experimen-
tation (programs such as Danger, the Ernie Kovacs Show, and Adventure are
praised for their formal innovations™). So too, MoMA’s attitude toward com-
mercialism was inconsistent. On the one hand, the program catalog for Television
USA defined the industry as art’s enemy, stating that television was divided in
“two camps”: the industry that is concerned with money and “artists and jour-
nalists whose standard of ‘success’ is the degree to which television realized its
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potentialities as an art form.”” On the other hand, Television USA embraced
commercials as the apex of TV art. The program catalog stated, “Almost every-
thing has been tried to create original commercials. As a result, radical avant-
garde experiments which would be frowned upon in other areas of television are
encouraged in this field.”* Consequently, Television USA exhibited everything
from Brewer’s beer ads to Rival dog food ads as proof of television’s potential
avant-garde status.

Why did MoMA reject commercialism, but honor commercials? It seems
likely that MoMA’s embrace of commercials was based not only on its historical
willingness to display industrial design, but also on the emergence in this period
of Popism and Assemblage Art (a broad term for three-dimensional collage or
collage sculpture, often featuring “junk” castoffs like neon signs, ads, abandoned
car parts, and hollowed out TV sets). In 1961 MoMA mounted William C.
Seitz’s “Art of Assemblage” and by 1962 MoMA held a symposium on Pop. (See
Lippard, 1966, for a discussion of New York Pop, especially pp. 69-90.) In this
respect, although MoMA and the Film Library still operated on enlightenment
ideals of cultural edification, the museum also responded to the shifting nature of
art discourses and practices, particularly the leveling of “high” and “commer-
cial” genres that was so important to Pop aesthetics. Television USA reflected the
museum’s competing claims to Popism’s aesthetic embrace of the commercial
and the Wasteland Era’s anti-commercial ideals.

After Television USA, the museum’s Junior Council*' continued to explore the
possibilities of a television archive. However, their vision culminated in a much
more narrowly defined collection aimed at art historians proper. In 1964, the
Junior Council began to collect television documentaries on artists, and with the
help of the three major networks, New York’s Channel 13 (WNDT), and NET,
in 1967, they established a Television Archive of the Arts.* In 1968, CBS
Chairman William S. Paley (who had previously sat on the board at MoMA)
became president of the museum’s Board of Trustees. However, the presence of
the CBS chairman seems to have had little impact on the growth of the television
archive. Instead, in the early 1970s Paley turned his attention to establishing his
own privately funded TV museum. Meanwhile, MoMA’s early conception of
TV as art, and even its more limited vision for an archive devoted to art docu-
mentaries, quickly vanished. Instead, by the early 1970s, MoMA had embraced
the emerging world of video art, engaging a more narrowly defined “art” public.
In 1972, MoMA staged “Open Circuits: An International Conference on the
Future of Television,” which brought together artists, museum officials, and
critics who spoke almost exclusively about emerging video art forms. Indeed,
despite the conference’s subtitle, MoMA might as well have left television out of
the future altogether, because after that time video art had usurped TV as the
preferred object for preservation and display in the art world.*”
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3 TV archive as tourist site: The Hollywood Museum

A third model for the TV archive is rooted in tourist trade. In fact, even at
MoMA, where the TV exhibit and archive were premised on appeals to art,
tourism was a key consideration. Television USA was staged in the context of
urban planning for the 1963—64 New York World’s Fair, and MoMA officials
thought they would attract international interest in this context. However, by far
the most sustained efforts to launch a TV tourist attraction took place back in
Hollywood where industry people got the city of Los Angeles to front seed
money for the never-to-be-realized Hollywood Museum.

The Hollywood Museum was intended as a pleasing tourist experience that
would promote television, movies, radio, and the recording arts. In this respect,
like the Television Academy, the Hollywood Museum was conceived as a public
relations arm for the entertainment industry. In 1959, the Los Angeles Board of
Supervisors formed the Museum Commission; the Advisory Council included
industry insiders Desi Arnaz, Jack Benny, Frank Capra, Walt Disney, William
Dozier, Jack Warner, Arthur Miller, Ronald Reagan, and Harold Lloyd.*
According to the founding document, “The goal is to portray these four com-
municative arts as having a justification not only as entertainment media but
also as important contributions to humanity . . . the Museum will be of aid in a
positive way in overcoming the damaging effect of the constant and growing
criticisms of the industries by numerous private and public groups.” In other
words, the museum was intended to counteract the bad press that was generated
in the wake of radio’s Payola Scandals* and Quiz Show Scandals of the decade;
by the early 1960s, this mission resonated against the backdrop of Minow’s
famous speech. In 1963, when the county staged ground-breaking ceremonies
for the building, the planning committee promoted the museum not simply as a
local attraction, but instead as a national event of international importance. In
line with President Kennedy’s use of art as a strategic force in “free world”
rhetoric, the museum promoters sent a telegram to Secretary of Defense Robert
S. MacNamara, which stated that the museum and the mass media more gener-
ally would help create better understanding among nations."

Rather than just collecting programs or films, the Hollywood Museum
collected objects (kinescopes, early TV sets, costumes, etc.). In this regard,
television was imagined not simply as a text, but as a technological artifact like
those exhibited in a museum of science and industry. Moreover, the museum’s
designers imagined the exhibits as an immersive experience akin to the kind
offered at a theme park. The then-wondrous technologies of rear screen projec-
tion and hi-fidelity sound were the prime technologies on display at the museum,
and the promoters represented the museum experience as a kind of thrill ride for
patrons.

This experiential aspect of the museum is particularly evident in a short
promotional film titled “Concept” that was made to attract donors by demon-
strating the architectural plans as well as the overall vision. Narrated by Edward
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G. Robinson, who first appears in front of a wall of books, the film depicts the
museum as what Robinson variously calls “one of the most exciting showplaces
of the world”; the “first international center of audiovisual arts and sciences”;
and a “research center,” that will serve as a “living memorial to [the] media.” In
other words, the museum is divided across a number of touristic, artistic, indus-
trial, and scholarly functions, which also are integrated into its architectural plan.
In the opening sequence Robinson shows a small-scale model of the museum.
A study in California “moderne,” the building comprises an “education tower”
(which houses “extensive materials for study”), a four-level pavilion (the main
building that houses displays, visitor participation shows, exhibits, a restaurant, a
library, and a theater), and two fully equipped sound stages. The promotional
film then segues to more detailed sketches of the museum interiors, and a bevy of
Hollywood stars explain the various displays.

The sketches mostly show a tourist class of patrons interacting with elaborate
World’s Fair- and Disneyland-inspired exhibits (in fact, Mickey Mouse himself
narrates a sequence, and at the end of the film Mary Pickford specifically says the
museum is designed in “World’s Fair fashion”). Gregory Peck shows tourists
experiencing the “synthesis show” which, for example, uses the “magic of rear
screen projection” to transport visitors back to a virtual Imperial Rome. Next,
Bing Crosby takes a walk on the “Discovery Ramp,” where visitors learn about
entertainment history. Bette Davis leads a tour through the elaborately designed
museum restaurant where a replica of the Hollywood canteen transports visitors
back to the USO shows of World War II. Demonstrating the interactive exhibits
in the Wardrobe Hall, Doris Day models a gown she wore in one her recent
films.

Although the museum is primarily imagined as a tourist pavilion, because it
is aimed at donors, the promotional film emphasizes the economic use value
that the museum will have for the entertainment industries that support it. For
example, Jack Benny explains that the museum’s two sound stages will not only
serve as exhibition halls where visitors can see how movies or TV shows are
made; they will also serve as laboratories for advertising agencies that will use the
visitors gathered there as test markets and perform studies in audience psychol-
ogy, motivation research, and ratings. The film creates a subtle balance between
these direct industry uses and the museum’s aura of art and education. From the
wall of books in the opening sequence, through the numerous professions of art,
history, and international understanding, the promotional film suggests that the
museum’s educational aura will have great PR value for the industry. All of this
comes to a climax in the final sequence when silent film star and one-time
industry mogul Mary Pickford displays a space age “information center” that
will link the Hollywood Museum via computer to universities and museums
worldwide. The research library is rendered in the style of a “world of tomor-
row” World’s Fair pavilion; the sketches show families (not researchers) walking
through the planets while futuristic music plays on the soundtrack. In the tradi-
tion of the Kennedy Era competition for worldwide technological and cultural
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supremacy, Pickford promises that the museum’s “computer oriented library”
will be a “truly international center.”

Due to a series of local disputes, funding problems, and the failing health of its
main visionary, the grandiose plans of the Hollywood Museum never came to
fruition.® But even while it failed, the vision for an entertainment theme park
lived on — most obviously in the opening of Universal Studios — just a mile down
the road — in 1964. This vision also underwrote the future of the television
archive in the next decade.

The Nostalgia Mode and the Postmodern TV
Museum

The Academy, MoMA, and the Hollywood Museum demonstrate a number of
historical contexts through which television came to be collected, organized, and
displayed. While each represents a dominant vision of the collection (public
relations agency, art museum, and tourist attraction), as I have suggested, they
each also contained elements of all three, and all three institutions justified their
efforts with claims to public service. In this respect, the goals of public relations,
artistic achievement, and tourism all served to form a context for collecting TV
that influenced not only the canon for preservation, but also the archive experi-
ence itself.

Today, there are two kinds of archival imaginations. One is aimed at a re-
search model and mostly situated in universities and public museums (e.g. the
UCLA Film and Television Archive, the University of Georgia’s Peabody Award
Archive, the Wisconsin Center for Film and Television, Vanderbilt University’s
News Archive, and the Library of Congress). Unlike the early archival efforts at
MoMA or the Hollywood Museum, these institutions are aimed almost exclu-
sively at an intellectual class of researchers (a public that formed itself through
the institutionalization of television and media studies at universities) and at
industry-oriented research. Changes in copyright laws, recording and preserva-
tion technologies, and especially (as the Library of Congress website suggests)
attitudes toward T'V have contributed to the growth of these institutions. These
public archives arrange their spaces for “serious” study in quiet library settings,
and they typically require prior arrangements with archivists. Paradoxically, in
this respect, while the 1960s-era museum and library was steeped in enlighten-
ment ideals of public service, these institutions have become the purview of
intellectual and industry elites. That said, these archives are not purposefully
exclusive; rather, as the 1996 Congressional report on television and video pres-
ervation determined, these public archives are often under-funded and they have
to abide by copyright interests and restrictive usage policies (Murphy, 1997,
p. 9). Meanwhile, private museums such as the Museum of Television and Radio
(MTR) in New York and Los Angeles and the Museum of Broadcast Commun-
ications (MBC) in Chicago have positioned themselves as tourist sites for a
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general public. As the MTR’s former president the late Robert M. Batscha
stated, “We’re effectively the first public library of the work that’s been created
for television and radio. You don’t have to be an academic. You don’t have to be
in the television business. Anybody can have access to the collection” (cited in
Weintraub, 1996, p. C11).

These private museums appeal to the general public through contemporary
strategies of museum exhibition, including blockbuster festivals, celebrity signings
and star-studded panels, interactive “touristic” exhibits, and, most of all, nostal-
gia. The nostalgia mode still contains the earlier era’s public relations, aesthete,
and touristic functions but arranges them differently. Rather than preserving TV
(and thus producing its value) within coastal battles around geographical place
(and taste), the nostalgia mode encourages a ritualistic relation to time. Audi-
ences are convened around generational memories, mythic pasts, and “retro”
aesthetics, and although these museums do claim to endorse “quality” TV, they
are not constituted around the high seriousness of Wasteland Era disputes. Like
the Academy or Hollywood Museum, their trustee boards are composed mostly
of industry insiders, but the nostalgia mode is rooted in corporate synergies that
far surpass the PR functions of the previous decade.

The first and most successful institution to build on this new vision was the
Museum of Broadcasting that was founded in 1975 and opened its New York
City location in 1977. The brainchild of William S. Paley, the museum com-
bined all three previous ideals for the TV archive: it was (and continues to be) a
public relations arm for the industry; a museum that promised to establish a
canon of TV art; and a tourist site for visitors. Serving as the board chairman,
Paley guaranteed funding for the museum, which was augmented by industry
donations, membership fees, and an admission fee for the general public. Robert
Saudek, the executive producer of the critically acclaimed 1950s program Omni-
bus, served as the museum’s first president and gave the museum the proper
Golden Age aura (Shepard, 1979). The collection was — and still is — secured
through contractual agreements with networks, studios, producers, and, in some
cases, private donors. In 1991, in response to the rise of cable TV, the museum
changed its name to the Museum of Television and Radio.

Like the earlier archival efforts, Paley’s museum was a finely crafted balancing
act between public service and public relations. Of all the three major networks,
CBS had always been the most invested in the apparatus of television criticism
and preservation. Not only did Paley himself sit on the board of MoMA, but
the network more generally sought to raise television’s reputation. As with the
Television Academy, CBS’s efforts in this regard were aimed at undermining
negative criticism that circulated in the popular press. As the only network
indicted for its questionable practices during the Quiz Show Scandals, CBS was
particularly prone to critical attacks of crass commercialization. For this reason
network executives often referred to the newspaper critics as “hacks,” and they
also tried to discredit them by establishing their own in-house army of “quality”
critics who often had distinguished university credentials (Spigel, 1998, pp.

82




Television, the Archive, and Preservation

67-70). Just like the Academy, in the early 1960s CBS devised a plan to publish
a scholarly television journal. Although the journal never came to fruition (CBS
dropped its plans when it heard that the Academy was publishing 7elevision
Quarterly), it did materialize in 1961 in book form as The Eighth Art (Shayon,
1962).* Throughout the 1960s, CBS remained wed to the idea of creating its
own “in-house” critical apparatus, and from 1967 to 1971 the William Paley
Foundation commissioned Dr William B. Bluem to study the possibility of
creating a master collection of broadcast programs. The Bluem Report found
that “there is an urgent and vital need to create a master plan and a centralized
collecting institution to prevent destruction and loss.” That master plan and
centralized institution became Paley’s museum.

The museum’s mission was to provide an interpretation of the broadcast past,
and “Paley himself saw museum interpretation as one of the greatest benefits for
the general public.”' As the Library of Congress report on television and video
preservation suggests, at the MTR “the act of interpretation manifests itself
in the collections,” which are organized to establish a balance of significant
programming that represents all of the important genres.”” For this reason the
collection does not typically feature whole series but rather samplings with
diverse appeal. From the start, the museum was a popular success. In 1979, the
New York Times reported that the museum was so crowded that in the two years
since it opened it had to turn away “three-quarters of its visitors” (Shepard,
1979). The Times also spoke of the eclectic cultural sensibilities of the mu-
seum’s patrons, commenting on the mix of people watching such “high” Golden
Age performances as Toscanini’s NBC orchestra and those watching the com-
mercial likes of The Making of Star Wars. Despite the “something for everyone”
ethos, the M'TR has historically appealed mainly to middlebrow family publics,
a constituency courted through the museum’s posh Manhattan and Beverly
Hills shopping districts. So too, while the M'TR boasts of its popular appeal, it
nevertheless arranges and displays television according to legitimizing discourses
of art collecting. Museum events cater to connoisseur values of “rarity,” “au-
thorship,” and “private screenings.” For example, the museum has variously
mounted exhibits on the lost live Honeymooners sketches and TV “auteurs” like
Dennis Potter, and it began to feature private screenings when the museum
expanded in 1979 to include a 63-seat auditorium.

In 1991, the museum took this combination of ballyhoo showmanship and
aesthete connoisseurship one step further when it moved to its current West
52nd Street location where it occupies a somber and richly appointed limestone-
clad tower designed by the famous modern architect, Philip Johnson. The relo-
cation to the Johnson building is a symbol of the museum’s own cultural movement
from an urban curiosity to an established, and at least quasi-respectable, part of
the New York City museum circuit. Paley’s office (still preserved in the build-
ing) is a testimony to his eclectic vision where high culture and commercial
culture live in harmony. A television set and Paley’s many awards are on pro-
minent display, but the office is also lined with examples from Paley’s collection
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of modern paintings. However, the M'TR is not just a product of Paley’s tastes.
The MTR’s relocation to the Johnson building is consistent with a more general
postmodern logic where the museum building is every bit as (or perhaps more)
spectacular than the objects on display.

When it comes to the TV museum, this postmodern logic is tied to the
peculiarities of the larger TV collector’s market. The growth of cable, home
video, VCRs, and now DVDs makes it much easier for the public to see and tape
old TV shows at home. In this context, the TV museum no longer has a unique
value in relation to programs. Instead, the museum’s value is extra-textual. Its
blockbuster annual festivals, star-studded panels, University Satellite Seminars
(with industry leaders beamed into classrooms), and especially the museum’s
own architecture have been the sites of investment and prestige. This logic
became even more apparent over the course of early 1990s when the M'TR began
to plan its sister museum in a new Beverly Hills location that opened on March
17, 1996.

Designed by architect Richard Meier (who also designed the Getty Center in
Brentwood, California and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Barcelona), the
Beverly Hills M'TR is finished in enameled white metal panels with expansive
walls of glass and a circular-shaped glass-plated rotunda entranceway. Harking
back to the modernist sentiments of Le Corbusier, Meier claimed, “The main
purpose of the building, like of the media it celebrates, is communication. We
made it as open and transparent as possible, and devoid of mystery, so that
people passing by can plainly see what happens inside” (cited in Whiteson, 1996,
p. K-5). Although Meier’s claims to transparency are rather suspect (as with all
of the archives I have discussed, there are many business deals going on in the
museum that are not seen by the pedestrian eye), his use of the media as
metaphor for the building suggests the extent to which the museum itself is
the main attraction on display. Upon its opening, Hollywood insiders praised
the museum not only — or even primarily — for its collection, but rather for the
building. Admitting that a museum of television would probably have to contain
some “garbage,” producer Larry Gelbart (of M*A*S*H) claimed that the build-
ing was, nevertheless, “the best piece of architecture to come up in Beverly Hills
in years” (cited in Weintraub, 1996, p. C-12). In fact, the museum boasts no new
acquisitions; its holdings are identical to those in New York, available instanta-
neously through electronic links so that users can access most programs within
minutes. The exhibits are typically the same as those in New York, and many of
the Golden Age programs housed in the M'TR are highlights of the more volum-
inous collection held down the road at UCLA. Clearly, then, the museum’s most
distinguishing feature is the space and location itself.

Indeed, the M'TR’s cultural worth is not really demonstrated by its docu-
ments, but rather by the monument — the building — that contains them. The
museum interior is subdivided to memorialize its various star/industry donors
(e.g. the Danny Thomas Lobby, the Aaron Spelling Trustee Reception Area, the
Steven and Barbara Bochco Scholar Room, the Gary Marshall swimming pool
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(yes, swimming pool), and so on). The building itself is named for ABC founder
Leonard Goldenson who donated $3,000,000 (Murphy, 1997, p. 60). The star
names confer value onto the experience of being in the museum space while the
elegantly designed spaces bestow value onto the people for whom they are
named. As an architecture critic for the Los Angeles Times wrote at the time of its
opening, “The building’s severe Modernist style, and the choice of Meier —
rather than a more funky designer like, say, Frank Gehry — comes from the
cultural aspirations of the people who create television and radio. It reflects their
desire to be taken seriously as artists rather than as mere entertainers” (Whiteson,
1996, pp. K1, 5). In this sense, it is not surprising that even while MTR
publicity boasts about the museum’s popular appeal, the museum directors and
industry people still promote the museum through discourses of art, education,
and public service. At the Beverly Hills MTR opening, Diane English, the
creator/producer of Murphy Brown, said, “Being able to look at television is as
important for our culture and our history as looking at a great painting” (cited in
Weintraub, 1996, p. C12).**

While the MTR is certainly the most successful private TV museum of its
time, its vision is in no way idiosyncratic. The more modest Museum of Broad-
casting Communications in Chicago copied its success in 1987. Like the MTR,
the MBC was founded through industry investment (it is the brainchild of Bruce
Dumont, the son of TV tycoon Alan B. Dumont). Currently relocating to a
newly renovated building with a glass fagade that mimics the transparent look of
the Beverly Hills MTR, it now claims to be the “12th most visited cultural
tourist attraction in Chicago.””® Meanwhile in the 1980s, the Academy of Televi-
sion Arts and Sciences renewed its efforts to build a public library, but this time
the library was slated to be part of a $350 million redevelopment plan for North
Hollywood. The Academy Project, as it was called, was the highlight of the
investment and resulted in the construction of the Academy Plaza, which opened
in the early 1990s — at about the same time that North Hollywood dubbed the
area the NOHO Arts District (named after New York’s SOHO).® The Academy
Plaza contained not only the Television Academy business office and space for a
library (which was originally intended to serve as a public archive for its program
collection), but also an apartment complex (adjacent to, but not owned by, the
Television Academy) and a “Hall of Fame” courtyard adorned with bronze
statues of beloved TV stars and a 15-foot-tall golden replica of an Emmy Award
looming in the center of a huge fountain. Once again, the real estate was more
the attraction than the TV programs themselves.

Unfortunately for the Academy, however, the MTR’s Beverly Hills opening
and Universal’s opening of City Walk (which is just down the road) trumped its
more modest NOHO location. As one LA tourism website warns, “It isn’t easy
to find this new Hall of Fame . . . it’s in a slightly seedy part of town, and it isn’t
visible from the street.””” Having proved itself unsuccessful, the Academy left its
TV collection at UCLA (where it remains on permanent loan), and donated its
documents to USC’s Doheny Library (which it had partnered with since 1988).
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Today, the Academy Foundation still runs an archive, but its “Archive of American
Television” is arranged as a holding repository for oral histories of T'V pioneers.
And while LA tourism websites like seeingstars.com still promote the Academy
headquarters with glossy pictures of the giant Emmy and bronze stars, in reality
Academy Plaza is a TV ghost town.

TV is its Own Archive: Nostalgia Networks

While I have so far discussed the TV archive as a physical and public site, it is
also true that since the 1980s, television has increasingly become its own archive.
With the rise of multi-channel cable systems, and sweeping changes in broadcast
television, a number of networks have found a new “vintage” use value for re-
runs and begun to amass particular kind of archives that appeal to narrowcast
demographics.™

Two of the most successful of these cable ventures — Nick at Nite and TV
Land — brand themselves as nostalgia networks, and in this regard they have
taken on the role and function of the TV museum. Their business practices are
based on corporate synergies with sister companies in their larger “umbrella”
parent corporation Viacom. Originally a syndication company that specialized in
the market-by-market sale of off-network re-runs, Viacom is now one of the top
five multinational conglomerates in the business.” Among its many holdings,
Viacom owns the children’s cable network, Nickelodeon, which since the late
1980s has filled its prime-time and late night hours with its Nick at Nite line-up
of vintage TV programs targeted to the 18—49 demographic. In 1996, Nick at
Nite spawned TV Land, which is devoted to the same re-run fare, but on a full-
time basis and geared toward a slightly older skewing demographic (24—54).” By
1997, Nickelodeon established links with the M'TR, and today Mel Karmazin
(president and CEO of Viacom) is a vice president of the M'TR’s Board of
Trustees. Indeed, the nostalgia industry is now a revolving door of electronic
and physical sites.

More generally, nostalgia networks amass audiences not only by taking them
back in time, but also by promising them a fantastic sense of shared place. As
befitting the moniker ““I'V Land,” these networks blur distinctions between the
physical world of the viewer and the diegetic (storyworlds) of old T'V characters,
storyworlds that are not only familiar, but also affectively meaningful for the
generations of viewers the networks try to attract. Nostalgia networks transport
viewers back to the Brady Bunch’s (“oh so 70s”) brown and orange kitchen,
Mary’s Minneapolis newsroom, and Cosby’s posh but cozy Brooklyn brownstone,
places that have become an imaginary geography for viewers. This nostalgic
relation to TV space — the sense of locality and community it provides — is a
particularly interesting twist on what David Harvey has explained to be a hall-
mark characteristic of postmodern geography. Harvey argues that in a global
culture where electronic communications have made space more abstract, a local
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sense of place and tradition has become more important (Harvey, 1989)." To
achieve this, numerous cities promote tourist and business trade by creating
nostalgic places that refer back to a mythic past. (For more on this topic, see
Hannigan, 1998.) For example, 1970s festival markets like the Faneuil Hall
Marketplace in Boston or new urban festival malls like The Grove in Los
Angeles are nostalgic throwbacks to old town squares. Viacom has taken this
strategy one step further in merchandizing tie-ins and promotional ventures that
evoke a sense of nostalgia not for actual places, but rather for television’s diegetic
places.

For example, Viacom has strategically blurred the lines between TV places
and real places by creating tourist and shopping venues that allow people to
interact with TV storyworlds. In May of 1997, Viacom opened its Viacom
Entertainment Store on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, a two-level 30,000-square-
foot store that offered some 2,500 branded products and promoted itself (in five
languages) as a “fun house, an architectural treat, a museum, a theater, a concert
hall, a boutique.”® Like the Hollywood Museum, the store used the wonders of
contemporary technologies of illusion to build 60 different types of interactive
entertainment experiences that focused on six of the corporation’s divisions:
MTYV, VHI1, Nickelodeon, Nick at Nite, Paramount and Star Trek.”® Just like
the Hollywood Museum, the store was a spectacular failure; it closed within
18 months.** Nevertheless, the experience of “touring” through “televisionland”
survived in the TV Land Landmarks campaign that places bronze statues of TV
stars in place-appropriate sites. To date, Minneapolis has a Mary Tyler Moore
statue; Raleigh, North Carolina has TV father and son statues of Andy Griffith
and Opie; and the New York City Port Authority Bus Terminal has a Ralph
Kramden statue which, the TV Land website reports, has become the confidante
of “several crazy people” who talk with the bronze Ralph.®

Meanwhile, back on their cable networks, both Nick at Nite and TV Land
create a particular kind of archival experience for viewers by scheduling old
programs in new ways. Rather than simply stripping re-runs across a weekly
schedule in daytime or fringe dayparts (the strategy common to off-network
(re-run) syndication, the nostalgia networks create what can be called “themed
flows” targeted at specific demographics and tastes. Nick at Nite and TV Land
create themed flows by repackaging old TV according to a camp (or mass camp)
sensibility that is registered in station identifications, promotional ads, mara-
thons, and specials. As I have argued elsewhere, these networks appeal to a T'V-
literate generation by suggesting that their viewers are somehow more sophisticated
and “hip” than the naive audiences of the past.

Of course, because Viacom’s archive is arranged solely for entertainment value
and includes mostly prime-time genre hits and “retrommercials,” it omits the
vast amount of local television, public affairs, and news and documentary shows
of the past. Nevertheless, with their trademark campy wink, Nick at Nite and
TV Land present themselves as television’s premier historians. For example, in
the early 1990s, Nick at Nite ran promos featuring vintage sitcom star Dick Van
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Dyke who informed viewers of the network’s mission to preserve “our television
heritage.” More recently, in 2003 and 2004, Nick at Nite and TV Land simulcast
an awards show for the all-time best TV programs — a strategy that recalls the
Television Academy and MoMA’s attempts to institutionalize themselves as
television’s best critics. But in this case, the ceremony was in many ways a camp
rendition of the whole idea of “quality” TV, capped off with Eric McCormack
(of Will and Grace) singing “Mary,” a cheesy, over-the-top tribute to Mary
Tyler Moore.

If Viacom has successfully cornered the market for camp, other nostalgia
networks have positioned themselves as the “family values” networks. In the
mid-1980s, the Christian Broadcast Network (CBN) initiated this trend in prime-
time hours by creating a themed flow of TV re-runs that harked back to whole-
some 1950s family life. The schedule included Father Knows Best, The George
Burns and Gracie Allen Show, and more obscure programs like [ Married Joan. In
1998, the PAX TV network took up a similar strategy. Launched by media
magnate and born-again Christian Lowell White “Bud” Paxson, PAX TV bills
itself as the network for “family entertainment” and brands itself with a God
theme and Midwestern “heartland” values.® While its schedule includes first-
run syndicated programs, paid programs, and original programs, over the years
it has mixed these with family-oriented re-runs (Flipper, Bonanza, Eight is Enough,
Big Valley) and re-runs of CBS’s old-skewing Diagnosis Murder and religious-
themed hit Touched By an Angel. The CBN and PAX strategy for a TV archive
is rooted less in Nick at Nite’s mission of preserving “our television heritage”
than in a more extensive mission to preserve “core” American family and reli-
gious values.

This same preservationist mission is now aggressively marketed on GoodLife
TV, a Washington, DC-based cable network that has ownership ties to the
controversial Unification Church. Launched in 2001, GoodLife bills itself as
“The Boomer Network — the nation’s only full-time cable channel dedicated to
providing lifestyle, entertainment, and information programming for the baby
boomer generation.””” With library deals involving Warner Brothers and other
syndicators, GoodLife airs vintage series from 77 Sunset Strip to Welcome Back
Kotter, and schedules these alongside original series, including informational
shows and lifestyle genres.

GoodLife distinguishes itself from Nick at Nite and TV Land not only through
its somewhat older-skewing target audience (38—55) (Multi-channel News, 2002,
p. 1), but also through its unique mission. Calling GoodLife “the go-to net for
this boomer generation,” Network President Lawrence R. Meli says:

We're giving them the classic TV they grew up with, but we also want to give
them information to help them cope with key issues. Because many families of this
generation have elderly parents living longer and kids going to college, there’s a big
financial as well as emotional strain on them, and they want guidance over what to
do about that.”
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In this sense, GoodLife’s program schedule not only works to preserve tradi-
tional core values (as in the case of CBN or PAX) but, in the fashion of boomer-
era self-help marketing, the network also strives to have “therapeutic” value.

To this end, GoodLife schedules family-oriented re-runs alongside originally
produced informational programs. For example, the network has scheduled 1950s
sitcoms such as Make Room for Daddy next to its original program American
Family, which takes viewers into the homes of real life families who discuss their
problems. And it places vintage war programs like Combat! or westerns like
Maverick in a line-up with Homefront America, an original series inspired by
9/11 that tries to “inform families . .. what dedicated Americans all across
the country are doing to enhance the security of themselves and their fellow
citizens.”"

As the different strategies of Viacom and Goodlife indicate, the nostalgia
network has imagined through two alternative “themed flows” — one camp, the
other family values — that each create a brand identity for their respective
markets of “hip” and “square” viewers. As TV becomes its own archive, then,
the archive is increasingly “niche.”

The Archive, the VCR, and DIY TV History

Although television networks like Nick at Nite, TV Land, and GoodLife have
arranged a T'V archive according to the demographic profiles of their corporate
“brands,” at the same time the T'V archive has gone in the opposite direction —
toward home-modes of collecting and increased personalization. As early as the
1950s people took photos off their television sets as a form of hobby art (see
Spigel, 1992, pp. 97-8),” while others were recording TV on audiotape as a way
to preserve and exchange programs (Anderson, 2003). While this popular at-
tempt to save TV was at that time a specialized practice, the advent of the VCR
in the 1970s, the mainstreaming of that technology by the mid-1980s, and the
growth of the home video and DVD market have meant that more and more
people are now able arrange their own TV archives in what might be called a
new practice of “Do-It-Yourself” TV history.

These recording technologies have also had an impact on the canon itself. For
example, when I first bought a VCR in 1985, I began to tape numerous programs
off-air and to purchase others from cottage industry companies specializing in
old TV. By the late 1990s, I had amassed a rather sizable archive, and after
roughly 12 years of teaching with my personal archive of TV tapes, I realized
that a number of my graduate students (now also university professors) were
duping the programs I taught and using them to teach their own classes. Sud-
denly, the sitcoms, soaps, and game shows that I had collected were beginning to
form a canon that actually had very little in common with (and in fact were often
anathema to) the “Golden Age” canon formed by the first generation of TV
museums, critics, and scholars. I suspect this has happened to other T'V professors
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in the VCR generation and will continue to happen so long as teachers amass
personal archives. (As if to verify this assumption, in my teaching evaluations
last year, a student wrote, “Lynn is a TV archive!”)

Despite the historian’s stake in canon formation, however, teaching TV is
very much in dialog with the wider “archive” amassed by TV museums, nostal-
gia networks, home video and DVDs, and Internet sites. Because students often
come into contact with old TV programs on television, their relation to TV
history is formed through the media industry itself. In turn, professors often try
to offer students a classroom experience that draws upon familiar and popular
ways of thinking about TV. But, at the same time — and this is the crucial point
— professors also have to ensure that education is distinct from the kind of TV
history students can find in popular culture. To put it another way, in the
context of the popular nostalgia market for television history, university profes-
sors have to teach through what sociologist Pierre Bourdieu called strategies of
“counter-distinction” (Bourdieu, 1984). This has become harder to do as camp,
irony, and parody (that is, all the means intellectuals traditionally had at their
disposal to distinguish themselves from mainstream culture) are increasingly
mainstreamed on networks like Nick at Nite. Part of the problem for TV histor-
ians, then, is to find a way of teaching history that isn’t just a rerun of the “fun”
sensibilities and syndication holdings of Viacom, while at the same time not
being so dull as to turn students off entirely.

For these reasons, it seems to me, television studies in the university is an
ambivalent mix of the popular and the serious. In our attempts to find a space for
counter-distinction from the contemporary nostalgia industry, our work is often
partly governed by the high seriousness and anti-commercial rhetoric that
governed the formation of TV’s first archives in the 1960s Wasteland Era.
The typical TV history syllabus still includes the great moments of the “Golden
Age.” Celebrated dramas like Marty, news shows like See It Now, and live
variety shows like The Texaco Star Theater are still in the archive. Yet, as people
who live in the context of the nostalgia industries, TV scholars often mix camp/
ironic humor with the high seriousness of negative critique. I realize the “we” for
whom I speak is rather royal, but in many ways I believe this generation of TV
scholarship is caught in the contradictory sway of these two TV archival sensi-
bilities. Just look at the spate of university press book covers with their campy
images of old TV sets and fifties housewives, and you see immediately the way
scholarly work is packaged according to marketing imperatives of camp, cult,
and nostalgia.

Perhaps, however, this particular problematic of the scholarly vs the popular
is itself becoming history. We might well be entering a different phase of the
archival imagination altogether, a phase not caused by, but certainly facilitated
through, new modes of digital storage. Although this deserves attention in its
own right, I’ll offer some preliminary thoughts by way of conclusion.
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Ephemerality, Storage, and the Fantasy of Total
Accumulation

In his work on early television and recording technologies, Christopher Anderson
notes the tension between the ephemeral and the artifact in television studies and
television culture more generally.”" Certainly, the TV archive is itself exemplary
of this tension as it attempts to store and give pattern to an extremely ephe-
meral medium and cultural form. The TV archive tries to arrest the “present-
tenseness” of television, turning T'V’s aesthetics of liveness, flow, and channel
surfing into a document of the past. Despite the fact that archivists cannot
possibly amass the sheer amount of volume on TV, the archive — as a modern
system of identification and classification — always suggests the possibility of
metonymic representation (that the documents it holds are a representation of
a larger abstract whole). Museum curators have long grappled with these issues
of representation, and, not surprisingly, the problem was on center stage at the
1996 Congressional Hearings which sought to explore the future of film and
television preservation. But if the archive is just a representation of the past, then
we always need to ask what lies outside the archive. What isn’t arranged and
collected there? What can’t the archive contain? This line of inquiry — the one
that Foucault posed most brilliantly in all his studies of madmen and hermaphro-
dites — gets harder to sustain as the archive (or at least the archival imagination)
enters the age of digital storage.

Today, with the Internet, digital systems like T1VO, and the general prolifera-
tion of technologies of storage, we are confronted by a fantasy of total accumu-
lation — an encyclopedic fantasy that promises that we have accounted for and
arranged every object. This fantasy is rooted in a desire to see all pasts, all
presents, and presumably all futures — and, in that sense, this is the fantasy of
“tele-vision” at last realized! Indeed, one of the central questions that the Internet
raises is the status of the visible itself. In other words, although the Internet
promises to make all knowledge visible on demand, the ephemeral nature of the
Net makes the actual institution of the archive — the site of enunciation — less
visible. The Internet makes it appear that facts have been collected and arranged
by some data god, and not by the human sciences. With their graphical displays
and endless links to other sites, websites create an aura of disembodied “truth”
that can be quite seductive. This poses serious questions as to the project not just
of TV history, but history more generally. As should be obvious, I am not saying
that the library/physical archive is necessarily a less ideological space than the
electronic archives of TV or the Internet. Nor am I dismissing the Internet’s
positive value as a research tool. Instead, I am suggesting that we think about the
contemporary discursive formation in which electronic technologies play a cen-
tral role in how we arrange, interpret, and ultimately use the past.

Television history is a favorite subject on numerous fan and museum websites.
Yet, because of the slow transmission, memory capacity, and copyright laws,
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Internet archives are for the most part unable to transmit images of TV shows.
As Andrew Lange points out, this means that the “Internet as a tool for the
history of television is then a paradox: as you cannot use illustrated material —
video or still picture — you have as the only solution to come back to the written
text” (or else, he adds, JPEG pictures of things in the public domain) (LLange,
2001, p. 44). In other words, in a strange circle of events, the Internet in some
ways returns to the archival imagination of television’s first historians, an ima-
gination based mostly on writing as the technology for preservation. But, not
entirely.

TV history and archive sites are also products of the contemporary nostal-
gic archival imagination. Some, like tvtome.com, are more like TV encyclo-
pedias with extensive summary guides and production credits; others, like
jumptheshark.com (which features information about old and new TV series that
have failed), are more like roadside museums that contain offbeat TV facts;
others, such as mztv.com, are more like a museum of science and industry,
devoted to visual and aural displays of TV artifacts; others, like tvthemesongs.com,
allow users to listen to soundbites of favorite hits; and still others, like
internetarchive.com, are archives of archives which, for example, display histor-
ical websites of TV networks that users can access on a “wayback machine”
(which is really a sophisticated search engine). As the “wayback machine” sug-
gests, these sites are not aimed at scholars but rather at a broad-based public of
TV fans; they include gimmicky graphics, audio effects, and trivia games, and
many are linked to shopping sites where fans can buy TV memorabilia.

In all of these cases, the Internet — both for pragmatic but also for aesthetic
reasons — rearranges the archive to suit its communicative and commercial form.
Indeed, even if the Internet is not ordered on the classificatory systems and
spatial arrangements of the traditional library/archive, it is the still the case that
the Internet is a human arrangement. As Jacques Derrida argues with respect to
the storage of images, “T'oday, we can at least pretend (in a dream) to archive
everything, or almost everything . . . But because it is not possible to preserve
everything, choices, and therefore interpretations, structurations, become neces-
sary.” And for this reason, “whoever is in a position to access this past or to use
the archive should know concretely that there was a politics of memory, a
particular politics, that this politics is in transformation, that it is a politics”
(Derrida and Stiegler, 2002, pp. 62-3).

Finally, although I have highlighted the various rationales and discursive
systems that govern T'V’s archive, there is an important factor that this kind of
inquiry leaves out. Namely: much of what remains of our TV past remains
largely through accidents. Given its ephemeral nature, television is still largely
viewed as disposable culture, and what is saved is in large part based on what
happens to be recorded, what happens to be in someone’s basement, a thrift
store, flea market, someone else’s flight of fancy. So, once again, we are back to
Andy’s Archive. With the advent of the VCR and the newer digital TV systems,
much of what remains of the TV past is really just what someone else recorded.
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And in this sense, television history may well just be an attempt to give reason to
— to arrange and systematize — these recording accidents of the past.

For example, the promotional film for the Hollywood Museum that I dis-
cussed in this chapter was not saved because anyone thought it was particularly
important for TV or media history. Instead, I found it in an underground LA
video store called Mondo Video A-Go-Go which, for the most part, sells porn
videos catalogued in categories like Gummy Grandmas, and arranges these along-
side cult movies and a spattering of TV programs. I found the Hollywood
Museum film preserved on a film reel tape in the “shockumentary” section.
According to the owner, it was stored there not because of its content, but
because of its context; the film had been found at the murder site of an octo-
genarian porn producer, amid his rotting corpse and rumpled in a mound of
old Hustler magazines. I will end there, hoping to convince you that despite the
archive’s search for reason, the reason things are saved are never as reasonable as
they appear.

Notes

1 In rather oblique reference, Friedrich A. Kittler (1997) argues that Foucault’s notion of the
archive and archeological method does not work for media technologies other than writing.
He claims that Foucault’s “analyses end immediately before that point in time when other
media penetrated the library’s stacks. For sound archives or towers of film rolls, discourse
analysis becomes inappropriate” (p. 36). Although Kittler doesn’t amplify this argument, it
seems to be entirely wrong to say that Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis is somehow
inappropriate for sound or image technologies. John Tagg (1988), for example, has brilliantly
demonstrated the power of Foucauldian method in his analysis of crime photographs and
their relation to record keeping among police and other social institutions of the nineteenth
century.

2 Tagg (1988) discusses the relationship of photographic record to the identification of crim-
inals by the police, law, and penal system. See especially chapters 2, 3, 4. See also Ginzburg
(1980, p. 25).

3 Copyright registration was voluntary, and because many early television producers did not see
long-term commercial value in their product, they did not seek copyright protection. In
addition, “owners who did wish to obtain copyright projection for early television transmis-
sions encountered the legal concepts of ‘fixation’ and ‘publication.” As had been previously
established with film, performances by broadcasting did not per se constitute publication;
publication came at a later point, when the material had been fixed and offered for sale, lease,
or rental” (p. 1). As the website further explains, this created a “legal morass” around the
interpretation of who actually owned the production. Some legal advisors favored the syndi-
cation date as the first “publication date,” but since many shows (games shows, variety shows,
sports and talk shows) did not go into off-network syndication, the interpretation of publica-
tion as syndication favored the registration of prime-time entertainment series. Even when
these were copyrighted, however, the Library of Congress was not in the practice of saving
every series or even whole series. Of the series registered for copyright before the mid-1960s,
“the library chose only an occasional sample of entertainment series . . . and the so-called
“quality programs” (p. 2). Importantly, in his regard, the Library depended on the quality
“canon” largely developed by the institutions I discuss in this paper. In the early 1970s, new
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FCC syndication and ownership rules as well as the belated copyright registration of many
older TV series filled out the collection. In July of 1986 NBC donated 18,000 programs
preserved mainly by the network, and the library has a large collection of educational televi-
sion from National Educational Television (NET) and the Public Broadcast Service (PBS).
See the website for details.

In 1966 the Motion Picture Section of the library’s reference staff became responsible for
deciding which TV copyright deposits would be retained. Responding to a broadening range
of research interests, the Motion Picture reference staff expanded TV acquisitions. Then, in
the early 1970s, new FCC syndication and ownership rules as well as the belated copyright
registration of many older T'V series filled out the collection. In July of 1986 NBC donated
18,000 programs preserved mainly by the network, and the library has a large collection of
educational television from National Educational Television (NET) and the Public Broadcast
Service (PBS). For details, see the website lcweb.loc.gov. For more on the early history of the
Library of Congress preservation efforts, see Murphy (1997), hereinafter referred to as “Televi-
sion and Video Preservation.”

The report nevertheless admits “Educational access remains largely unattainable for a variety
of reasons,” including the under-funding of public archives (p. 9).

In 1951, Bing Crosby Enterprises’ Electronic Division introduced a method by which to
record television electronically rather than photographically on kinescopes. Electronic record-
ing on video eliminated optical distortions of kinescopes and could be replayed instantly,
recorded over, and reused. In 1956 Ampex Corporation set an industry-wide standard for
video recording. See Jacobs (2000, p. 24) and Winston (1986, p. 90). The use of video as a
means to store programs became more widespread in universities in the 1970s.

In 1962, President Kennedy appointed August Heckscher as Special Consultant on the Arts
to the President, and after Lyndon Johnson assumed the presidency he appointed a Special
Assistant to the President on the Arts — the first full-time arts consultant in US history. This
set the stage for significant arts legislation. Three landmark events occurred in 1965: (1) the
publication of the Rockefeller Panel Report, The Performing Arts: Problems and Prospects
(1965), which articulated the arts cause to the public; (2) the passage of the Elementary and
Secondary School Act that authorized schools to develop innovative projects that utilized the
services of arts groups and cultural resources in their communities; and (3) the passage of
the National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities Act of 1965 that allowed the federal
government to become a small but official patron of the arts. See Taylor and Barresi (1984,
pp- 25-30) and Reiss (1972).

I am drawing on Clifford (1988, pp. 215-52).

The major Hollywood studios have assets protection programs aimed at preserving extensive
inventories of television programs, which are preserved for economic reasons of domestic and
foreign syndication, video and DVD sales, and other possible profit venues. Although these
archives sometimes cooperate with public archives and TV museums, they are not open to the
public. Networks often retain film or broadcast tapes of shows (even when they do not own
them), and news divisions at networks keep extensive documents of historic public events as
well as news footage. See Murphy (1997, pp. 35-41).

National Minutes, April 15, 16, 17, 1966, p. 14, Box 1: Folder 1963—67, Academy Archives,
on permanent loan at Doheny Library, University of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA
(hereafter referred to as Academy Archives).

Minutes: National Board of Trustees Meeting, September 13, 14, 15, 1963, p. 36, Box 1:
Folder 1963—67, Academy Archives.

Ibid.

In the early 1950s, Sullivan tried to establish a rival award for the Emmys that he called the
“Michaels.”

Minutes: National Board of Trustees Meeting, September 13, 14, 15, 1963, p. 36, Box 1:
Folder 1963—67, Academy Archives.
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The “Blue Book” is the colloquial name for the FCC report titled, “Public Service Respons-
ibility of Broadcast Licensees,” March 7, 1946, reprinted in Kahn (1968, pp. 125-206).

The Peabody Award Archive, which opened in 1976 (but whose collection dates back to
1948), contains a more diverse selection of local programs, especially in the public affairs and
documentary genre. Today, UCLA holds the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences/
UCLA Collection of Historic Television, but it also includes donations from other Golden
Age network series included in the ABC collection (1950s—70s), the Hallmark Hall of Fame
and Jack Benny collections, holdings from the DuMont collection, commercials, and a variety
of news-related collections. Although the Academy collection represents mostly national
network fare, UCLA also has an extensive collection of local Los Angeles programs. At the
present moment, each year the UCLLA Archive receives tapes of the Primetime and Los
Angeles Area Emmy Award nominees and winners from the Academy of Television Arts and
Sciences, and tapes of the Daytime Emmy nominees and winners from the National Academy
of Television Arts and Sciences.

In 1963 the Television Academy tried (unsuccessfully) to nationalize the library efforts
through what the Foundation called a “National Literary Subcommittee” that operated out of
New York. In the early 1960s, the Television Academy also considered partnerships with the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, Hollywood Museum, and the Cultural Center in
Washington (which was typically more interested in the fine arts than in mass media). But
these partnerships never crystallized. Instead, the Academy Foundation more aggressively
sought liaisons with universities, including New York University, George Washington Uni-
versity and American University (both in DC), and the University of California in Los
Angeles. See Spigel (1998, p. 73).

Minutes: National Board of Trustees Meeting, September 13, 14, 15, 1963, p. 36, Box 1:
Folder 1963—67, Academy Archives. Cassyd’s appointment by the chancellor is discussed in
ATAS (Los Angeles Chapter) Minutes, April 6, 1960, p. 2, Box 1: Folder, Minutes Los
Angeles, January 1960—March 1968, Academy Archives.

Peterson discussed this in his report, The Medium (1955), p. 46, Series I11. Box 14: Folder 14,
Museum of Modern Art Library, New York, New York (hereafter referred to as MoMA
Library); Peterson’s assistant Douglas Macagy also wrote a long report on the Television
Project titled The Museum Looks in on TV (1955), Series I1I. Box 14, MoMA Library. For
more about Peterson and Macagy, see Spigel (2000, 2004).

Even before this, in 1939, MoMA became the first museum to experiment with using
television to promote the arts. For more on the TV project at MoMA see Spigel (2000,
2004).

For example, Peterson’s pilot “Manhole Covers” (in his never-to-be aired “Point of View”
series) was a montage of footage that showed New York City from the point of view of a sewer
worker. Peterson mixed this footage with ragtime music, silent film shorts, and narration from
the popular radio host, Henry Morgan. A print of the film is located in the Museum of
Modern Art Archive, New York. It was written by Peterson and directed by Ruth Cade.
“Point of View,” report, n.d., Series III. Box 20: Folder 16b.b, MoMA Library; and Macagy,
The Museum Looks in on TV, p. 205. Museum directors similarly rejected a series of animated
films about artists that Peterson scripted and made in conjunction with NBC and the anima-
tion company UPA (the creators of Mr. Magoo as well as television commercials). See report
on “They Became Artists,” Series III, Box 18: Folder 3 ca. December 1954, MoMA Library.
It is interesting to note in this regard that Peterson himself felt that the idea of collecting
TV as an art object would be a sad substitute for producing it. Considering the problems he
had with his various TV productions at MoMA, he said, “These problems are so basic . . .
that the museum may well decide to forgo the whole project in favor of a non-productive anti-
quarian interest in collecting — when enough time has passed for a few by then antiquated
kinescopes to have acquired both charm and significance, to become, as it were, museogenic.”
See Peterson, The Medium, p. 131.
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See Betty Chamberlain, memo to Rene d’Harnoncourt, April 11, 1952, Series III. Box 18:
Folder 3, MoMA Library. However, by 1954 the Film Library did cooperate with a producer
at NBC when the network put film librarian Iris Barry on the “NBC payroll as official agent
and coordinator in Europe.” See Richard Griffith, memo to the Coordinating Committee,
October 22, 1954), Series III, Box 18: Folder 7, MoMA Library.

Richard Griffith, memo to Douglas Macagy, July 24, 1952. Series III, Box 18: File 2a, MoMA
Library.

Ibid. Note that the idea for a film and TV retrospective was stated again in a letter from
Macagy to Griffith dated March 6, 1953, Series III, Box 18: Folder 2a.

Richard Griffith, “Appendix 3: Prospect for a Television Archive,” in Macagy, The Museum
Looks in on TV, p. 291.

Ibid., p. 293.

Ibid., pp. 299-300.

Ibid., pp. 296 and 293.

Richard Griffith, “A Report on the Film Library, 1941-1956,” Bulletin, XXIV(1) (Fall 1956),
p. 14.

Ibid.

Richard Griffith, “Television and the Museum of Modern Art,” Introduction in 7elevision
USA: 13 Seasons, Museum of Modern Art Exhibition Catalogue, designed by Mary Ahern
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art Film Library and Doubleday, 1962), p. 3.

Ibid., p. 3.

Ibid., pp. 3—4.

Television USA: 13 Seasons, p. 23.

Lewis Freedman, Television USA: 13 Seasons, p. 17. Lewis Freedman was the producer of
Twentieth Century and a member of the exhibit’s selection committee. In this same statement
he compares the Golden Age live dramas to the Hollywood filmed series, which he says have
“escaped into a world of adventure, suspense, and melodrama” (p. 17).

Television USA: 13 Seasons, pp. 19, 30, 32.

Jac Venza, Television USA: 13 Seasons, p. 15.

Abe Liss, Television USA: 13 Seasons, p. 38. Liss was president of a production company for
television commercials, Elektra Film Productions, Inc. and he was a member of the exhibit’s
selection committee representing the genre of commercials.

Founded in 1949, the Junior Council was a group of young volunteers who were concerned
with extending MoMA’s services to the community. In 1964, James Thrall Soby, chairman of
the Committee on the Museum Collections, spearheaded the idea for the Television Archive
of the Arts. See Press Release, January 19, 1967, Box 14; Folder 14, MoMA Library.

Ibid. See also Lynes (1973, pp. 381-2). MoMA officials did hope to expand this collection
into the full archive of American television they imagined in the 1950s, and in line with the
national agenda for the arts, museum officials even envisaged “a time when such archives are
computerized and connected in a nation-wide — or perhaps world-wide network of museums”
(“Preserving Our Artistic Heritage,” TV Guide, July 1, 1967, n.p.). This is a press clipping in
Box 14: Folder 14, MoMA Library.

The conference proceedings appeared in book form as Davis and Simmons (eds.), 1977. It
should be noted that in the early years, there was some popular interest in video art, especially
as the work was publicized on NET, PBS, and also some commercial stations.

See Sol Lesser, untitled document, 1962, n.p., Papers of August Heckscher, White House
Staff Files, John F. Kennedy Memorial Library, Boston, MA. (Hereafter referred to as JFK
Library).

Ibid.

The Payola Scandals of the late 1950s involved radio disc jockeys that were bribed by record
manufacturers to plug records. A House Congressional investigating committee heard testi-
mony from many famous disc jockeys.
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Schumach telegram to Robert S. MacNamara, 1963, n.p., Papers of August Heckscher, White
House Staff Files, JFK Library.

For a complete history of the Hollywood Museum and the reasons for its demise, see Trope
(1999).

As the first network-sponsored foray into humanities-oriented television criticism, the book
was edited by a widely respected Golden Age critic and contained essays by both leading
critics and professors (and the biographical notes made a point to reference their university
backgrounds at Cambridge, Harvard, and the like). For more about the book and CBS’s
interests in television scholarship in this period, see Spigel (1998, pp. 67-70).

The Bluem Report cited in Murphy (1997, p. 16). In the early 1970s the American Film
Institute also decided to include television in its preservation interests. See Murphy (1997,
pp. 16—-17).

Ibid., p. 60.

The museum’s criteria include historical importance, social relevance, and artistic excellence
as evidenced in awards. See ibid., pp. 60—1.

To meet the popular demand, in 1979 the West 52nd location expanded by taking over two
more floors of its building and adding new viewing and listening facilities.

In the same article, Dick Wolf, the creator of Law and Order, commented, “You spend three
hours in this museum, and it’s the best short course in the social history of the country” (p.
C-12). Beamed in via satellite from Washington, President Clinton offered congratulatory
remarks about the MTR’s historical importance. Meanwhile, corporations that sponsor the
museum similarly trade on the “art” value of the product to promote their own corporate
image. For example, General Motors sponsors the MTR’s University Satellite Seminars and
boasts of its “Mark of Excellence” television presentations, claiming “At GM, we believe
every good education should include a few hours of prime-time.” See museum catalogue for
“Television: The Creative Process,” Fall 1996, p. 2 and back inside cover.

Donor solicitation letter and museum brochure from Bruce DuMont, November 20, 2003.
While MBC houses a special collection of Chicago TV, it also has highlights (in smaller
volume) of much of the same network “Golden Age” fare that can be found at the MTR and
UCLA.

See www.noko.org.

See www.seeingstars.com.

In addition to the nostalgia networks I discuss herein, a number of networks form themselves
around particular genres aimed at niche markets and air both original and re-run fare in these
genres (for example, the Sci-Fi channel, The Game Show channel, and Lifetime). Trio, a
fairly recent network, positions itself as the T'V connoisseur channel by showing never-aired
pilots and rare series.

For discussions of conglomerates and their holdings see Aufterheide (1997), McChesney
(1997), Bagdikian (2000), Alger (1998).

These demographics are listed on the TV Land website press releases, “T'V Land and Nick
at Nite See Record-Breaking Viewership Levels in First Quarter ’03,” April 1, 2003. See
www.tvland.com.

These nostalgic places (what Harvey calls the “atmosphere of place and tradition”), however,
wind up being extremely monotonous reproductions — what Harvey (following M. Christine
Boyer) calls “molds” of each other that are almost identical in ambiance (p. 295).

Martin Peers, “Nick Dents Retail,” variety.com, posted May 22, 1997, p. 1. The promotional
rhetoric is cited from the store’s promotional flyer.

The interactive environments are pictured on the store’s promotional flyer and also described
from my personal observation at the store.

In its public explanation, a spokesperson for Viacom said that licensing “offers significantly
greater flexibility and potential to expand faster with very limited use of capital” than retailing.
See Martin Peers, “Viacom Gets Out of Studio Store Biz,” variety.com, posted December 14,
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1998, p. 1. Peers also gives a number of other explanations for the store’s demise. See
also Chandler (1998) (posted on Proquest, pp. 1-4); Chandler (1999) (posted on Proquest,
pp. 1-3).

65 See www.tvland.com.

66 As Victoria E. Johnson argues, while the programming strategy might seem counter-intuitive
in an industry bent on getting younger, urban demographics, PAX (like CBS) has fared
remarkably well (see Johnson, 2004). PAX is the largest owned and operated group of stations
in the country, and as of 2004 reaches 88 percent of US households.

67 See the GoodLife official website, www.goodlifetvnetwork.com.

68 “New Job on Cable TV Will be Fun,” posted on www.georgeclooney.org., p. 2.

69  See the program descriptions on www.goodlifetvnetwork.com.

70  Since writing Make Room for TV I received a number of early photographs that viewers took
off their screens in the 1950s. Sometimes, viewers wrote ironic commentary on the photos or
had balloons that attributed inappropriate dialog to characters in the pictures.

71 Personal email from Christopher Anderson to Lynn Spigel, March 22, 2004.
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CHAPTER

Television as a Moving
Aesthetic: In Search of
the Ultimate Aesthetic
— The Self

Julianne H. Newton

It is the mark of our period that everything can be regarded as a work of art
and seen in textual terms. ... Contemporary art replaces beauty, everywhere
threatened, with meaning.

Arthur Danto, The Madonna of the Future (2000, p. xxx)

The etymology of all human technologies is to be found in the human body
itself: they are, as it were, prosthetic devices, mutations, metaphors of the body

or its parts.
Marshall and Eric McLuhan, Laws of Media (1988, p. 128)

I recently saw the most amazing sight — on television.

In the debut of a Fox television program, what may be the ultimate aesthetic
unfolded before my eyes. The classic book-form fairy tale 7The Ugly Duckling
transformed into the video-form 7%e Swan, in the same breath manifesting the
wisdom of the ages, the fantasies of the many, the belief that we can become
whomever/whatever we decide to become, a feast (or orgy) of spectacle to be
devoured by the voyeur or condemned by the critical gaze, and the twenty-first-
century realization of the virtual made incarnate.

I could not believe my eyes. Two women self-described as Ugly Ducklings
(but termed average by one of their significant others) were gifted by a visit from
the Swan team (twenty-first-century fairy godmothers?) and whisked away for a
three-month bout of plastic surgery, dental work, self-esteem therapy, dieting,
exercise, and expert makeup, hair styling and costuming. All mirrors — those
symbols of narcissism and self-confrontation — were removed from the
transformees’ environments, as were family members and significant others —
our less-obvious but all-too-real embodied mirrors (or co-determinants?) of self.
At season’s end, a group of semi-Swans competed, not only against each other,
but also against the virtual presence of their past selves cast beside them through
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the magic of television reality, to be adorned with the title and crown of The
Swan.

The debut of The Swan manifested a shift in our cultures of the aesthetic, the
ultimate blending of reality and fantasy into a purposeful physical transformation
toward a beauty deemed worthy of the gazes of millions and cast within the
mythology of fairy tale through the miraculous intersection of wishful thinking,
culture, technology, media, and commoditization. No longer content to express
our feelings and perceptions solely with brush, camera, or sculptor’s hand, we
have combined them with a surgeon’s scalpel to mold the medium of the body —
an ultimate aesthetic at once horrifying yet strangely appealing to our human
desire to improve and control our destinies. Following Extreme Makeover, Queer
Eye for the Straight Guy, and I Want a Famous Face, The Swan magnified issues
of aesthetic judgment of the body by introducing the competitive runway — that
apparatus for parading the body as an aesthetic for the mass gaze. But The Swan
was the Ultimate Aesthetic for this season only — the current bulls-eye of a
perpetually moving target and an apt exemplar for my exploration of an aesthetic
of television.

While watching the swollen, bruised faces of the women visually documented
in the physical and psychological agony of their performances, I could not help
but think about Orlan. For years, the French performance artist has been the
embodied manifestation of the “anti-aesthetic,” a term which Hal Foster (1983)
wisely explicates as a continual “practice of resistance” (p. xvi). Orlan’s unique,
videotaped performances of purposeful, conscious transformation into a physical
form of her choosing challenge all who gaze upon her or hear her story to con-
sider the idea of an ultimate aesthetic. “I can observe my own body cut open,
without suffering! . . . ,” Orlan (2004) says in her “Carnal Art Manifesto.” “I see
myself all the way down to my entrails; a new mirror stage.”

The Swan moved Orlan’s unique performance of the anti-aesthetic into mass
culture, at once conveying and betraying her sacrificial expression. Her message
that we can choose our own bodily aesthetic was conveyed through 7The Swan.
Yet the aesthetic the women in the program pursued was an assumed aesthetic,
a stereotype of Western, light-skinned female beauty characterized by svelte
bodies with large breasts, carefully made-up faces with smooth skin and full lips,
perfect bright-white teeth, flowing and coiffed long hair, revealing costumes and
newly proclaimed self-confidence evidenced through exhibition in swimsuits,
evening gowns, and — gulp! — lingerie (an overt bow to female sexuality perhaps
influenced by the soft-porn aesthetic of lingerie advertising).

Yet, as Orlan (2004) declares, “Carnal Art is anti-formalist and anti-conformist.”
In reference to Orlan, Swift (2004) writes, “We need a reminder that beauty isn’t
always pretty. Beauty can also be painful, shocking, controversial, and even fatal.
... Some people give their bodies to science when they die; Orlan has given her
body to art while still alive.”

The challenge of understanding the paradoxical appeal of both Orlan and
The Swan is to comprehend the competing forces at play within our aesthetic
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explorations of the inner and outer worlds of human existence. And therein lies
the key to understanding the moving aesthetic of television.

The Moving Aesthetic

In this chapter I argue for the concept of a moving aesthetic, one that dances
between convention and the transgressive, between established codes and the
challenging of codes through an anti-aesthetic. The moving aesthetic is a kind of
expanded frame, not a relative aesthetic, but one that nevertheless shifts and
sways in the breezes of time and perception as part of the dialogic process of
sensing, interpreting, and knowing that is human communication, regardless of
medium, message, or intent. Until the Internet began to command significant
attention as the technology of the moment, television epitomized that moving
aesthetic through its ability to reinvent itself at will — and quickly. As the
Internet gathers steam as the carrier of our increasingly global conversation — and
debate — television enters a new era of aesthetic exploration . . . as art did when
photography came along, as photography did when movies came along, as radio,
movies, and print publications did when television came along. It is the way of
growing, dynamic entities, be they driven by economic, political, artistic or basic
human needs, emotions, expressions and exertions of self.

Asking the Right Question

Over the course of the last 70 years, many scholars and critics have argued about
the rights of television to term itself an art form. “Television is a relative of the
motorcar and airplane,” wrote psychologist Rudolph Arnheim in 1935 (in Adler,
1981, p. 7), continuing, “To be sure, it is a mere instrument of transmission,
which does not offer new means for the artistic interpretation of reality — as radio
and film did.” Yet, predating Marshall McLuhan’s extensions-of-man concept,
Arnheim recognized the importance of television to helping humankind extend
one’s “range of interest . .. beyond the reach of his senses” (p. 7). “Like the
transportation machines,” Arnheim wrote, “television changes our attitude to
reality: it makes us know the world better and in particular give us a feeling for
the multiplicity of what happens simultaneously in different places” (p. 7).
Rather than ask, “Is there an aesthetic of television?,” I want to begin by
joining those scholars who assert television aesthetics as a given. In developing
his now-classic theory of applied television aesthetics, Herbert Zettl (1981)
argued that the television medium “has precise and decisive aesthetic require-
ments that can make or break a message, regardless of the significance and
integrity of the initial intent of the ‘communicators’” (p. 116). In her synthesis
of “The Aesthetic Aspects of Television,” Ruth Lorand (2002) points out that
television’s “influencing power . . . for better or worse — has something to do
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with its aesthetic qualities” (p. 5). We may not understand how those qualities
work; we may even fear “the uncontrollable aesthetic power to convey implied
messages” (Lorand, 2002, p. 5). Yet the fact that a “theory of TV aesthetics is
undoubtedly at its very inception” does not preclude the benefits of reflecting on
its qualities (L.orand, 2002, pp. 29-30).

Arthur Danto (2000) puts it another way — somewhat tautological but never-
theless useful: “What does it mean to live in a world in which anything could be
a work of art? . . . It is to imagine what could be meant by the object if it were the
vehicle of an artistic statement” (p. xxix). So, one of our challenges in a discus-
sion of television aesthetics is to shift our conception of television in terms of its
functions and forms toward a consideration of interface — our interplay with that
which we perpetually create and which perpetually creates us.! That is the core
of understanding the aesthetic.

Among the questions we might ask are:

*  What are the key qualities of television aesthetics? What are the core aesthetic
characteristics of television as a medium?

*  How have political and economic forces shaped those aesthetics?

* How have the aesthetics of television affected the way we perceive and act in
the world, in terms of personal psychology, visual perception, ideology, and
personal and public power?

A number of scholars before me have addressed those questions in more detail
than I can approach here. Zettl (1990) explores the production and perception of
“a number of aesthetic phenomena, including light, space, time-motion, and
sound” (p. 14). Metallinos (1996) offers a useful synthesis of key ideas inherent
in classical Western debates of “philosophical aesthetics” ranging from Plato and
Aristotle to Kant to Nietzsche to Dewey, movements shaping contemporary
artists (Marxism, Freudianism, Existentialism, and Semantics), and four influen-
tial “media aesthetics theories that emerged from the literature of contemporary
media”: traditional (philosophical), formalist, contextualist, and empiricist (pp.
2-9). Metallinos asserts that, while the latter four theories bridged “aesthetic
concepts of the arts with those of the media products,” they do not address “the
processes of perceiving visual and auditory images in motion, recognizing or
interpreting such images, and synthesizing, or composing moving images with
sound” (p. 9). Metallinos advocates that study of television aesthetics focus “on
the analysis of three factors: perception, cognition, and composition of television
images” (p. 9).

In their edited book on television aesthetics, Agger and Jensen (2001) empha-
size three theoretical areas: the medium, the genres, and the aesthetics (p. 11). Of
particular interest in our investigation is the book’s first chapter, in which Jorgen
Stigel uses his assessment of television’s unique strengths and limitations, which
are founded “on proximity, participation and immediacy” (p. 28), to explicate
his concept of the “aesthetics of the moment.” “The central dimension of the
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aesthetics of television,” Stigel (2001) writes, “has become the aesthetics of
expediency which make a virtue of making and communicating contingence and
circular, or cyclical, recurrence” (p. 47). This “instant aesthetic,” which “makes
things literally accessible at a glance, so that the viewer is given an immediate
experience” (“‘it is as though I were being directly spoken to’ and, ‘things are
shown to me as though I were actually present’”) plays against formal, recurring
frameworks with lengthy periods (pp. 47-8). “This mix of lengthiness and
momentary intensity exists in a form of symbiosis with the everyday lives of the
viewers,” Stigel notes (p. 48).

Within the current handbook, Carol Deming (2004) offers a particularly in-
sightful synthesis of five categories of the “televisual”: temporality, spatiality,
aurality, femininity, and hybridism. “Viewing televisuality as a synthesis of
stylistic, technological, and ideological characteristics,” Deming’s chapter “re-
veals the concept’s resistance to being fixed in time or in relation to other media”
(p- 126).

Rather than offer additional summary of available literature, I want to focus
on two aspects of these issues:

¢ What more do we need to consider in our effort to define an aesthetic of
television?
*  What happens when we experience television aesthetics?

I believe we will find the answer to these questions by reconceptualizing tele-
vision aesthetics, often described as flat-fielded and two-dimensional, as multi-
dimensional, with infinite ramifications for human life and our perception of that
life. I hope to enhance that reconceptualization by suggesting that we need to
study these issues within the context of human visual behavior grounded in an
ecology of the visual.

Definitions

Aesthetics in popular usage refers to theories of art and people’s responses to art.
Often associated with beauty and the judgment of what is beautiful, an aesthetic
might be defined as a property or set of properties characteristic of a particular
kind of artistic expression. But defining aesthetics is not that simple, of course.
The task has challenged the best thinkers and artists over the course of millennia.
Twentieth-century scholars were particularly occupied with trying to determine
the relation (or non-relation) between aesthetics and ideology, with valid concern
about issues of power and the use of aesthetics to inculcate ideology and re-
inforce social control. Some scholars now call for the elimination of aesthetics as
a separate field, arguing that “conceptual categories themselves manifest and
reinforce certain kinds of cultural attitudes and power relationships” (Feagin,
1995, p. 11). “They favor instead a critique of the roles that images (not only
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painting, but film, photography, and advertising), sounds, narrative, and three-
dimensional constructions, have in expressing and shaping human attitudes and
experiences,” Feagin writes (p. 11).

My position on aesthetics resonates with concerns about ideology, power,
cultural attitudes, and critiquing the roles of images of all kinds in human
experience. However, I do believe that examining these issues under a centraliz-
ing rubric termed aesthetics is crucial to understanding what happens when we
experience a particular aesthetic or combination of aesthetics in a particular
medium or group of media.

Television aesthetics encompass concerns ranging from artistic processes
through mass persuasion techniques. Aesthetics include such creative concerns
as frame, composition, proxemics, movement, color, and sound; such technical
issues as film versus video versus digital media, single or multiple cameras, light
placement and quality, high-definition TV, stereo versus surround sound, studio
versus location shooting, recorded versus live performance; such cultural issues
as monitor location, frequency of use, programming and content; such content
issues as genre, violence, sex, pornography, representation, manipulation; such
economic issues as the relationship between commercials and programming,
cable versus satellite transmission, and product placement; and such cognitive
and psychophysiological issues as television effects on brain waves, long-term
and subconscious memory, information retention, social learning and stereo-
typing. As you undoubtedly thought while reading this list just now, each of the
processes and techniques involves the other. Color and sound, for example,
resonate between creative and technical concerns. Economic concerns of adver-
tising and programming resonate with content issues of representation. And so
on.

As noted earlier, I bow to the many excellent works addressing these varied
and interrelated aspects of television aesthetics in more complete and specific
ways. My discussion here focuses on the broader problems of defining an
aesthetic of television and illuminating the significance of that aesthetic to our
lives.

Approaches

One way to begin our analysis is to consider the ways different fields of inquiry
might pose the question before us. This immediately raises flags of complexity.
Communication scholars, for example, might begin with the classic messenger-
message-receiver model. To that we must add perspectives of the Birmingham,
American, and Australian schools of cultural studies. Critical scholars might
focus on the political and economic dynamics of television as a commodity and
means of social control. Cognitive and perceptual scholars might examine the
neurological and physiological bases of practices of watching television and the
ensuing effects on mind and body. Psychologists might study the personal and
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interpersonal factors affecting ways people engage television imagery. Sociol-
ogists, anthropologists, and political scientists might focus on the social and
psychological patterns of viewing television as art — or not — and of using tele-
vision, whether owner, creator, participant, or viewer.

One particularly astute approach that invites inclusion of the above perspec-
tives is David Thorburn’s (1987) call for an anthropology of television aesthetics.
In his discussion of American television, Thorburn suggests:

The best understanding of television . . . will be reached by those among us who
can achieve something of the outsider’s objectivity or partial neutrality but who
can remain also something of a native informant: alive to the lies and deceptions
inscribed in and by the medium, aware of its obedience to advertising and the
ideology of consumption, yet responsive also to its status as America’s central
institution for storytelling. (p. 172)

Thorburn’s call echoes Sol Worth’s important 1980 article defining a shift in
visual anthropology as a field of study using the camera for illustration and
information gathering toward an anthropology of visual communication. To
fully comprehend the complexities of television in our lives, we need to make a
similar shift, and to adopt a participant observation mode, combining methods
and reflecting upon “televisual aesthetics” as part of the larger environment in
which humans participate.

Piccirillo (1986) asserts that the “study of television will be enriched greatly as
technological and transcendentally aesthetic biases give way to practical consid-
eration of everyday televisual experience” (p. 353). Piccirillo concludes not only
that television is capable of originality, but also that television experience is
authentic (p. 352). He suggests television can be understood in terms of “rhetor-
ical aesthetics,” which facilitates the study of television “in terms of the aura in
which program and viewer are united” (p. 347):

“Good” and “bad” television can be identified, if it is essential to risk such
transcendental judgments; but good and bad cannot be abstract aesthetic criteria
associated with such primitive art forms as painting and theater. Television needs
an aesthetic developed from analysis of that aura which arises in consequence of
everyday aesthetic experience. (p. 347)

In an entry to the 2004 edition of the Encyclopedia of Television, Thorburn (2004)
writes of American television:

Though we are still too close to the Broadcast Era for a definitive verdict, it is
probable that American television of the second half of the twentieth century will
be recognized as a significant aesthetic achievement, the result of a never-to-be-
repeated confluence of social, technological and historical forces, a unique precur-
sor to the digital entertainment future now impending. It would not be the first
time that popular diversions scarcely valued by the society that produced them
were judged by the future to be works of art. (p. 13)
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Based on literature about the aesthetics of television we might conclude that
television aesthetics have emerged from a resounding triumph of the popular
over the elite, a redefining of the social, and an unavoidable merging of the
technological and the ideological (or abstract) through the fires of capitalism,
mass audiences, global corporatization, and individual perception. This chapter
explores those claims — not with a presumption of thorough synthesis, but rather
with a challenge to explore the messy, murky geography of a “moving aesthetic”
manifested in television form.

Consider a typical evening of watching television. In a period of a mere four
hours — should one be inclined to watch the screen with conscious attention for
four full hours — one would witness and choose from among an astounding array
of images, in terms of both quantity and content. During that time, a purpose-
ful viewer might see scripted programs, reality shows, commercials and PSAs,
news, sports events, historical and scientific documentaries, civic meetings, and
videotaped classroom events. The key word in the above scenarios is “con-
scious.” For usually we watch with an eye for distraction, seeking to leave the
world that requires us to act and think in purposeful ways for a world that
requires virtual and — we assume — minimal participation instead.

But what holds us is movement — not our own through physical shifting of
body through space, for we often are “vegging” in front of the television, but
of the flickering of lines on a screen and our ability to combine those lines
into patterns we can identify. The television aesthetic constantly shifts objects
of viewing, forms of presentation, ease of interpretation, as well as sounds,
cadences, and levels of reflexivity. Just as the moving lines constantly refresh
the image in order to maintain and convey the images, so do the characteristics
of television visual and aural stimuli constantly refresh in order to engage our
perceptions.

I do not claim to be the first to note this movement and its metaphorical
implications for understanding the nature of television perception. Television
studies pioneer Herb Zettl (1981) writes, “The television image is composed of
electrical energy, a rapidly scanning electron beam or series of beams which we
perceive as variations in light and color. . .. The material [author’s italics| of
television are not illuminated objects and people, but constantly changing pat-
terns of light and color whose very existence depends upon the fluctuating
energy of the electron beam” (p. 117). Noting that “the scanning beam is con-
stantly trying to complete an always incomplete image,” Zettl writes, “the basic
television unit is ephemeral, forever fleeting . . . It is in a continual process of
becoming, regardless of whether the screen image has at its electronic base the
television camera, the videotape, or any other electronic storage device” (p. 130).

One excellent recent analysis of this phenomenon is Thorburn and Jenkins’s
(2003) “aesthetics of transition”:

We must resist notions of media purity, recognizing that each medium is touched
by and in turn touches its neighbors and rivals. And we must also reject static
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definitions of media, resisting the idea that a communications system may adhere
to a definitive form once the initial process of experimentation and innovation
yields to institutionalization and standardization. In fact, as the history of cinema
shows, decisive changes follow upon improvements in technology (such as the
advent of sound, the development of lighter, more mobile cameras and more
sensitive film stock, the introduction of digital special effects and editing systems);
and seismic shifts in the very nature of film, in its relation to its audience and its
society, occur with the birth of television. (pp. 11-12)

These processes of imitation, self-discovery, remediation and transformation are
recurring and inevitable, part of the way in which cultures define and renew
themselves. Old media rarely die; their original functions are adapted and absorbed
by new media, and they themselves may mutate into new cultural niches and new
purposes. The process of media transition is always a mix of tradition and innova-
tion, always declaring for evolution, not revolution. (p. 12)

My emphasis on a moving aesthetic necessarily encompasses the transition and
evolution of aesthetic forms. But I want to focus on an aesthetic of television as a
process of “imitation, self-discovery, remediation and transformation” that is
rooted in the human organism more than in culture, technology, or any external
form of expression. We know from studies of the human visual system that our
eyes are drawn to movement. This is part of our vision instinct, a key to how we
have survived as a species. When something moves in our field of vision, it draws
our attention, demanding that we determine whether it is a threat to our bodies
or merely something we notice.” Similarly, our ears are quick to note differences
in aural stimuli, an instinctual response television advertising has exploited in
order to arouse our attention to their interruptions in programming.

A key function of mass media is to meet our need for information. The first
thing many of us do when disaster strikes, as when the planes flew into the
World Trade Center buildings, is to turn on the television, simultaneously tend-
ing our fears and participating in a collective consciousness made possible by
signals transmitted through mass technology. In this way television supplies the
information we are instinctively driven to seek in order to survive as a species.
We have learned over time that the world is larger than the field of view we can
directly scan with our own eyes. This is one reason we find the world of images
so compelling — in all their forms, whether a painting at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art or a row of plasma screens at a sports bar — they offer points of
view and content we would not otherwise see.

But certainly, you say as you read these words, watching 7he Swan is not
essential to our survival. Yet in a fundamental way, watching 7he Swan or
American Idol or even Friends is indeed essential to our survival, as essential as
touch is to the survival of an infant. The issue of survival is about more than
physical safety. It encompasses the state of an organism, for better or worse,
which exists in relation to other organisms. The state of the human organism
depends upon the millions of living cells, each possessing its own consciousness
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and function, that compose the body. In the same way, society and culture
depend upon millions of bodies, each possessing its own consciousness and
function, that compose the various groupings into which humans find or put
themselves. In the process of living, we humans constantly attempt to refresh
ourselves, much as the television signal refreshes the images on the screen as it
creates them, by seeking information from sources we deem important to the
state of our organisms.

So, watching 7he Swan informs some of those who watch about the potential
for altering themselves literally and metaphorically. The Swan is a twenty-first-
century fairy tale made incarnate through the bodies of the real-life actors on
the stage of television, yet safely virtual for mass consumption, contemplation,
critique, and even shock. As DiTommaso (2003) writes,

To witness the incomprehensible possibility of the play of light and movement in
a “life-less” object is to witness the sublime event of life being created. . .. We
simply need to switch on our set to encounter and appreciate this continual event
of becoming and creation. Indeed, it is precisely at the moment of instantiation
that we become confronted with our aesthetic experience of television as sublime.
It is at the very threshold where we turn on the TV, in the moment of tension —
where we are consumed with the anticipation of television’s capacity and delighted
by television’s ability to satisfy this anticipation — that we are engaged in an
aesthetic experience. We are in awe, if only for a moment, enraptured by the
sublime and unthinkable movement of life in an inorganic object. It is this encoun-
ter with the TV at the very threshold of instantiation that permits us to think of
television as capable of promoting and inducing an aesthetic experience. (npn)

DiTommaso stresses the importance of conceptualizing television “as a medium
of light and movement,” rather than critiquing the mundanity of broadcasting:
“The aesthetic experience of television is available to all who sit in front of the
TV, and in the moment of turning on the box, we experience our postmodern
identity; an identity that is perpetually in flux” (npn).

We need not agree about whether television evokes a sublime aesthetic experi-
ence in order to appreciate DiTommaso’s point that the very process of encoun-
tering televised stimuli captures our attention enough to habituate us to turning
on the set. That process is an aesthetic interface — that which causes, enables,
provokes, stimulates, annoys, and draws a person to experience something out-
side the self, to experience something that evokes a response within the self . . . that
commands our attention . . . resonating, articulating, enunciating, mesmerizing,
prodding, challenging, threatening, obfuscating, cloaking.

Aesthetics and Survival

What is the role of art — and, therefore, of aesthetics — in our survival? Beyond
the issue of the physical safety function of surveying our environments rests the
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distinction humans have assumed — rightly or wrongly — that makes them unique
among creatures of the earth — the ability to consciously reflect upon the nature
of our existence. We may debate our so-called distinction from other species;
consider, for example, that Koko the gorilla paints self-portraits, and that an
elephant at the Portland, Oregon, Zoo creates art that sells for thousands of
dollars. My discussion here is not intended to assert human superiority over
other organisms of the earth, but rather to spark discussion of a form of activity
in which many of us regularly engage. Most important is the need to express, to
find and share common experiences — or communications — within the projected
space between living organisms. Forest algae and microbial entities communicate
via cellular conveyance of chemical substances, from the base of the forest floor
to the tips of the leaves on the tallest tree. Humans communicate within their
bodies in much the same way, creating and sending forth chemical messages
from cells in the neural pathways of the brain to cells in far reaches of the toes.

Those are all a kind of aesthetic consideration. We can imagine, and, through
the technologies of magnetic resonance imaging, PET scans, CAT scans, angio-
plasty, X-rays and the tiniest of optical probes, we can see inside the body to
observe the spectacle of its internal media system.

A human being sitting before a television screen can be likened to a cell at the
tip of a toe — at once a fully conscious entity capable of independent and unique
action, yet also dependent upon the stimuli received via the device that collects
and transmits signals from the larger self of the world. In that way, the aesthetics
of television are linked to the well-being of that human as information, in both
form and content, to be dealt with — whether absorbed or rejected — for the
improvement or to the detriment of the human organism.

Can we identify aesthetic codes of television? As noted earlier, I do not have
space to explore the full range of codes.” However, two holistic points are
important here. One, television’s aesthetic codes are as complex as any expres-
sive form we can imagine, except perhaps holography. Two, because they are
mediated through electronic signals collected and transmitted to us via a boxed
frame, they are always a multiple-dimension translation of stimuli created by
humans in hundreds of other spaces and times, who performed, manipulated,
reflected, and dripped their light and sound waves for collection and transmis-
sion through space in a kind of quantum transmigration of energy not unlike a
Star Trek “beaming up” of bodies from a planet to the Starship Enterprise. The
manner in which the human sitting before the screen collects the quanta is
unique to that human’s cellular programming and memory. And yet that human,
too, is part of a collective consciousness that is larger than the one body.

So the aesthetic codes of television encompass the stimuli of the real and the
fantastic, the translation of those stimuli into electronic form for transmission
through space and time, the reformulation of the transmitted stimuli onto a
cathode ray tube screen, the human brain’s perception via ear and eye of those
stimuli projected by the screen, the interpretation of perceived stimuli by the
brain, and the encoding into memory and/or action by the body.
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An example

To help explain the process of aesthetic experience of television, I offer the
example of a fascinating email found on the website for Queer Eye for the Straight
Guy (2004). According to the site, the email is from the mother of two boys who
watch the program:

I wanted to express how thankful I am for your show. I have two young boys,
Tyler age 10, and Kevin age 8. They get picked on because Kevin is heavy and
Tyler is in the enrichment program in school and has red hair and a mole on his
face.

It is so sad to see this, and hard as a mom to encourage them to be strong. Then
your show came along and it opened up a whole new world for them. They watch
it every week and they enjoy every part of it. They love Carson when he jokes,
especially since he is from our area. Kevin tries to pick up hints on how to dress.
Tyler loves to watch Ted cook, he tries to remember the desserts. He is a very
thoughtful young man. He knows I work two jobs and he wants to cook for me.
They also panic when I threaten them that I will write to all of you about the mess
they call a room.

You are such role models, all of you, for my wonderful sons. You have such a
gift. God bless you all. Now my boys know it’s ok to be creative and caring and
still be men.

Kevin asked for his birthday in October for a portable CD player and a new
copy of your CD. He now plays and listens to my copy of your CD on this old
player, but he wants his own copy. He is also looking for a poster of the Fab 5 to
hang in his room, he is hoping someday to meet all of you and get you to sign his
poster. I tried to explain how busy you all are, and he understands. He’s a good
eight year old. You would be right in the middle of the Eagle’s and Giant’s football
teams! Thank you again for all you have done for my family.

Sincerely and with lots of love to all of you,

Susan

Let me explain how I interpret the mother’s email as an aesthetic experience of
television in terms of an ecology of the visual rooted in human visual behavior.
Human visual behavior refers to “all the ways human beings use seeing and
images in everyday life” (Newton, 2001, p. 19). Visual activity can be either
external, “meaning that people can observe something outside of themselves,
such as someone else or a photograph” or internal, in experiences such as
imagining or dreaming.

Visual behavior includes how people act in front of cameras, as well as behind
them. It includes seeing of every kind: looking at photographs, watching a sunset,
noting the way a cat slowly stalks a bird, absorbing the beauty of a sleeping child,
scanning the galaxy for changes through a telescope. It includes witnessing the
enactment of countless deaths in the movie Die Hard I, watching in mesmerized
numbness the real-time bombing of Baghdad via a medium that is more often
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about make believe, consumerism, and entertainment than about attempts to con-
vey truth. It includes police mug shots, family albums, roadside billboards, and
Internet zines. It includes all the ways people use these various visual artifacts,
both consciously and subconsciously. It includes the ways people pose, mask their
intimate personalities, project false personae, take on roles in order to manipulate
opinion, model clothing, and unconsciously reveal that they are lying. It includes
an editor’s decision to use one photograph over another, a judge’s decision to
forbid cameras in the courtroom, a school board’s decision to use video cameras on
school buses, the military’s decision to use a satellite to spy on another country. It
includes an artist’s decision to use bright red and yellow acrylic paints, a teenager’s
decision to sport purple hair, or an aging person’s decision not to color graying

hair. (Newton, 2001, pp. 20—1)

One way to understand the complexities of human interaction with television
stimuli, then, is in the context of human visual behavior. I have been working on
this idea for some time, having developed it from thinking about Stanley Milgram’s
(1977) work with photographic behavior, and about the work of non-verbal
communication theorists Jirgen Streeck and Mark Knapp (1992). I mean the
term to include the larger whole of human creation, interaction without and
within, and responses to imaging systems. These include interior imaging sys-
tems of dreaming, imagining, self-imaging, and unconscious memory, as well as
more obvious exterior imaging systems such as painting, photographing, filming,
gesturing, and video recording. The term encompasses not only looking behaviors,
but also performing, interacting, perceiving, and remembering behaviors.

I have found the concept particularly helpful in ameliorating the challenges
of translating visual activities into inevitably inadequate verbal interpretations
because it keeps before us the fact that, although we can observe some behaviors
and things, we can never explain them fully through words. Visual behavior has
non-translatable, organic roots, whether the behavior is external — caused in part
by responses to other organisms or stimuli — or internal — perhaps caused by
chemical interactions within the human nervous system. Our very process of
observing and explaining changes our understanding of the behavior or thing.
As Heisenberg observed, the very act of observing something changes what is
observed.! Edmund Carpenter (1975), much criticized for his anthropological
experiments of introducing such imaging technologies as mirrors and cameras to
New Guineans in the 1970s, noted their quick adaptability to the act of “seeing
themselves.” Evidence of the effect of videotaping on the culture of the New
Guineans was their immediate decision to discontinue the ritual of scarification
through which young men were painfully admitted to manhood — once they saw
the ritual on tape (p. 457).

Eric Michaels (2000) recounts a similar response of the Warlpiri in Australia
after the filming of their Fire Ceremony in 1972: “Remarkably, the ceremony
lapsed shortly after this film was made” (p. 708). When the Yuendumu com-
munity decided to perform the ceremony again in 1984, the 1972 film was con-
sidered “Law,” a script for shooting the new videotape (though Michaels notes,
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“When this did not happen, no one in fact remarked on the difference” [p. 709]).
But that is not the whole story. The main point of Michaels’ article is that,
through the leadership of Warlpiri broadcaster Francis Jupurrurla Kelly, the
Yuendumu community worked to insure its “cultural future” by using television
as political resistance.

Human visual behavior, then, includes the decision of Los Angeles policemen
to beat Rodney King under cloak of darkness, King’s bodily movements during
the beating, the opportune videotaping of a chance observer while witnessing
the beating, public broadcast of the video as news, breaking the video into still
frames for print media and for courtroom analysis, scholarly analysis of the video,
and the images in your own mind called to your attention by reading these words
just now.” Human visual behavior is also manifest in the horrific images from
Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq: making the men strip naked or masturbate in front of
others, sodomizing them in front of others and the camera, taking pictures of the
activities, sharing the images with each other and via the Internet, the publica-
tion of the images, public viewing of the images, public response to the images,
public memory of the images, the impact of the images on world perceptions of
the United States, the use of the images as evidence against military personnel,
and so on, are all encompassed in the concept of human visual behavior.” Among
the most extreme examples of human visual behavior are Buddhist monk Quang
Duc’s 1963 visual statement in protest against religious oppression through
burning himself to death in front of cameras, as well as the 2004 beheading of
Nick Berg in front of a video camera and for mass distribution.’

A visual act deemed outrageous by some, but naive compared with the above
examples, was the baring of rock star Janet Jackson’s breast (was the behavior
hers, that of co-star Justin Timberlake, or an act of collusion between them?)
during the 2004 Super Bowl half-time show and the subsequent outcry calling
for the censoring of live broadcasts.® Though we can analyze these behaviors in
terms of Blumer’s (1969) formal explication of symbolic interaction theory (pre-
ceded by McLuhan’s Mechanical Bride, 1951), conceptualizing them as behaviors
rather than as “symbolic interactions” encourages us to remember the organisms
who produce, enact, respond to and change as a result of encountering the
stimuli.

Note that I focus here on “visual” behavior, as opposed to “aural” behavior.
Because 75 percent of the information humans process is visual, because visual
stimuli are so influential on memory, and because the visual is the dominant
mode of television, specific attention to human interaction with visual stimuli is
essential. Research indicates that when visual and aural stimuli send different
messages via televised media, we direct our attention, comprehension and memory
to the visual, not the aural. One notorious example of this phenomenon was CBS
News correspondent Lesley Stahl’s critical analysis of discrepancies between
then President Ronald Reagan’s actual policies and televised images about the
president’s activities. LLance Bennett (1986) writes:
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Stahl was nervous about the piece, because of its critical tone and the practice of
the White House Communications Office to call reporters and their employers
about negative coverage. The phone rang after the report was aired, and it was a
“senior White House official.” Stahl prepared herself for the worst. In her own
words, here is what happened:

And the voice said: Great piece.

I said: What?

And he said: Great piece!

I said: Did you listen to what I said?

He said: Lesley, when you’re showing four and a half minutes of great pictures
of Ronald Reagan, no one listens to what you say. Don’t you know that the
pictures are overriding your message because they conflict with your message? The
public sees those pictures and they block your message. They didn’t even hear
what you said. So, in our minds, it was a four-and-a-half minute free ad for the
Ronald Reagan campaign for re-election.

I sat there numb. I began to feel dumb because I’d covered him four years and
I hadn’t figured it out. Somebody had to explain it to me. Well none of us had
figured it out. I called the executive producer of the Evening News . . . and he
went dead on the phone. And he said, Oh My God. (Smith, 1988, in Bennett,
1996, p. 98)

Repeated, controlled experiments have reliably documented the validity of the
phenomenon illustrated by Stahl’s experience. Especially important to note is
that not only are visuals — even subtle facial expressions — more likely to grab and
hold our attention and frame our understanding of what is before us, but they
also are what we are most likely to remember (Graber, 1990; Mullen, 1986;
Schultz, 1993). In addition, neuroscientists have documented compelling evid-
ence that visual information stored in the subconscious mind is a key determin-
ant of how we respond to subsequent stimuli we encounter. One other element
is essential to connecting mediated imagery with human behavior: we have
strong evidence that our memory galleries do not differentiate between images
we obtained via media and images we obtained in real life.

An ecology of the visual encompasses human visual behavior within an inte-
grated cultural and physiological system, simultaneously core and primal to
human organisms and evolving even as the organisms evolve.” Applied to our
current discussion, it is as if the aesthetic of television is both creating and
showing us our entrails. By addressing our deepest fears, anxieties, and desires
through the experiences of real people (however constructed their video pre-
sentations may be) and fictional personae, we cut open the raw innards of the
human psyche for mass view. Like it or not, think it to be art or trash, aesthetic
experience compels us. We hunger for the aesthetic because it offers a touch of
the experience of feeling, seeing, and hearing that may otherwise be absent in our
lives. In this way the aesthetic of television draws and repels us, informs, fools,
reforms us.
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This is all part of “human visual behavior.” As Hill (2004) writes in her own
chapter in this volume:

Viewers of reality programming are most likely to talk about the truth of what they
are seeing in relation to the way real people act in front of television cameras. The
more ordinary people are perceived to perform for the cameras, the less real the
program appears to be to viewers. Thus, performance becomes a powerful framing
device for judging reality TV’s claims to the real. And, television audiences are
highly skeptical of the truth claims of much reality programming precisely because
they expect people to act up in order to make entertaining factual television.

(p. 449)

Hill (2004) notes that the reality television phenomenon is global: “After the
‘smash hit’ of Surviver, the networks scrambled to glut the market with a win-
ning formula of game show, observational documentary and high drama.” In her
earlier research on Big Brother, she “noted that the tension between performance
and authenticity in the documentary game show format invites viewers to look
for ‘moments of truth’ in a constructed television environment” (Hill, 2002,
cited in Hill, 2004).

We seek these “moments of truth,” which we need not define metaphysically
but rather as a kind of resonant knowing evoked by the recognition of something
positively or negatively meaningful to us, in everything we watch — that is the
vision instinct, in part the surveillance function. Yet good theater, a good paint-
ing — and good television, whether fictional or so-called reality based — also offer
us opportunities for connecting with these moments of truth, whether in a
conscious moment of profound realization or in a casual moment of everyday
watching.

The tetrad

Marshall and Eric McLuhan’s (1988) concept of the tetrad can help us compre-
hend the complexities of television activity as one form of human behavior
within an ecological system of the visual. The tetrad expresses the McL.uhans’
ideas of the Four Laws of Media: Enhancement, Obsolescence, Retrieval and
Reversal. Eric McLLuhan (personal communication, 2004) conceives the tetrad
as a resounding chord, through which media play their music. The tetrad is a
“heuristic device, a set of four questions, that can be asked (and the answers
checked) by anyone, anywhere, at any time, about any human artefact [sic]|”:

What does it enhance or intensify?

What does it render obsolete or displace?

What does it retrieve that was previously obsolesced?

What does it produce or become when pressed to an extreme? (McLuhan and

McLuhan, 1988, p. 7)
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(Enhance) (Reverse)
the multisensuous
using the eye as inner trip:
hand and ear exchange of inner and outer

(Retrieve)  (Obsolesce)
the occult radio,
movie,
point of view

Figure 5.1 A Tetrad for TV, adapted from McLuhan and MclLuhan, 1988, pp. 158-9

In The Global Village (McLuhan and Powers, 1989), a second book on the tetrad
and also published after Marshall MclLuhan’s death, television is presented as a
resonating Mobius strip expressing figure-ground ebb and flow of conscious
attention:

After the Apollo astronauts had revolved around the moon’s surface in December
of 1968, they assembled a television camera and focused it on the earth. All of
us who were watching had an enormous reflexive response. We “outered” and
“innered” at the same time. We were on earth and the moon simultaneously. And
it was our individual recognition of that event which gave it meaning.

A resonating interval had been set up. The true action in the event was not on
earth or on the moon, but rather in the airless void between, in the play of the axle
and the wheel as it were. We had become newly aware of the separate physical
foundations of these two different worlds and were willing, after some initial
shock, to accept both as an environment for man. (McLuhan and Powers, 1989,

p-4)

McLuhan and McLuhan (1988) expressed a tetrad for television (pp. 158-9) as
shown in figure 5.1.

If we return now to our email example, the tetrad becomes especially helpful
in understanding the aesthetic significance of the two boys’ experiences of Queer
Eye for the Straight Guy. For the boys, the program enhanced creative aspects of
masculinity, obsolescing their frustrations with trying to adapt to a conventional-
ized peer masculinity. The program facilitated the boys’ retrieving their own
personal sense of aesthetic value of the self and reversed into a space through
which not only could they validate themselves, but their mother could also find
support for validating her sons’ nascent individuality.

In this way, television is a powerful medium in our arsenal of extensions of
self, of efforts to be more than self, and of efforts to understand self. And that
aesthetic, while always moving, is the ultimate we seek. What many consider to
be a dominating ideological weapon of the corporate elite can, with conscious
effort, be reversed into an instrument for self-actualization. Visual communica-
tion theorist Rick Williams has developed a number of techniques to help people
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achieve this. Williams (in press) asserts, “It is critical to our survival as self-
aware, self-determining individuals and to the survival of our planet, that we
learn to reverse the effects of these messages of consumerism on the psyche and
to reverse the subsequent, unbridled development of the consumer culture that
is, itself, consuming our self identities, our resources, and our environments”.
We can, then, learn to understand contemporary aesthetic life by pondering the
nature of our interactions with television, by paying closer attention to its aes-
thetic power. Television is both of the world and in the world — and so are we.

The intersection of multiple gazes (Lutz and Collins, 1993) prevails — viewer,
camera person, producer, actor, sponsor, network, corporation, earth — all within
a framed box, a moving painting if you will, in which the strokes are lines of
video and images that seem to move too fast to ponder. Yet we do ponder . . . both
consciously and unconsciously. This moving aesthetic is like a fugue, a kind of
“mosaic that results from the collaboration” (Arnheim, 1981, p. 4), or a “mosaic
logic” (Barry, 1997), resonating through time and space, physical and virtual
realities, through us and surrounding us and emanating from us. The television
equivalent of the future may project a holographic image far more compelling
than any we now encounter, projecting the visual and aural signals, in turn
inviting ever-more-real-seeming projection of self, into the shared communica-
tion space between us and the reception apparatus.’’ McCarthy (2001) wisely
calls our attention to the idea that television is far more than a living room or
bedroom presence; rather, it is an “ambience” surrounding us in such public
spaces as sports bars and airline terminals. Many of us have experienced the
startling realization that we have transported our minds out of our bodies, which
are sitting on stadium bleachers at a major sporting event, via watching the
virtual (and closer-appearing) version on a giant arena screen. With the increas-
ing popularity of wireless videophones, a wristwatch-sized television cannot be
far behind.

Rather than decry our aesthetic involvement with technologies such as tele-
vision, we would do well to embrace Haraway’s (1991) cyborg manifesto. “It is
not clear who makes and who is made in the relation between human and
machine” (p. 177), Haraway writes, adding, “The machine is us, our processes,
an aspect of our embodiment. We can be responsible for machines; 7/ey [author’s
italics] do not dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for boundaries; we are
they” (p. 180). It is time, as Williams (2004, personal communication) says, to
mandate “a paradigm change in the ways we ponder and understand the illusive
images of television.” For the Warlpiri, the path to control over their cultural
future means television that reaches “forward and backwards through various
temporal orders,” a political resistance conceived “in terms of the convoluted
temporalities” of the present (Michaels, 2000, p. 714). Media scholars should be
so courageous. In a call for the serious study of media aesthetics in Europe,
Wolfgang Schirmacher (1991) argued, “In media we are challenged to write our
own lives. . . . Mouse and remote control are only the beginning of inter-active
features in media which allow us to edit and cut, stop and go, break and flow
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whatever situation we encounter. . . . In media we write our autobiography — and
if we don’t, somebody else will do it for us.”

Conclusion

I want to conclude in a place similar to where I began, but with a different
“beauty” pageant. While Rick Williams and I were surfing with the remote re-
cently, the opening moments of The Miss Universe Pageant caught our attention.
One after another, the women deemed most beautiful in the world introduced
themselves. “I’ll bet we won’t see a Miss Iran or Miss Iraq,” Williams said. Nor
did we see a Miss Pakistan or a Miss Afghanistan. We made an easy conjecture —
that those countries of Islam would not want to be represented by scantily clad
women put on public display since Islam reserves viewing of women’s beauty for
their husbands. Westerners are quick to criticize that religion-based norm. Yet
many of us also criticize the public voyeurism and objectification of women’s
bodies in beauty pageants. The point here is not to determine what is morally or
religiously acceptable, but to note that through the “geographic phenomenon”
(as one of the announcers termed it) of the Miss Universe Pageant broadcast live
from Quito, Ecuador, we participated in a global aesthetic experience in which
we observed absences and found ourselves in a thoughtful discussion about
public and private displays of female beauty. When we stop to consciously con-
sider what is happening through the aesthetic of television, we learn.

In the final chapter of The Transfiguration of the Commonplace, Danto (2000)
discusses the etymology of the stilus [sic], noting that its “specific inscriptional
use” redeems the term from the “certain sexual hilarity” of overtones connoted
by its “near of kin stzmulus (point, goad) and instigare (to goad or prick)” (p. 197):

It is as an instrument of representation that the stilus has an interest for us and,
beyond that, its interesting property of depositing something of its own character
on the surfaces it scores. I am referring to the palpable qualities of differing lines
made with differing orders of stiluses: the toothed quality of pencil against paper,
the granular quality of crayon against stone, the furred line thrown up as the
drypoint needle leaves its wake of metal shavings, the variegated lines left by
brushes, the churned lines made by sticks through viscous pigment, the cast lines
made by paint dripped violently off the end of another stick. It is as if, in addition
to representing whatever it does represent, the instrument of representation im-
parts and impresses something of its own character in the act of representing it, so
that in addition to knowing what it is of, the practiced eye will know how it was

done. (p. 197)

One of the challenges in understanding television aesthetics is that most of
us who view “television art” do not think about “how it was done,” a process
that encompasses the infinite possibilities of dots, lines, frames, and forms the

121




Julianne H. Newton

television stylus and its users employ to represent various views of the world —
and of ourselves — to us. Therein lies the source of the aesthetic of television and
answers to what happens when we experience television aesthetics. Just as tele-
vision is technologically possible because of the way the eye, as part of the brain,
puts together bits of visual stimuli to interpret patterns of meaning, so we can
draw upon our brains to reflect upon the content the television stylus represents
to us as a profoundly evocative, moving aesthetic that simultaneously entreats,
repels, enchants, horrifies, soars, falls, and moves forward and backward along
the winding path by which we seek the ultimate aesthetic of the self. As
Schirmacher (1991) wrote, “It is in aesthetics, when we are open to the phenom-
enon itself, that we discover media’s authenticity as mediation” (npn).
Television is a container, a framed box, that gathers visual and aural stimuli in
concentrated form for our perusal. The space between our bodies and the “set”
of reality with which we choose to engage at any viewing period is the aesthetic.
We are in a constant state of change, in which any object perceived, including
the self, is at once known and knower, author and work. We are simultaneously
pushing the limits of conscious understanding of the known world and creating
new spaces in which to connect. What some scholars describe as para-social
relationships, what I have called mass-interpersonal communication (Newton,
2001), is the conceptual experience of the
aesthetic self and the aesthetic other meeting
gll eth:ts?aces fof the l'Tl'lnd and }'wart. Whether o / ‘ // \\
ylus of television continues to draw | . ?[
precisely articulated narratives, such as g

genres of carefully crafted situation comedies / (_._
or dramas, or more loosely conceived stages on |
which reality plays such as American Idol and = ¥

The Swan are celebrated, the visual/acoustic \ \. IE'W (4
aesthetics of television will continue to en- \'

gage collective and individual yearnings to
experience . . . to experience.

A stained-glass window in the Cathedral
of St. John the Divine in New York City
features the evolution of media from quill-
holding scribes to a then-futuristic medium:
television. As hard as it is to believe, the turn-
of-the-century (nineteenth to twentieth) ren-
dition of a glowing rectangular screen, along
with an entranced viewer, looks all too famil- Figure 5.2 A Prototype of the
iar. Is it a television? Or is it a computer? If Television, stained glass panel,
we want to attempt to isolate the aesthetic communications bay, the

.. . .. . Cathedral Church of Saint John
qualities exhibited by television, the distinc- 4,4 Divine, New York, NY. © by
tion is significant. But in the larger scheme The Cathedral Church of Saint
of the ecology of human visual behavior, it John the Divine.
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matters little. Television is one means through which we experience and become
aware of aspects of living along the path of our search for the Ultimate Aesthetic

— the Self.

Notes

1 Tam indebted here to Marshall McLuhan’s idea that “Truth . . . is something we make in the
encounter with the world that is making us” (McLuhan and Powers, 1989).

2 For an exploration of the Vision Instinct, see Newton’s (2001), Chapter 3, “The Burden of
Visual Truth.” For an exploration of surveillance theory applied to news, see Shoemaker
(1996) “Hardwired for News.”

3 See Fiske and Hartley’s (1989) chapters on “The Signs of Television” (pp. 37-58) and “The
Codes of Television” (pp. 59—67) for their seminal explication of “bardic television” within a
semiotics framework.

4 See Babbie (1986), for a discussion of applying Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, as well as
the implications of the Hawthorne effect, to social science research.

5 See, for example, Gerland (1994) for an analysis of defense attorneys’ frame-by-frame
deconstruction of George Holliday’s videotape “in order to dismantle the judgment to which
it ‘naturally’ gives rise: that the police officers are guilty” (p. 306).

6 See Newton (2004) and Sontag (2004) for analyses of visual behaviors related to the images.

7 See Goldberg (1991, pp. 212-15) for the story of the protest event and the uses and misuses
of Associated Press photographer Malcolm Browne’s images. See USA Today (2004) for a
visual/verbal report on the Berg slaying.

8 See Drudge (2004) for verbal and visual description of the media event.

9 See Newton (2001, chapter 9) for a full explanation of the ecology of the visual.

10 See Winston (1996) for an excellent exposition on technological possibilities and the forces
contributing to and constraining their diffusion in mass culture.
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CHAPTER

Locating the Televisual
in Golden Age Television

Caren Deming

What the televisual names then is the end of the medium, in a context, and the
arrival of television as the context. What is clear is that television has to be re-
cognised as an organic part of the social fabric; which means that its transmis-
sions are no longer managed by the flick of a switch.

Tony Fry, R/U/A/TV?: Heidegger and the Televisual (1993, p. 13)

Introduction

American network television’s apparent decline following the rise of cable,
videogames, and the Internet fuels an intensifying debate over the definition
of an aesthetics of the televisual. Serious engagement with “the problem” of
defining a televisual aesthetics unsettles long-standing assumptions about the
technology that enables “seeing at a distance” and what it means to do so by
watching television. Assumptions about the nature of the medium, production
practices, industry contexts, and the larger social forcefield in which television
operates — all come to bear on the problem.

This chapter organizes prevalent claims about the televisual into five cat-
egories: temporality, spatiality, aurality, femininity, and hybridism. Such a list
reflects the variability of the television literature in purpose, method, and critical
orientation. The concepts subsumed in these categories comprise a formalist,
economic, discursive, and ideological mix seasoned with a little each of phenom-
enology and physics. Viewing televisuality as a synthesis of stylistic, technologi-
cal, and ideological characteristics, this study reveals the concept’s resistance to
being fixed in time or in relation to other media.

This exploration of the constituents of the televisual is motivated by curiosity
about the “Golden Age” of television in the United States. Ultimately, my
purpose is to search for the televisual there. If the traits identified and described
begin to distinguish television as a medium, and if those traits can be seen, in
retrospect, to have emerged in the early days of television, we may view the
Golden Age as the beginning of the televisual. Recognizing the cultural freight
borne by the term and tracing its origins to the earliest days of television, then,
dispels nostalgia for some prelapsarian state preceding commercial, aesthetic,
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and sociopolitical degradation. There is everything to gain by looking back now
that television is old enough to afford a longer view. In television years — where
series longevity may be defined in a few episodes — 50-something is very long
indeed.

The case I have selected is The Goldbergs (1949—56), a series whose production
run is virtually homologous with the Golden Age. In the decade from 1948 to
1958, television drama went from “apprenticeship to sophisticated anthologies
to series, from New York to Los Angeles, and from live dramas to recording
on film or videotape” (Hawes, 2001, p. 2). The Goldbergs reflects the interest in
experimentation and innovation characteristic of a period when new technologies
attract the attention of major artists of all fields. Series creator Gertrude Berg
worked with Lee J. Cobb, Cedric Hardwicke, and Sidney Lumet, among others.
The programs she produced, wrote, and starred in contain the residue of theater
and film experience these figures brought to the new medium of television. The
productions of the time were seldom beautiful. They were, as Hawes (2001, p. 1)
points out, the product of a period of experimentation, rather than of a mature
period of achievement. Nonetheless, as the study of The Goldbergs reveals, those
productions can contain moments of astonishing televisuality.

After a brief review of the categories of the televisual, I will deploy those
categories in an illustrative reading of The Goldbergs. This reading demonstrates
the complexity of the concept and challenges the popularly-held notion that the
convergence of television with other technologies and their associated styles is a
recent development. It argues instead for the longitudinal study of entertainment
technologies in relation to one another rather than in the technologically defined
divisions that have tended to characterize the academy’s encounter with them.

Constituents of the Televisual

Before embarking on a brief review of the concepts constituting the televisual, it
is important to be clear about the term. I mean “televisual” to refer to a complex of
formal tendencies that shape television works and their reception. For the pur-
poses of this project, I focus on narrative television. Other modes of presentation
(news and advertising, for example) obviously participate in the televisual, though
they cannot be dealt with here. I am not limiting my use of “televisual” to a
narrowly defined aesthetic, such as Caldwell’s (1995) “excess of style over sub-
stance” or Redmond’s (2004) “videographic frames,” inasmuch as my purpose is
to identify traits synthetically and to look for roots or precursors in early television.

Temporality: Commoditized Flow

Television is inescapably about time. The sense of immediacy originating from
simultaneous “seeing at a distance” arose from genuine excitement about
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television as a new technology. Television’s capacity (if not its dominant prac-
tice) to deliver events in real time remains its most salient claim to importance.
As the unfolding events of September 11, 2001 demonstrated, it does deliver the
real thing often enough to keep the claim to immediacy viable. Sobchak (1996)
observes, however, that television’s capacity for liveness is managed so that what
is (increasingly) simultaneous is not the event and the experience of it but rather
the event and its representation (and, ultimately, immediacy and its mediation).
The prescience of Sobchak’s observation is driven home by the fictional series
24, which claims to render its narrative in “real time,” complete with scenes
running simultaneously on a divided screen. The fact that a represented hour
is not an hour long is glibly elided along with the “missing” time needed for
advertising and promotion. In the context of contemporary television, “real
time” is a construct that, like liveness, grows increasingly surreal.

Like radio before it, initially television was broadcast live. Telefilms quickly
became common because of their promise of efficiency (repeatability), image
quality, and quality control. Hawes (2001, p. 1) traces the preference for live
productions and the mystique about them to nineteenth-century stage produc-
tions, a preference carried to television by the radio interests who developed and
nurtured the new medium. The proportion of “transcribed” material increased
over the years, but even in the video age a fair amount of television is created
before a live audience, whether in a studio or at home, and nothing inherent in
the medium allows viewers to detect the difference between live and videotaped
images.

Ontologically, the video image is “always becoming,” as it requires a pattern
of encoded electro-magnetic signals to be recreated continually. Even at a time
when digitization has stabilized a paused “frame” of video, it still requires an
epistemological leap to imagine frames of video at all. Phenomenologically,
televisual liveness

is related to the strong sense of distant seeing which the medium generates,
together with the fascination of seeming close. A medium unable to produce any-
thing but recorded images does not produce the temporal alignment (happening-
as-you-watch) upon which the special magic of distant seeing is premised. (Corner,

1999, p. 2)

Although the relationship between the continuity of the signal and the experi-
ence of liveness remains largely conjectural, the “special magic of distant seeing”
is highly contingent. As explained by Fry (1993, p. 42) the televisual possesses,
paradoxically, “a presence of perpetual absence,” something that is always arriv-
ing and being received but which “can never come to be.” For Williams, the
continuity of the signal is “the first constitution of flow” (Heath and Skirrow,
1986, p. 15). Although the notion of televisual flow applies at several levels —
ranging from the atomic to programs and the “continuity” connecting them —
more important to Williams is the structuring of endlessly flowing program and
interstitial matter by television programmers hoping to keep viewers tuned in.
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Surfing with a remote control alters the flow envisioned for viewers by any
given broadcast or cable source, though the capacity to surf emphasizes the
experience of multiple flows auditors can enter and leave at will. Awareness of
other flows continuing even when not intended is common in the experience of
television in a way that it is not in the experience of a movie in a theater. This is
not to say that spectators at a multiplex are never distracted enough to wonder
how the show next door is going, but that moving between continual flows of
images is a more difficult mental and physical proposition in the theatrical
experience of film.

John Ellis (1982) observed that television’s program flow is more segmented
than continuous. The segmentation occurs at various levels, including the com-
mon division of programs into acts separated by commercial breaks (themselves
highly segmented) and series divided into episodes. The divisions between seg-
ments are marked emphatically, perhaps none more so than the fade to black
before and after commercials placed between the acts of dramatic programs. The
segments manifest varying degrees of closure, but none as emphatic as the
closure of the classical Hollywood narrative, even allowing for that medium’s
current proclivity for sequels and prequels.

In stark contrast to the classical Hollywood narrative (often characterized as
seamless), the televisual text is all about seams, or segment markers, which don’t
interrupt the programs so much as help to constitute them (Williams, in Heath
and Skirrow, 1986, p. 15). Television narratives use classical Hollywood render-
ing (such as shot-reverse shot patterns) within acts to inject television’s highly
elliptical narratives with natural illusion (see Olson, 1999). More often than
disguising divisions, then, the televisual flow manifests a preoccupation with
division at the expense of continuity. Going beyond Olson’s account of ellipticality
as a factor in the narrative transparency that makes Hollywood film and tele-
vision globally exportable, Caldwell claims that since the 1980s television has
“deontologized” its own focus on liveness in favor of “style and materiality.” In
Caldwell’s view, “hypostatized time and massive regularity comfort the viewer
by providing a rich but contained televisual spectacle, an endless play of image
and sound” (1995, p. 30). In keeping with Caldwell’s characterization, then, we
might say that television’s heavy marking of time divisions serves the embodi-
ment of managed, commoditized time.

Indeed, the segmentation of most television into regular and repeatable tem-
poral units bespeaks the dominance of commerciality in the United States and,
increasingly, elsewhere. Time is television’s commodity form: units of time are
bought and sold even in most so-called noncommercial settings. The promin-
ence of regular temporal units in American television underscores the American
interest in the exportability of film and television. In a formulation reminiscent
of Carey’s account of the creation of time zones in the United States in service to
the need for the trains carrying commodities to run on regular schedules, global
export of commercial television requires temporal regularity and repetition as
well as narrative redundancy. In other words, the extra-diegetic features of
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televisual time also contribute to negentropy, one of the constituents of the
narrative transparency that Olson (1999, p. 98) claims makes American media
exportable. If, as Caldwell argues, contemporary television has relegated liveness
to secondary status, it does not do so at the expense of temporality. To the
contrary, television relegates the rendering of space to secondary importance in
the interest of time.

Spatiality: The Window Itself

Televisual space privileges the two-dimensional space of the screen’s & and y
axes. As observed by Herbert Zettl (1989), televisual space is increasingly a
graphical space in which computer-generated graphics and overlays emphasize
the electronic image’s absence of depth. This depthlessness is in stark contrast to
cinema, in which creating the illusion of depth beyond the plane of the screen
has been a perennial ideal. The contemporary practice of incessantly flattening
the appearance of the televisual space with overlaid graphics suggests that col-
lapsed space is as much a matter of televisual style and convention as it is of the
focal length of lenses. The practice of emphasizing the flat, overlapping planes
parallel to the screen (known in computer parlance as “windowing”) is a televisual
phenomenon easily adapted to the computer and the flat screens now regarded as
desirable in both. For even freed of the television studio apparatus’ limitations
on mobility, television continues to respect the proscenium’s immutable limita-
tion of the performance space and, concomitantly, on the sphere of viewing
positions.

Television’s predisposition for emphasizing two-dimensional space accounts
for its preference for proscenium-style shooting through the period when virtu-
ally all prime-time television narratives (both drama and comedy) have been shot
on film and into the age of digital post-production. Barker (2000) illustrates the
“highly utilitarian” approach of telefilm style with Leave It to Beaver, wherein
primary movement is used only as a means to move characters in or out of the
shot and tertiary movement consists of repetitive, predictable sequences of alter-
nating medium shots. Clearly, more than technological and budget limitations
are implicated here.

The predominance of medium shots of people in television suggests that a
qualification of the mythology of television as “a close-up medium” is in order.
The epithet, apparently derived from the habit of showing products close up in
commercials, applies to things more than to people. In the world of the televisual
aesthetic, it’s as difficult to see a person close-up in a window as it is to enter the
space beyond it without getting hurt.

More important than television’s supposed inability to render deep space is
its denial of space by repeatedly and intentionally flattening it through the use
of blocking and superimposed graphics. As Morse (1998, p. 94) points out, the
ancestral metaphor for the framing of television news subjects is the cartoon
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balloon, not the window. By extension, the space behind the television screen is
also flat. It is an immaterial space in which camera, graphics, editing, and sounds
“transform ‘the world’ into picture and we watch this picture which appears to
be, but never is, the world we are n” (Fry, 1993, p. 30). Indeed, as Morse’s
discussion of the virtual subject positions constructed for humans by machines
such as television and “more completely interactive and immersive technologies”
suggests, it may be that the televisual locates viewers more precisely than it
locates the people and objects it presents for viewing.

Aurality

The presentational formats of much television suggest that television viewers
also are expected to be listeners. Most messages are verbalized by the medium’s
infamous talking heads and voice-overs, but fictional characters seldom miss
opportunities to articulate the moral import of narratives. Morse (1998, p. 6)
names television as the first machine to mediate stories and also to “simulate the
act of personally narrating them in a shared virtual space.” The simulation thus
extends to news and other “reality” formats, which depend on the “enunciative
fallacy” identified by Greimas as a feature of any speech act. In electronic media,
immediacy and aurality conspire to foster the idea that the person speaking is a
subject “in the here and now” and not twice removed — once by the mediation
itself and again by the fact that speaking is already a first-order simulation of the
enunciating subject and the time and place of enunciation. The speaking voices
of television are disembodied in various ways, not the least of which is the
medium’s flattened visual space described in the section above.

Music and sound provide punctuation and emphasis, as well as the all-
important signature theme, to representational and presentational television forms.
The addition of stereo and even surround sound to broadcasting replaces visual
depth with aural depth. This development complements Altman’s (1986) analy-
sis of television’s discursive character, which invites viewers into dialogue and
conveys the suggestion that the images television delivers have been collected
“just for us.” One of his prime examples is the signaling of the replay in a
televised football game. Sound cues call viewers to attention so they can see
images assembled just for their viewing (Altman, 1986, p. 50). The television
industry’s preoccupation with improving picture quality is ironic in the light of
the importance of sound, which only in recent years has been a priority for
technological improvement.

Television “speaks” in a variety of modes, its flow constituted by a series of
presentational and representational moments nearly filled with talk. Its narrative
forms, dominated as they are by melodrama and family comedy genres, contain
an abundance of social commentary. Deriving their content from the quotidian
and the topical, these narratives are every bit as important and powerful at
bearing television’s social meaning as more clearly presentational forms such as

131




Caren Deming

news, so-called “reality” forms, and commercials. The (oft) spoken morality of
television befits a medium that takes its social role seriously. Indeed, the wave
upon wave of entertaining (or annoying) advocacy for consumption is perhaps
the most eloquent testimony that television knows and embraces its role as social
arbiter. Thus, it is fitting to note television’s reflexivity in association with its
aurality and commerciality. Intertextual promoter, huckster, and zealot, televi-
sion seems ever aware of itself as such (as well as its auditors’ awareness of these
roles). It is no wonder that it seeks to fill the very air with repetitive sounds and
endless talk.

Femininity: Talking (Back)

Television’s domesticity (its location in the home and preoccupation with family
matters), its acknowledged role as sales agent for commodities and consumption,
and its openness to women as creators and performers are among the factors that
some writers have used to characterize television as more feminine than other
media. Corner (1999, p. 26) maintains that television’s visual scale, domestic
mode of reception, and forms of spoken address provide the medium with the
grounds for “a relaxed sociality” that contributes to its sense of co-presence with
the outside world. Corner traces the association with gender and domesticity to
the medium’s durable preoccupation with the housewife and the equally durable
regulatory concern with television’s impact on children and the family.

The characterization of mass culture as woman has been a persistent theme in
critical theory since Marx wrote of the “elusive, illicit, femininity of the com-
modity” that “seems to found the very idea of possession and production itself”
(Zucker, 2002, p. 178). As feminist critics have observed, the language for
analysis may have changed since Marx and the Frankfurt School authors who
adopted it, but the association often continues as a tacit assumption. The larger
domain of literature and the arts stands in decided contrast to modernism’s
masculinist preoccupation with action, enterprise, and progress. Huyssen (1986,
p. 190) points out that for art, repudiating the feminine, whether implicitly or
explicitly, “has always been one of the constitutive features of a modernist
aesthetic intent on distancing itself and its productions from the trivialities and
banalities of everyday life.” The modernist valorization of the abstract amounts
to relegation of popular, realist forms to inferior, feminine status, despite the fact
the production of mass culture has been under the control of men (see Huyssen,
1986, p. 205).

Television’s appeals to women as consumers are complicated, too. Lynn Spigel
(1992, p. 159) has argued convincingly for early television’s self-conscious and
paradoxical appeals to women in the family comedy, which “transforms everyday
life into a play in which something ‘happens.”” Spigel sees that play enacted in
the “prefabricated social setting” of 1950s suburbs, which she and others such as
Mellencamp (1986) and Feuer (2001) find implicated in the strategic contain-

132




Locating the Televisual

ment of women characters such as Gracie, Lucy, Roseanne, and Absolutely
Fabulous’ Patsy and Edina. The televisual view of women thus manifests another
paradox: the avatars of consumer culture must be taught how to behave and to
keep their place. Hatch (2002) demonstrates this paradox in her analysis of the
selling of soap to the American housewife interpellated by postwar soap operas.

Michele Hilmes (1997) has uncovered the blatant efforts of network execut-
ives to “masculinize” a medium that paid too much attention to women because
it had so much soap to sell and so much air (time) to fill. Though powerful
women on both sides of the cameras have been targets of misogynist degradation,
women, their sensibilities, and their buying potential remain influential in tele-
vision. Perhaps the most telling evidence of a truth that won’t go away is the fact
that television still works hard at masculinization. Advertising executives are still
talking about addressing television ads to women, and the topic is exceptional
enough to elicit comment in the trade press. In that context, a masculine voice
addresses a presumably masculine reader over the perennial topic of what “to do
about” women.

Hybridism: Messing with the Borders

Television’s resistance to modernist analytical categories has made critical
engagement with it nettlesome, too (see Deming, 1989). Indeed, television’s
postmodernist characteristics reinforce its characterization as feminine. As em-
phatic as television is about time divisions, it flaunts its fluidity where genre is
concerned. Although most individual episodes of any series are formulaic by
design, television is determinedly recombinate at the series level. In part, tele-
vision’s generic hybridism is attributable to the paradoxes built into its need to
be familiar and centrist while claiming to cut away at the edges — simultaneously
exercising its penchants for recycling and topicality, nostalgia and immediacy.
Critics noticed television’s generic hybridism in the 1980s, the decade in which
terms such as “dramedy” found their way into the critical vocabulary. However,
television’s resistance to formal categories is inveterate.

Television also flirts with the borders of reality and fantasy. Spigel concludes
her discussion of family comedies with the observation that they transport view-
ers to a “new electronic landscape where the borders between fiction and reality
were easily crossed” (1992, p. 180). If fictions may be said to blur the borders of
reality, then “reality” genres (from news to talk, games, contests, and makeovers)
may be said to blur the boundaries between “primary experiences” (such as
conversation or other interpersonal relations) and constructed social realities
(see Morse, 1986, p. 74). Stars appear as themselves in narratives or in commer-
cials, and characters morph into hawkers with ease. Such fluidities combine
with other postmodernist characteristics: intertextuality, pastiche, “multiple and
collaged presentational forms,” textual messiness (more textural than trans-
parent), and reflexivity (Caldwell, 1995, p. 23). Though not the first to observe
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Figure 6.1 Olga Fabian plays Mrs. Bloom on The Goldbergs, NBC-TV.
Source: Library of American Broadcasting, University of Maryland.

television’s unrelenting postmodernism, Caldwell observes in that very observa-
tion postmodern critics’ inability to distinguish the modern from the postmodern
in television.

Televisuality in the Golden Age: Gertrude Berg
and The Goldbergs

The critical literature on television locates the elements of the televisual explored
here — peculiar patterns of temporality, spatiality, aurality, femininity, and
hybridism — in various historical periods. The question I wish to pose now is:
how successfully can these traits be deployed to illuminate work produced when
television was just coming into its own? If the televisual was invented in the
celebrated Golden Age in the United States, it ought to be possible to find at
least traces of it in those texts that have survived.

Gertrude Berg (1899-1966) was a pioneer broadcaster and prolific creator of
theater, radio, television, and film. After more than 5,000 radio programs (in-
cluding The Goldbergs, 1931-4, 1936—50), she moved to television to reinvent the
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series, transforming it from soap opera to domestic comedy. Berg is one of the
inventors of radio drama, of television drama, and of television comedy. Her
oeuvre is significant because of her contributions to the development of the
television domestic comedy (especially the ethnic comedy), her unusually power-
ful industry status, the broad popularity of her programs, and her timing.

The Goldbergs is regarded as exemplary television from the Golden Age, and
its history incorporates momentous developments in television. The series was
carried live on CBS (1949-51) until controversy over the blacklisting of actor
Philip Loeb ended the relationship. The series reappeared on NBC under new
sponsorship for the 1952-3 season and then moved to the Dumont network in
1954. A filmed version ran in first-run syndication in 1955—6. Some kinescoped
broadcasts from the early live years, and the whole of the 1954—5 and 1955—6
seasons (more than 80 episodes all together) have survived in various archives.

The Goldbergs portrayed the trials and tribulations of the eponymous Jewish
family living in a Bronxville tenement. Over the years, the series included over
two hundred characters, though it was sustained by five central figures. Molly
Goldberg (Gertrude Berg) was a powerful and benevolent mother absorbed with
finding sensible solutions for family and neighborhood problems. Her humor,
derived primarily from malapropisms and Yiddish dialect, was lovingly authen-
tic, never patronizing or condescending. Molly’s husband Jake Goldberg (Philip
Loeb, Harold J. Stone, Robert H. Harris) worked in a dress shop, though
audiences knew him as the reliable husband and father, and as the perfect foil to
Molly. Jake could be impatient or critical. He also could seem a little silly or
irrelevant, by comparison with his wife, especially when the schemes he criti-
cized proved beneficial.

The Goldberg children, Rosalie (Arlene McQuade) and Sammy (Larry
Robinson, Tom Taylor), typified first-generation Americans trying to make sense
of their heritage. “Rosie” and “Sammily” (as Molly familiarly referred to them)
were dedicated to modernizing their parents and correcting their pronunciation.
Molly’s Uncle David Romaine (Eli Mintz) rounded out the Goldberg family
regulars. Uncle David was integral to the household, often cooking or washing
the dishes. He wore a ruffled apron with as much nonchalance as his yarmulke. A
ready enlistee in Jake’s sideline commentaries on Molly’s activities, Uncle David
would echo Jake’s protests and judgments. The beloved Uncle David’s eccen-
tricities were taken in their stride by the rest of the family.

In the surviving episodes of The Goldbergs, features such as the theatricality of
the set, the creative use of a proscenium shooting style, and high-quality acting
are all prominent. The episodes also contain visual and narrative treatments that
eventually became conventions of the domestic comedy. The focus of the read-
ing that follows is on spatiality. This is so not only because there is not enough
room in these pages for a detailed exploration of all of the elements of the
televisual. Analysis of the treatment of space in The Goldbergs reveals the extent
to which the features of the televisual interpenetrate one another. In other
words, analysis of one implicates the others.
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Televisual Space: Sample Synthetic Reading

Molly is typical of the 1950s television mother in that she cooks wearing attrac-
tive dresses, takes care of everybody, and never seems to get dirty. In 1955, she
moves her family to the suburbs and seems always ready to shop or entertain.
The obvious difference from other television mothers of the time is that she is
neither thin nor glamorous. Moreover, she is in charge. This mother knows best,
and her narrative dominance is matched by her visual dominance.

Molly dominates both the television frame and the conversation. From the
beginning of the series, she tends to be “downstage” of other characters (closer
to the camera). When the Goldbergs form the tableau reminiscent of soap opera
(and film melodrama), Molly typically is centered in the lower, “heavier” portion
of the screen. Even in shot-reverse shot sequences cut from film in the final year
of the series, Molly’s close-up is tighter, and her body is literally larger on the
screen. Berg uses her big bones, big hair, and big features to advantage. Her
gestures often call attention to her matronly form — which grows bigger every
season — as she smoothes her apron or plants her hands on her hips. She fills the
famous window frame from which she hails her neighbors with a musical “Yoohoo”
or presents the virtues of her sponsors’ products in direct address to the camera.

In one scene from 1955, Molly appears in the center of a pyramid formed by
the other characters and the dining room table. She stands behind the table,
hands on hips, larger and taller than the others. Even more dramatic effect
comes from a scene in the same episode in which Molly, Jake, and Uncle David
have been tied up by robbers. Molly’s body looks especially large as a result of
her central placement and the perspective of the shot.

In scenes with the other actors, Berg’s body often is nearly still, leaving the
bustling movement associated with television domestic comedy largely to the
rest of the cast. These blocking techniques underscore Berg’s character as axial
to the narrative. This is in contrast to Carroll O’Connor’s performance of Archie
Bunker on the day of Florence and Herbert’s wedding, when Archie is con-
stantly in motion, “orchestrating” the movements of other characters. Barker
(2000, p. 176) interprets this activity as the visual manifestation of Archie’s axial
role in the narrative. Molly achieves her status as the visual anchor of the action
largely by standing still, a blocking technique that is echoed in the performance
of Kelsey Grammer as Dr. Frasier Crane in the contemporary domestic comedy
Frasier.

Typical of domestic comedy, any of the Goldbergs can become the focus of an
episode. Nonetheless, Molly is always the focalizer, the moral center of the
form’s discursive universe. By contrast, the male roles are largely superfluous.
When, in the episode with the young robbers, Jake and Uncle David don’t want
Molly to be a hero attempting to take down the robbers, she replies, “It’s no time
for a faint heart.” A woman of action as well as a minder of manners, Molly
references her own centrality. The men’s place is on the sidelines, where they
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make fun of Molly’s projects, including matchmaking. She ultimately triumphs
in spite of them. Molly teaches them a lesson and then preaches the moral of the
story at the close of each narrative, a lesson that carries over to the closing
commercial pitch of the live episodes.

Unlike radio, which had to overcome critical and regulatory resistance to
commercialism (over which there was at least a public debate), television was
born commercial. From the beginning, television programs were seen as devices
to secure the attention of eyes and ears for the commercial pitch, even if pro-
grammers worried over how much blatant selling Americans would tolerate. In
The Goldbergs, Molly is the only character privileged to interact with the audi-
ence by addressing the camera directly. She does so only during her commercial
pitches, which she does in character, often using the “problems” of other charac-
ters in the narrative as an excuse to talk about the calming properties of Sanka
decaffeinated coffee or Rybutol vitamins.

Berg relishes her intimate minutes with the camera, earnestly pitching “her”
Sanka, Rybutol, or the television set itself (for RCA). The commercials lend
authority to Molly’s character, as she is part of the narrative and (at beginning
and end of the broadcast) is also central to its framing device. In the commer-
cials, viewers get their special time with Molly, in effect, more important time
even than she spends with her fictive family. Viewers get the undivided attention
of “the mother audience members had or wished they had” [in] “an era in which
Jewish mothers were the models of perfect mothers, sacrificing all for the chil-
dren’s happiness” (Epstein, 2001, pp. 72-3). Leaning out of her window toward
the camera, Molly shares her advice on how to live well by consuming. She
speaks in an intimate, almost conspiratorial, tone as she talks about other char-
acters with the audience at home. Assertive and authoritative, Molly is the axis
upon which commercial and narrative imperatives turn.

The window frame functions to contain the narrative visually, but not Molly’s
body. She fills the window frame, and her gestures take place in the space
between the “window” and the camera as she leans forward. Spigel points out
that the convention of making the commercial pitch seem “closer” to the audi-
ence than the narrative is most pronounced in 7%e Goldbergs (in contrast to Burns
& Allen or I Love Lucy, which had actual or animated theatrical curtains to mark
this strategy). The transition from presentation in the commercial to representa-
tion in the narrative creates “the illusion of moving from a level of pure dis-
course to the level of story, of moving from a kind of unmediated communication
to a narrative space” (Spigel, 1992, p. 168).

If the pitch enacted television’s enunciative fallacy, the dramatic transition
from it to the narrative (when Molly literally rotates 180 degrees and begins to
speak with her family, and the director cuts on the action) also calls attention to
the seam where the two forms of address meet. The convention of marking the
transition between narrative and commercial with a fade-out and fade-in occurs
in live broadcasts of other series when the commercial is done by someone
located elsewhere in the studio. As soon as the shows are no longer broadcast
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live, but recorded on film or videotape, the fade to black becomes the standard
delineator of narrative time and space, a convention which continues to the
present day. Musical “stingers” also mark segments when they can be added in
post-production. Gone from the final, syndicated season are Molly’s famous
sales pitches, indicative of her eroding visual and discursive power.

In the early years of The Goldbergs, theatricality is suggested by the look of the
set and graphics more often than by blocking. What today’s students would call
“cheesy,” primitive-looking graphics open the show. The titles are hand lettered,
almost as though by the hand of a child. The signature geranium on Molly’s
window sill is crudely drawn. The flower grows in an empty Sanka can, an-
nouncing the sponsor’s product (and the Goldbergs’ postwar frugality) from the
opening moment of the show. The window Molly leans from is cut out of a
“wall” of painted-on bricks. Such painted-on or outlined set elements are com-
mon, and they complement the graphic style of the titles.

In a clear nod to its radio predecessor, The Goldbergs on television has a
character who is neither seen nor heard. Pinky the dog is “spoken to” and
“stepped over,” but he is the product of sheer imagination. The impracticality of
having a live dog in the television studio (not necessary for radio) no doubt
explains why Pinky is never seen. Having the actors pretend that he is there
barking and wagging his tail is a startlingly reflexive gesture. The “presence” of
Pinky in the television episodes also assumes an audience that followed the
Goldberg family from radio to television. The ubiquity of theatricality is not
surprising in that New York (Manhattan) is American television’s place of birth
and the “salad days” of its Golden Age. Together with the visual elements, the
“endless self-referentiality” Spigel (1992, p. 169) describes in The Goldbergs
signals the characteristic reflexivity of the domestic comedy genre and of television.

In the early episodes of The Goldbergs, the shooting style is designed to create
the illusion of depth more than to create a proscenium effect, however. Move-
ment often occurs along the z axis; and characters are composed in patterns of
overlapping planes. (Molly does a lot of overlapping!) It has not yet become
conventional to move characters parallel to the screen plane in the family com-
edies. Rather, the actors are choreographed in deep space before nearly station-
ary cameras. Sometimes they are stacked in depth for simultaneous reaction to
events happening in the foreground, even though few variations in angle, dis-
tance, and lighting are available. The medium focal length of the lens allows as
many as three rooms of the Goldberg apartment to be visible (and in focus) in a
single shot, and characters are busy talking and moving in as many as four planes
at once. Thus, the multiple planes parallel to the screen defined by framing
devices incorporated into the set (window frames and archways outlined in paint,
for example) define interior space in depth traversed by actors moving on the z
axis.

Often the actors execute a complex dance in which they must hit their marks
accurately in space and time. Set movement patterns are evident from episode to
episode, and misses are admirably infrequent given the exigencies of live studio
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production. However, the episodes are not without moments of experimentation.
In a 1949 episode, the camera placed outside the window to shoot Molly during
the commercials is used to frame characters inside the apartment with the win-
dow, half-drawn shade and all. (This voyeuristic moment occurs five years
before the release of Hitchcock’s Rear Window.) In another early episode, we see
the visiting Uncle Beirish (Menasha Skulnik) through a tank full of live, swim-
ming fish! In addition to the reflexivity generated by people having their fun
with the new technology of television, such shots call attention to the frames
themselves and concomitantly emphasize the flatness of the screen plane and the
space behind it. Thus, the live years of The Goldbergs, the era before telefilm
values assert their dominance over the visual style of television comedy, reveal a
more elastic approach to the rendering of space. By the final season, the telefilm
style (not something more cinematic) characterizes the episodes.

The early Goldbergs shows manifest narrative television’s proclivity for the
long and medium shot. Even when shot on film in the final season, shot-reverse
shot sequences utilize the medium shot much more than the close-up. The
predominance of medium shots persists, with the exception that later sitcoms
use more limited (though more elaborate) sets and more limited kinds of move-
ment by actors. In sum, 7he Goldbergs’ seven seasons manifest signs of the
solidifying televisual conventions as they incorporate techniques from radio,
theater and the cinema. Experimentation, the use of different directors for dif-
ferent episodes (still common practice in series television), and rapidly evolving
conventions — all confound static definitions of production style even at the series
level. Long-running series such as The Goldbergs are particularly difficult to
describe without an even more dynamic approach stemming from close analysis
of a substantial number of episodes and an appreciation for variation and change
over the life span of the series.

Conclusion

The cross-currents of visual style evident in 7/e Goldbergs demonstrate that easy
dichotomies between media have been challenged by television from the begin-
ning. They also suggest that the convergence of cinematic and televisual styles
needs to be understood in evolutionary terms and contextualized accordingly.
Berg’s work demonstrates that televisuality, like genre, is an unstable construct
to be applied with the utmost delicacy, especially when approaching bodies of
work traditionally regarded as the most formulaic.

Ultimately, the constituent technologies of the televisual need to be seen more
broadly and in more integrated ways than most past scholarship has done. The
televisual is at once technology, style, and ideology. It is at once art, economics,
and politics. Such complexity demands no less than to place television (along
with its precursors and predecessors) in the history of entertainment technol-
ogies writ large. Fry’s declaration, that the ability to identify the televisual signals
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the end of television as medium and the acknowledgement of television as envir-
onment, is chastening. For, in the light of the televisual, the window metaphor
becomes painfully apt. It places the medium and all its related, overdetermining
formations behind the distancing glass that reveals television as the computer
waiting to happen. Does that recognition obviate the need to study television
series as texts? Not at all, because defining the televisual is a project only just
begun. The secrets still locked in television’s past are crucial grounds upon
which its future may yet be understood and contested.

References

Altman, R. (1986) “Television/sound,” in T. Modleski (ed.), Studies in Entertainment: Critical
Approaches to Mass Culture, Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, pp. 39-54.

Barker, D. (2000) “Television Production Techniques as Communication,” in H. Newcomb (ed.),
Television: The Critical View, 6th edn., New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 169—82.

Caldwell, J. T. (1995) Televisuality: Style, Crisis, and Authority in American Television, New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Corner, J. (1999) Critical Ideas in Television Studies, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Deming, C. J. (1989) “For Television-centered Television Criticism: Lessons from Feminism,”
in M. E. Brown (ed.), Television and Women’s Culture: The Politics of the Popular, Paddington,
NSW, Australia: Currency, pp. 37-60.

Ellis, J. (1982) Visible Fictions: Cinema, Television, Video, L.ondon: Routledge.

Epstein, L. J. (2001) The Haunted Smile: The Story of Jewish Comedians in America, New York:
PublicAffairs.

Feuer, J. (2001) “The Unruly Woman Sitcom: [ Love Lucy, Roseanne, Absolutely Fabulous,” in
G. Creeber (ed.), The Television Genre Book, London: BFL, pp. 68—9.

Fry, T. (ed.) (1993) R/ U/ A/ TV?: Heidegger and the Televisual, Sydney: Power.

Hatch, K. (2002) “Selling Soap: Postwar Television Soap Opera and the American Housewife,” in
J. Thumin (ed.), Small Screens, Big Ideas: Television in the 1950s, L.ondon: 1. B. Tauris, pp. 35—
49.

Hawes, W. (2001) Live Television Drama, 1946—1951, Jefferson, NY: McFarland.

Heath, S. and Skirrow, G. (1986) “An Interview with Raymond Williams,” in T. Modleski (ed.),
Studies in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to Mass Culture, Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, pp. 3-17.

Hilmes, M. (1997) Radio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922—1952, Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press.

Huyssen, A. (1986) “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other,” in T. Modleski (ed.), Studies
in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to Mass Culture, Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
pp- 188-208.

Mellencamp, P. (1986) “Situation Comedy, Feminism, and Freud: Discourses of Gracie and
Lucy,” in T. Modleski (ed.), Studies in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to Mass Culture,
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, pp. 80—95.

Morse, M. (1998) Virtualities: Television, Media Art, and Cyberculture, Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Olson, S. R. (1999) Hollywood Planet: Global Media and the Competitive Advantage of Narrative
Transparency, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Redmond, D. (2004) The World Is Watching: Video as Multinational Aesthetics, 1968—1995,
Carbondale, IL.: Southern Illinois University Press.

140




Locating the Televisual

Sobchak, V. (ed.) (1996) The Persistence of History: Cinema, Television, and the Modern Event, New
York: Routledge.

Spigel, L. (1992) Make Room for TV: Television and the Family 1deal in Postwar America, Chicago,
IL: University of Chicago Press.

Zettl, H. (1989) “Graphication,” in G. Burns and J. R. Thompson (eds.), Television Studies:
Textual Analysis, New York: Praeger, pp. 137-63.

Zucker, L. (2002) “Imagism and the Ends of Vision: Pound and Salomon,” in W. S. Wurzer (ed.),
Panorama: Philosophies of the Visible, New York: Continuum, pp. 169—84.

Television episodes

Composition. The Goldbergs. CBS, October 10, 1949.
Desperate Men. The Goldbergs, November 3, 1955.
The Goldbergs (untitled episode). NBC, August 7, 1953.

141




CHAPTER

Television Production:
Who Makes American
TV?

Jane M. Shattuc

Who makes American television? “Created by Michael Crichton” punctuates
ER’s opening credits. “Executive Producer Dick Wolf” portentously material-
izes at the end of all episodes of Law and Order. Rod Serling slips out of the
shadows of a Twilight Zone to explain his definitive meaning of each episode.
“Gene’s vision” still lingers in the rhetoric of the production staff to maintain
Roddenberry’s ideas in the newest Star Trek. Popular magazines profile execut-
ive producers — David Chase of The Sopranos, Larry David of Seinfeld or Josh
Whedon of Buffy the Vampire Slayer — as “creators.” Seemingly, we need an
inspired source to make sense of American television. Commercial producers
consider themselves “creators” as they continually speak of holding onto their
“original idea.” But one might wonder: why should this be the case? American
television is mass-produced; a series of stages serve as the assembly line where
workers put together a similar product weekly with the production of over 200
like-products in the case of a successful series. This process is organized along
rationalized lines, with as many as 300 people having some influence over the
production of one program. So why do we need to have the agency of an
individual, a source, or a creator to understand television?

European state networks have also nominated “creators” for dramatic pro-
gramming for decades in the name of their national culture. The German ARD
network has traditionally depended on adaptations of known “German” authors
as the source for its television dramas (Fernsehspiele). Such a policy paved the
way for the German New Wave where filmmakers such as Rainer Werner
Fassbinder and Volker Schlondorff began their careers adapting great literature
for TV. Their success led to television support for their original works — films
seen on television as Fesehspiele (T'V plays) and exported as Autorenfilme (theatri-
cal art films).

A parallel also exists with the BBC, which has a similar mandate to produce
“British culture” in the face of the dominance of American television. According
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to Glen Creeber (1998, 2001), this form of “public service” led the system
initially to become an extension of British theater, producing the great works of
famed British playwrights such as Shakespeare and Shaw. This penchant for the
writer as the “creator” has remained the logic at the BBC, even as it has moved
into producing original works for TV. There is no more famous example of this
history than the origination of The Singing Detective (1986). This work has
become synonymous with the writer Dennis Potter, even though well-known
producers Kenith Trodd and John Harris and the director Jon Amiel, as well as
a production team of several hundred people, were responsible for creating the
series (Creeber, 1998, 2001, p. 167).

So why must television have an originator? A simple answer is: people make
television, therefore there has to be a human source. A counterargument would
be that every product has a source. In 1955 someone or some team invented Crest
toothpaste in 1955 for Proctor and Gamble, but we do not consider their inspira-
tion when brushing our teeth. Yet TV is different: it is culture. It also tells
stories and creates images that are related to aesthetic traditions associated with
artists. T'V programs are descended from popular literature (the dime novel and
theatrical melodrama), painting and photography or cinematography (“writing
with light”). No two products are the same. Each is individuated. Originality,
however marginal, is one of TV’s attractions and why it has become classified as
an art form.

Applying the concept of the “author” or “artist” to television is always diffi-
cult, but it is particularly thorny when applied to American television, which is
based on profit and mass production — not on an aesthetic or national mandate.
Martha Woodmansee (1994) reminds us that in contemporary usage, an author
“is an individual who is solely responsible — and thus exclusively deserving of
credit — for the production of a unique, original work” (p. 35). American tele-
vision programming involves long-term series of possibly several hundred like-
products, in the case of a successful series, as opposed to the British and European
model of a single work or a short-term series. Clearly, American commercial
success is constructed around the pleasure of familiarity and repetition rather
than originality, as we tune weekly into variations on a basic norm, a format or,
ultimately, a formula. This chapter attempts to resolve this dilemma: how and
why the concept of the author — that unique creative source — can be applied to
television in general and to American commercial TV in particular.

Before Television: Authorship in History

Authorship is not a simple term; it is the subject of continual academic debate.
The belief that an individual is the source of meaning or originality is relatively
new. But the application of the title to a mass-produced product is a develop-
ment of the late twentieth century. Michel Foucault (1994, 1995) argues that
a culture needs to pull back and consider how easily it ascribes authorship to a
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cultural work: “It might be worth examining how the author became individual-
ized in a culture like ours, what status he has been given, at what moment studies
of authenticity and attribution began.” So when did the notion of an individual
creative source become assigned to an American television program and, more
importantly, why? The definition of authorship or artist as a singular individual
has important ramifications for how we understand creativity in the American
TV industry.

Consider why we know who created one program and not another. Here, we
might question why Norman Lear is known for the creation of A/l in the Family
(1971-83) and Paul Henning is not regarded as the creator of 7The Beverly
Hillbillies (1962—71) and Green Acres (1965—71). Is it simply that one had greater
social aspiration than just entertainment? Perhaps Paul Henning intended 7%e
Beverly Hillbillies as a critique of capitalism and social class — a plausible inter-
pretation (Marc, 1984/1997). Why is Henning not seen as a “creative” individual
in the mold of Lear? To understand the complexity of human origin, Foucault
also asks for a consideration of “what kind of system of valorization the author
was involved, at what point we began to recount the lives of authors rather than
of heroes, and how this fundamental category of ‘the-man-and-his-work criticism’
began” (Foucault, 1994, 1995). Seemingly, we need to identify with “heroes” in
television production, but again, we must still pose the question: why?

In its early years American television functioned with little or no allusion to
TV makers as a reference point. Much of early television was filmed theater
and the playwright became a key figure in establishing the importance of the
program. Dramatic anthology series — Krafi Television Theater (1947-58), Philco
Television Playhouse (1948-55), and Playhouse 90 (1956—60) — was one of the
earliest American television fictional forms. Glenn Creeber (1998, 2001) points
out that the primitive nature of the medium (live productions seen on a small
screen) emphasized the spoken word over its visual representation. The limited
virtuosity of the medium caused the director’s work to be more ephemeral and
technical than “creative” (p. 20).

As American TV moved to producing original series, the works stood simply
as entertainment: a commercial pastime. One simply watched 7he FBI; there
was no need to conjure up a creative individual in order to understand it. Yet by
the late 1970s, producers’ names — Grant Tinker, Steven Bochco, Michael Mann
and even Quinn Martin (the producer of 7he FBI) — began to be ascribed to
programs as makers. And around this time, “man-and-his-work criticism” about
television started to appear in magazines, newspapers, and academic books in the
United States. The nomination of a source allowed critics to parallel TV culture
with the traditional arts. In what may be one of the most rationalized of visual
forms, critics isolated TV “heroes” fighting for the originality of their vision over
the networks’ constant drive for profit. Meaning was no longer the result of only
a program (a product), a network, or a star; there was now a maker. This change
resulted from a number of different discursive changes in how American culture
redefined art and commerce in the late twentieth century. Media critics and
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studies programs in universities began to isolate creators in 1970s and 1980s
commercial television as they sought to propose that TV should be considered a
serious cultural form.

Prior to this time, authors and artists were relatively anonymous figures; they
earned their livelihood at the behest of the church, the court, or wealthy patrons.
Woodmansee (1994) argues that there were two parallel and competing ways of
understanding authorship in the Renaissance and earlier — craftsmanship and
inspiration. The writer-as-craftsperson was “the master of a body of rules or
techniques, preserved and handed down in rhetoric and poetics, for manipulat-
ing traditional materials in order to achieve the effects prescribed by the culti-
vated audience of the court to which he owed both his livelihood and social
status” (p. 36). This person was a “skilled manipulator” of predetermined rules,
at best — not guided by the individual inspiration that one associates with genius
or artistry.

This legacy has left its stamp on the television industry as production teams
are divided by “crafts” or “craft unions,” such as the Writer’s Guild of America,
Director’s Guild of America, and IATSE (the International Alliance of Theatri-
cal Stage Employees, Moving Picture Technicians, Artists and Allied Crafts of
the United States). This language is associated with the Medieval and Renais-
sance tradition of craftsmen and guilds. It underlines the fact that television
making is based on artisan labor — a skilled worker who practices some trade or
craft. Traditionally, craft unions are divided off from industrial unions because
they are organized around a particular skill or occupation that adds to the
concept of mastery. In fact, nearly all television labor works on a model of
apprenticeship, both for producing and technical labor. Even though the organ-
ization of a TV production staff — above the line (performers and producers) and
below the line (technical personnel) — echoes a creative hierarchy, the division is
still based on knowledge of rules (abstract or concrete).

However, another definition of authorship — the inspired writer — evolved
during the Renaissance and involved a more spiritual understanding of artistry.
Reacting to the prosaic concept of the writer as a mere vehicle for established
rules, this new assumption was based on the following premise:

[TThere are those rare moments in literature to which this [craftsmanship] concept
does not seem to do justice. When a writer managed to rise above the requirements
of the occasion to achieve something higher, much more than craftsmanship seemed
to be involved. To explain such a moment a new concept was introduced: the
writer was said to be inspired — by some muse, or even by God. (Woodsmansee,

1994, p. 36)

This belief in divine intervention affirms the underlying authority found in the
TV credit “created by.”

Nevertheless, this inspired creator remains at the behest of a larger force or set
of rules. Woodsmansee argues that these two definitions coexisted, but were
ultimately an uncomfortable marriage — dutifully following rules as opposed to
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being infused with a higher meaning. In both cases, the writer was not the source
of the ideas in his/her work — it came from outside the individual — either from
a set of rules or from a muse or god-like figure. He/she was still an instrument or
a medium, but in the latter instance was one infused with divine insight. He/she
was still not held directly responsible for the work.

The concept of the “creator” or “auteur” in television also owes a debt to
Romanticism and the rising literate middle class, as well as the consequent
marketplace for books and art in the eighteenth century as the craftsmanship
sensibility diminished. In this period, the source of creativity shifts from outside
the writer/artist to within. Creative inspiration emanated from one’s own gen-
ius, not from a preconceived or spiritual source: “That is, from a (mere) vehicle
of preordained truths — truths as ordained either by universal human agreement,
or by higher agency — the writer becomes an author (Lat. Auctor, originator,
founder, creator).” The writer and the artist became portrayed as expressive
individuals who produce original works. Woodmansee (1994) quotes William
Wordsworth as saying in 1815: “a genius is someone who does something utterly
new, unprecedented, or in the radical formulation that he prefers, produces
something that never existed before” (p. 39). Slowly, Romantic writers estab-
lished ownership of their work — copyright — based on their own originality.
Consider Goethe’s dictum in the early eighteenth century for “constructive
criticism” of writing — “What did the author set out to do? Was his plan
reasonable and sensible, and how far did he succeed in carrying it out?” Such a
view of authorship corresponds to the rhetoric of present-day newspaper articles,
which highlight the work of executive producers, such as John Chase of The
Sopranos, as their own work.

In the 1950s, critics began to ask if film art could, and whether it did, take
place within a commercial context. Prior to this period American movies had one
of three possible organizing influences: the studio (“MGM’s Wizard of 0z”), the
actor (“a Judy Garland movie”), or the genre (“I am going to see a musical”). At
no point did the director play a vital role in the understanding of the film. The
rethinking about artistic vision took place initially in Cahiers du Cinema in France,
but also later in Movie in Britain and The Village Voice in the States. Edward
Buscombe (1980) writes: “Cahiers was concerned to raise not only the status of
the cinema in general, but of American cinema in particular, by elevating its
directors to the ranks of the artists” (p. 23). It is only in the postwar period that
the director as the central creator has come to the fore as an auteur or someone
who could leave a personal signature on a commercial process.

More a system for evaluating a film’s worth than an intellectual framework,
the auteur theory involved three assumptions. According to John Caughie (1981),
they are:

1. a film, though produced collectively, is more likely to be valuable when it is
essentially the product of the director (“meaningful coherence is more likely when
the director dominates the proceedings”: Sarris);
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2. the presence of a director who is genuinely an artist (an auteur) a film is more
likely to be an expression of his individual personality;

3. that personality can be traced in a thematic and/or stylistic consistency over
all (or almost all) the director’s films. (p. 9)

The critic’s and the viewer’s job, then, became ferreting out the marks of the
auteur/artist and tracing them across a number of films and themes. In fact,
Hollywood auteurs were often considered to have an even more powerful artistic
presence than their European art cinema counterparts, since they were able to
break through the constraints of the studio system of mass production by sheer
strength of personality and leave their personalities on a film — thereby over-
coming obstacles not known to the independent European filmmaker.

Todd Gitlin’s Iuside Prime Time (1985) — a study of the decision process at the
networks by which programs “rise and fall” in American television — fits this
sensibility. The book centers on the epic of executive producers Steven Bochco
and Michael Kozoll, who — in their efforts to hold on to their conception of H:l/
St. Blues against the pressures of mass production and corporate meddling —
destroyed the program’s originality (pp. 273-324). In Television’s Second Golden
Age (1996), Robert Thompson further pursues Gitlin’s focus on creative indi-
viduals in American TV. He argues that the 1980s produced a wave of great
television because of the work of visionary executive producers (such as Grant
Tinker), who “had the courage . . . to gather talented creative people together
and leave them alone” (p. 47). Producers echo this aesthetic individualism dis-
course. In my 15 years of interviews in television, producers have consistently
told me how they must hold onto their creative vision against the pressures of
profit. Even the executive producer of COPS has described his aesthetics and the
battle with network pressure to keep the program original.

This Romantic definition of an artist has led to a clash between auteur-based
critics with cultural studies scholars and other academics who see commercial
artistry as a naive Romantic construction. Most traditional academics are suspi-
cious of any attempt to apply the concept of artistry to commercial television,
contesting that the workings of television are ultimately driven by profit rather
than by the artist’s inner necessity. The auteur theory when applied to TV is a
highly romanticized worldview and a naive account of the dictates of commercial
production. Art historians have traditionally defined art in opposition to com-
merce: true art emanates from a higher inspiration. When art and commerce
mix, it becomes a craft (architecture) or an applied art (e.g. graphic arts).

This opposition between art and industry has been increased further by cul-
tural studies and its Marxist logic, which sees American television as an agent of
American capitalism and ideology. Cultural studies is more interested in how the
viewer appropriates the ideas or dominant ideology of TV than to understand
the complexity and contradictions of the institution. At best, art can only be
produced outside TV or by an outsider subverting its logic. Richard Caves
(2000, p. 4) argues that there is an impossible underlying assumption here:
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“Imagination and passion carry their own warrant and should not compromise
with reason and established practice. Successful imitation of a master, once
considered a worthy achievement, becomes an act of cowardice and sloth.” Such
idealism leads to an impasse in the production of art:

Asked to cooperate with humdrum partners in some production process, the artist
is disposed to forswear compromise and to resist making commitments about
future acts of artistic creation or accepting the limitations on them. The rub is that
resources are scarce, and compromise is hence often unavoidable. Rejecting it on
principle distracts one’s mind from making the best deal available. (p. 4)

As a result, art has always claimed a purity of vision and ultimately superiority
over craftsmanship in graphic arts, advertisements, and the film and television
world.

The understanding of TV production remains caught between the naiveté of
the auteur theory, which belies the constraints of an industrial form, and the
absolutism of a purist definition of art. Upon first thought, comparison between
our traditional image of television makers as designer water-sipping dealmakers
and this Byronic image of creativity seems farfetched. Just the disparity in
aesthetic aspirations and income between a poet and an executive producer
makes such comparisons near impossible.

Raymond Williams (1995) offers a less quixotic explanation of creativity based
on the growth of art in a marketplace economy. But instead of tracing the
discourse of the artist as individual, he outlines the stages of the loss of the
artist’s control of the artwork under capitalism. Williams describes the inde-
pendent writer of the eighteenth century as an artisan who had a measure of
creative control. He was “wholly dependent on the immediate market, but with
its terms his work remains under his own direction, at all stages, and he can see
himself, in this sense as independent” (pp. 44—5). However, as corporations such
as publishing houses and newspapers grew in the 1800s, the content and form of
the artwork began to be prescribed by the needs of the market. Slowly, the artist
moved from directly selling the work him or herself, to taking on a “distributive
intermediary” — a firm that distributes the work. In this post-artisanal phase,
Williams maintains that this company became his/her factual or occasional em-
ployer, shaping the content and form of the work. By the mid-1800s, the writer
(Iess so, visual artists) had evolved into a market professional. Copyright not only
established an “individual” as the creator, but, along with royalties, it created a
contracted and dependent relationship with a corporation. Williams argues: “the
newly typical relationship was a negotiated contract for a specific form or period
of publication, with variable clauses on its terms and duration.” Royalty replaced
outright purchase. Now the writer was directly involved in the salability of her
book by receiving a percentage of the profit for each book sold. The creation of
the work was more likely to be framed by the needs of the market. Not only did
the press dictate the length and type of work, but the writer’s income was also
dependent on the popularity of the work.
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This dependency on the market presaged the final and current phrase of artist
in the marketplace — the corporate professional — the term Williams applies to
television makers. Here, the writer or artist is wholly an employee of a corpora-
tion. This relationship is characteristic of the magazine writer, the graphic artist,
the photographer, and the TV writer and producer. In prior markets, the work
originated in the commission. “But in the corporate structure this has become
very much more common — the direct commissioning of planned saleable prod-
ucts has become the normal mode” (p. 52). Williams maintains that this situation
— the artist within the corporation — dominates cultural production in the twenty-
first century with the growth of highly capitalized forms of art production, such
as filmmaking, recorded music, new media, and, centrally, television. “The scale
of capital involved, and the dependence on more complex and specialized means
of production and distribution, have to an important extent blocked access to
these media in older artisanal, post-artisanal and even market professional terms,
and imposed predominant conditions of corporate employment” (p. 53). The
older arts — painting, sculpture, poetry, and orchestral music — have maintained
a more traditional production process but one dependent on the largess of
government and foundation grants. Nevertheless, these backers have become
increasingly scarce and narrow in their definition of acceptable art.

The “creative industries” (as they are often referred to these days; see for
instance, Caves, 2000) have absorbed much of artistic practice and have become
powerful social institutions. Williams points to the advertising agency — the
creative corporation par excellence — that once stood on the margin of culture.
But we also can parallel television to advertising as dominant social agencies
where creative individuals exert unprecedented authority. Today, they are power-
ful capitalist agencies exerting a central influence on the arts, politics, and the
economy. They not only set consumer trends but also exert considerable influ-
ence upon both politics and our social priorities. The narrow definition of art as
“art for art’s sake” does not apply to advertising or television. But one might
consider how, in a commercial world where thousands of programs air and are
never seen again, the concept of artistry or authorship produces an aura of
originality and a greater social value for the single episode as a one-of-a-kind
creation not to be missed or, to quote NBC’s fame slogan, “Must See TV.”

Prime-Time Drama and Authorship: Law and
Order

So how might we understand the creative origins of commercial television while
recognizing its manufactured basis? The genre that is most closely associated
with authorship is prime-time drama. There is no clearer instance of a prime-
time drama being both turned into a commercial franchise and also still asso-
ciated with an individual maker than Dick Wolf’s Law and Order. The series and
spin-offs (Law and Order: Criminal Intent, Law and Order: Special Victims Unit,
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and L.A. Dragnet) exemplify the tension between commercial imperatives. The
original Law and Order — one of the longest-running series, with over 300
episodes — was clearly conceived as a product for American corporate television
in 1988. The series depends on no “name” creative individuals. Dick Wolf — the
“creator” — functions as the business executive producer, as a former advertising
executive who conceived of the “concept.” His genius was that the program did
not depend upon a traditional creative name. Law and Order’s makers are inter-
changeable — actors, writers, and directors have rotated in and out of the pro-
gram for over a decade. They are the embodiment of classic corporate professionals.

Wolf’s status as “creator” originated in his ability to “pitch” a remake of a
1960s series for a 1980s milieu. He presented CBS with the idea of a one-hour
self-contained crime program that was split into two parts — law (police investi-
gation) and order (the court system). This formal conception was based on the
extended profitability of repeat viewing and in the second market of syndication
of cable, where it could be shown in any order and in half-hour segments. This
second market appeal led the NBC network to take over the program in 1990,
with Universal Studios as the production studio. It built its audience through
repeat showings and thus succeeds as one of the Nielson’s top ten after nearly
ten years.

Law and Order results from its rewriting of popular genres — the conventions
on which commercial television draws its formats and series’ structure. Fore-
most, the detective genre — a staple of prime-time television — serves as the
pattern. The actual two-part structure was lifted from a 1963—66 detective series
called Arrest and Trial, in which Ben Gazzara as a police officer caught the
criminal during the first half, and Chuck Conner as a public defender went to
court to defend the perpetrator during the second half. This sober detective
style, with its focus on the detection and prosecution (rather than the private
lives of the officers and lawyers), has a long history dating back to Sherlock
Holmes to Dragnet to The FBI.

Historically, prime-time dramas get their status and structure from the early
TV anthology series, when TV drama was seen as an adjunct of the theater and
worthy of respect and the affixing of an author. Its status as the most respected
or “serious” of fictional TV offerings is underscored by its placement before the
news in the program schedule. In fact, the public and academic writers have
taken TV dramas quite seriously, with entire critical studies being devoted to
individual programs. Among the most notable of recent years have been Robin
Roberts’s Sexual Generations: “Star Trek, the Next Generation” and Gender (1999),
Stephen Holden’s The New York Times on The Sopranos (2000), Toby Miller’s
The Avengers (1998), and Julie D’Acci’s Defining Women: Television and the Case
of Cagney & Lacey (1994).

These prime dramas draw from a number of established literary and filmic
genres for their larger logic — melodrama, hospital, detective, police, and law.
Critics have also labeled them “professional dramas” because they combine
highly detailed renderings of a professional setting and the drama inherent in
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that profession. Yet these TV series draw from the larger cultural tradition of
paraliterature or popular fiction. These are the books that populate the shelves of
today’s airport and drugstore book counters — the work of authors such as John
Grisham, Sue Grafton, Barbara Cartland, Tom Clancy, and Anne Rice. It is not
surprising that £R advertises “Michael Crichton” — one of the most prolific
paraliterature producers — as one its creators, even though he has done little
more than write a novel and co-write the pilot on which the series is based. He
serves as a mark of novelistic “quality” and generic conventions associated with
paraliterature that pull in an audience.

Even though Dick Wolf maintains that the Law and Order series’ success
depends on its writing (“It’s always the writing. There has been 17 actors in the
cast, and they’re all really good actors, but they don’t make up the lines.”), the
writers function as interchangeable parts — the hallmark of mass production.
Much like para-novels, TV dramas are variations on a standardized narrative
pattern that the author initiated in his or her first works (or pilot). Most often
they deal with the workings of a profession (legal, medical, military), a historical
period, or a scientific world. The pleasure comes from the familiarity of their
structure, but more so from the precision by which they describe and give us
insights into the workings of a specific world. Charles Elkins and Darko Suvin
(1979) see paraliterature as a consequence of the rise of the commercial market-
place for writers in the nineteenth century. Much like the corporate television
writer, who either lives a gypsy-like existence moving from series to series or
does not work at all, the nineteenth-century writers became “driven by market
demands”: “Some integrated into affluent bourgeois life; others lived in garrets
and eked out livings as hack writers for firms bent on capturing the mass market
with its insatiable mechanisms of ephemerality and quick turnover.” The popu-
lar writer had lost control of the creation of his/her work; its core came from the
needs of profitability.

Like all of fictional TV, Law and Order’s writing comes from a steady diet of
new writers, who turn over yearly as the series searches for new ideas and the
deviation necessary to keep the series from falling into sameness or developing as
a true mass-produced product. The executive producer (or the head writer, not
Wolf) serves to maintain the series’ logic, as each episode becomes a classic
example of the definition of a generic work: a variation on a norm.

Much like early popular writers, such as film scenarists who turned to popular
magazines, newspapers, and traveling theater dramas (such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin)
as models, Law and Order uses familiar newspaper narratives with its “ripped
from the headlines” content. According to Kristin Thompson (2003), the method
involves “simplified versions of classical notions of what constitutes a story.” In
particular, this technique follows Aristotle’s strictures concerning beginnings,
middles, and ends, as well as his views on unity. Slowly, these techniques
became codified within the Hollywood studio system in the 1920s through 1950,
and this was the model inherited when television began to evolve in the 1940s
and 1950s. Television drama adapted its storytelling from the Hollywood system
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because the method has “been so suited to telling straightforward, entertaining
stories” (p. 19). Bordwell et al. (1985) have called this normative system the
classical Hollywood narrative. It depends on a unified narrative where events
happen in a clear cause-and-effect manner. Action proceeds from a goal-oriented
character that motivates the causes inherent in the action through the character’s
desires. In television, these conventions become even more formalized and nor-
mative. Consider how easy it is to render the template for a Law and Order
script:

Act 1: Before the first 15 minutes pass, two homicide detectives . .. are asking
questions and taking down names. In the first segment, the search for suspects has
begun in earnest. Cut to the commercial.

Act 2: Solving the crime is never easy, and the detectives generally run into
some hurdle, some complication, some aggravation (this is drama, after all). At
least one visit with the boss . . . helps clarify things, so by the half-hour, an arrest
has been made. Before going to the next break, the “Law” segment has concluded.

Act 3: It’s in the hands of the lawyers now. Executive Assistant D. A. McCoy
and assistant district attorney Southerlyn are preparing for trial. But typically
moral or ethical matters need to be resolved. D. A. Branch sometimes provides the
impediment, sometimes the solution. Either way, by the end of the third segment
the case seems in jeopardy.

Act 4: Any lingering issues from the previous act are brought to resolution.
Perhaps McCoy and the more impulsive Southerlyn are at odds, or there could be
something Briscoe or Green did or learned in their investigation . . . but by now
it’s time for the trial. By the time the hour’s over, a judgment has been rendered.

“Order” has been restored. (Lowry, 2003, p. E25)

Innovation — the changes in each script — constitutes the “art” of television
writing. But one must factor in the constraints, even those beyond the popular
conventions, which allow a drama such as Law and Order to be so highly profit-
able. There is the continual threat of censorship from advertisers and viewers.
Network executives send “notes” or suggested changes for each episode, thus
enforcing popularity and profits. Union rules control who can do what and
when; the assembly line is highly regulated and rationalized. Network scheduling
affects the length of an episode, but also the environment in which it is received
and therefore the content. Consequently, the degree for creative variation is
narrow. The program’s talent revolves, maintaining a returning audience through
the familiar frame yet subtly crafted differences. Although highly skilled, this
work is much more akin to a craft than modern definitions of art, which are
informed by concepts of genius, originality and expressive individualism. An
idiosyncratic authorial signature would undercut the logic of the pleasure of
television, a game of predictability and slight deviation.

American television is the child of an industrial system, not art. It emanates
out of the crafts tradition where skilled workers or corporate professionals pro-
duce works that are based on “a body of rules or techniques” much like their
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Renaissance counterparts. Commercial TV is in a grand tradition of custom
production where items are “individually crafted for the purchaser, made singly
to discrete specifications” (Scranton, 1997, p. 10). Parallels can be found in the
jewelry, cabinetry, tailoring, bakery, and catering industries. This manufacturing
category involves a tension between standardization and attention to specific
customer needs — similar to a genre work as a variation on a norm. Although
there is creativity and thought involved in the variations we call episodes and
series, we misread its logic if we understand it as a form of personal expression or
originality. Nor is this the bulk production associated with consumer goods, such
as canned goods or even autos. But what Law and Order — and now its spin-offs
-make clear is the power of a brand name. These works are commodities, which
are designed in a highly regulated manner, without any background story, to be
seen repeatedly to maximize their lives and profits (residues). Once we jettison
the belief in the Romanticized artistry of these works, we can get down to the
business of mapping the constraints and understanding of the possibilities of
innovation under the commercial imperative of television.
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CHAPTER

Who Rules TV?
States, Markets, and
the Public Interest

Sylvia Harvey

The answer to the question “Who rules television?” depends partly upon
the empirical observation of particular television systems and partly upon the
conceptual approach adopted by the observer. The word “rule” suggests the
exercise of power, the activity of controlling, governing, or dominating. It is
a problematic term in this democratic era when “rulers” are expected to be
appointed by and answerable to the “ruled,” but where a widespread skepticism
about “who runs the show” follows from the observation that accountability is
more honored in the breach than in the observance.

It is an equally problematic term in the field of media studies where the word
“rule” can be little more than a kind of metaphor for thinking about the complex
interplay of freedom and constraint in the making, showing and watching of
television programs. Depending upon who is asking the question, the answer to
“Who rules?” may be the government, the investor, the owner, the manager, the
scheduler, the commissioning editor, the program maker, the spectator, or the
customer.

This chapter will consider the role of the state as “ruler” in the sense that the
state normally provides a legislative framework for television and sometimes also
a regulatory body that — formed under statute — may have responsibilities in
respect of media ownership, structure and content. However, it is important first
to situate the idea of “rule” by government in the context of other explanations
about “how television works” or “how television should work.” Two alternative
explanations will be considered. The first examines the power of spectators
considered as customers or consumers, and the second emphasizes the role of
owners and investors.

While a rounded view of television as industry and as culture requires an
appreciation of these different explanations, there is also a sense in which we are
considering competing paradigms and different (often opposed) political views.
From one viewpoint television is seen as an institution that contributes (or
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should contribute) to the good of society as a whole: television programs are
thought to enhance cultural expression and to strengthen informed political
participation. From this perspective some programs will be thought to exhibit
“non-market” qualities. From a contrary viewpoint programs are seen primarily
as entertainment or leisure commodities. And the objective of creating a mature
market is designed to ensure that all production revolves around the choices
made by individual consumers in selecting commodities and in deciding whether
to consume larger or smaller amounts of them. This second viewpoint also has
implications for theories of ownership, since owners of the meaning-making
machine may be thought to make only what consumers want. A contrary view
asserts that owners, in setting agendas and in exercising editorial control over
content, provide only a limited range of choices for viewers. Most “political
economies” of culture argue that there is a link between ownership and the
control of content, while theories of consumer sovereignty argue the opposite:
that owners only make what customers want.

The following sections of this chapter explore the propositions that “consum-
ers rule” and that “owners rule” before returning to the main issue — namely, the
extent to which and the ways in which the state can be said to rule television.

The Power of the Consumer?

For some commentators, the freedom of consumers requires the absence or
minimal presence of government. The needs of consumers are better served, it is
argued, by competition between suppliers than by any form of government
intervention designed to maintain standards, quality, or diversity. The market-
place itself is believed to be virtuous in providing sufficient choice and in ensur-
ing customer satisfaction, and competition between companies is thought to
ensure that owners will be sensitive to the demands of consumers. For other
commentators, the state has a duty to act to protect the interests of consumers
and citizens, in all spheres — and particularly in the fields of information and
culture. The defense of the interventionist state in a market economy relies upon
arguments about the public interest and the general good. But it may also,
paradoxically, draw upon the philosophy of individualism and the proposition
that individual consumers have, in practice, relatively little power in the market-
place and that large corporations exercise overwhelming and unaccountable power.
The basic argument about the role of the state in such a context was clearly
outlined by an early twentieth-century American president. In his autobiography
Theodore Roosevelt suggested that:

[a] simple and poor society can exist as a democracy on the basis of sheer individu-
als. But a rich and complex industrial society cannot so exist; for some individuals,
and especially those artificial individuals called corporations, become so very big
that the ordinary individual is utterly dwarfed beside them, and cannot deal with
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them on terms of equality. It therefore becomes necessary for these ordinary
individuals to combine in their turn . .. through the biggest of all combinations
called the government. (quoted in Tracey, 1998, p. 286)

This notion of government considered as the proxy for a combination of indi-
viduals — banding together to obtain better outcomes in their dealing with large
corporations — remains an interesting one, although the high success rate of
corporate lobbyists in influencing new legislation might suggest that the opposite
is the case. Nonetheless, the general pertinence of the argument remains whether
the corporations concerned supply fruit, electricity, oil, audiences (to advertis-
ers) or television programs (to viewers). But the application of the model in the
field of communications soon finds itself entangled in the issue of free speech
rights, since for some the free speech rights of corporations must be defended as
vigorously as those of individuals. Moreover, within an economic frame of refer-
ence, the emergence of a spatial metaphor for free speech — the “marketplace of
ideas” — has tended to reinforce the role and rights of corporations rather than
those of individuals. For individuals frequently exchange ideas outside of the
market (families and friends inform and entertain each other, at no cost, on a
daily basis) as well as making purchases within it.

Nonetheless, the concept of the virtuous marketplace — the “marketplace of
ideas” in the fields of information, culture and even political debate — remains
influential and opposition to government intervention remains strong. For some
the mechanism of the market remains sufficiently robust to ensure choice and
diversity without external intervention or assistance. In Europe the institution of
“public service broadcasting” might be thought to contravene the norms of
competitive market provision since it is often based on government underwriting
of costs, or on government support for a universal “licence fee” payment to
support the service. An addendum to the European Union’s Treaty of Amster-
dam (1997) establishes the right of public service broadcasting to exist, but
acknowledges the principle that it should not be permitted to have negative
effects on the conduct of free trade in an open market. The complex wording of
this short “Protocol” tries to combine free market principles with the right of
state intervention:

The provisions of the Treaty establishing the European Community shall be
without prejudice to the competence of Member States to provide for the funding
of public service broadcasting insofar as such funding is granted to broadcasting
organisations for the fulfilment of the public service remit as conferred, defined
and organised by each Member State, and insofar as such funding does not affect
trading conditions and competition in the Community to an extent which would
be contrary to the common interest, while the realisation of the remit of that public
service shall be taken into account. (Goldberg, Prosser, and Verhulst, 1998, p. 19)

The Protocol is the outcome of a long and intense lobbying process in which
business and citizen advocates often found themselves on different sides. Thus
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we may see it as both an important and authoritative statement and as the
expression of a political compromise. For advocates of a free market in broad-
casting the statement is taken to recognize and uphold their principles. For
advocates of government intervention, and of public service broadcasting, it is
seen as a major policy achievement designed to protect indigenous forms of
communication and culture in an increasingly global television market. The
differences of opinion embodied in the Protocol continue to be reflected in the
outcomes of public policy and in court judgments affecting the audiovisual
sector, just as the tensions around the propriety and extent of state intervention
continue to be addressed by politicians, voters and scholars (T'ongue, 2002).

It may be useful at this point to draw out in more detail the links between free
market philosophy and its neo-liberal principles and the concept of choice in the
“marketplace of ideas.” It has been a key tenet of liberal individualism that the
press should remain free of government control, and it is possible to trace in
various countries the point at which the licensing of the press was ended (in 1694
in Britain, for example, and from 1791 in the United States, where the new
republic enshrined the principle of press freedom in the Bill of Rights). How-
ever, the right of owners to establish publications free from government interfer-
ence is sometimes assumed to guarantee the freedom of consumers, and to imply
that readers or viewers will be provided with exactly that range of ideas and
stories that they wish to find.

The principles of free speech and of a free press were enshrined in the famous
first amendment to the American Constitution: “Congress shall make no law . . .
abridging the freedom of speech or of the press” (Wilson, 1993, p. 48). This
wording prohibits any negative intervention by the state, but remains silent on
the issue of how to promote such freedoms, thus giving rise to a couple of
centuries of debate about “positive” (how to enable) as opposed to “negative”
(how not to interfere) freedoms.

Of course, a written document defending freedom does not mean that all
individuals are equally able to disseminate their views or to persuade others of
their value, and there are both economic and cultural explanations for such
imbalances in the field of cultural “self-representation.” Over the last two cen-
turies significant sections of the population have at times been excluded from
education and from literacy — from the “right to read,” the time to read and the
education required to understand what is read. Despite the struggles of the
autodidacts, there have been whole classes of people — slaves, workers, and most
women — who have found themselves routinely excluded from the world of
learning. And many were to discover that if the freedom of the consumer to
choose in the “marketplace of ideas” depended upon the ability to read, it also
depended upon the ability to purchase publications and to be aware of their
existence.

In the richer countries, the availability of universal, free secondary education
from at least the middle of the twentieth century (and, arguably, the availability
of public service broadcasting) has improved levels of education and of meaning-
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ful access to ideas. But, nonetheless, financial constraints have continued to play
a part in the acquisition of a good education and of “cultural capital.” Moreover,
we can extend this argument about the freedom to read and thus to enter the
“marketplace of ideas” to the issue of the freedom to write or, more exactly, to
the freedom to represent oneself in the wider public sphere.

How do individuals enter the marketplace of ideas as writers as well as read-
ers? Entry to public platforms (newspapers, television stations) is often jealously
guarded for market or political reasons. By contrast, the development of the
Internet is bypassing some of these “gate-keeping” constraints and reviving
some of the older forms of non-commodity communication. However, the costs
of marketing new information or other cultural commodities (in order to build a
market that can cover the costs of production) can be prohibitive, even with the
assistance of the net. The purpose of these comments about the role of “writing”
as well as of “reading” is to underline one of the blind spots of the debate about
cultural consumption — namely, the relative absence of consideration of those
factors that assist or impede the activity of cultural production. The marketplace
of ideas must fail as a guarantor of freedom of expression if it excludes certain
sorts of individuals and certain sorts of ideas.

To return to the debate about cultural consumers and consumption, it is also
the case that the choice between cultural commodities needs to be meaningful. In
this respect, it has been suggested by some commentators that the emergence
of multi-channel television, for example, provides an instance of “more of the
same” rather than a meaningful choice. The idea has been most famously ex-
pressed in the title of Bruce Springsteen’s song 57 Channels and Nothin’ On and
by other pessimistic observers of the American scene: “Something touted as
‘new’ is usually a variation on what has been done before ... rather than a
carefully crafted artistic advance” (Sterling and Kittross, 2002, p. 720). This may
be unfair to those programs and series that do “break the mold,” though these in
turn may be seen as the exceptions that prove the rule. Researchers who have
looked closely at the operation of choice in practice have emphasized the point
that choice occurs where there are distinctive alternatives on offer. As the British
legal scholar Mike Feintuck (1999, p. 72) notes: “meaningful choice must be
between a range of attractive, desirable, differentiated options; the choice be-
tween fifty or a hundred remarkably similar options is scarcely worthy of the
name.”

Thus, the specifics of choice in a given marketplace require closer examina-
tion. The economists Andrew Graham and Gavyn Davies have analysed the
television market and noted that its high fixed costs and low marginal costs (one
program of high quality is very expensive to produce, but very cheap to distri-
bute) are “the natural creators of monopolies.” In their view this tendency to
monopoly results in lack of adequate competition, market failure and the absence
of meaningful choice. Government support for the provision of public broad-
casting services of high quality is seen as one way of ensuring adequate choice
and of recognising the sophisticated information needs of citizens in a democratic

161




Sylvia Harvey

society (Graham and Davies, 1997, pp. 16—17). The final section of this chapter
will explore in more detail the positive role that might be played by the state in
this regard.

Graham and Davies developed their analysis in the context of television in
Britain, with Davies going on to serve as the chair of the governing body of the
BBC, until his resignation in 2004. But the American scholar, Edwin Baker,
develops a comparable theorization of distortions in the television market. In his
analysis of the actual and potential tensions between media markets and the
political and cultural requirements of a democracy, Baker refines the definition
of choice to include the key variable of program guality. He defines quality in
terms of the wider social benefits that may be delivered by television (from
an economist’s point of view these are “significant positive externalities”) and
argues that “market-based firms will produce and deliver drastically inadequate
amounts of ‘quality’ media content.” In addition he finds that the market: “de-
votes insufficient resources to creating diverse, quality media desired primarily
by the poor and by smaller groups, especially marginalized or disempowered
groups” (Baker, 2001, p. 115).

In this Baker reflects and extends the critique developed by other American
analysts. Writing in 1978, Erik Barnouw had noted the negative effects of adver-
tiser funding and influence, arguing that “The pre-emption of the schedule for
commercial ends has put lethal pressure on other values and interests” (Barnouw,
1978, p. 95). More recently, Sterling and Kittross recorded their concern that
“Most programs are . .. produced as inexpensively as practicable” in order to
maintain levels of profitability (Sterling and Kittross, 2002, p. 720).

Baker’s contention that there is insufficient high-quality programming on
American television leads him to challenge the belief that the buying or watching
habits of consumers necessarily reflect satisfaction with the product. Instead, he
suggests: “it is plausible to conclude that audiences now believe they get too
much junk even though they continue to buy it” (Baker, 2001, p. 116). In the
light of identified market failures, he feels able to support “interventions to
preserve or increase diversity over that which the market would provide” (Baker,
2001, p. 244).

The purpose of intervention, however, needs to be clarified and this is espe-
cially true for those who argue that television has a social role and function that
takes it well beyond the realms of personal entertainment. James Napoli’s recent
study of the work of the American Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
demonstrates some regulatory blind spots in this regard. Napoli’s work suggests
that even where there has been regulatory oversight by agencies appointed by the
state, these agencies themselves may seem partial or undiscriminating in their
approach to the issue of consumer choice, and in their analysis of the actual
workings of the market.

Napoli pays close attention to the Commission’s use of the term “marketplace
of ideas” over time, and notes some changes of emphasis in the use of the term

162




States, Markets, and the Public Interest

considered as a kind of standard-setting objective or benchmark for regulatory
decisions. The phrase has become, he suggests, “contestable terrain in commun-
ications policymaking” and he finds that current uses tend to favor deregulatory
approaches. Considering the phrase to be a metaphorical description of a com-
plex process he finds a “narrowing” in the use of the term and demonstrates that
the Commission increasingly emphasizes “the economic theory dimension of the
metaphor over the democratic theory dimension” (Napoli, 2001, pp. 122-3). It
follows from this that where “democratic theory” might call for regulatory
intervention, “economic theory” appears to support non-intervention and a
deregulatory agenda that promotes the perceived interests of broadcasting corpor-
ations above those of consumers.

One final point needs to be made about the powers of consumers. In the case
of advertiser-funded television, broadcasters clearly have an interest in attracting
the audiences sought by advertisers. And in an increasingly fragmented tele-
vision environment there is, in some respects, a move away from serving a “mass
market” or a “family market” and toward the construction of various niche
markets. This has been one of the hard lessons learnt by large, mainstream
channels in both the United States and the United Kingdom. Although the
overall situation is complicated, and perhaps improved, by the presence of other
revenue streams: by the development of the subscriber base for cable in the
United States and by the large audience share enjoyed by the non-advertising-
based BBC in the United Kingdom.

But the issue of “advertiser power” serves to remind us of one peculiar feature
of the economics of one kind of television, namely that the true economic
consumers are the advertisers (who pay for the airtime) and not the viewers who
watch the programs. For some 40 years (from 1955 to the 1990s), the monopolis-
tic, highly regulated, extremely wealthy system of commercial television in the
United Kingdom resulted in fairly “light touch” control by advertisers, and in
the production of richly resourced and generically varied programs. But this has
begun to change as the audience fragments, channels proliferate and competition
intensifies. In the United States the regulatory system was never designed to
place a kind of “cordon sanitaire” between advertisers and program-makers and
here most programming decisions have been responsive to advertiser require-
ments and pressures, since the emergence of television.

From this short review of the efficacy of the concept of consumer sovereignty
in the media field, we may conclude that the choices available to consumers, and
the power they exercise over the production process, is limited by a variety of
factors. Among these is the fact that it may be the advertisers and not the viewers
who are the true economic consumers. It is the advertisers who “pay the piper
and call the tune.” And it follows from this that the programs transmitted may
reflect the objectives and priorities of advertisers at least as much as the wishes of
viewers. Although viewer satisfaction may appear to be guaranteed since adver-
tisers wish to fund programs that are successful at attracting particular kinds of
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viewers, economically unattractive viewers may have little choice but to switch
off or to “listen in” on a language that is not really meant for them.

The Power of the Owner?

There is an extensive literature on the role of ownership and investment in the
media industries and only a brief summary of some key issues will be offered
here. Advocates of private ownership and of minimal state intervention tend to
argue not so much in favor of profitability and the payment of high dividends to
investors, as in favor of consumer choice in a free market. But the two pheno-
mena — profitability and consumer satisfaction — are connected by an underlying
theory. This is the theory or concept of the “invisible hand” of the market,
developed by the eighteenth-century philosopher and economist Adam Smith,
and it proposes the virtuous reconciliation of these two sets of interests (owners
and consumers).

This theory proposes that the functioning of a competitive free market en-
sures four connected and beneficial outcomes: the absence of any barriers to new
entrants; the most efficient use of resources leading to the most cost-effective
forms of production; the best services to consumers; and the highest levels of
profit for successful companies. The theory also assumes that consumers will act
in informed and rational ways in maximizing benefits to themselves. Competi-
tion between suppliers, it is argued, ensures both the lowest possible prices and a
constant supply of innovation as newcomers enter the market with new and
better products. In many areas of economic activity it can be seen to be the case
that the most cost-effective forms of production bring the most benefits to
consumers. Although the theory is tested and even undermined whenever indi-
vidual consumers suffer some bruising encounter with an unsatisfactory cor-
porate supplier, or when producers who are also consumers lose their jobs as the
corporation searches for a supply of cheaper labor.

Notwithstanding the general theory that efficient outcomes are ensured by the
“invisible hand of the market,” when we turn to consider the “market in mean-
ings” — the market for symbolic goods — we find that the production of these
goods is not so easily brought within the overarching rubric of the rationality
and efficiency of the market. There are at least four reasons for this. First, since
each television program is unique (these are not substitutable commodities even
where there are shared generic features), it is difficult for consumers to know in
advance exactly what they are looking for; this is an industry of pleasant and
unpleasant surprises. Secondly, since individual programs are still, for most
spectators, embedded in a portfolio of channel offerings, the spectator-as-
consumer remains relatively unaware of the cost of individual programs. Thirdly,
programs may have a social and political impact that goes far beyond their
“consumption” by an individual; this is not a factor unique to the consumption
of television programs, as the effects of cigarette smoking and the global warm-
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ing debate demonstrate. And fourthly, the owners themselves have, in some
cases, as much interest in the “meanings” as in the “money”; that is to say that
the motivations of owners may in part include the wish to exercise social and
political influence as well as the desire to make a profit.

It is important to note these reservations about the extent to which the “invis-
ible hand” of the market reconciles the interests of owners and consumers.
However, it is also the case that television ratings themselves demonstrate an
active process of selection and choice as viewers watch one program and reject
another. This is so even where channel controllers operate on the principle of
transmitting “what they think the audience wants to hear” and not “what a
variety of creative people want to say,” thus excluding certain choices at an early
stage in the process.

The previous section of this chapter has already suggested that television
cannot be thought of as the sum total of individual viewer interactions, but
rather, like a pebble dropped into a pool, that it is a medium whose operation has
consequences for the whole of society. On the basis of this proposition, it was
also suggested that the deficiencies of television may include: a failure to serve
the interests of particular audiences, a failure to serve the cultural needs of
society considered as a whole, and a failure to serve the information require-
ments of a functioning democracy. Moreover, it follows from the observation
that television has a broad social and cultural role that programs cannot be
thought of as exclusively entertainment commodities. They have a wider cultural
impact, and in the political arena they may inform, misinform or fail to inform
viewers considered in their other roles as citizens and voters.

If these issues are taken into account then this becomes a demanding industry
for both private owners and public service providers. Much of the literature on
media ownership traces the impact of ownership on content, the consequences of
the tendency to concentration of ownership, the problems of cross-media owner-
ship (where the same company might be the dominant provider of newspapers,
television and radio stations in one geographical area) and the implications of
unequal audiovisual trade flows between countries. As long ago as 1977, the
American scholar Erik Barnouw cited the critical observations of a Guyanese
writer: “A nation whose mass media are dominated from the outside is not a
nation” (Barnouw, 1977, p. 470). Some countries, including the United States,
seek to counter this by operating nationality controls so that the owners of
television stations must be also be citizens and not foreign nationals.

As regards media concentration and cross-media ownership, most market-
based democracies have enacted basic ownership controls in the interests of
content pluralism, although it is clear that the deregulatory policies pursued over
the last two decades have facilitated mergers and the control of the market by a
few very large companies. The US Telecommunications Act of 1996 and the
British Communications Act of 2003 both reflect this tendency. Even where
there is economic competition between a number of players, Gillian Doyle has
pointed out that this may not result in adequate choice for audiences:
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Sometimes, markets that raise no concerns in terms of competition may nonethe-
less lack the range and diversity of independent voices needed to safeguard plural-
ism. So, although promoting competition sometimes overlaps with promoting
pluralism, these are fundamentally different objectives. (Doyle, 2002, p. 179)

And if technical competition between companies does not always produce plur-
alism of content, the internal governance of media companies may also result in
the suppression of particular voices and values. It is difficult to collect evidence
of this, but there are a few published sources that indicate the working of a
process, as the following observations indicate:

Programme-makers feel strongly that real control, artistic as well as financial, has
moved further and further away from themselves . . . The people at the networks
say they want something fresh, they want something new, they want something
different. You come in with something new, fresh and different. You work on it a
little more and they say, wait a minute — that’s a little too different. (Gallagher,

1982, pp. 168-9)

From these various examples and arguments, it becomes clear that the media
industries do not always operate in ways that adequately reconcile the interests
of owners, of journalists or creative people, and of audiences. Moreover, while
owners and investors may find themselves at quite some distance from the detail
of what is made and how it is made, they must also take responsibility both for
lack of choice and for negative social impacts.

The Power of the State

If consumers (and program makers) are not able to exercise sufficient leverage
on the content commissioning process, and if private owners have interests that
cannot always be reconciled with the broader communicative requirements of
society, then there may be a role for the state, acting in the public interest to
correct the deficiencies of the market. But there are sharp differences of analysis
and of political opinion on this issue.

From the perspective of economic liberalism, the state should be no more than
a “night watchman,” ensuring effective competition and policing the laws of
property, but otherwise intervening as little as possible in the affairs of the
market. From the perspective of communism or state socialism all resources
should be held by and used in the interests of working people, private capital
should be abolished and the link between personal wealth and political control
broken. A middle-of-the road position, associated with social democracy, tries to
facilitate a good standard of living for the majority including public education
and healthcare, seeks to diminish the hold of big business on the political class,
and acts to enlarge the scope of participatory democracy. The presence of all
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three positions can be discerned in a wide variety of nation-states in the twenty-
first century, along with the complicating factor of religious fundamentalism in
the case of Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism.

Much, of course, has changed since the emergence of classical liberalism in
the eighteenth century. These changes include widespread acceptance of the
principle of universal adult suffrage in politics, opposition to slavery, a philoso-
phy of “equal opportunity” (with some continuing disagreements about the role
of women) and the payment of income and other taxes to provide public services.
But the philosophy of the market itself — as the primary means for allocating and
distributing resources — has become deeply and extensively entrenched most
especially since the end of the Cold War between communism and capitalism.
On the other hand, state intervention in the form of taxation (at between 30
percent and 50 percent of gross domestic product) has become much more
economically significant, not only because of military spending but also because
of the view that the state should play a more extensive and positive role in
minimizing risk and enhancing quality of life for all members of society. This
view, of course, remains in sharp contrast to the belief that individuals should
“stand on their own two feet” and that the family and private property are the
key institutions of modern life.

At stake in the debate about public communication is the link proposed by
some between the quality of available public information, the quality of public
life, and the ability of citizens to maintain the historical experiment of demo-
cratic politics. And this debate is not only about factual communication since
fictional representations and what has been called “entertainment” also embody
cultural and political values and therefore impact upon the political process and
the prospects for democracy.

Since the beginnings of broadcasting most nation-states have reserved the
right to control the use of the airwaves by licensing those who use spectrum
space. These fixed-term licenses, sometimes justified on the basis of spectrum
scarcity and the need to prevent more than one organization using the same
wavelength, have constituted a radical limitation on ownership. In addition, the
granting of a licence has sometimes been conditional upon the fulfilment of
certain public benefit or public interest principles. Only in conditions of civil war
(for example in Lebanon or in Rwanda), or where a country is extremely poor, or
where the state has claimed exclusive control of the airwaves, has there been an
absence of this licensing process according to principles established in law.

With the development of digital compression and of cable, satellite, and Internet
services, the amount of communicative “space” has greatly extended and some
have argued that the relative end of spectrum scarcity provides, at last, the
opportunity for a more complete form of private ownership of the means of
communication. In part, this advocacy of an extension of ownership principles to
the airwaves has taken the form of a debate about spectrum trading. Individuals
and companies, it is argued, should be able to buy and sell frequency space in the
way that land and other property has been able to be traded, relatively free of
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state involvement, for several centuries. There is clearly a strong logic at work
here. However, the proposal does not, of itself, address the communicative needs
of society, though it may address the issue of economic efficiency in the use of
spectrum space. And the tendency to concentration of ownership in the media
sector (and, indeed, the takeover of media companies by much larger non-media
conglomerates) does not inspire confidence in the prospects for a pluralistic
public sphere, accessible to all citizens and capable of meeting their information
needs.

Given the extensive commodification of information and entertainment over
the last century and a half] it is perhaps not surprising to find in some quarters
the assumption that people will buy the knowledge that they want and need. By
contrast, the principle of public service broadcasting or of public television was
developed in order to ensure universal access to high-quality news and informa-
tion for all, largely on a non-commodity basis. These services have been operated
in different ways in different countries but always at a distance from the market,
sometimes without reliance on advertising income and with any surpluses gener-
ated reinvested in production.

The advocacy of spectrum trading and enhanced private ownership of the
means of communication, like the argument in favor of the deregulation of tele-
communications, has tended to emphasize the issues of efficiency and cost in
the transmission or carriage of messages. And it has tended to avoid the issue of
content. This omission may also go hand in hand with an emphasis on quantity
(many channels to choose from) not quality (high levels of expenditure on
individual programs, wide generic range, pluralism of ideas and freedom for
creative producers).

Where content, quality, and social impact are considered to be significant
issues then it becomes important to ask of television output: “Who makes it and
who controls it?” There is a role here for the democratic state not just as “night
watchman,” but as a noonday umpire, ensuring and enabling vigorous public
debate well beyond the interests of the party in power. This, however, requires
the unleashing of new energies and new thinking as well as a rejection of the
“bad histories” of dictatorial or monopoly state control.

So, how has the state exercised control in the past? Apart from the almost
universal application of a licensing regime, in some countries broadcasting has
been directly controlled by the state whether dictatorial or democratic. In the
case of India’s Doordarshan, for example, radio and television stations were
located within a government ministry and broadcasters were employed as civil
servants (Rajagopal, 1993, pp. 98—9). Ministerial control was also a feature of
French broadcasting up until the 1980s. In Europe, prior to World War 11, there
were instances of dictatorial, not just ministerial control (for example, in Hitler’s
Germany and in Franco’s Spain), while in Britain the government established a
single broadcasting organization, the BBC, in the 1920s providing it with a Royal
Charter in 1927 and a measure of independence from the government of the day.
(See Graham Murdock’s chapter in this volume.)
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In the United States, the government established a regulatory regime for
largely privately owned broadcasting services giving supervisory responsibility
first to the Federal Radio Commission and, from 1934, to the Federal Commun-
ications Commission (FCC). Both agencies had the duty to issue licences and the
power to uphold the “public convenience, interest or necessity” (Barnouw, 1968,
p. 321). In the early days public debate included the expression of some reserva-
tions about the use of advertising revenue. In 1924 the Secretary of Commerce,
Herbert Hoover, declared: “If a speech by the President is to be used as the meat
in a sandwich of two patent medicine advertisements, there will be no radio left”
(Barnouw, 1966, p. 177). The tension between advertiser interests, audience
needs, and the public interest remains very much a live feature of debates about
broadcasting regulation.

State intervention or control has often been seen in negative terms as an
unwelcome interference in freedom of speech, and there have been examples of
this in a number of countries where journalists have been terrorized, imprisoned
and even killed. In China and also in a number of Arab states, governments have
maintained a strict control over the content of television. As Naomi Sakr re-
marks: “While state controls over broadcasting were being removed in other
parts of the world during the 1990s, state broadcasting monopolies and strict
government censorship remained the norm in most Arab states and in Iran.”
However, the development of cross-border satellite services has begun to erode
these forms of control, introducing what Jordan’s information minister referred
to in a pithy phrase as “offshore democracy” (Sakr, 2001, pp. 3—4). (See Nabil
Dajani’s chapter in this volume.) In South Africa, under the apartheid regime,
the government maintained a similarly strict control over the content of broad-
casting. But the introduction of the first democratic elections in the country
in 1994 was preceded by some complex, brave, and imaginative reconfiguring of
the South African Broadcasting Corporation. And in 1993 new legislation estab-
lished an Independent Broadcasting Authority designed to remove broadcasting
from the day-to-day control by the government of the day (Maingard, 1997,
Teer-Tomaselli, 1995; and Ruth Teer-Tomaselli’s chapter in this volume). It is
the creation of such an institutional space between the state, considered as the
generally legitimating authority, and the government, led by the party in power,
that provides a basis for the hope that the state can — where there is the political
will — enable the process of democratization, through broadcasting.

We may find a kind of equivalent in the famous 1969 “Red Lion” judgement
of the American Supreme Court. Here the Court found in favor of the right of
the FCC to continue to implement its “Fairness Doctrine” (designed to support
an even-handed coverage of controversial issues) and supported the view that:
“It is the right of the viewers and listeners, not the right of the broadcasters,
which is paramount . . . It is the right of the public to receive suitable access to
social, political, esthetic, moral and other ideas” (Kahn, 1973, p. 426).

By the 1980s the regulatory winds were blowing in an opposite direction and,
despite some expression of Congressional alarm, the FCC itself suspended the
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operation of the Doctrine in 1987. In the strongly neo-liberal climate of the time,
the FCC argued that, in part, the Doctrine was defective since it interfered with
the free speech rights of broadcasting owners. In this regard, the principle of
private property and of corporate free speech rights appeared to weigh more
heavily than the principle of public access to reliable and balanced information.
On the other side of the Atlantic, however, the British government of Margaret
Thatcher — a strong supporter of neo-liberalism in most respects — was legislat-
ing to continue the principle of “due impartiality” in British broadcasting. Thus,
in Britain, both the Broadcasting Act of 1990 and the “New Labour” Commun-
ications Act of 2003 have enshrined the professional practice of impartiality
reflecting, in a sense, the principles embodied in the 1969 American Supreme
Court judgment.

The due impartiality rule requires British broadcasters to present a range of
opinions on the controversial issues of the day and thereby obliges them to serve
the interests of society as a whole rather than the political interests of their
proprietors or senior managers (Harvey, 1998, 2004). Such a form of regulation
may limit the free speech rights of owners but it serves, arguably, as one of the
key guarantors of pluralism and diversity in television. Although the require-
ment tends to be applied more systematically to standards in factual reporting
than to the field of fictional representations — where key social groups and
experiences are often missing.

A broader approach to the principle of pluralism, and one that also addresses
the issue of international trade in cultural services, may be found in some recent
work by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). In its 2001 Declaration on Cultural Diversity, the member states
have agreed to the proposition that cultural goods “must not be treated as mere
commodities,” that “cultural diversity is as necessary for humankind as biodiversity
is for nature” and that public radio and television have a responsibility to pro-
mote “diversified contents in the media.” The Declaration asserts that “market
forces alone cannot guarantee the preservation and promotion of cultural diver-
sity” and that, therefore, public policy, “in partnership with the private sector
and civil society” has a key role to play in encouraging this diversity (UNESCO,
2001, pp. 2-5). Early in 2004 the organization also adopted a plan to develop a
legally binding and enforceable international convention on cultural diversity.
This convention or “international cultural instrument” is designed — if it suc-
ceeds in coming into existence — to limit the powers of the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO) in enforcing an exclusively market-based approach to the issue of
cultural production and cultural trade (Despringre, 2004, p. 6).

These actions taken by UNESCO, as well as the work of non-governmental
organizations like the International Network for Cultural Diversity (INCD, 2004),
indicate the growth of concerns about both the opportunities for and the threats
to pluralism of expression and cultural diversity. The issue, therefore, of “rule”
by the state must be seen in the light of these international or supranational
developments.
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To some extent, the outcome of such developments will be affected by the
political complexion of national governments and by the shifting fortunes of the
United Nations itself. But it is worth noting that the government of the United
States has accorded some recognition to the principle of cultural diversity in its
endorsement of the final communiqué issued by the summit of G8 nations in
2000. The “Cultural Diversity” section of this communiqué recognizes “the
importance of diversity in linguistic and creative expression” and endorses the
view that “cultural diversity is a source of social and economic dynamism which
has the potential to enrich human life in the 21st century, as it inspires creativity
and stimulates innovation” (G8, 2000, Clauses 39—42). This rhetoric endorsed
by the leaders of eight rich nations may be viewed with some skepticism. But we
also know that changing rhetorics sometimes emerge in response to shifting
balances of power. The devil, as always, will be in the detail of international
trade agreements and in the varied prerogatives exercised by media owners and
national governments.

Conclusion

The role of the state in regulating television, as well as the content of television
output, varies considerably from country to country. International media studies
is barely beginning to catch up with this richness and diversity on the one hand
and with the enormous difficulties facing developing countries in sustaining the
most basic television services on the other. This chapter has tried to address the
issue of the role of the state in promoting the public interest within television. In
all countries, rich or poor, it is important to ask the question “where is the space
for original creative voices?” and “where is the space for dissent?” If the end of
spectrum scarcity means that these voices are not heard on the “big media” but
are side-tracked onto the small backroads of the Internet (in those countries
where citizens can afford access), then the potential for informed voting, well-
being and democratic participation is undermined. The role of the state, in
democratic societies, must be to ensure that this potential is not threatened, that
the biggest and loudest voices are not always the richest voices, that there is
shared communicative space for all and that there can be “new entrants” into the
world of politics as well as into the world of the market.
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CHAPTER

Public Broadcasting

and Democratic Culture:
Consumers, Citizens, and
Communards

Graham Murdock

Re-imagined Communities

In the spring of 2004 the BBC, the world’s best-known public service broad-
caster, announced its program plans for the coming year. Faced with mounting
criticism from critics who accused the Corporation of moving “down market” to
compete effectively with commercial channels, it took the opportunity to re-
affirm its commitment to its core principles of underpinning active and informed
citizenship, enriching the cultural life of the nation, contributing to education for
all, connecting communities, and helping to create a more inclusive society
(BBC, 2004, p. 5).

The history of public service broadcasting (PSB) is in large part the story of
how these ideals have come to be understood, how they have been institutional-
ized through a variety of organization forms and mixes of funding, and how they
have been continually argued over, contested, and challenged. To fully under-
stand the dilemmas currently facing public broadcasters around the world, how-
ever, we need to go back before the age of television and re-examine the origins
of modern broadcasting in the years following World War 1. The key decisions
taken then, the institutions and systems they produced, and the arguments used
to justify them continue to define the framework for contemporary policy and
debate in fundamental ways.

The idea of broadcasting is underpinned by an image taken from agricultural
labor of a sower walking a plowed field dipping her hand into a basket of seeds
held in the crook of the arm and throwing them out in a broad arc, in an effort
to spread them as widely and evenly as possible. The radio spectrum offered
the perfect technology for translating this model of husbandry into the cultural
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realm since broadcast signals were readily available to anyone who lived within
range of a transmitter and had a working aerial and receiving set.

There had been earlier experiments with wired connections, most notably in
Hungary, where the Budapest Messenger, launched in 1895, used dedicated
telephone lines to distribute a daily service of news, music and talk to 6,000
subscribers around the city. It was still operating in 1918, albeit in a much-
reduced state (see Briggs, 1977). Talk of radio telephones continued into the
broadcast age, but the idea was never seriously pursued and broadcasting came
to be understood as a wire-less system of mass communication using networks
of land-based transmitters. Cable connections were developed in Britain and
elsewhere, but, as the name of one of Britain’s leading operators, Rediffusion,
indicates, they were confined to relaying broadcast signals to homes where clear
off-air reception was difficult or impossible due to the surrounding terrain. They
were not permitted to sell additional services. This technological settlement had
important consequences for the political economy of broadcast services.

First, it required the radio spectrum to be centrally managed in order to stop
signals interfering with one another. The interruption of military communica-
tion by transmissions from enthusiastic radio amateurs had created problems
that were of particular concern to governments. Since spectrum space could not
be owned it had to be assigned through some form of state intervention. In
Britain, this took the form of a public monopoly, the British Broadcasting Cor-
poration (BBC), launched in 1926. In the United States, the main alternative
point of reference in debates over broadcasting, the Communications Act of
1934, established a central regulatory body, the Federal Communications Commis-
sion, to allocate frequencies and oversee the performance of franchise holders,
almost all of whom were commercial companies. They were expected to fulfill
some public service requirements but these were minimal.

Secondly, unlike most popular cultural products, broadcasting was not a com-
modity sold for a price for personal use but a public good in the technical sense
used by economists. Whereas a cinema seat could be used only by one person at
a time, and patrons might find themselves with a large head or hat or a talkative
couple in the seat in front spoiling their pleasure, broadcast programming could
be received by everyone at the same time without interfering with anyone else’s
enjoyment. As John (later, Lord) Reith, the BBC’s first Director General, noted
in his 1924 book, Broadcast Over Britain, “It does not matter how many thou-
sands there may be listening; there is always enough for others, when they wish
to join in” (Reith, 1924, p. 217). In his view this potential for universality, when
coupled with broadcasting’s removal from the price system, made it a uniquely
democratic form of popular communication since “There is nothing in it which
is exclusive to those who pay more” (Reith, 1924, pp. 217-18). The absence of
direct customer payments, however, left only two main ways to finance broad-
casting services. They could be funded by public subsidies either in the form of
a direct grant from general taxation or an earmarked payment from a dedicated
tax, usually raised by requiring set owners to pay a yearly license fee. Alternatively,
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they could seek payments from advertisers wanting to reach mass audiences
in their homes. The choice between these two forms of funding or, in many
instances, the balance struck between them, had fundamental implications for
the imagined communities audiences were beckoned to join and the way they
were encouraged to picture themselves as social agents capable both of remaking
themselves and contributing to the common good.

In complex modern societies, everyone is a communard. They belong to
multiple imagined communities offering identities anchored in dedicated rituals,
narratives, and networks of support. These may be communities of religious
belief, locality, political conviction, occupation, gender, age, or style. From the
outset, broadcasters sought to use the medium’s potential for universality to
transcend these particularistic loyalties. The emergence of mass production and
mass democracy had generated three master identities that cut across bound-
aries: worker, citizen, and consumer. The first of these presented difficulties for
broadcasters since it was central to the political rhetorics of socialist and commun-
ist movements and spoke to forms of collective organization and militancy that
many Western governments, witnessing the Bolshevik seizure of power in Russia
and widespread labor and social unrest at home in the aftermath of World War I,
saw as deeply threatening to democratic order. Even after the immediate crisis
had been weathered, the coverage of left-wing parties and trade unions and their
access to the airwaves presented continuing problems. The struggle to address
mass audiences, therefore, centered on the two other master identities of moder-
nity: consumer and citizen.

The culture of consumerism was most advanced in the United States. In 1913
Henry Ford introduced the assembly line process and started to mass-produce
his Model T motor car. With the arrival of the washing machine in 1916 and the
refrigerator in 1918, a new domestic landscape opened up promising that every-
one could be born again, leaving behind the old struggle to maintain basic living
standards and entering the domain of lifestyles in which every market choice was
an act of self-expression. The rule of necessity would yield to open horizons
of choice. The early marketers were convinced that women, as custodians of
the household budget, were in the vanguard of this movement. This made the
domesticity of broadcasting a particularly enticing arena for promotion. For
most households in Europe, however, and many in the United States hit by the
Great Depression, this new consumer landscape remained an unvisited country
until the 1950s. By creating an imaginary landscape in which advertising and
promotion were integrated into a continuous flow of program pleasures, com-
mercial broadcasting set out to make it the destination of choice when real
incomes finally caught up with aspirations.

In Europe, a landscape still recovering from the damage and devastation of
World War I, there were other priorities. With the arrival of universal suffrage
for adult males and the extension of the vote to women in some (but not all)
major countries, it was possible for the first time to talk of mass popular partici-
pation in the political process. People were no longer loyal subjects of kings and
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princes, subjected to forms of rule they had no say in determining. They were
citizens with “the right to participate fully in social life with dignity and without
fear and help formulate the forms it might take in the future” (Murdock, 1999,
p- 8), coupled with the obligation to extend these same rights to everyone else.
However, the Bolshevik seizure of power in Russia and the defeat of the armed
opposition (supported by substantial number of troops from both Britain and
the United States) in the ensuing Civil War, had rekindled the dark images of
mob rule. For many commentators of the time, the only sure way to avoid the
triumph of the crowd and unreason was to construct a new culture of responsible
citizenship.

Model citizens were the exact opposite of members of a crowd. They acted
individually rather than collectively. They were open to rational argument rather
than swayed by emotion, dedicated to finding non-violent resolutions to conflicts
of interest, and prepared to welcome difference and accept dissent. To this end,
they were exhorted to seek out information on key social issues, to listen atten-
tively to contending positions, to consider what options for action would en-
hance the general public good as well as their own individual interests, and to
register their decisions in the silence and secrecy of the voting booth. Construct-
ing a culture of democracy that would nourish these habits was seen as essential
to managing mass political participation and countering Bolshevism. Once again,
broadcasting’s potential universality gave it a pivotal role in this project.

Cultivating Democracy

For many commentators, what separated democracy from both the old forms
of autocratic rule and the emerging systems of dictatorship, was the fact that
decisions were never imposed by fiat but always grounded in a continuing
process of open deliberation. Within broadcasting studies, Jirgen Habermas’s
key concept of the public sphere has been the most influential variant of this
ideal (see, for example, Dahlgren, 1995).

For Habermas, democracy is truly deliberative only when it establishes the
validity of the norms and values that govern decisions by allowing everyone
affected by their application to enter into debate about their validity with the aim
of arriving at a provisional agreement. This requires two basic conditions to be
met. First, every speaker and position must be accorded an equal opportunity
to be heard even if their claims contradict the beliefs of other participants.
Secondly, deliberation must be governed by the expectations that speakers will
support their claims by speaking truthfully, sincerely, openly, and without coer-
cion. Wherever such discussions concern issues “connected with the practice
of the state,” whether in casual conversation, a specially convened meeting, or a
medium of mass communication, like television, they constitute, for Habermas,
“a political public sphere” (Habermas, 1989, p. 231). He sees this space of
argument originating in the coffee houses and newspapers of eighteenth-century
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London, but admits that it was largely restricted to men who could vote and read
fluently and excluded both women and the poor and rapidly eroded by the
commercialization of public communications. PSB offered the chance to uni-
versalize the mediated political public sphere by providing open access to three
essential cultural resources for full citizenship: comprehensive and accurate
information about contemporary events and the actions of power holders; access
to the contextual frameworks that convert raw information into usable knowl-
edge by suggesting interpretations and explanations; and access to arenas of
debate where contending accounts, aspirations, and positions can be subjected to
sustained scrutiny. Faced with populations that they saw as essentially ignorant
and “untutored,” however, public service broadcasters took it upon themselves
to teach the skills of deliberation by staging demonstrations. As Charles Lewis,
the BBC’s first Organiser of Programmes, noted, broadcasting offered the public
“an opportunity they have never had before of hearing both sides of a question
expounded by experts” (quoted in Smith, 1974, p. 43). Buried in this statement
are two assumptions that came to govern much of the actuality programming
produced by public broadcasters: that there were always only two major posi-
tions on any issues with professional broadcasters acting as a neutral chair; and
that the role of the audience was to listen and learn not to speak. This avowedly
paternalistic stance generated continuing conflicts around representation in both
the senses that term carries in English. There were disputes over who had the
right to speak about other people’s lives and articulate their views and arguments
about the value and relevance of particular program forms as ways of organizing
expression and debate. In this process, top-down practices for managing mass
political participation have been continually challenged by communities of inter-
est claiming to be neglected, misrepresented, and excluded from the mainstream
of programming.

In his more recent reformulation, written partly in response to the rise of new
social movements, Habermas re-presents the political public sphere as a space
where the issues generated by the myriad interest groups and grassroots move-
ments that mobilize people as communards can secure a hearing. He sees it
acting as an early “warning system” picking up the initial tremors of possible
social eruptions and thematizing and dramatizing them “in such a way that they
are taken up and dealt with by parliamentary complexes” (Habermas, 1996,
p. 359). As we will see presently, public service broadcasting has responded to
the same mounting pressures from below by developing new forms of represen-
tation. The emphasis on “thematization” and “dramatization” in this formulation,
however, does nothing to address another underlying problem with Habermas’s
model of the political public sphere — its emphasis on information and argument.

Again, we see this replicated within the ethos of public service broadcasting
with the privileged emphasis given to news, current affairs, and documentary
programming as the essential supports for active citizenship. The problem is that
the majority of what most people watch on television is not actuality program-
ming but fiction, entertainment, and comedy. In his original work on the public
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sphere, Habermas points to a second cultural arena, the literary public sphere,
centered on the novel. He sees this as offering a space in which people can
explore what it means to be human, to be in love, to become ill, to die, and can
imagine what it might be like to walk in someone else’s shoes. For him, this is
a parallel space that has little or nothing to do with the political public sphere.
But if we accept that a culture of democracy requires citizens to grasp the links
between the good life and the good society and to see their own life chances as
inextricably tied to the general quality of communal life, then the habits of
sympathy and projection required by fiction and the capacity of comedy and art
to decenter established ways of looking, are essential resources. These “affective,
aesthetic and emotional modes of communication” constitute a cultural public
sphere alongside the political public sphere (McGuigan, 2004).

In Habermas’s model of deliberative democracy, however, people participate
as discrete, autonomous subjects who know their own intentions, desires, and
preferences and set out to realize them by bartering with others. This certainly
involves debate in which already formed positions are advanced and defended
but deliberation is more open-ended. It presupposes citizens who acknowledge
that their understanding is incomplete and who enter into dialog to discover
other “partial perspectives that can be woven into a new whole” (McAfee, 2000,
p. 182). This politics of “inclining toward and welcoming the other” (op. cit.,
p. 125) is an essential precondition for the dismantling of stereotypes required by
open deliberation. Consequently, developing a democratic culture then entails
mobilizing the expressive resources provided across the whole range of program-
ming. For much of the history of public service broadcasting, however, this ideal
of a creating a cultural commons skeptical of all entrenched assumptions and
open to the exploration of difference and dissent has been in conflict with
strategies for managing mass participation by constructing the nation as a unified
imagined community.

Securing the Nation

In the immediate aftermath of World War 1, the ties binding the imagined com-
munity of the nation to the administrative ensembles commanded by states
were under pressure in a number of European countries, from both the tenacity
of regional identities and the resilience of class solidarities. It was against this
background that public broadcasting came to be seen as the key to cementing the
primacy of the nation as a source of social solidarity that took priority over
localized or sectional loyalties. Under Reith, the BBC introduced a series of
invented traditions designed to knit the nation together. They included broad-
casting the chimes of Big Ben and the clock on the Houses of Parliament
bulletins as well as covering key national sporting events such as the Cup Final
and the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race. The monarchy played a central
role in these rituals of unity. As Reith argued in 1925 in his submission to the
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committee that established the BBC as a public service organization, by bringing
the king’s voice into every home with a radio set, broadcasting George V’s
opening speech at the British Empire Exhibition, had the effect of “making the
nation as one man” (quoted in Scannell, 2000, p. 48). Later the king was per-
suaded to give an annual broadcast address to the nation and the empire on
Christmas Day, a tradition that has continued down to the present. These
broadcasts also helped to support Britain’s international position by linking the
disparate territories of the empire, particularly the white settler communities, to
the imagined homeland, with some success. In their annual report for 1935-36,
for example, the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission, which had been set
up three years before to oversee the development of a national public broadcast-
ing system, hailed the King’s Christmas message as “the chief event broadcast in
Canada” that year (Vipond, 1994, p. 164).

These periodic celebrations of national (and imperial) social unity were sup-
ported by the general promotion of a version of national culture based on the
selections already made by established public institutions — museums, libraries,
concert halls, and, above all, schools and universities. It was designed to demon-
strate how the distinctive qualities of the nation, and by extension of the Western
Christian tradition, found their highest expression in works that had entered the
official canon. Reith was adamant that one of public broadcasting’s central mis-
sions was to ensure that “the wisdom of the wise and the amenities of culture are
available without discrimination” (Reith, 1924, p. 218), but he took it for granted
that what constituted “wisdom” and “culture” would be defined by intellectual
and creative elites.

This exercise in cementing distinctions had contradictory effects. On the
one hand, it was an openly paternalistic project, which justified the devaluation
of vernacular forms of creativity and expression, thereby further compounding
problems of representation. On the other, by equalizing access to the cultural
capital required for success within the formal education system, it offered working-
class children a route to sponsored mobility. For many of its practitioners,
however, public service broadcasting was also “educational” in the original Latin
sense of “leading out,” opening up new horizons and experiences for those who
would otherwise be denied them. They saw it as a classroom, museum, library,
and concert hall without walls. They envisaged culture as a ladder which people
would steadily climb, moving from the lowest rungs of packaged commercial
entertainment to the highest rungs of consecrated cultural artefacts. Mixed pro-
gramming schedules, in which light entertainment or comedy would be followed
by a classic music concert or a dramatization of a great play, would convert them
by stealth, using their existing tastes as a point of entry to something more
“elevated.”

The selective celebration of national culture and character was given added
impetus by the growing cultural domination of the United States. The global
ascendancy of Hollywood and the increasing popularity of jazz in the years
following World War I led many observers in Europe and elsewhere to view
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American-style commercial broadcasting as one more agent of imaginative an-
nexation. By 1928 the BBC was concerned enough to commission an internal
report on the growing reach of the American entertainment industry. Entitled
“The Octopus,” it floated the idea “that the national outlook and, with it,
character, is gradually becoming Americanised” (quoted in Frith, 1983, p. 103).
The permeable border between domestic and American culture was even more
an issue in Canada where the struggle for public service broadcasting was fought
under the slogan, “The State or the United States” (see Raboy, 1998, p. 163) and
advertising supported services were presented as suitable only for those “who
believe that Canada has no spirit of her own, no character and soul to express
and cultivate” (quoted in McChesney, 1999, p. 30). This concern with the
vitality of national cultures and languages has generated continuing efforts to
defend domestic production by imposing quotas on imported programming.

Institutionalizing an Ideal

Institutionally, public service broadcasting was founded on two core organizing
principles: keeping commercial and market pressures at arm’s length and ensur-
ing that editorial and creative decisions remained independent from state or
government intervention. In practice, both these ideals often proved difficult to
maintain in full.

As Charles Lewis argued in 1924, when the BBC was pressing to become a
public corporation, PSB “is not Governmental, it would be fatal for it to become
the cat’s paw of any political policy. It must establish itself as an independent
public body” (quoted in Smith, 1974). Supporters of this argument saw PSB as
constitutionally like the universities, an institution whose existence can only be
guaranteed by the state but one which remains resolutely independent of state
direction in determining what cultural activities it will undertake and how. This
conception was informed by a deep conviction that institutions in the public
domain should be administered by independent professionals in whom “pride in
a job well done or a sense of civic duty or a mixture of both” replaces the search
for profits (Marquand, 2004, p. 1). Animated by a proper sense of vocation they
would ensure that the public interest takes precedence over private interests
and “citizenship rights trump both market power and the ties of neighbourhood
and connection” (Marquand, 2004, p. 135). It is this philosophy that adds the
keyword “service” to “public service broadcasting.”

Faced with civil unrest or the need to mobilize popular support behind mili-
tary action abroad, however, democratic governments could rarely resist pressur-
izing broadcasters to toe the prevailing political line and speak for the “national
interest” as they defined it. As a consequence, the history of the BBC is punctu-
ated with collisions between broadcasters and governments of the day, stretching
from the General Strike of 1926, through the invasion of Suez, the Falklands/
Malvinas War and the “Troubles” in Northern Ireland down to the recent bitter
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dispute over the doctoring of the key intelligence briefing on Saddam Hussein’s
command of “weapons of mass destruction” that was used to justify Britain’s
support for the invasion of Iraq. In all these instances the application of pressure
stopped short of assuming direct control. Elsewhere, however, governments had
no such qualms. In France in the 1930s, news content was orchestrated by a
cabinet minister through phone links to publicly owned stations and in 1939 the
prime minister placed the whole public network under his own direct manage-
ment (Smith, 1998, p. 41). With Hitler’s seizure of power in Germany, broad-
casting became an arm of the Nazi state, and with Franco’s victory in the
Spanish Civil War, stations were placed in the safe hands of friends and support-
ers. Keeping commerce at arm’s length also proved difficult in many places.

In the years immediately following 1918, most experiments with broadcasting
were initiated by amateurs, educational groups, and entrepreneurs exploring the
commercial potential of the new medium. The manufacturers of radio sets were
particularly active since they realized that people were more likely to invest in
their products if they had access to regular program services. In 1922, the British
Post Office, which oversaw the use of the radio spectrum, granted the monopoly
right to develop program services to a consortium of radio manufacturers, the
British Broadcasting Company. It was a temporary arrangement, which owed
more to administrative convenience than to conviction. But the tireless proselyt-
izing undertaken by Reith, then the Company’s managing director, coupled with
the widespread support (stemming from wartime experience) for using public
bodies to manage scarce resources, persuaded the 1925 Government Committee
that was appointed to decide the future shape of British broadcasting to support
the creation of a monopoly public service broadcaster funded by a compulsory
license fee levied on set ownership. In 1926 the BBC was converted from a pri-
vate company to a public corporation and Reith was appointed its first director
general.

Across the Atlantic, however, the future of broadcasting was far from settled.
Throughout the 1920s a variety of educational, religious, community, and labor
groups had experimented with non-profit broadcasting, creating a mounting
demand for spectrum space. In an effort to manage this situation, the Radio Act
of 1927 established a temporary regulatory agency, the Federal Radio Commis-
sion, to allocate frequencies. Their decisions successively marginalized non-
commercial initiatives and consolidated control in the hands of the two major
commercial players, NBC and CBS. By 1931 their networks of owned and
affiliated stations, supported by advertising, accounted for nearly 70 percent of
American broadcasting (McChesney, 1993, p. 29). This arrangement was for-
mally endorsed by the Communications Act of 1934 and from that point on “it
was clear, and forever the case, until this day, that commercial interests dominate
American broadcasting. They have first claim to it, and any public service
interests will come only after the needs of the commercial broadcasters have been
satisfied” (McChesney, 2003, p. 11). The case for a national publicly funded
broadcasting system was also weakened by the near impossibility of ensuring

182




Public Broadcasting and Democratic Culture

equity of service across such a large land mass. Consequently, “the USA would
have found it difficult to impose a European-style receiver licence fee upon
viewers even if it had wanted to, simply because of the difficulty (before the era
of the satellite) in providing many states with reception of the same programme”
(Smith, 1998, p. 40).

By the mid-1930s, then, two major solutions to managing broadcasting had
been arrived at, each a mirror image of the other. In the United States, broad-
casting was overwhelmingly a market-driven enterprise, run by privately owned
companies and dedicated to assembling mass audiences for sale to advertisers.
Public service initiatives, where they existed, were pushed to the outer reaches of
the system. Conversely, in Britain broadcasting was a public monopoly, estab-
lished under Royal Charter financed by a compulsory license fee and charged
with providing the cultural resources required for full citizenship. American-
style commercial programming was available in the south of England but it was
very much peripheral, coming from stations located in Continental Europe beam-
ing signals across the English Channel.

These clear alternatives, produced by the leading world powers of the time,
influenced thinking on broadcasting across the world. In the countries where the
two rival powers exercised special influence, their preferred options were vigor-
ously promoted and exported. Hence many Latin American countries adopted
the US solution, while the former British colonies, such as India, were per-
suaded to follow the British model. Elsewhere, however, necessity and national
politics were often as influential as ideology in determining the choice of systems.

The European nations mostly opted for the public service monopoly model,
the majority following the BBC in nationalizing an originally commercial system,
as in France in 1933, and in Finland in 1934, when the state bought the majority
of shares in Oy Ylesradio AB, a company which had been privately owned until
then. The single exception was Luxembourg, which developed a purely private
system that came to play a crucial role in breaking public service monopolies by
broadcasting commercial programming across borders. Elsewhere, however, ideo-
logical preferences bumped up against practical constraints. In New Zealand, for
example, the relatively small and scattered population meant that no government
was prepared to fund the full costs of sustaining broadcast services out of the
public purse. The result was a dual system in which public stations competed
with commercial operators and hybrid financing with public funding topped up
advertising revenues. Elsewhere, public broadcasting came to an accommodation
with private investors, particularly newspaper interests, enlisting them as col-
laborators rather than competitors. This strategy was most fully developed in
Sweden where public broadcasting was operated by a not-for-profit organization
in which 60 percent of the shares were allocated to popular movements, 20
percent to general business interest and 20 percent to the press. Other depar-
tures from the BBC model were shaped by more overtly political considerations.

Although the BBC had operating divisions in the major regions, it was a
strongly centralized system directed from London, an arrangement that led to
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constant disputes over control. In contrast, in Germany, where the process of
national unification was still relatively recent, although public programming was
partly funded by the compulsory license fee introduced by the German Post
Office, station performance was overseen by committees based in each province
or Lande. In the BBC system, this responsibility was vested in a Board of
Governors, appointed by government from a secret list of the “great and the
good.” Members of the Board who were responsible for appointing the Corpora-
tion’s senior managers, including the director general, were expected to leave
their particular interests at the door when they hung up their coats and to act
in the general public interest. As a way of organizing social representation and
popular participation in broadcast governance, this was less than ideal. Other
nations tackled the problem of representing interest groups within civil society in
other ways, though there was a marked tendency to favor the more established
groupings around the main churches and political parties. In the Netherlands,
for example, the Catholics, Protestants, Social Democrats, and Liberals were
designated as the four main “pillars” of civil society, each being allocated their
own stations and a percentage of the total output.

Visions of Plenty: Television and Reconstruction

Television broadcasting had begun in the mid-1930s. In August 1936, the Olym-
pic Games in Berlin were covered by television and three months later a regular
service was launched in Britain, but the first transmissions in the United States
had to wait until April 1939. Television services were discontinued in both
Britain and the United States for the duration of World War II with services
resuming in the late 1940s. In this initial period there were opportunities to
rethink the organizational arrangement set in place in the radio age. They were
not pursued and the earlier structures developed in the radio era were simply
transferred across the new medium. The BBC retained its national monopoly.
The major American networks maintained their dominance. In Germany,
prompted by the desire to avoid the centralization and politicization imposed by
the Nazi regime, the Lande were confirmed in their role as the sole sites of
broadcast regulation and “pillarization” continued in the Netherlands.
Although television services were up and running in the major European
countries (Britain, France, and West Germany) by the early 1950s, the medium
was not finally installed across the whole continent until 1960, when broadcasts
finally began in Norway. As the medium gained momentum, however, so pres-
sures from private investors wishing to gain access to the growing audiences
commanded by public service broadcasting monopolies began to intensify.
Television’s expansion in the 1950s coincided with a concerted push towards
reconstruction, but once again this movement was imagined in two ways. In
Europe, it was understood primarily as a collective project. After the damage
inflicted by saturation bombing and occupation, governments promised that
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living conditions and life chances would be incrementally improved by new
welfare states that expanded educational entitlements, socialized housing and
health care, and redistributed income. Running alongside this collective project
and its imagined landscape of active citizenship and equal entitlement, however,
was an alternative vision of emancipation based on expanded personal consump-
tion. This vision traded on images of personal mobility, domestic plenty, and
individual style. Commercial programming, either imported from the United
States or modeled on its major formats, was the perfect medium for bringing this
vision home. As the camera moved seamlessly between advertisements and shots
of the stylish kitchens and domestic interiors featured in situation comedies and
soap operas, the effect was a “visceral dazzle, an absorbing sense of pleasure in
the act of perusal. Costumes. Things. Things to look at. New things. The latest
things” (Marling, 1994, p. 5). In market rhetorics, the contest between these
competing utopias of the welfare state and the supermarket was mapped onto the
Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Personal choice and
state management, individualism and collectivism, were presented as implacably
opposed.

Visions of Independence: Broadcasting and
Nation Building

The struggle between these competing conceptions was most bitterly contested
in the “developing” countries that were making the transition from former
colonies to independent nation-states. They appeared to many observers as a
“Third World,” situated uneasily between the First World created by the major
capitalist powers and the Second World being developed by the communist
powers of the Soviet Union and China. Persuading them to enlist in the legions
of the “free world” became a major aim of the Cold War. In regions situated
within the US sphere of influence, particularly in Central and Latin America,
this aim was largely secured by installing advertising supported channels at the
heart of the system. In Mexico in 1947, for example, having considered the
relative merits of the British and American systems a government-appointed
commission opted for a US-style solution of privately owned stations regulated
by federal agencies. The result was structurally national, with foreign ownership
prohibited, but culturally strongly oriented to America with extensive program
imports. An advertising-free public educational channel, operated by the
National Polytechnic Institute, was introduced in 1958, but, as in the US system,
it remained very much on the margins.

In contrast, India, which had gained independence from Britain in 1947, saw
raising educational standards and cementing national unity as central to the core
policy of pursuing economic self-sufficiency. To this end, in 1959 the govern-
ment established a state-owned television monopoly, Doordarshan, along the
lines of the BBC, devoted to nation building. Initially confined to New Delhi, it
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gradually expanded as the transmitter system was extended, reaching Bombay in
1972 and Calcutta in 1975. That same year, the Indian government became one
of the first to mobilize the educational potential of relatively new technology of
satellite broadcasting, launching the Satellite Instructional Television Experi-
ment (SITE) in 1975 to beam programmes on topics such as birth control and
improved agricultural techniques to more than two thousand villages across the
continent.

Commercial Competition and Market Failure

In Europe, too, most countries continued to see PSB as the cornerstone of
cultural welfare providing imaginative resources for citizenship alongside the
material resources distributed by the emerging welfare states. As commercial
pressure for access to television audiences increased, however, cracks began to
appear in this ideological wall. In Finland, in a unique accommodation, public
service programming was partly financed by selling a section of the broadcast
time commanded by the public broadcaster, YLE, to a privately owned com-
pany, Mainos Television (M'TV). By the mid-1980s, MTV was providing around
a quarter of total programming on the two YLE-owned channels. But it was
Britain, hitherto the bastion of PSB, that open up broadcasting to commercial
interests most comprehensively.

With rising real incomes producing a steady expansion of mass consumerism,
business interests exerted mounting pressure on governments to introduce com-
mercial television services. They succeeded and on July 30, 1954, the Independ-
ent Television Act formally ended the BBC’s monopoly over broadcasting services
— “independent” in this usage meaning free from the pressures imposed by state
funding. Within this new dual system, however, competition was carefully con-
trolled. The I'T'V companies were given monopoly rights to broadcast and collect
advertising revenues within their franchise areas, while the BBC retained its sole
entitlement to the license fee. There was competition for audiences, but not for
funding. Moreover, the regulatory body established to oversee the new sector
imposed substantial public service conditions on franchise holders, requiring
them to produce a range of educational, minority, and other programs that
would not have met purely commercially calculations. These commitments im-
posed a double cost, the outlay on production and the opportunity costs of filling
slots with material likely to command lower audiences, and hence less advertis-
ing revenue than more immediately popular programs.

Before 1980, the only other European country to develop a fully dual tele-
vision system was Italy, where Silvio Berlusconi exploited a loophole in the law
banning national commercial channels to launch a network of local stations
whose near synchronicity of transmissions offered de facto nationwide coverage.
On the basis of this initial breach, Berlusconi developed three major national
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channels — Canale 5, Rete 4, and Italia 1. Ranged against them were the three
channels operated by the public broadcasting organization, Radiotelevisione Italiana
(RAI). By 1987 the entrenched control formerly exercised by the Christian
Democrats had been broken and the channels parceled out among the three
major parties, with the first channel going to the Christian Democrats, the
second to the Socialists, and the third to the Communists. None of these chan-
nels provided objective reporting or open debate and comment, but their biases
were at least known. Following a succession of political corruption scandals,
however, popular support for this system of lottizzazione declined sharply, pro-
viding Berlusconi with an opportunity to create a new political party, Forza
Italia, in 1994 and to mobilize his channels behind his successful bid to be
elected prime minister on a “clean hands” ticket.

Ciritics of public service broadcasting’s paternalism argue that privately run
stations have often “fulfilled a great number of the aims seen as unique to PSB”
and have “an excellent record in the performance of public interest tasks”
(Jacka, 2003, p. 180). This assessment cannot, however, be applied to Berlusconi’s
channels which became a by-word throughout Europe for their commercial
excesses, the poor quality of their programming, and their subservience to their
owner’s political ambitions. In contrast, the experience of the British I'TV com-
panies during the years of regulated duopoly lends this argument strong support.
They were populist, but populism has two dimensions. On the one hand, it
assembles the broadly based coalitions of interests required by mass advertising
by appealing to cultural preferences and worldviews that are already well en-
trenched and widely shared. It celebrates popular tastes and common sense and
derides the “eggheads,” know-alls, and busy-bodies set on telling “us” what to
do. On the other hand, this distrust of authority also has a radical edge. I'TV was
populist in both senses. Its best programming was both more rooted in vernacu-
lar cultures and everyday lived experience than most of the BBC’s output in the
years of monopoly and simultaneously more disrespectful and questioning of
power holders. This competition revivified the Corporation and opened pro-
gramming to a wider range of voices and perspectives. This outcome, however,
was based on a unique set of regulatory and financial arrangements, which critics
wanting to introduce more stringent competition denounced as an “all too
‘comfortable duopoly.”” It cannot serve as a general defense of commercial broad-
casting’s ability to provide comprehensive resources for citizenship.

This is because even under the most favorable conditions, it remains reliant
on advertising. It is not simply that the need for mass audiences works against
minority representation by mainstreaming programming and pushing it toward
the already familiar, accepted, and successful, or that advertisers seek to influ-
ence programming in the interests of securing a positive selling environment.
Dependency on advertising undermines the core project of providing full re-
sources for citizenship in more fundamental ways. First, by setting aside a fixed
amount of time in every broadcast hour for product promotion, commercial
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broadcasting privileges the rights of commercial speech and constricts the space
available to other voices. Secondly, democratic deliberation requires people to
trust other participants to be speaking truthfully and sincerely. “Commercial
communication promotes the idea that there are no truths, only strategies and
claims” (quoted in Wintour 2004, p. 12). Thirdly, advertising invites viewers to
see themselves primarily as consumers with a sovereign right to realize their
aspirations through personal acts of purchase. It offers them the chance to buy
their way out of the social contract. Why support improved public transport if
you can afford a car? The practical democracy of the mail order catalog and the
supermarket seems to offer more immediate benefits than the politics of the
ballot box. Prices appear as the gateways to freedom and taxes as the denial of
choice. Private interests take precedence over the public good.

It was precisely these features that led Newton Minow, President Kennedy’s
appointee as the Chair of the Federal Communications Commission, to give
a speech in the spring of 1961, in which he denounced American television as a
“vast wasteland” dominated by “game shows . . . audience participation shows,
formula comedies. And endlessly commercials — many screaming, cajoling and
offending” (Minow, 1964, p. 55). His criticisms provided welcome ammunition
for the growing campaign to combat the fragmentation of not-for-profit initiat-
ives and put public broadcasting in the United States on a more secure footing.
This pressure eventually produced the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 estab-
lishing a Corporation for Public Broadcasting supported by congressional funds.
It was explicitly conceived as a way of addressing market failure by producing
resources for citizenship that the major networks did not or would not provide,
an ambition later encapsulated in the slogan: “If PBS Doesn’t Do It, Who Will?”
In particular, it was charged with providing a more open “forum for controversy
and debate” and helping “us see America whole, in all its diversity” (quoted in
Hoynes, 2003a, p. 122). From the outset, however, these aims were undercut by
the funding arrangements.

PBS’s money came from three main sources: federal and state grants, cor-
porate sponsorship, and donations from viewers. Each exerted pressures on pro-
gramming. Because public funding came in the form of discretionary grants, it
was continually open to political horse-trading and cuts by unsympathetic polit-
ical incumbents. Corporate sponsors had vested interests in programming that
fitted snugly with their promotional strategies. And “the focus on viewers as
direct contributors” encouraged PBS stations “to develop programming aimed at
potential donors instead of a public that is more broadly conceived” (Hoynes,
1993b, p. 43; emphasis in the original), and since regular donors were likely to be
better educated and to earn more than average, production was constantly pulled
towards their tastes and preferences. This made it difficult for PBS to fulfill its
aim of providing “a voice for groups in the community that might otherwise be
unheard.” The question of how best to represent marginalized groups was not
confined to PBS, however. It was becoming a problem for public service broad-
casting as a whole.
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Representation at Issue

The second half of the 1960s saw important shifts in the composition of civil
society. The established organizations, particularly the trade unions and political
parties, were losing their purchase on popular loyalties. New communities of
interest and points of mobilization were emerging. Some were organized around
a revivified sense of place and the rights of minority-language speakers. Others
grew out of social movements pressing for environmental protection, extended
rights for women, and full recognition for gays. Others again were rooted in the
postcolonial experience of migration and diaspora and the struggle to dismantle
imperial mentalities and develop multi-ethnic cultures based on equality of
recognition and respect. There were two basic responses to these emerging
constituencies of communards: new forms of programming, such as the BBC’s
Open Door and Video Diaries series, which mobilized these new communards as
collaborators rather than simply subjects; and, more ambitiously, new public
broadcasting organizations.

In 1977, Australia responded to the gathering influx of immigrants from
southern and eastern Europe, Asia and the Middle East by establishing a new
public service body called the Special Broadcasting Service. Originally restricted
to radio and intended as a multilingual service to the new migrant communities,
it established a television service in 1980 and later broadened its mission. As its
corporate plan for 19903 explained, its aim was to provide “an innovative and
quality multilingual and multicultural . . . service which depicts the diverse real-
ity of Australia’s multicultural society and meets the needs of Australians of all
origins and backgrounds” (quoted in Debrett, 1996, p. 66). But arguably the
most ambitious response to the changing landscape of civil society was the
launch of Channel 4 in the United Kingdom.

In 1977 a government report on the future of British television had launched
a strong attack on the BBC-I'TV duopoly for failing to properly represent emerging
constituencies of interest. This critique breathed new life into the lobby pressing
for the vacant fourth national channel to be allocated to a new, independent force
operating as a publisher-broadcaster, commissioning its programs from a wide
range of freelance producers, many of whom would have close ties with the new
communards. After a heated debate, this vision prevailed and in 1979 Margaret
Thatcher’s incoming Conservative government gave its backing. It also endorsed
nationalist claims for Channel 4 in Wales to carry a substantial amount of pro-
gramming in the Welsh language.

At first sight, it appears odd that an avowedly neo-liberal administration
dedicated to extending the reach of market forces should lend its support to an
initiative welcomed so enthusiastically by radical program makers and move-
ment activists. With the benefit of hindsight, however, we can see that two core
features of the channel’s organization fitted perfectly with the government’s
general promotion of marketization. First, the reliance on independent production
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broke the BBC-ITV duopoly on program making and opened up space for just
the kind of small and medium-sized businesses that were central to the Con-
servative Party’s vision of enterprise. Secondly, the channel was funded entirely
by advertising. Initially the right to sell advertising space was granted to the I'TV
companies in return for an agreed annual levy paid to the channel. By placing
programming at one remove from direct advertising pressure, this arrangement
gave commissioning editors considerable freedom to pursue the channel’s statu-
tory goals of providing for “tastes and interests not generally catered for by
I'TV” and encouraging “innovation and experiment in the forms and content of
programmes.” At the same time, it extended the I'T'V companies’ monopoly
control of advertising, and in 1990, in the interests of introducing greater com-
petition, the cross-subsidy system was discontinued and the channel allowed to
sell its own advertising. For many commentators, this marked the end of its
experimental period and the beginning of its incorporation into the mainstream
of commercial services, a transition marked by the virtual disappearance of
“diversity,” the lynch-pin of its original project, from its corporate lexicon
and its replacement by the standard vocabulary of business — “let the viewers
decide,” “risk-taking,” “product quality,” and “commerce” (see Born, 2003,
p. 782). This was not an isolated instance, but part of a concerted and much
more broadly based movement to marketize public service broadcasting.

Marketizing Public Service

In 1980, only two of the broadcasting systems in the 17 major Western European
countries, the UK and Italy, were dual systems in which public service channels
competed with terrestrial commercial services. The remaining 15 were still
public service monopolies, although only four (Norway, Sweden, Denmark,
and Belgium) were supported entirely out of public funds. The rest relied on a
mixture of public money and advertising revenues. By 1997, ten more countries
had introduced dual systems and three more were actively discussing intro-
ducing them. Fully funded public service monopolies had completely disappeared
(see Siune and Hulten, 1998, p. 27). This dramatic structural shift was a measure
of the growing momentum of marketizing across Western Europe, propelled by
policies which aimed to introduce more competition into the television market-
place whilst simultaneously relaxing the public service requirements imposed on
commercial providers and promoting market criteria of judgement as the yard-
sticks against which the performance of all organizations, including those still
formally in the public sector, would be evaluated (see Murdock and Golding,
2001).

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the process of marketization was
extended to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Although idealists saw
an opportunity to develop a variant of public service broadcasting by turning
“state” into “social” broadcasting directly managed and controlled by society,
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the deep distrust of public intervention, the weakness of civil society institutions,
and the belief that free expression was best ensured by free markets comprehen-
sively undermined this project. The result, depending on the relative strength of
competitive democracy, was either the capture of broadcasting by dominant
political interests or the installation of dual systems in which the logic of com-
mercial enterprise determined the rules of engagement (see Jakubowicz, 2004).

Public service broadcasting was also under pressure in its major stronghold in
the “developing world,” India. In the spring of 1990, the AsiaSat 1 satellite was
launched with a “footprint” covering 38 countries in the Middle East and Asia.
In 1991 a Hong Kong-based consortium took advantage of this new “platform”
to launch the Star TV service beaming five channels into India. Its availability
was accelerated by the mushrooming growth of improvised cable connections
linking communal satellite dishes to city apartment blocks. In 1993 Rupert
Murdoch bought a controlling interest in Star and a year later it was estimated
that its programming, dominated by American imports, could be received in
almost a quarter of all television homes. From the outset, however, it faced stiff
competition from Zee TV, launched in 1992, broadcasting in Hindi rather than
English, and offering a schedule based around Bollywood films and local adapta-
tions of game show and chat show formats.

The emerging consumer landscape promoted by the new satellite channels ran
directly counter to the Doordarshan’s historic commitment to nation building.
The channel had been permitted to take advertising since 1976, but in a major
move the government responded to the changed competitive environment by
requiring the channel to generate 80 percent of its operating costs from advertis-
ing. Meeting this demand required the introduction of a new programming
strategy which sought to maximize its appeal to the new consumer-oriented
middle class by concentrating on soap operas, game shows and other populist
program forms. In the process, less commercially viable programming was pushed
to the margins or eliminated entirely.

This instance of corporatization is part of a more general process of market-
ization which proceeds along three other broad fronts: privatization, liberaliza-
tion, the re-gearing of regulation.

Privatization, in which assets and resources previously held in common are
sold to private investors, is a direct continuation of the enclosure movements
that incorporated common land, open for use by all, into private landed estates
(see Murdock, 2001). Comparatively few major publicly owned television sta-
tions have been privatized thus far, although the sale of the most popular French
public channel, TF1, is a notable exception. However, the two decades between
1980 and 2000 saw all the European PTT’s (Post, Telegraph and Telephone
organizations) move from being publicly owned utilities to profit-oriented public
companies freeing them up to invest in commercial television services. They
have been particularly active in new services delivered by cable and satellite,
both of which are dual technologies used for both telecommunications and
television.
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By constructing a third sector based on direct customer subscriptions, com-
mercial cable and satellite services have played a leading role in liberalizing
broadcast markets and intensifying competition across Europe. In France, the
satellite pay-TV service, Canal +, was launched in 1984, three years before the
sale of TF1. This period, 19845, also saw the public service monopoly in West
Germany broken by the rise of commercial cable and satellite services. In both
Norway and Sweden, it was the launch, in 1988, of the satellite channel TV3,
operated by the Swedish company Kinnevik, that initially breached the historic
national public service monopolies held by SVT and NRK, with national com-
mercial channels only being introduced in both countries four years later in
1992. In the United Kingdom, the major competition to the BBC and I'TV
companies has come from Rupert Murdoch’s Sky TV satellite system. Originally
launched in 1988, it achieved a monopoly position when it took over its failing
rival, British Satellite Broadcasting, in 1990. Since BSB had been selected to
operate the British national satellite service partly on the basis of its commitment
to domestic production, the government could have insisted on re-advertising
the franchise. However, the consortium’s well-publicized failure to shore up its
finances by establishing an extended shareholder base among other major players
in the country’s commercial broadcasting and leisure sectors suggested that
credible national bidders were unlikely to come forward and this option was
never pursued. Nor was the European Union inclined to intervene. On the
contrary, in line with its general policy of opening hitherto protected markets to
competition, in 1989 it issued the Television Without Frontiers Directive with
the aim of creating a single market for television programs in the European
Community. This specified that only the state where the broadcast originated
from, not the receiving state, had the right to control programming according
its national laws. Uplinking TV3 from London, for example, meant that it did
not have to abide by the stricter rules governing television advertising in the
Scandinavian countries it broadcast to.

In Europe, the intensified competition for viewers led the established terres-
trial commercial channels to pressure national regulators for a relaxation in the
rules governing their operations. In Britain, they met with considerable success
with both major parties favoring a “light touch” approach that enlarged the
space for commercial maneuver in the key areas of ownership and advertising. A
succession of mergers and acquisitions progressively reduced the number of
separate companies in the I'TV system, eventually producing a single consoli-
dated company covering all the major English markets. The rules governing the
amount and types of advertising permitted were relaxed and program spon-
sorship extended. At the same time, arguments for diluting or removing public
interest programming requirements gathered momentum. Again, they met with
an increasingly sympathetic hearing from regulators. As the Office of Commun-
ication, the body now responsible for overseeing both telecommunications
and broadcasting in Britain, recently noted, “increased competition for audiences
and revenues will continue to place pressure on the profitability of the commer-
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cial terrestrial broadcasters . . . [and] affect their ability to meet their regulatory
obligations in future” (Ofcom, 2004, p. 8), strengthening the case for confining
their public service remit to news, regional news, and original UK production
(op. cit., p. 10). This pattern has been repeated in the United States with the
networks securing an unprecedented relaxation of the rule governing ownership
and the cancellation of crucial public service obligations.

At the same time as lobbying for greater freedom of action in the marketplace,
however, the commercial television companies have also pressed for more access
to the resources historically commanded by public service broadcasters. One
outcome has been the requirement that PSB channels commission an increasing
amount of their total programming from independent producers rather than
making it in-house. Another has been the increasingly vocal argument that
public monies for programming should no longer be monopolized by public
service organizations.

The rationale for this rests on a sharp distinction between those programs that
people in their role as consumers of television most enjoy and those that, as
citizens, they value for their contribution to the overall quality of public life.
This distinction is underpinned by radically different definitions of what consti-
tutes the “public interest.” Whereas the market demand model equates it with
what the public is interested in as evidenced by audience size, the social demand
model identified it with providing the cultural resources required to define and
develop the public good through the active exercise of citizenship (see Raboy,
Proulx, and Dahlgren, 2003). As Ofcom noted: “Even if the TV market provided
all the programming that consumers desired and were willing to buy, it would
probably not offer sufficient programmes that are valued by society as a whole”
(op. cit., p. 9). This argument was first outlined in a key report on the future of
the BBC commissioned by Margaret Thatcher and published in 1986. Known as
the Peacock Report, after its convinced neo-liberal chair, it advocated separating
production and distribution. The BBC’s monopoly right to a license fee would
end and a new body would dispense the public money invested in broadcasting
to program proposals that were “supported by people in their capacity as citizens
and voters but [were] unlikely to be commercially self supporting in the view of
broadcast entrepreneurs” (Home Office, 1986, para. 133). The “programmes of a
public service kind” the Committee had in mind included, “critical and contro-
versial programmes,” “high quality programmes on the Arts,” “avowedly edu-
cational programmes,” and programs that experimented with new styles and
presentational forms (op. cit.). Providing they met these criteria, any producer
could make a submission for funds. This idea made little headway in Britain
at the time, but it was tried out in New Zealand where the government gave
over the license fee to a new body, the Broadcasting Commission (later renamed
New Zealand on Air), with a remit “to reflect and develop New Zealand identity
and culture by enhancing the range of New Zealand-made programming which
reaches our screens” (New Zealand on Air, 1997, p. 1). Although NZOA was
“New Zealand’s first single-minded advocate for local content” (Horrocks, 2004,
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p. 31), it was faced with two major problems in fulfilling its remit. First, despite
a rise in the Public Broadcasting Fee, the amount of money it commanded was
too small and too thinly spread to support the full diversity of domestic public
service programming. Secondly, decisions over whether or not a proposal that
secured funding would find a slot in the schedules still lay with the stations, and
in a fiercely competitive environment, screening a minority interest program
entailed substantial opportunity costs in the form of lost advertising revenues
that could have been earned from a more immediately popular program placed in
the same slot (see Murdock, 1997). Nor could the public service broadcaster,
Television New Zealand, ignore this raw economic logic since the same package
of reforms that had created New Zealand on Air had converted it to a state-
owned enterprise charged with generating as much income as possible for the
Treasury.

The New Zealand initiative was an extreme variant of corporatization, the
process of requiring or cajoling public enterprises to act as though they were
private companies. In more modified forms, this key dimension of marketization
was pursued in a number of countries. As the BBC’s case shows, however, suc-
cess in the marketplace generates new pressures. Through its operating subsid-
iary, BBC World, for example, the Corporation has been increasingly successful
in generating income from commercial activities. These include sales of merchan-
dise (magazines, books, records, and toys) spun off from its programs; joint
ventures with major US-based commercial partners; program and format sales in
overseas markets; and the launch of new advertising-supported “offshore” chan-
nels. On the one hand, these initiatives have been welcomed by market-oriented
governments as evidence that the Corporation is operating more efficiently,
maximizing the returns on its creative investments and generating additional
monies that can be used to enhance and extend its national services. At the same
time, the more successful they are, the more they erode claims to sole access to
public subsidy. As a Parliamentary Committee report on the BBC’s future noted,
“should the BBC find a new, profitable commercial role . . . it might be very dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to justify the existence of a licence fee at all” (National
Heritage Committee, 1993, para. 105). This was written in 1993. In the decade
since then, the situation has been further complicated by the continuing switch-
over from analog to digital systems of broadcasting.

Digital Deliberations

Digitalization, coupled with the growing integration of television and tele-
communications, accelerates three major shifts in the broadcasting environment.
First, by compressing broadcast signals, it massively increases the potential
number of channels available and intensifies competition. Secondly, by enabling
programming to be delivered through a range of other devices, from home
computers to mobile phones, it breaks the television set’s historic control of
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viewing. Thirdly, it allows broadcasters to develop opportunities for viewers to
interact with what appears on the screen, by voting in an instant poll, ordering
goods displayed in programs and advertisements, or following the program onto
the Internet, interacting with program makers and other viewers or delving
deeper into the issues and arguments presented.

For commercial companies, the potentially negative impacts that flow from
the intensification of competition and the dissolution of the mass audiences are
oft-set by the installation of customer payments as the dominant form of channel
financing, by the opportunities to create new niche channels that cater for leisure
and personal interests with a strong articulation to consumption, and by the
chance to develop forms of promotion that combine purchasing and pleasure
in new ways by mobilizing the full range of interactive possibilities. Enthusiasts
of these developments celebrate the unprecedented extension of freedom of
customer choice they see emerging. Their capacity to erode democratic culture is
less well publicized. There are three obvious problems. First, funding new
channels primarily by customer subscriptions breaks with broadcasting’s historic
universality and establishes precisely the differences between “first” and “sec-
ond” class services, or “premium” and “basic” packages, as they are now called,
that Reith spoke against so passionately. Access to a full range of cultural re-
sources for citizenship becomes inextricably tied to ability to pay. Secondly, by
integrating commercial promotion even more thoroughly into program forms
and flows, managed interactivity squeezes still further the space available for
other voices and perspectives. Thirdly, while building niche channels around
already existing consumption and interest communities makes sound commercial
sense, it reduces the possibility that people will be encouraged to enter unfamil-
iar cultural landscapes and lean toward others in ways that are essential for
building the understanding of difference and openness to deliberation that demo-
cratic culture depends on.

For many commentators, digitalization abolishes the case for public service
broadcasting. They see PSB as an idea whose time is over, overtaken by innova-
tions in technology that render it obsolete. As Adam Singer, a manager with
considerable experience of commercial cable services, put it: “The traditional
model, using scarce publicly owned air-waves for the benefit of society, does not
hold up, once all scarcity is removed” (Singer, 2004, p. 17). This is a convenient
misreading of history. As we noted earlier, the organization and ethos of public
service broadcasting was always the product of cultural strategies and political
requirements as well as technical considerations. This argument still holds. Mul-
tiplicity of channels is no justification for consigning PSB to the museum of
cultural curiosities. On the contrary, there is a convincing case to be made that
for the first time the possibilities opened up by digital technologies allow public
service broadcasting to realize its full potential as a thick cultural resource for
citizenship and an open space for continuing deliberation across social bound-
aries. Finding ways to anchor this potential in workable organizational arrange-
ments and new forms of audience engagement is the major challenge facing not
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simply public broadcasters but anyone interested in developing and deepening
democratic culture. It requires two conditions to be met. First, all services
offered must remain free at the point of use and as far as possible, free from
advertising. Secondly, broadcasters must follow their audiences onto the Internet
by establishing themselves as the portal of first resort and by providing access
to the widest possible range of resources for information and interpretation,
together with spaces for deliberation hospitable to the widest possible range of
voices and positions. Public service broadcasters are currently grappling with
these challenges. They are launching new digital channels in an increasingly
competitive multi-channel environment, often with considerable success. In the
autumn of 2004, the first official review of the BBC’s moves in this direction
concluded that after only two years on-air, its service for pre-school children,
CBeebies, was “a triumph” and an “exemplary PSB service” and that its new
arts and documentary channel, BBC4, had “successfully established itself as ‘a
place to think’” (Barwise 2004, pp. 82-3). They are also developing comprehen-
sive websites offering free access to additional resources related to particular
programs, issues of the day, and links to sites produced by a variety of social
movements and interest groups. These initiatives create, for the first time, an
extended and dynamic space of encounters between citizens and communards in
which sectional claims can be assessed against the general good and the meaning
of the public interest can be re-negotiated. Building on the possibilities offered
by this emerging digital cultural commons and using them to reconstruct the
relations between television and democratic culture is arguably the central task
facing public service broadcasting in the coming years. If it is successful, the
present moment of transition will come to mark the end of the beginning rather
than the beginning of the end.
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CHAPTER

Culture, Services,
Knowledge: Television
between Policy Regimes

Stuart Cunningham

Despite the claims of electronic gaming — console, video, computer and online —
and the explosion in Internet use, television retains its claim to be “overwhelm-
ingly the most pervasive contemporary mass medium” (Collins, 1990, p. 22).
Studying television is important because it is both a vastly pervasive popular
entertainment medium and also perceived as a key to influence and commer-
cial success in the information age. In their systematic study of the ownership
strategies of the biggest players in the ECI (entertainment—communications—
information) industries in the 1990s, Herman and McChesney (1997) show how
virtually all have moved to acquire or consolidate holdings in television. Strat-
egically, television bridges, partakes in, or provides a major platform for signifi-
cant elements across the continuum of entertainment (cinema, music, computer
gaming), information (journalism, news) and communications (carriage of
signals, satellites, broadband cable, Internet) and thus stands at the center of the
convergent ECI complex, the most dynamic growth sector of the information age.
It remains at, or close to, the center of powerful players’ corporate and political
strategies.

However, television is also a mature industry across the developed world, and
it bears the hallmarks of stasis, decline (in some respects, especially free-to-air),
budding-off, parallel growth and reformulation. The shape, scope, and style of
television-in-the-future is contestable. In this chapter, I treat television as an
object of policy regimes that have been and may become influential on its shape
and possible futures.

I should stress that this is not an exercise in historical periodization, laying out
quasi-organic stages of the long-term “business cycle” of television as industry
and culture, a cycle that moves from the innovation and diffusion of a new
technology, to its establishment and system growth as a communications indus-
try, then to a period of maturity and popularity followed by indicators of spe-
cialization, diversification and decline. (For a treatment of US television from
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this perspective, see Comstock, 1991; for Australian television, see Cunningham,
2000.) Recent discussions of what shape US television in particular may assume
beyond the standard “broadcast” and “cable” age periodization, such as Rogers,
Epstein, and Reeves’s (2002) “mass,” “niche,” and “brand” marketing ages,
bring us closer to a sense of overlapping analytical frameworks by which to
attempt to understand shifts in the nature of television.

However, this chapter goes further than ex post facto analytical frameworks. It
takes an explicit policy-oriented focus and tracks television as it has been or
could be deliberated across policy “regimes.” These three grids of understanding
— “culture,” “services,” and “knowledge” — also serve as historical and/or possible
rationales for state intervention in television, as well as the industry’s own under-
standings of its nature and role. To emphasize the dynamic, overlapping and in
part contesting nature of these regimes, I use Raymond Williams’s (1981, p. 204)
distinction between residual, dominant, and emergent cultural forces. The first,
the residual, regime of cultural policy, is of well-established vintage for television
but is under siege. The second, the dominant, the service industry model, is the
most widespread regime. The third, emergent regime, the place of television in
the knowledge economy, is embryonic at this stage of its development.

My argument is that there was a cultural industries and policy “heyday”
around the 1980s and 1990s, as the domain of culture expanded, which benefited
television through its being seen as a central cultural industry. Cultural policy
fundamentals are, however, being squeezed by the combined effects of the “big
three” — convergence, globalization and digitization — which are underpinning a
services industries model of industry development and regulation. This model,
despite clear dangers, carries advantages in that it can mainstream cultural in-
dustries like television as economic actors and lead to possible rejuvenation of
hitherto marginalized types of content production.

But new developments around the knowledge-based economy point to the
limitations for wealth creation of focusing solely on microeconomic efficiency
gains and liberalization strategies, the classic services industries strategies.
Recognizing that such strategies won’t “push up” the value chain to innovative,
knowledge-based sectors, governments are now accepting a renewed interven-
tionary role for the state in setting twenty-first-century industry policies.

But the content and entertainment industries, such as television, don’t as a rule
Sfigure in R&D and innovation strategies. The task is, first, to establish that these
industries indeed engage in what would be recognizable as R&D and exhibit
value chains that integrate R&D into them; and, secondly, to evaluate whether
the state has an appropriate role to support such R&D in the same way and for
the same reasons as it supports science and technology R&D.

200




Television between Policy Regimes

Residual Regime: Cultural Policy

Culture is very much the home patch of us content proselytizers — where many
of us grew up intellectually and where we feel most comfortable. Further, it has
been around as a fundamental rationale for government’s interest in regulation
and subsidy for decades. The “cultural industries” was a term invented to
embrace the commercial industry sectors — principally film, television, book
publishing, and music — which also delivered fundamental, popular culture to a
national population. This led to a cultural industries policy “heyday” around the
1980s and 1990s, as the domain of culture expanded. (In some places it is still
expanding, but is not carrying much heft in the way of public dollars with it, and
this expansion has elements trending towards the — perfectly reasonable — social
policy end of the policy space, with its emphasis on culture for community
development ends.)

Meanwhile, cultural policy fundamentals are being squeezed, since they are
nation-state specific during a period dominated by the WTO and globalization.
Cultural nationalism is no longer in the ascendancy socially and culturally. Policy
rationales for the defense of national culture are less effective in the convergence
space of new media. Marion Jacka’s (2001) recent study shows that broadband
content needs industry development strategies, not so much cultural strategies,
as broadband content is not the sort of higher-end content that has typically
attracted regulatory or subsidy support (see Cunningham, 2002a). The sheer size
of the content industries and the relatively minute size of the arts, crafts, and
performing arts sub-sectors within them underline the need for clarity about the
strategic direction of cultural policy (John Howkins in The Creative Econonry
(2001) estimates the total at $US2.2 trillion in 1999, with the arts at 2 percent of
this). Perhaps most interestingly, and ironically, cultural industries policy was a
“victim of its own success”: cultural industry arguments have indeed been taken
seriously, often leading to the agenda being taken over by other, more powerful,
industry and innovation departments (see O’Regan, 2001 and Cunningham,
2002b).

Where does this leave television? Television content — as national cultural
output and expression — has been regulated for specifically cultural outcomes in
Europe, Canada, Australia, and several other jurisdictions over decades. A study
by Goldsmith, Thomas, O’Regan, and Cunningham (2001, 2002) of contem-
porary state action in broadcasting systems around the world concluded that:

Notwithstanding globalizing ideology that asserts that the nation is going out of
business, national governments continue to develop models and working policy
frameworks for asserting cultural and social principles in converging media sys-
tems. They do this, however, knowing that the environment for such activity is
changing very rapidly and in very complex, uncharted ways. (Goldsmith et al.,
2002, p. 106)
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The overall trend, though, is for most new forms or refinements of state action
around television broadcasting to occur with more of a social and informa-
tional remit (a services industry model for regulation) than an explicitly cultural
remit.

This may be due to the fact that much cultural rationale for television content
regulation is based as much on an industry development or protection basis as on
a sophisticated cultural rationale. General transmission quota regulation (such as
the European Union’s direction to its member states “T'elevision without Fron-
tiers,” and rules for Canadian or Australian content across most of the transmis-
sion time of broadcasters) is based on a broad, generic cultural remit (national
culture is represented by whatever content is found on television; anthropologi-
cal account of culture). But regulation for specific forms of national television,
such as high-end fictional drama and social documentary, is based on cultural
exceptionalism. The official argument goes that high-end fictional drama is an
exceptionally key genre of the national culture because it heightens, dramatizes,
and narrativizes national stories while also providing crucial alternatives to the
US hegemony in audiovisual fictional drama. The official argument has to be
of this more intense (culture as art) nature because such content may not be
produced without state intervention. The rationale then becomes one of market
failure to provide such high-end genres, because of their cost relative to
imported hegemonic content (usually US but also UK and even some major
European-language programming).

However, if there is emerging evidence that there is a decline in audience
demand for high-budget series and one-off TV drama, the market failure argu-
ment is weakened, and specifically cultural policy for television is no longer
based on a popular cultural mandate but is pushed back to more of an “arts and
audience development” strategy. Is the trend away from nation-defining drama
to reality T'V, from authored texts to branded experiences, a cultural, generational
shift; or how much is it the corporate strategies of the television industry driving
unit costs of content creation inexorably down in the face of the exploding multi-
channel marketplace and the fragmentation of the audience base? While the
latter is undoubtedly true, it is too early to say whether the former — the cultural
shift — has irrevocably taken place.

The “squeeze” on national cultural policy for television has produced a dis-
placement of cultural policy focus to the regional (intra-country) and the
supranational. Charles Leadbeater and Kate Oakley’s study of The Independents:
Britain’s New Cultural Entreprencurs (1999), for example, gives a concise account
of the crucial role that Britain’s regionalized television production capacity plays
in sustainable cultural development in provincial cities. They stress the added
value that local broadcasting production capacity brings to provincial cities in the
UK, such as Glasgow and Cardiff, as compared to cities without such capacity,
such as Sheffield. In Cardiff, for example, television broadcasters play an im-
portant role in stimulating employment beyond their immediate workforce
and locale. Where broadcasting distribution opportunities exist, independent
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producers and post-production houses also exist and contribute to creative sector
development. The digital broadcast and broadband future will need to pay more
and more attention to regions, cities and districts as much as nations as cultural
milieux.

At the supranational level, a key development has arisen from Canada’s re-
sponse to the adverse findings of the WTO in its periodicals dispute with the
United States. As Goldsmith et al. (2003, p. 97) point out, it has moved to
“forum shift” whereby discussion and the potential for multilateral or a series of
bilateral deals moves to a new decision-making forum (Braithwaite and Drahos,
2000, pp. 28-9) and facilitate fora such as the International Network on Cultural
Policy, a network of over 40 national cultural ministers which was established in
1998 following the Stockholm UNESCO Intergovernmental Conference on Cul-
tural Policies for Development; and the International Network for Cultural Diver-
sity, a network of hundreds of non-governmental organizations from over 50
countries “dedicated to countering the homogenizing effects of globalization on
culture” (incd.net). These fora are important sites at which international coali-
tions premised on the preservation and maintenance of cultural sovereignty
mechanisms such as content regulations may be established. Their lobbying
efforts have seen the Commission IV (culture) of the UNESCO General Confer-
ence commit, in 2003, to a Draft Convention on Cultural Diversity titled the
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. The Draft
Convention is designed to act as a legal instrument to protect and enable govern-
ments to enact domestic policy measures to support a diverse range of cultural
expression.

Dominant Regime: Services Industry Model

This doesn’t get talked about much in the cultural/audiovisual industries “fam-
ily,” but it’s sine qua non in telecommunications and in, well really, pretty much
the rest of the economy. We can begin to see how this “services” conception of
content and entertainment industries might work by considering television — a,
if not the, major content and entertainment industry — as also a central service
industry.

Many of the content and entertainment industries — especially the bigger ones
such as publishing, broadcasting, and music — can be and are classified as service
industries. But the broader and larger service industries, such as health, tele-
communications, finance, education, and government services, require increased
levels of creativity through increased intermediate inputs, and it is here that
much of the growth opportunities for content creation is occurring. Just as it has
been received wisdom for two decades that society and economy are becoming
more information-intensive through ICT uptake and embedding, so it is now
increasingly clear that the trend is toward “creativity-intensive” industry sectors.
This is what Lash and Urry (1994) refer to as the “culturalization of everyday
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life” and why Venturelli (2002) calls for “moving culture to the center of inter-
national public policy.”

It is not surprising that this is where the growth opportunities are, as all
OECD countries display service sectors which are by far the biggest sectors of
their respective economies (the services sector is in the 60—80 percent range for
total businesses; total gross value added; and employment across all OECD
economies), and that relative size has generally been growing steadily for decades.

Much convergence talk has it that a potent but as yet unknown combination
of digital television and broadband will become a, if not the, prime vehicle for
the delivery or carriage of services. Education, banking, home management, e-
commerce and medical services are some of the everyday services which types
of interactive television and broadband might deliver.

But for television to be considered as a central service industry takes the
convergence tendency to a new level. For most of its history, media content, and
the conditions under which it is produced and disseminated, have typically been
treated as issues for cultural and social policy in a predominantly nation-building
policy framework. They have been treated as “not just another business” in
terms of their carriage of content critical to citizenship, the information base
necessary for a functioning democracy and as the primary vehicles for cultural
expression within the nation.

In the emerging services industries policy and regulatory model (which some
— for example, Damien Tambini (2002) in talking about recent UK commun-
ications reforms — might dub “new” public interest), media content could be
treated less as an exception (“not just another business”) but as a fundamental,
yet everyday, part of the social fabric. Rather than television’s traditional sectoral
bedfellows cinema, the performing arts, literature and multimedia, it is seen as
more related to telecommunications, e-commerce, banking and financial services,
and education.

This entails a rethinking of television’s place in the public sphere. The public
sphere, in its classic sense advanced in the work of Jirgen Habermas ([1962]
1989), is a space of open debate standing over against the state as a special subset
of civil society in which the logic of “democratic equivalence” is cultivated. The
concept has been regularly used in the fields of media, cultural, and communica-
tions studies to theorize the media’s articulation between the state and civil
society. Indeed, Nicholas Garnham (1995) claimed in the mid-1990s that the
public sphere had replaced the concept of hegemony as the central motivating
idea in media and cultural studies. This is certainly an overstatement, but it is
equally certain that, almost 40 years since Jiirgen Habermas first published his
public sphere argument, and almost 30 since it was first published in outline in
English (Habermas, 1974), the debate over how progressive elements of civil so-
cieties are constructed and how media support, inhibit or, indeed, are coterminous
with, such self-determining public communication, continues strongly.

The debate is marked out at either end of the spectrum, on the one hand, by
those for whom the contemporary Western public sphere has been tarnished or
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even fatally compromised by the encroachment of particularly commercial media
and communications (for example, Schiller, 1989). On the other, there are those
for whom the media have become the main if not the only vehicle for whatever
can be held to exist of the public sphere in such societies. “Media-centric”
theorists such as John Hartley can hold that the media actually envelop the public
sphere:

The “mediasphere” is the whole universe of media. .. in all languages in all
countries. It therefore completely encloses and contains as a differentiated part of
itself the (Habermasian) public sphere (or the many pubic spheres), and it is itself
contained by the much larger semiosphere . .. which is the whole universe of
sense-making by whatever means, including speech . . . it is clear that television is
a crucial site of the mediasphere and a crucial mediator between general cultural
sense-making systems (the semiosphere) and specialist components of social sense-
making like the public sphere. Hence the public sphere can be rethought not as
a category binarily contrasted with its implied opposite, the private sphere, but
as a “Russian doll” enclosed within a larger mediasphere, itself enclosed within
the semiosphere. And within “the” public sphere, there may equally be found,
Russian-doll style, further counter-cultural, oppositional or minoritarian public
spheres. (Hartley, 1999, pp. 217-18)

We can think of Hartley’s Uses of Television (1999) as a key theoretical argument
for a services industries model of media, or, in other words, as a provider of
educational services. For Hartley, the media, but especially television, have a
“permanent” and “general,” rather specific and formal, educational role (1999,
p. 140) in the manners, attitudes, and assumptions necessary for citizenly partici-
pation in communities. “[Clontemporary popular media as guides to choice, or
guides to the attitudes that inform choices” (1999, p. 143) underpin Hartley’s
allied claim for the media’s role in promoting “Do-it-yourself” (DIY) citizenship.

Hartley claims that television is a “transmodern” teacher or informal peda-
gogue on a vast scale. That is, it has a bardic function, employing or embodying
pre-modern, oral, forms of communication based on family and a domestic set-
ting. It is classically modern:

it is no respecter of differences among its audiences; it gathers populations which
may otherwise display few connections among themselves and positions them as its
audience “indifferently”; according to all viewers the same “rights” and promoting
among them a sense of common identity as television audiences. (1999, p. 158)

It is also a major postmodern form, embodying disjunctive aesthetics, clashes of
the superficial and the serious, and pervasive image construction that “threatens”
to become constitutive of reality rather than merely reflective of it. Television in
its traditional broadcast form achieves effective cross-demographic commun-
ication because of its continuing modernist role. Within the accepted under-
standing of television’s role as a provider of information and entertainment, is

205




Stuart Cunningham

its postmodern provision of contemporary cultural and DIY citizenship — the
construction of selves, semiotic self-determination and functional media literacy:
“citizens of media remain citizens of modernity, and the rights struggled for
since the Enlightenment are not threatened but further extended in the so-called
‘postmodern’ environments of media, virtuality and semiotic self-determination”
(1999, p. 158).

This, then, is a way of thinking of television as a cultural technology in a
services industries model — a major arena within a community through which
processes of informal citizenship, public and cross-demographic communication
and plebiscitary “democratainment” takes place. As a supranational policy re-
gime, however, the services industries model carries dangers. As the concerns
about the WTO expressed through UNESCQO’s Global Alliance for Cultural
Diversity or the International Network for Cultural Diversity show, it subjects
all television systems to a normative, globalizing perspective and thus weakens
the specifics of a cultural case for national regulation and financial support. Its
widespread adoption would see the triumph of what might be called the US
regulatory model, where competition is the main policy lever and consumer
protection rather than cultural development is the social dividend. The applica-
tion of this model across the board is not a universal panacea for all industry
regulatory problems, as most mid-level and smaller countries need to, or do,
acknowledge.

However, there are also possible advantages. As mentioned in discussing the
cultural policy regime, a range of initiatives are being taken around television
broadcasting to strengthen its social and informational remit within a services
industry model. Hitherto marginal programming could be significantly upgraded
in a services industries model. Programming produced for and by regional inter-
ests might be regarded as fundamental as the guarantee of a basic telephone
connection to all regardless of location. The need for programming inclusive of
demographics such as young people and children might be as crucial as free and
compulsory schooling. Moves in various jurisdictions, including the EU and
Canada, to give greater weighting to regional, infotainment, youth and children’s
programming signal a shift in the priority of content regulation to include these
alongside a continuing emphasis upon drama and social documentary (see Gold-
smith et al., 2002). While the latter advance core cultural objectives such as
quality, innovation, and cultural expression, the former warrant greater consid-
eration in a services industries model of media content regulation in terms of
their contribution to diversity, representation, access, and equity.

Emergent Regime: The Knowledge-Based
Economy

Content and entertainment industries are beginning to be seen as an element
of high-value-added, knowledge- and innovation-based industries. This is an
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emergent regime, but it is the one most likely to advance new positionings of the
high-growth, cutting-edge content and entertainment industries into the future.

To make this argument, it is necessary to consider how and why content and
entertainment industries might qualify as high-value-added, knowledge-based
industry sectors. From where has this new macro-focus emerged? In part, it’s
been around for some time, with notional subdivisions of the service or tertiary
industry sector into quaternary and quinary sectors based on information man-
agement (4th sector) and knowledge generation (5th sector). But the shorter-
term influence is traceable to new growth theory in economics which has pointed
to the limitations for wealth creation of focusing solely on microeconomic
efficiency gains and liberalization strategies (Arthur, 1997; Romer, 1994, 1995).
These have been the classic services industries strategies.

Governments are now attempting to advance knowledge-based economy mod-
els, which imply a renewed interventionary role for the state in setting twenty-
first-century industry policies, prioritization of innovation and R&D-driven
industries, intensive reskilling and education of the population, and a focus on
universalizing the benefits of connectivity through mass ICT literacy upgrades.
Every OECD economy, large or small, or even emerging economies (e.g. Malay-
sia) can try to play this game, because a knowledge-based economy is not based
on old-style comparative factor advantages, but on competitive advantage —
namely, what can be constructed out of an integrated labor force, education,
technology and investment strategy.

As noted previously, the content and entertainment industries don’t as a rule
Sigure in R&D and innovation strategies, dominated as they are by science,
engineering, and technology. But they should. Creative production and cultural
consumption are an integral part of most contemporary economies, and the
structures of those economies are being challenged by new paradigms that crea-
tivity and culture bring to them.

Worldwide, the content and entertainment industries have been among the
fastest-growing sectors of the global economy, with growth rates better than
twice those of advanced economies as a whole. In the United States, entertain-
ment has displaced defense as the driver of new technology take-up, and it has
also overtaken defense and aerospace as the biggest sector of the Southern
Californian economy (Rifkin, 2000, p. 161). Rifkin (2000, p. 167) claims that
cultural production will soon ascend to the first tier of economic life, with
information and services moving to the second tier, manufacturing to the third
tier and agriculture to the fourth tier.

Most R&D priorities reflect a science and technology-led agenda at the ex-
pense of new economy imperatives for R&D in the content industries, broadly
defined. But the broad content industries sector — derived from the applied social
and creative disciplines (business, education, leisure and entertainment, media
and communications) — represents 25 percent of the US economy, whilst the
new science sector (agricultural biotech, fiber, construction materials, energy, and
pharmaceuticals) for example, accounts for only 15 percent (Rifkin, 2000, p. 52).

207




Stuart Cunningham

In fact, all modern economies are consumption driven and the social technolo-
gies that manage consumption all derive from the social and creative disciplines.
We can no longer afford to understand the social and creative disciplines as
commercially irrelevant, merely “civilizing” activities. Instead they must be recog-
nized as one of the vanguards of the new economy. R&D strategies must work
to catch the emerging wave of innovation needed to meet demand for content
creation in entertainment, education, and health information, and to build and
exploit universal networked broadband architectures in strategic partnerships
with industry.

Political economy and critical cultural studies (for example, see the Interna-
tional Journal of Cultural Studies, vol. 7(1) March 2004) might view these kinds
of claims for creativity in the new economy as reductionist economism, and a
“cheerleading” boosterism fatally deflated by the dotcom bust. However, I would
argue that the creative and informational economy poses a serious challenge to
traditional “scale and scarcity” economic orthodoxy as well as heritage notions
of culture. Also, that the trends toward the “culturization” of the economy are
more longer-term than the hothouse events of the late 1990s and early 2000s. As
Venturelli argues (2002, p. 10), “the environmental conditions most conducive to
originality and synthesis as well as the breadth of participation in forming new
ideas comprise the true tests of cultural vigor and the only valid basis for public
policy.” There is enough in new growth theory, and evolutionary and institu-
tional economics, to suggest progressive new takes on traditional political economy.
Creativity, once considered as marginal, has had to be brought toward the
heartland of economic thought, and with it its values. What was once considered
as the only model for innovation (science and technology) has had to make some
way for creative content and process.

Despite the difficulties in shoehorning content and entertainment industries
into innovation frameworks — designed as they are fundamentally for the manu-
facturing sector — it is beginning to happen, as innovation and R&D policies
evolve. Lengrand et al. (2002) talk of “third generation” innovation policy, while
Rothwell (1994) contemplates five generations of innovation. The trend is the
same, however. Earlier models are based on the idea of a linear process for the
development of innovations. This process begins with basic knowledge break-
throughs courtesy of laboratory science and the public funding of pure/basic
research and moves through successive stages — seeding, pre-commercial, test-
ing, prototyping — until the new knowledge is built into commercial applications
that diffuse through widespread consumer and business adoption. Contempor-
ary models take account of the complex, iterative, and often non-linear nature of
innovation, with many feedback loops, and seek to bolster the process by empha-
sizing the importance of the systems and infrastructures that support innovation.

What, then, is R&D in content and entertainment industries? Major inter-
national content growth areas, such as online education, interactive television,
multi-platform entertainment, multi-player online games, web design for business-
to-consumer applications, or virtual tourism and heritage, need research that
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seeks to understand the interrelation of complex systems involving entertain-
ment, information, education, technological literacy, integrated marketing,
lifestyle and aspirational psychographics, and cultural capital. They also need
development through trialing and prototyping supported by testbeds and infra-
structure provision in R&D-style laboratories. They need these in the context of
ever-shortening innovation cycles and greater competition in rapidly expanding
global markets.

What Applications Does This Regime Have in
Television?

A policy report, “Research and Innovation Systems in the Production of Digital
Content,” exploring the application of contemporary innovation system approaches
to the content industries (QUT CIRAC and Cutler&Company, 2003) identified
the importance of television, particularly as it migrates to digital platforms, as
the gateway between established and emergent content creation (major popular
entertainment and informational formats transmigration to interactivity and mass
customization) and industry structure (highly centralized distributional models to
more networked and distributed models). Understanding the interaction be-
tween the potent legacy of broadcasting and the potential of convergent broadband
media is the key to positioning innovative opportunities in content creation if
they are to remain close to the mainstream of popular cultural consumption
rather than being siphoned off into science or art alone.

One of the recommendations of “Research and Innovation Systems in the
Production of Digital Content” was to strengthen broadcasting’s role in the
innovation system and ensure an active digital community broadcasting sector.

Public broadcasters often have or could develop a role as an R&D or innova-
tion “laboratory” for their respective national television systems and may be able
to set standards of televisual innovation that become internationally recognized
and emulated. The charters or legislative frameworks under w