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Preface

MICHELE HILMES

What does it mean to write, or read, television history? Both television and history are slippery objects of study: specific yet all-encompassing, pervasive yet elusive, sometimes seeming entirely ‘natural’ and transparent, but often highly selective and always constructed.

The word ‘history’ itself, in English, elides two separate concepts both crucial to understanding what it is that history does: history means both ‘the past’ – as in all the events occurring before the present moment in the course of real-life events – and ‘historiography’ or ‘writing about the past’, as in the sense of published or accepted narratives of such events (Jenkins, 1991). History as we know it necessarily combines both of these elements. We cannot get at the past except through narratives or accounts of some sort, and even the historians who construct these histories must rely on some kinds of preserved traces of the past, themselves usually constructed or written in some way. Those events that fail to leave records of the traditional or acceptable sort tend to be ‘silenced’ and dropped from history, as minority groups, women, and less authorised forms of cultural expression – e.g., quiz shows as opposed to news – have found to their peril (Trouillot, 1995).

If we insert television into this mix of elements, the picture becomes even more complicated. Television often serves both as our window onto the past and as an artifact of past events: are its programmes, images, and representations to be treated as historical evidence, as transparent (or semi-transparent) traces of the past? Do the paranoid sci-fi dramas of the 1990s, for instance, reflect something salient about our culture during that period? If so, then television history becomes a kind of social history, less important in itself than for the social trends it channels.

Or must television texts be understood as themselves constructed, not merely by social forces working anonymously underneath everything, but by specific conditions, regulations, and imperatives in the television industry, its social and institutional environment, and the uses made of it by the viewing public? Does The X-Files, for example, say more about the industrial circumstances of US television at a certain point in time than it does about some kind of national or global Zeitgeist?

At this point yet another complicating factor probably arises in the reader’s mind: what about the conditions under which television is used, experienced, consumed? Is the history of The X-Files different when it is shown on Australian television than when it first appears on US network schedules? Would its appearance on the public network ABC (for example) rather than a commercial channel affect its reception, and thus its history as a cultural artifact? How do the various understandings that global audiences bring to a television text change its history, and further, if those understandings become a part of other aspects of social life – the activities of fan groups, for example, or the conspiracy theories of paranormal organisations, or concerns about the ‘Americanisation’ of world culture introduced into the negotiations of the European Union – how can these ‘histories’ be discussed in a volume such as this, devoted to television history?

Finally, when does history end? Or begin? In organising this particular volume, it seemed transparently necessary to acknowledge something of television’s roots in radio broadcasting, if only briefly. But why start there – couldn’t one go back to vaudeville, serialised fiction, and the history of the telegraph? And even more pressing for this particular task, when does ‘history’ stop and the ‘current situation’ take over? This editor had to be particularly careful not to step on the toes of other volumes in this series, trespassing out of the ‘past’ and into the ‘present’ in areas of industry study, genre development, and theoretical issues. Yet the present becomes the past even as you are reading these words, so that everything that we can write about is in fact history, inevitably. Few scholarly analyses divorce themselves from the development of the phenomena they study, so most critical works involve history of some sort. What differentiates a volume on ‘television history’ from anything else written on the subject of television?

None of these questions can be answered; they are part of the perilous task of writing history. But they can be acknowledged, so that the decisions and selections that underlie every task of historiography are revealed for the motivated choices that they are: inscribed onto history, not dictated by the past ‘itself’. This volume reveals several such choices immediately. First, it focuses primarily on the television histories of Great Britain and the United States with glances aside at other countries’ experience, though staying primarily within the category of English-speaking nations. Most of its contributors are British, North American, or Australian, having been trained in the universities of those countries. This focus is perhaps partially justified by the interests of the British Film Institute, who initiated and publish the volume, but it may also reflect some salient characteristics of world broadcasting history itself, namely the dominance of Great Britain and the United States in television production and distribution, and the vital influence they have had even on very distant and different cultural traditions. However, it also leaves much – very much – out, including the television histories of other geographical or linguistic groupings, such as Spanish-language television, other European systems, and the huge impact of such Asian countries as India, Taiwan, and China (particularly Hong Kong) on world broadcasting and film (for a broader scope, yet still dominated by British and American history, see Smith, 1998).

Second, it was this editor’s decision to divide television history into several different sections and recurring categories. As befits a ‘history’, most sections are arranged in chronological progression from the more distant past to the more recent. Grey boxes form part of most articles, and bring forward a specific focus – on an event, programme, individual, or case study – that illuminates the material in the larger piece. The first section, technology, concentrates on the history of the electronic instruments and devices that shaped and defined ‘television’, placed within their social and cultural context. The second section traces the growth of television institutions and policies in both Great Britain and the United States, focusing on industry structures and economics, laws and regulation, social and political context, and generally the infrastructure of television broadcasting over the twentieth century. It is divided into two parts, the first reflecting the institutional origins of the two contrasting systems and the establishment of television on radio’s roots. The second part traces the many institutional conflicts, changes, and moments of relative stability as television matures into a national and, increasingly, international medium. Next comes a focus on programming, examining historical continuities and changes that span the decades of television’s existence in both the US and the UK. Here a division between television’s past decades, from the 1950s through the 1980s, highlights the development of TV in its role as the nation’s public sphere, while the following section traces programme innovations resulting from the globalisation of television in the 1990s and beyond. The final section on audiences introduces the indispensable component of television without which all else would be meaningless, but which is particularly hard to discuss. Primarily this section traces the history of ways that audiences have been constructed by those in industry, government and academics, since here, especially, an actual ‘history’ of audiences would quickly blur into general social history.

However, even within the confines of these fairly arbitrary divisions, what unifies this volume – besides its focus on chronological development and change over time – is the perspective brought to each piece by the individual contributors. All of them are significant scholars in the current field of media studies, and all recognise the unique place that television holds in twentieth, and now twenty-first, century social life. It is a ubiquitous and central force in political, social, cultural and individual experience around the globe, and it cannot easily be separated from the larger events that surround it. Thus this volume seeks to take a cultural approach to television history, envisioning it not as merely a set of technologies or practices or institutions, but all of these things embedded in a larger matrix of experience, use and identity. It should provide more than just a handy and much-needed reference volume, but also stand as a marker for just how far television studies has come, despite its continuing status as a rank upstart in the fields of academe. I hope that it will inspire more cross-cultural, transnational work along these lines, as well as provoke some re-thinking of the ways we construct both television and history.
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INTRODUCTION

TV Nations

Television may have become our leading global medium but its history is deeply bound up in the identities of nations. Despite the ability of electromagnetic waves to defy lines on the map and to cross large distances more efficiently and cheaply than any previous medium, broadcasting as a social technology was captured and confined by national interests from its very earliest years. Born in the struggles of World War I, radio promised capacities too valuable to military, political and economic powers to be left to develop on its own. In Great Britain and in the United States, as in most other countries, national governments assumed a greater degree of control over the establishment and development of broadcasting than they dared for any other medium of communication, in the interests of social order, political control and preservation of central cultural and economic hierarchies. First radio, then television, was defined by such states as a uniquely national medium, confined to the borders of the nation (whether or not it might sometimes exceed them physically) and meant to construct and address a national public (Scannell and Cardiff, 1986; Hilmes, 1997).

In most countries, including Great Britain, the state itself took a strong hand in setting up basic structures, including public ownership and funding, with a fairly high level of governmental direction through public policy. In the United States, broadcasting developed as a privately owned, commercial enterprise that nevertheless relied on a higher degree of state regulation and oversight than any other US medium before or since, despite the existence of free speech protections in the US Constitution. Other nations, such as Australia, Canada and Mexico, attempted to integrate private and public systems. Yet across the board, the task of national unification, definition and dissemination of a national culture and defence against the inroads of other nations remained central to broadcasting’s mission.

Correspondingly, most histories of broadcasting have stayed within national boundaries. Comparative studies have been few, and largely confined to discussion of structures, laws and economics. The tricky business of comparative cultural studies of the media remains largely unexplored, with a few key exceptions (see Ang, 1985; Camporesi, 2000; Lacey, 2002; Miller, 2000).

The last twenty years, however, have seen a breakdown of television’s essential nationality, encouraged by new technologies such as cable, satellites and the Internet, but also fuelled by the expansion of the global economy and the movement of peoples around the globe. This new state of globalisation, often adamantly resisted by national broadcasting institutions, has somewhat ironically brought about a recognition of just how narrowly national the history of television has been. This volume is one of the few to specifically engage in a cultural history that cuts across national boundaries, yet it must still acknowledge the fundamental separateness of television’s history in Great Britain and the United States. A critical mass of scholars has not yet been trained who could write a history of either television institutions or programmes during a particular period across national boundaries, though their numbers are growing (see, for instance, Smith, 1998; Scriven and Lecomte, 1999; Hendy, 2000). It is my hope that this volume will contribute to such a transnational approach.

Yet television’s ‘nationalness’ goes even further: most nations have essentially defined their task not only as promoting their own culture but as actively resisting and excluding those cultures or cultural influences considered alien – in particular, alien popular cultures. Attempts to ward off the inroads of non-national broadcasters form a part of most countries’ histories, from the BBC’s resentment of offshore radio stations Radio Luxembourg and Radio Normandie before World War II, to the US’s discouragement of so-called ‘border blasters’ located over the Mexican border, to Canada’s establishment of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation to resist cross-border broadcasting from the US, even to the basic requirement of licensing of station operators (usually excluding non-nationals) and the prosecution of pirate broadcasters in nations all over the world. On a cultural level, one of the recurring elements of television history has been resistance to incorporating the popular cultural products of other nations, notably those of the US, into national broadcasting systems (see Collins, 1999; Camporesi, 2000; Vipond, 1992). This is much less true for those elements of culture considered ‘high’ or ‘legitimate’, such as classical music, literature, drama or ‘authentic’ folk forms. At times international exchange of this sort of cultural product has even been regarded as desirable and as part of broadcasting’s public service mission.

On a deeper level, the history of broadcasting is as much about 










THE BRITISH FILM INSTITUTE

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK

1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA

BLOOMSBURY is a trademark of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published by the British Film Institute in 2003

Reprinted 2006, 2008

Reprinted by Bloomsbury in 2019, 2020

on behalf of the

British Film Institute

21 Stephen Street, London W1T 1LN

www.bfi.org.uk

The BFI is the lead organisation for film in the UK and the distributor of Lottery funds for film. Our mission is to ensure that film is central to our cultural life, in particular by supporting and nurturing the next generation of filmmakers and audiences. We serve a public role which covers the cultural, creative and economic aspects of film in the UK.

Copyright © British Film Institute, 2003

Michele Hilmes has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as editor of this work.

For legal purposes the Acknowledgements on p. here constitute an extension of this copyright page.

Cover design: Squid Inc.

Cover image: Rediffusion camera technicians, UK, 1960s.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN: HB: 978–0–8517–0987–1

PB: 978–0–8517–0988–8

eBook: 978–1–3499–1645–0

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters.

OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg
THE TELEVISION HISTORY
BOOK

Edited by
Michele Hilmes

Associate Editor
Jason Jacobs

®





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Preface



		Acknowledgments



		Notes on Contributors



		Introduction



		TV Nations – Michele Hilmes











		Technologies



		Introduction – Michele Hilmes



		Television’s Prehistory: Radio (The Origins of the Soap Opera) – David Hendy



		The Development of Television (High Definition Television 1969–90) – Brian Winston



		Cable, Satellite and the Challenge of Digital Media (Digital Distribution, Intellectual Property and the End of TV as We Know It?) – Michele Hilmes



		The Internet: From Cold War to Commercialisation – Clare Bratten











		Institutions: From Origins to Stability



		Introduction – Michele Hilmes



		The Origins of Public Service Broadcasting (British Television before the War) – Glen Creeber



		The Origins of Commercial Broadcasting in the US – Michele Hilmes



		Post-War Television in Britain: BBC and ITV – Tim O’Sullivan (Grace Wyndham Goldie – Jason Jacobs)



		Establishment of the US Television Networks (The ‘Other’ Networks) – Matthew Murray



		Competition and Change in British Television (Television in Wales 1960–80) – Jamie Medhurst



		The ‘Classic Network System’ in the US (Genre Cycles: Innovation, Imitation, Saturation) – Jason Mittell











		Institutions: Conflict and Change



		Introduction – Michele Hilmes



		Channel Four and the Redefining of Public Service Broadcasting (Jeremy Isaacs – First Chief Executive of Channel Four (1981–7)) – Sylvia Harvey



		Public Television and Public Access in the US (Paper Tiger Television) – Daniel Marcus



		Satellite, Cable and New Channels in the UK (Rupert Murdoch) – Tom O’Malley



		US Television in the Multichannel Age (Protectionism, Deregulation and The Telecommunications Act of 1996) – Michele Hilmes











		Programming: 1950s–80s



		Introduction – Michele Hilmes



		Early Television in Great Britain (The Coronation) – Jason Jacobs



		Experimental and Live Television in the US (Studio One, ‘The Hospital’) – Jason Jacobs



		ITV: 1955–89: Populism and Experimentation (Mystery and Imagination) – Helen Wheatley



		The ‘Youth Revolution’ and American Television (The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour [CBS, 1967–9]) – Aniko Bodroghkozy



		The BBC Adapts to Competition (Zircon) – Tom O’Malley



		US Networks in the 1970s and 80s (Charlie’s Angels) – Elana Levine











		Programming: New Venues, New Forms



		Introduction – Michele Hilmes



		Channel Four: Innovation in Form and Content? – John Ellis



		Quality Drama in the US: The New ‘Golden Age’? (China Beach) – Jane Feuer



		The 1990s: Quality or Dumbing Down? (Makeover Shows) – Rachel Moseley



		New US Networks in the 1990s (Married . . . with Children) – Alisa Perren



		Satellite and Cable Programmes in the UK (All Aussie Weekender: Sky One Down Under) – Ros Jennings



		US Television Abroad: Exporting Culture (Baywatch) – Lisa Parks



		The Global Television Format Trade (Big Brother) – Albert Moran











		Audiences



		Introduction – Michele Hilmes



		From Network to Neo-Network Audiences – Michael Curtin



		From Mass to Meanings (Citizens and Consumers) – Justin Lewis



		The Ratings System and Its Effects (The A. C. Nielsen Company) – Eileen R. Meehan



		The Television Violence Debates (The V-Chip) –Willard D. Rowland, Jr



		Audiences and the Internet (Xena and Buffy Fans) – Allison McCracken











		Bibliography



		Index



		eCopyright











OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
S3WTIH 3T3HOIN A 03LIa3





