






premise for the series. A policeman on the beat has been murdered in a robbery, and in

response to an increase in crime in the area, the local force want to establish crime cars

that can respond to trouble quickly, the eponymous .Z cars'. As a detective explains in

the episode.. If we' d had crime patrols like other divisions Reggie Farrow [the

murdered policeman] would be alive today,' (cfSydney-Smith: 2002: 167). The

incidence of crime in the series reflected a growing tide of violent crime in real life

which had begun to increase from the mid 1950s onwards. In 1955 the number of

violent crimes stood at 5.869 for the year, rising to 11,592 in 1960, and 15, 976 in 1964

(Marwick: 1996). Driving through Newtown in the first episode, two of the detective

characters lament the area' s lack of community, with new buildings springing up and

providing 'just good hiding places for tearaways and villains', (cfSydney-Smith: 2002:

167). The emphasis on documentary research, (rigorous attention to policing methods,

fallible characters who smoke on duty, argue, beat their wives, and are not too distant

from the some of the people they policed),1X and narratives grounded in believable

situations afforded the series a .realist' labeL There were a lot of debates about the

nature of' realism' in television during this period,xbut Z Cars' director John McGrath

claimed in a daily newspaper, emphasised by capital letters, .IT IS A SIGHT MORE

TRUE TO LIFE THAN ANYTHING ELSE SO FAR.'xi In one sense, McGrath was

claiming that Z Cars was more realistic than previous television police series, in

particular the then popular Dixon ofDock Green, (BBe 1955-1976). Dixon offered a

more comfortable version of both urban life and urban policing. Set in a fictitious part

of London's East End (the original theme tune was a whistled rendition of 'Maybe irs

because I'm a Londoner'), Dixon's representation of London life resembles that of the

Ealing films, and Dock Green almost has the feel of a village community (Sydney­

Smith: 2002). This cosy depiction, however, perhaps veered between caricature and

myth. As Tise Vahimagi (1996: 48) argues:

The series' early mixture of everyday suburban station life, petty larceny, and

homely moralizing rarely strayed from its reassuring, never-never world of hearts-

of-gold coppers and 'cor blimey!' crooks.
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Yet Mcfiraths claim that Z Cars was more realistic than any othe . lir preVIOUS po Ice

television programme 'SO far' could also be an implicit (if not necessarily intentional)

critique of the other new social realist television drama from this period. This was the

soap Coronation Street which had started in December 1960. Made by Granada, the

programme was originally designed as a twelve week series, but has run continuously

to the present day. The soap centres round the lives of 'ordinary' people living in the

eponymously titled street, a row of terraced houses, set in an industrial working class

district in north west England. As Lez Cooke argues (2003: 33):

In its iconography, character types and storylines, Coronation Street tapped into

the new mode of social realism, or 'kitchen sink' drama, that had been

popularised in the theatre, and in literature, since the mid-1950s.

For Cooke, the series provided a shock of recognition for working class people living

in the north of England, with its depiction of the way people lived their daily lives. Yet

there is a problem here, and Cooke alludes to this when he describes the series' title

music as 'a melancholy signature tune, itself redolent with nostalgia: (2003: 34). In a

sense. the vision of working class life in Coronation Street might itself have been

nostalgic. \Vhile the period was characterised by working class themes in literature,

theatre and film. Richard Dyer, in his analysis of Coronation Street (1981), argues that

this moment in British cultural history was 'decisively marked' by Richard Hoggart's

The Uses ofLiteracy discussed above. In many ways, Coronation Street follows

closely some aspects of Hoggart' s romantic vision of working class life, the

gregariousness of spirit, neighbourliness and the significance of the local shop and pub

to community life. One of the main (and longest lasting) characters was Ken Barlow, a

'scholarship boy' who had benefited from a middle class education which led him into

conflict with his working class family. This too was a subject of Hoggart's writings,

and Hoggart himself had been a 'scholarship boy'. So Coronation Street can perhaps

be seen as a romanticised account of working class life, a way of life that in many ways

seemed to be passing. It appeared to contradict the experience of demographic change
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felt by certain sectors of the working class. At the very least, it appeared to contradict

the depictions of those changes in other television dramas.

In the mid 1960s, two further seminal single-play television dramas, Up the Junction

(1965) and Cathy Come Home (1966), caught the mood of radical change in the urban

landscape, and equally reflected a cultural anxiety about this change. Both were shot on

film and exemplify aspects of recording technology discussed in the previous chapter.

[p the Junction was based on the novel by Nell Dunn about the lives of young

working class people around Clapham Junction in south west London." The drama

was mainly filmed on location using lornm, which gives it a documentary feel.

Introductory scenes and establishing shots at the beginning of the programme situate

the drama around the huge railway junction area in Clapham, with shots of the lines,

platforms and steam trains. The camera then draws back to show shots of modern

office blocks next to huddled and smoky terraces. Several sequences focus on houses

being demolished in the area, with images of derelict buildings, men swinging pickaxes

and walls collapsing, clearly reflecting the slum clearance programme of the 1950s and

1960s. The cramped and squalid circumstances in which people live are articulated in

character dialogues and asynchronous voice-overs. In one sequence, one of the male

characters, Dave, picks up one of the female characters in a pub and shows her where

he used to live. Filmed footage shows them climbing through the carcass of a building,

amidst rubble and broken walls, and Dave's voice-over is heard explaining to the girl,

'This is where we lived, 'till it got demolished. Slum Clearance.' As we saw earlier, the

people from these slums were relocated to new housing estates and schemes. Yet even

the award winning estates like the one in Roehampton may have been negatively

experienced by the people who lived there. Scrambling through the Clapham rubble,

Dave tells the girl, 'They moved us out to lousy Roehampton.' Yet like the depiction of

rootlessness in Z Cars, this is no Hoggartesque romantic depiction of working class

life. Conversations between characters reveal a bleak future, for both women and men.

For the women, the future holds an early marriage, and one young girl, already

working, tells her workmates that she is going to get married when she's sixteen. In

one plotline, an unwanted pregnancy is resolved controversially by an illegal,
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backstreet abortion. In another depressing plotline, a "Tally man', a door-to-door

salesman-coruc-debt-colleeto- who sells goods on hire purchase I' t- , exp ams 0 camera

that the women he deals with are stupid for getting themselves into debt. The depiction

of the men is equally depressing, with the recurring male characters dabbling in petty

criminality or "on the Blake'. Unlike Hoggarts working class sense of community, the

representation of working class life here marks a degree of continuity with the

pessimistic vision of Z Cars. The fictitious characters of Up the Junction are just like

those rootless and dispossessed inhabitants of Z Cars' fictional Newtown.

The other seminal drama frorn the period was Cathy Come Home (1966), shown in the

BBC's '\\'ednesday Play' strand. Held up as an example of the so-called 'Golden Age'

of British television drama, it draws together documentary and drama conventions to

tell the story of a young woman who runs away from small town life to London. She

marries and sets up home with Reg in modem, rented accommodation. Cathy's dream

of a new life and comfortable living is shattered when Reg has an accident at work and

cannot continue to earn a living. They cannot afford their rent and are forced to move

into Regs mother's home, but overcrowding and arguments ensue and they have to

move on again. The couple's situation deteriorates as they find themselves in a series

of increasingly squalid homes, and finally they are separated and their young children

taken away from them. The drama ends with Cathy returning to her hometown by

herself. The story is told in an episodic structure and held together by a voice over

commentary by Cathy. Cathy's story itself was not based on anyone individual's

recorded experiences, but an amalgamation of a number of different documented

experiences of housing difficulties. The filmed footage, shot on location, is also on one

occasion augmented by a documentary style voice-over, reading government statistics

about housing conditions and homelessness. The drama shows the loneliness and

alienation of modem, city living, with Cathy dispossessed, separated as she is from

home and community. Rather than demonstrating the developments and benefits of

modem housing and planning policy, Cathy Come Home shows up the failure of the

welfare state to replace a loss of community and to look after people who experience

housing difficulties.
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As 1have suggested, these depictions of new urban landscapes represented a cultural

anxiety about the social and cultural changes taking place in Britain in the 1950s and

1960s. As we have seen, this pre-occupation coincided with technological changes

which allowed the television camera to escape the studio walls to explore outside,

social spaces, while, at the same time, the television set became an increasingly

significant component of domestic, private space. The extension of the camera into the

outside world opened up new diegetic spaces in drama for the exploration of different

classes and regions. Yet by showing the demographic and geographical mobility of

much social change, and by bringing it into the home, television at this time could be

described, as I have suggested, as a translocational medium. Not just a dramatic

representation of the lived space literally outside the front door, however, television

was also increasingly bringing representations from further afield, across a range of

non- fiction genres. As the domestic sphere became the site of domestic consumption,

television increasingly opened up an outside, global sphere and brought it into the

home.

Mediating the home and the global:

Television in the 1950s and 1960s, then, was a translocational medium in that it

depicted demographic and social changes taking place in Britain, as well as the

consequences of people moving from one place to another. Yet television itself also

took (and takes) the viewer from one location to another, from the site of viewing to

the site of the television event. The site of viewing was the home itself. As Roger

Silverstone suggests (1997: 10):

Television, above all, offers that route to the global, to an infinity of reach,

metronomically playing tunes of alternate threat and reassurance as we watch

from the more or less comfortable surroundings of suburban lounge or parlour.
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The global reach from domestic space opened up to the British television audience for

the first time during this period. It was this development which allowed for what the

geographer David Harvey has called 'time-space compression' ~ where information can

travel great distances at great speed (1989). For John Ellis, this has consolidated the

Twentieth Century as the century of 'witness' (2000)~ in that television allows the

viewers to see political faces, historical events and far away places. In the 1950s and

1960s this was a new experience. Technical and geographical reach made places newly

visible in live transmissions and recorded footage. At the same time, television

documentaries exposed hidden social and institutional worlds, and news and current

affairs programming made a political and public sphere highly visible for the first time.

To begin with, we have already looked at two ways in which the use of film in

television dramas made social space visible in a new way. In the first instance, the

increased use of film in British television drama meant that 16mm and 35mm cameras

could escape the confines of the studio walls and venture into the outside world. Yet

the dramatic experiences being represented may have been taking place down the road,

in the next street, town or city. As we also saw, this could provide dramas (and drama­

documentaries) with added 'realism' and socio-cultural verisimilitude by being shot on

location. The use of film (and video) also meant that television programmes could be

both exported and imported as commodities. In this way, the importation of American

filmed programming in the mid-1950s discussed in chapter three, with comedies such

as 1 Love Lucy, westerns such as Rawhide, and cop and detective shows such as

Dragnet and 77 Sunset Strip, all brought a slice of US culture into British homes.

Encroaching Americanization had been a cultural anxiety for many years, and could be

witnessed. for example, in George Orwell's 1946 essay 'The Decline of the English

Murder'. xiii It was something that was feared and reviled at the beginning of the 1950s

and, as we have seen, it was something that government and cultural institutions such

as the Foreign Office, Arts Council and BBC had sought to fight against (Weight:

1995). As we have also seen, fears of Americanization had also emerged during the

acrimonious public debates for and against the breaking of the BBC's television

monopoly and the advent of lTV.
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Yet technological developments took the viewer to a wider range of new spaces (and

space). In a very simple sense, the expansion of telecommunications technologies

helped extend the reach of live transmission on a global scale. On the evening of 27

August 1950. for example, the first cross channel live television pictures between

Calais and London were transmitted, an event which Asa Briggs describes as 'the first

real landmark in post-war European television history,' (1979: 484). In a 60 minute

special programme, BBC viewers saw the iconic Clock Tower of the Hotel de Ville in

Calais. a torchlight procession. dancing and a firework display, accompanied by a

commentary from Richard Dimbleby and Alan Adair. Four years later, in June 1954 it

was announced that a television link would connect eight different countries in Europe

in a system which had been nicknamed by ajoumalist as 'Eurovision' (Briggs 1979:

'+8'+). The advent of the satellite age was also to expand the possibility of live

transmission and image relay. As early as 1956 Richard Dimbleby showed a model of

the communications satellite Telstar on an edition of Panorama on 10 July of that year

- a year even before the first satellite, Sputnik I had been successfully launched into

space. At the start of the manned space race, BBC television broadcast the first ever

live transmission from Moscow to London of the new Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin

after his successful mission (Briggs: 1995). A year later, in July 1962, Telstar

transmitted the first pictures across the Atlantic from the USA to Britain. Perhaps the

biggest technological feat, the BBC television and lTV broadcast live coverage of the

Apollo 11 moon landing on 21 July 1969, symbolising the farthest reaches of what

television could make visible. Transmitted in black and white on BBC and lTV, the

moonshot was shown in colour on BBC2, where a full colour television service had

started in December 1967 (see Briggs: 1995). An occasion of global proportions and

significance, what Dayan and Katz have referred to as a Media Event (1992), it is

estimated that the landing was watched by 723 million people in forty-seven countries

(Vahimagi: 1996).

As well as the televising of live events from different spaces, the increased use of film

recording in television non-fiction programming also took the British viewer to new
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parts of the world. At the start of the 1960s, for example, Asa Briggs argues (1995:

141-2). "There was not one week in 1961 when BBC cameramen were not filming in a

foreign country.' A very early type of non-fiction programming filmed abroad was

later to become known as the natural history film. In the early 1950s the form on

television was non-existent, and matters of a scientific or natural history bent came out

of the BBC's Talks Department. A popular panel quiz of the decade, for example, was

Animal. 1'cg<.'table. Mineral? (BBC TV 1952-59). In each studio-bound edition a panel

of eminent archaeologists. art historians and scientists had to identify artefacts, which

were on occasion natural objects. A popular 'regular' on the programme was the

archaeologist Sir Mortimer Wheeler who both knew his subject and knew how to give

good television. As the researcher on the programme at the time, David Attenborough,

recalls (2003: 20):

Whatever archaeological object we chose, it seemed to tum out that Sir Mortimer

himself had personally dug it up. He played outrageously to the gallery, twirling

his moustaches, pretending initially to be baffled then discovering a clue and

finally bringing his identification to a triumphant conclusion.

Attenborough. who went on to carve out an illustrious career in television?" had

started as a researcher on Animal, Vegetable, Mineral? He went on to initiate a

programme idea in 1954 to accompany an expedition to Sierra Leone in west Africa to

collect different species for London Zoo. Attenborough took a cameraman armed with

a 16mm clockwork film camera, and the expedition collected numerous species,

including chameleons, weaverbirds and pythons. Produced by the Talks Department,

the creatures were presented in the studio show, Zoo Quest, over a number of weeks

and intercut with the filmed footage taken in Sierra Leone. One of the 'nominal'

reasons to go to Sierra Leone was to catch the rare bird Picathartes gymnocephalus,

and the' quest' for this bird became the narrative drive throughout the first series. The

effective impact of this, Attenborough recalls (2003: 46), was felt when he was driving

in London's Regent Street in an open topped sports car, and a bus driver leaned out of

his window and asked, "ere Dave... are you going to catch that Picafartees gymno-
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bloo.lv-ccphalus or aren't you?' Six more Zoo Quests followed between 1954 and

1961, and they included trips to Guiana, Indonesia, New Guinea, Paraguay and

Madagascar.

At the same time the BBC was also showing wildlife documentary films by the Belgian

film-maker Armand Denis and his wife Michaela Denis. The couple lived in Kenya,

and their work centred around African wild animals, and included Filming Wild

Animals. (BBC TV 1954-55) and Filming in Africa, (BBC TV 1955). They also had

documentary films shown on lTV (ATV) between 1955 and 1958 entitled Michaela

and Armand Denis. As Tise Vahimagi (1996: 67) suggests, 'Their on-camera treks

across Uganda, Kenya, etc., with Michaela's shapely form constantly darting in front

of the lens and Armand's relaxed, almost domestic manner when soft-shoeing after

dangerous creatures established the couple as TV favourites during the 1950s.' As the

transmission of the Denis' eponymous films on lTV suggests, the BBC did not have

the monopoly on depicting the exotic through the lens of the educational. Globetrotting

lTV series included Survival, a series of natural history programmes from Anglia

Television from 1961, and a documentary series from ATV, Great Temples ofthe

World. 1964-66. lTV also boasted a travel series with Orson Welles, Round the World

....vith Orson Welles. which started on the second night of the new commercial service on

23 September 1955. As the TV Times billed it, 'In this series of films Orson Welles,

who is a great cosmopolitan, visits some of the famous places of the world.':" The

BBC's own urbane and smooth cosmopolitan was Alan Whicker, who started reporting

features on the BBC's Tonight programme, and Whicker's World began in 1959 as a

look back at some of the Tonight films (Vahimagi: 1996). Subsequent programmes in

the 1960s included Whicker Down Under (BBC TV 1961), Whicker on Top ofthe

World (BBC TV 1962) and Whicker Down Mexico Way (BBC TV 1963).

Not just an examination of the distant, foreign or exotic, other programming also

started to explore spaces and experiences previously kept hidden, spaces which the

social psychologist Erving Goffman (1990) calls 'back regions'. For Goffman,

everyday life is a matter of performing certain roles. This can be ascertained by the
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way that people behave differently with other groups, whether they be friends, family,

colleagues. clients, bosses, subordinates, teachers, students or strangers, The settings

for these performances are carefully circumscribed and are kept separate, with specific

occupational locations demanding speci fie behaviour, actions, words and language, and

these might be particularly associated with the kind of 'team behaviour' we discussed

in chapter one. So, for Goffman (1990: 109), 'A region may be defined as any place

that is bounded to some degree by barriers to perception.' Significantly, what Goffman

calls a 'back region' is a space where the performer can be 'off duty' - often from

other teams (often client or customer groups). As we have seen, television drama can

explore such spaces. In Z Cars, for example, police officers are seen in the spaces

which the public does not have access, such as in the police station canteen or in their

homes, It was the depiction of fictional policemen as smokers, gamblers, people who

complained about authority or who beat their wives that was to provoke the anger of

senior police officers in real life (Laing: 1991), In Z Cars the characters are seen as

behaving in ways which contradict their institutional roles and public performance of

order and control.

Yet during this period, non-fiction, documentary television also started to examine the

'back regions' of institutions or particular social groups. Between 1958 and 1964, for

example. the BBC ran a controversial series of programmes called Your Life in Their

Hands which took viewers behind the scenes of hospitals, and inside operating theatres

to give a close-up view of the work of doctors and nurses (Vahimagi: 1996). A single

documentary. on the other hand, The Deliverers (ATV, transmitted 22 January 1964)

was a look at the lives of the RAF crew of a Victor bomber which carried a nuclear

payload. Shown two years after the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, the documentary

painted a picture of a group of ordinary people who had, in effect, an extraordinary job.

Though uncontroversial in its depiction of the routine and mundane lives of the aircrew

at work and at leisure, the documentary's ideological intent is even handed (or

unclear). Either the programme ideologically underpins the principle of nuclear

deterrent by demonstrating Britain's military capability, and by reassuring the viewers

that their safety is in good hands, or it suggests with pathos that the power to kill
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millions is held by a small group of ordinary people. The title of the programme itself

is dearly euphemistic. Sometimes the exploration of institutional and public 'back

regions' was more controversial. The Granada documentary The Entertainers, for

example, was initially banned from transmission by the ITA in 1964. Made by

producer Denis Mitchell. and the first documentary shot on videotape, the programme

follows the everyday lives of a group of real strippers, wrestlers and pub and cabaret

singers living together in a single house. Taking a behind the scenes look at

showbusiness and the entertairunent industries, The Entertainers depicts a grubby,

squalid and seedy world. A striptease sequence in particular caused some anxiety at the

IT.--\.. and it took a year of negotiation before transmission was allowed on 13 January

1965.

Also during the period. television's own "back regions' were the subject of

programming. Broadcasting itself is a matter of staged behaviour, because even though

events and performances take place in front of the camera, most of the work of

television production takes place off-camera. Goffman (1990: 121) himself briefly

refers to this kind of staging in relation to broadcasting:

In these situations, back region tends to be defined as all places where the camera

is not focused at the moment or all places out of range of "live' microphones.

Many programmes took cameras into television's own 'back regions' to show its

workings to the viewing public. An early example from the 1950s included a BBC

Children's Newsreel of the new children's television studio opening at Lime Grove,

transmitted 13 February 1952. Editions of Panorama were also given over to the

behind the scenes technical work of BBC television, such as Richard Dimbleby giving

a tour of the Alexandra Palace Studios, 4 June 1956, and a demonstration of the BBC's

VERA videotape system in 1958. Other examples included news coverage of a press

visit to the new BBC Television Centre, broadcast on 15 June 1960, and news coverage

of the start of transmissions from the Centre on 29 June. There was also a filmed

documentary made by the BBC, directed by Richard Cawston, which was deliberately
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designed to pr01110te the SSC in anticipation of a government inquiry into television

broadcasting (which was to be the Pilkington Committee). The documentary, This is

the BBC. followed the work of the SSC (both television and radio) over a 24 hour

period. Quite radically. the black and white film ended with a short colour film

sequence of a television studio experimenting with new colour television technology,

implying that it was only a publicly funded broadcaster that could invest in research

and development. The film was projected at meetings around the country, to the great

and the good, and was transmitted on television on 27 November 1959 (although, of

course. the colour sequence would have been seen in black and white on television at

the time). Such depictions of the SSC at work were both a promotion of television

technology and the work of the sse itself. As we saw in chapter three, an lTV

documentary that explored the 'back regions' of television is The Dream Machine

(ATV) which was transmitted on 11 November 1964. Produced by Francis Essex, it

shows the preparation and production of a light entertainment show, Six Wonderful

Girls. The documentary demonstrates the studio recording process and it also shows

the wiping of videotapes. Sequences take place in the office, in rehearsal rooms, in the

staff bar, and in the studio gallery. The opening up of these back stage areas humanised

and personalised their institutional protagonists. Significantly, the relationship between

the protagonist and the viewer at home is one that is characterised by informality and a

new kind of intimacy. While the 'back regions' of broadcasting are opened up on

television, the viewer him or herself is situated in the private sphere of the home. This

too can be constituted as a "back region' where people can be 'off duty' from the work

of public performance (in the street, at school or at work). The apparently open handed

way in which television offered its workings, a communication from back region to

back region, could be said to offer a new sense of immediacy and connection.

There were other ways in which television could link the home to the global while at

the same time offering immediacy and connection. These were news and current affairs

programmes. Developments in these programme forms over the 1950s, in a similar

manner to the broadcasting of global live events and exotic films and documentaries

described above, helped bring images into the home from far-flung places. Not only
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did television use satellite relay and film recording, but developments in civilian air

travel Incant that reporters could traverse the globe quickly. At a time of global change

and conflict. and with former European colonies in Africa and Asia uneasily making

transitions to independence, there was much to report from abroad. On lTV this was

also characterised by a sense of' internationalism in its current affairs programmes

This JVeek and World in Action (see Holland: 2006~ and Goddard, Comer and

Richardson: forthcoming). As well as technological advances there were four other key

developments which affected the growth of television news provision and current

affairs. The first was the end of what was known as the 'Fourteen Day Rule'. This had

been established between the government and the BBC towards the end of the Second

World War to constrain controversial coverage of political issues. It meant that news or

talks programmes could not report on events which were being discussed in parliament,

or were about to be discussed, within the next fourteen day period. This was the cause

for much editorial chaffing, and the rule was finally suspended at the end of 1956 after

the political debacle of the Suez Crisis. The second development was the presentation

of in-vision newsreaders. Traditionally BBC radio had sought to depersonalise its

presenters as much as possible to represent a unitary BBC identity and to add an air of

impartiality and authority. Up until 1954, news on BBC television was provided by

newsreels of the 'topical' kind seen at the cinema. After 1954, however, filmed footage

was accompanied by voice-overs from BBC journalists for the first time. As the first

British television newsreader Richard Baker announced on the first proper BBC news

broadcast, 'Here is an illustrated summary of the news. It will be followed by the latest

film of happenings at home and abroad.' It was over a year later, just before the arrival
XVI

of lTV and ITN, that the BBC allowed newsreaders to appear on screen.

The arrival of the commercial service marked the third and fourth developments in

television news: competition and professionalism.xvii It is commonly and popularly

held that the advent of ITN news bulletins forced the BBC to revamp their television

news service. As Andrew Crisell argues in his book, An Introductory History ofBritish

Broadcasting (1997), the ITN news was of higher quality than the BBC's. It had been

set up in May 1955 under the editorship of Aidan Crawley, who had been both a
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journalist and an MP, and it recruited a team of people to present the news, including

Robin Day and Christopher Chataway. They were charged with the duty of being

authoritative and journalistic, and were encouraged to emphasise their individual

personalities. ITN also used (Crisell: 1997: 92-3) 'an unprecedented quantity of film in

its bulletins and incorporated as much informed comment as possible to give viewers a

better perspective on events.' At the same time, however, the BBC were also becoming

more comfortable with in-vision presenters alongside filmed reports. As a result, the

journalist Hugh Greene, who was to go on to become BBC Director General, was

reluctant to agree that changes then underway at BBC News had been a result of

competition with IT\:. In a BBC internal report in 1958 he instead argued that 'one

cannot be sure that they [BBC News] would not have attained today's standard even

without competition.' (cf Briggs: 1995: 156-157). Furthermore, as I discussed in

chapter one. a Gallup poll from December 1957 found that 31 per cent of people found

BBC news better than ITN, compared to 15 per cent who favoured ITN. Yet as we also

saw in chapter one. the expansion of broadcasting in the 1950s and 1960s certainly

facilitated the development of a professional ethos. By the end of the 1950s, television

news was presented and run by professional journalists, while current affairs was

increasingly being characterised by a professional cadre ofjournalists and

presenters. XV111

What news and current affairs shared with some of the other programmes described

above was the face-to-camera address of the presenter. This replicates a fundamental

social encounter between people: face-to-face interaction. Writing in the Journal of

Psychiatry in 1956, Donald Horton and R. Richard Wohl argued that the to-camera

presentation of light entertainment hosts such as Johnny Carson, in the Johnny Carson

Show on US television, constituted a form of 'para-social relationship'. This is a

seeming face-to-face encounter between the presenter and the viewer. This relationship

between on the on-screen performer and the viewer at home is characterised by

'intimacy at a distance', a form of ersatz intimacy separated by physical space (Horton

and Wohl: 1956).xix In certain circumstances, this form of representation can promote

the television experience as a sociable encounter. Paddy Scannell (1996), drawing on
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the work of the sociologist Georg Simmel (1971), argues that people like to watch

television or listen to radio because it is sociable - it is an activity that is not

instrumental or functional, it is a charming way of spending time. I will critically

evaluate Scannell's understanding and deployment of the concept of 'sociability' in

more depth in chapter six. I will do this to explore the relationship between on-screen

presenters and members of the public in certain television programmes and to examine

the \\Oay that media power is constructed. For the moment, however, it is worth hanging

on to the tenn sociability here because it alludes to an easy-going charm and social­

ness in certain of television s programming.

In the 1950s, one particular programme which transcended generic boundaries

associated with talk and light entertainment programmes to produce this kind of charm

was Tonight, which ran on BBC television between 1957 and 1965. Tonight, a current

affairs magazine programme, was scheduled in the tea-time slot which had previously

been kept clear of programming, a gap in the schedules in which television

traditionally 'closed down' to allow parents to put their children to bed, a slot known as

the "toddler's truce"." For John Comer (1991: 8), the most significant aspect of

Tonight was that "the programme developed a modality of easy, familiar address which

seemed to resonate perfectly with emerging ideas about social conventions and public

values across a wide spectrum.' Tonight was a forty minute, topical magazine

programme that combined studio items with filmed reports, a programme that looked at

big stories and how they affected individuals. As Briggs notes (1995: 162):

Through its magazine mix, which included music, Tonight deliberately blurred

traditional distinctions between entertainment, information, and even education;

while through its informal styles of presentation, it broke sharply with old BBe

traditions of .correctness , and 'dignity'. It also showed the viewing public that the

BBC could be just as sprightly and irreverent as lTV.

The programme's magazine format was a recognition that at this time of the day people

would be coming home from work, doing homework, having dinner or getting ready to
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go out. So the fragmented magazine format could accommodate a distracted audience

for short bursts of viewing, The chief presenter was Cliff Michelmore, described in

parts of the press as 'uvuncular, pink-faced, middle brow' (cfBriggs: 1995:162). The

programme mixed serious items with comic items and music, and many of the team

that worked on the programme in the BBC Talks Department went on to work on the

satirical That Wus the Hreek That l' "us. For Comer (1991: 12), 'the success of Tonight

indicates how powerfully television could employ its immediacy and intimacy to

construct the terms of a new sociability.' Tonight proved very popular with a viewing

audience, and in 1957 the programme was attracting an audience of9 million viewers.

The development of new forms of broadcasting, with an emphasis on para-social

interaction, intimacy at a distance and sociability (here) may, however, have had

negative implications. The emergence of news and current affairs programming in the

1950s increasingly put politicians and others in authority on the screen on a daily basis.

Placed within the television flow of the mixed programme schedule that we discussed

in chapter two, politicians, world leaders, civil servants, doctors, scientists, policemen,

teachers, artists and writers were as much a part of the television schedule as cabaret

singers, dancers, rock stars, films stars, quiz show hosts and comedians. In one sense,

the placing of these people within the television schedule might have been

democratising, bringing these people down to earth, making them newly visible and

accountable to the viewer and voter. Television brought 'Them' into the home. Richard

Hoggart, in The Uses ofLiteracy, suggests that for the working classes, 'Them' were

the bosses and public officials, the people who 'got us into this mess', people such as

politicians. These people, 'Them', were not the 'Us' of the working classes (Hoggart:

1969). For Silverstone, this quotidian display of politicians, leaders and people in

authority on television has resulted, long term, in the suburbanisation of the public

sphere (1994; 1997). The (political) world is viewed through the prism of the home.

Yet the breakdown of the barrier between the home (private sphere) and the public

sphere for the first time in the 1950s and 1960s might have seemed invasive. As part of

a society in which the welfare state and government bureaucracy was an increasing part
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of evervday life, the intrusion of the public sphere into d ti .omes IC space VIa the
television set Blight have Blade the political process appe . I .ar oppressive y pervasive.

It was for this reason that Stephen Wagg (1992) argues that a 'satire boom' emerged in

the earl \' 1960s. This was a moment when satire was in vogue ac f di- ross a range 0 me ia

and arts, and included satirical revues in the theatre, the launch of the satirical

magazine Private Eye, and the BBe's television show That Was The Week That Was.

This 'boom' signified a disenchantment with the world of politics, and marked a retreat

and engagement from the political sphere. For Wagg, (1992: 255):

The principal thrust of the comedy [the satirical depiction of politics, and

establishment and social institutions] has, I believe, been toward an elevation of

the private sphere of individual activities and decision-making at the expense of

the public realm of parliamentary and 'party-political' deliberation.

Satire was a way a distancing oneself from the issues of the day, by pricking the

pomposity of politicians and leaders, by not taking them seriously. By viewing public

life from the comfort of the home, and by witnessing politicians and leaders as part of

the television flow. as part of the ready supply of entertainment, it was possible to take

them less seriously. As a consequence, "They' and 'Them' may have been more

visible, but in being brought into the home they may also have been less powerful.

To sum up here, the demographic changes in British society created the space for the

new cultural form of television. Jobs in the new modem industries and homes in the

new estates, suburbs and towns meant that people were displaced away from family,

friends and community. At the same time, the post-war baby boom meant that young

couples' were more likely to be at home looking after their children. As will be

explored in the next chapter, changes in credit arrangements meant that people could

obtain a range of domestic items, such as television sets, on hire purchase. Yet for

many people, slum clearances and new homes were the cause of anxiety and

unhappiness. This was explored in television drama forms ranging from te1efantasy to
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police series and single dramas. The emergence of television in the home, and a

combination of the development of recording and relay (cable and satellite)

technologies meant that the viewer was connected to other people, places and events

locally, regionally. nationally and globally. Television not only connected the domestic

audience to far-flung places, but also behind the scenes of institutions such as hospitals,

the Royal Air Force. the entertainment industry and even television itself. It is for these

reasons that I have described television in this period as a translocational medium. It

both depicted the demographic movement and displacement of people around the

country from their traditional homes, and it connected audiences from the place of

viewing to the spaces being occupied and captured by the television camera. New

programme forms such as television news, current affairs and documentaries facilitated

this increasing sense of connectivity. With some of the programmes characterised by

intimate forms of presentation, there appeared to be an erosion of the boundaries

between the public and private spheres. In a society characterised by welfarism and

state bureaucracy, the daily presentation of the world of politics and international

events in news and current affairs programming may have made the sphere of

government seem omnipresent and oppressive. Within the flow of the mixed

programme schedule, which combined politics and serious drama with comedy and

entertainment, this would have constructed and perpetuated the sense that television

connected its viewers to the central institutions and concerns of society that I discussed

in chapter two. The next chapter will explore how television circulated discourses

surrounding consumer culture and how this promoted economic and cultural difference

and class conflict.

i In 1956 14 per cent of homes were still without electricity, and in ma?y of the older
houses wiring was often unreliable or dangerous (Akhtar and Humphries: 2001 cf

Sandbrook: 2005). .
ii The effects of slum clearances are referred to in the drama Up the Junctzon (1965), and
the Roehampton estate merits a brief, disparaging mention.
iiI See, for example, Cauldwell (1995) and Johnson (2005).
iv See, for example, Goldthorpe et al. (1969). ,. ,.
v Reported in an article on television detector vans, Geoff Howard, PIrates, In TV
Mirror, 20 February 1954, Vol 2, no. 8, p l O.
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vi .\ domestically set series called The Applcvards was transmitted by BBC television
1952-57 but was aimed at children.

\I'S~e the Television Heaven website, www.televisionheaven.co.uk/grove.htm
\11\ Sec Johnson t2005) for an extended discussion of socio-cultural verisimilitude in
relation to the Quatermass series and 'tclefantasy'. and Neale (2000) for a discussion of
the theory in relationship to fihn genre.
\\ See Laing (1991).
\ See. for example. Caughie (2000) and Cook (2003).
\\ Cf Sydney-Smith: 2002: 153. Originally quoted in 'Why do Z-men shock the police?
TY chief answers that "oafs" criticism', in the Daily Sketch, 1 May 1962.
vii Sec Cooke (2003) for an extended discusson on the drama.
\iii In Orwell's analysis. the 'perfect' English murder in the pre-war period was committed
cunningly by a professional, such as a solicitor or dentist living a respectable bourgeois
life in the suburbs. who had been stirred by strong emotions. Americanization, spurred by
both Hollywood films and the effects of the war, instead meant that murder had become
sordid and meaningless, with an air of thrill and cheap glamour. See Orwell (2003).
\1\ Attenborough was to become Controller of BBC 2 and presenter of landmark BBC
television series as LUe on Earth (1979), The Living Planet (1984) and The Trials ofLife
(1990).
\\ 20 September 1955. p21.
xvi Sec Radio Times: 50 Years ofBBe TV News, p2, supplement to Radio Times 3-9 July

200.+.
xvii For a critical history of ITN between 1955 and 2005 see Harrison (2005).
"iii See. for example. Goldie (1977), Briggs (1995), Holland (2006) and Goddard, Comer

and Richardson (forthcoming).
xix Such intimacy has also been discussed in terms of non-reciprocity and 'quasi-mediated

interaction', see Thompson (1995).
xx See Comer (1991) and Hill (1991) for a discussion of the demise of the 'toddler's
truce'. the emergence of Tonight during the week and new pop programmes on Saturday

evenings.
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Chapter 5: Consumer Culture

This chapter will explore the way that television promoted consumer culture and

promoted a sense of social fragmentation and class conflict. In Britain in the 1950s and

1960s the economy boomed. There was full employment, which meant that there was

competition for labour and wages were higher. In 1954 rationing came to an end and

there \\"as a relaxation of hire-purchase (HP) controls. This meant there were fewer

restrictions on what consumer goods people bought. With increased affluence people

could spend more on commodities and services or, where money was tighter, they

could acquire goods on HP and make regular payments over a period of time. In the

year following the end of rationing, consumer spending in Britain rose by 8 per cent,

and in particular spending on durable goods such as televisions and refrigerators rose

by 10 per cent. By 1957 British shoppers were spending £1004 million pounds on

durable goods, and in 1960 £ 1465m. I Yet according to the historian Dominic

Sandbrook (2005), the consumer boom in the 1950s was an extension of long-term

consumer developments which had begun in the Victorian era, and which had

continued in wealthy pockets in the 1920s and 1930s - despite wider spread poverty

and economic depression. This had been disrupted by the war and its immediate

aftermath, years that were characterised by restrictions and austerity. From the mid

1950s the combination of full employment, relative affluence and better housing meant

that there was increased spending on household items on a much wider scale. A survey

conducted by the Financial Times found that in a two year period from 1957 to 1959

the number of households owning a television had increased by 32 percent, washing

machines by 54 percent, and refrigerators by 58 per cent. This expansion of electrical

goods had been dependent on electrification before the war, and new housing which

had more reliable wiring. Shopping itself was also undergoing radical changes with the

rise of the supermarket. In 1956, for example, there were around 3,000 supermarkets

and self-service stores in Britain, by 1962 there were 12,000. Consumption was not just

restricted to household goods, but also cars, holidays and, for young people, fashion

and pop music.
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This is not to say. howe",:r. that the development of consumer culture was evenly or

fairly felt. The television dramas in the previous chapter demonstrate that there were

negative cultural consequences of the demographic changes taking place in Britain.

Despite the advent of the Welfare State, and despite an economy characterised by full

employment. many experienced hardship and low standards of living. For those who

were struggling to make ends meet, hire-purchase and debt exacerbated an already

difficult situation. In the drama Up the Junction, the 'tally man' who went around

collecting HP payrnents was critical of the young women finding themselves in debt.

Yet it was not just the worst-off who found themselves depending increasingly on

credit and HP but a wider range of people wanting to enjoy the good life. In 1962 a

British civil servant, John Vassall, was found to be a spy in the pay of the Soviet

Union. When questions were asked in parliament about why no-one had noticed

Vassalls lavish lifestyle, sponsored by his espionage, the minister responsible replied

,How many of us are living beyond our incomes?" Yet despite the uneven spread of

affluence, and continuing deprivation in some quarters, rapid technological advances,

rapid economic growth and the overall improvement of living conditions in Britain

marked out the period as, what Eric Hobsbawm (1995) has described it in his history of

the Twentieth Century, a "Golden Age'.

Television's role in the emergence of a strong consumer capitalism in the 1950s is a

complex one. The expansion and development of television broadcasting and the

extension and expansion of the television audience discussed so far were both

symptoms and agents of this change. This chapter will look at the way in which

television's content and forms circulated discourses of consumerism and made

practices of consumption visible. It will also examine the ways in which such visible

practices were related to social affiliation. Consumer culture is directly related to issues

of lifestyle and class membership. Cutting across this are also issues of age and gender.

So the representation of social and cultural activity, in television's newly expanding

range of outputs in the mixed programme schedule, from drama to comedy, light

entertainment and factual programming, makes lifestyle and class tastes visible to a

wider range of social and cultural groups. It includes the kinds of visible markers

149



people display on television, the clothes they wear or the wa th I dy ey c ean or ecorate

their homes. The programmes themselves drawing on diff t h ., I eren entages such as

middle-class theatre or working class variety shows also c tit t d, ons I u e an represent

cultural and class values. The broadcasting of these different d ~
11 programmes an rorms on

television in the mixed programme makes it easier for a range of audiences to be

judgemental about the tasks and activities of different groups and classes. As this

chapter will demonstrate. the promotion of consumer culture engenders a sense of

cultural fragmentation and promotes class conflict.

Advertising consumer culture:

One way that television explicitly made consumerism visible was, with the arrival of

lTV in 1955, by placing advertising on screen. As we saw in chapter three, the arrival

of commercial television in 1955 brought about a new form of filmed programming to

television, the adverts. The expansion of advertising through television had been a

major impetus for the campaign for commercial television in the early 1950s, with

agencies and companies with goods to sell looking for additional promotional outlets at

the dawn of the decade's economic boom (Crisell: 1997). Yet the institution of' spot

advertisements' was a particularly British way of negotiating the demands of market

and public service values in commercial television. In 1951, the Beveridge Report had

recommended against the adoption of commercial broadcasting in Britain. One of the

reasons was that the Beveridge Committee had been unhappy about the way radio and

television programmes in the USA were sponsored by advertisers. The fear was that

programme sponsorship by advertisers could influence editorial decision-making in the

production process. If an advertiser was unhappy with a particular programme - be it

the characters, the personalities or the narrative - then they could exert influence over

the production and the programme's content. The ultimate sanction was that the

advertiser could withdraw sponsorship money, leaving the programme's financing and

future in a perilous condition. As a consequence, during the debates around the

breaking of the BBC's monopoly, it was envisaged that 'spot advertisements' would be

an important means of keeping finance and editorial decision-making separate in
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commercial television. A programme would be made by on f th lTVe 0 e programme

companies, but advertising air space would be sold separately to agencies. Obviously,

an advertiser might not want their promotions aired alongside a programme that might

reflect negatively on their product. In such an instance they could move the advert, but

they could not impel the alteration or cancellation of that programme. iii

The rules on what could be advertised were handled by the ITA, but under supervision

from a statutory Advertising Committee, and could face close scrutiny from

government. On the whole though, the rules were mainly liberal, with no bar on

alcohol or tobacco. On the other hand money-lenders and fortune tellers were banned

from advertising, and no adverts were allowed to be associated with specific religions

or the Royal Family. There had been questions of whether gambling could be

advertised. but this was deferred at the time when the Pools Promoters Association

indicated that it would not be seeking advertising airtime in the early days of the new

service (Sendall: 1982). When commercial television began in 1955 there were strict

rules about how much advertising could be shown. The ITA established from the

outset that the commercial programme companies could not place advertisements of

more than an average of six minutes in an hour, with a maximum of seven minutes on

any specific occasion. IV

As well as spot advertising, there was another kind of promotional programme on lTV.

This was a hybrid called the' advertising magazine', or more popularly the' admag',

and this caused a problem for the ITA because there were was confusion as to whether

it constituted programme sponsorship or whether it exceeded advertising' s six minute

rule. The' admag form had been discussed in the Television Act of 1954 as 'shoppers'

guides', and they were an early type of consumer programme featuring spots in which

specific products were promoted. The difficulty, however, was that advertising had to

be clearly distinguishable from other television programming, yet the 'admag' blurred

this distinction. The principles governing the' admag' turned it into a curious animal.

One of these principles was that all the goods or services being advertised in these

magazines had to be related in some way, and this relationship was to be made clear by
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the presentational links. Yet product promotion was paid for by the advertisers in a

programme which was made by one of the lTV programme companies, rather than by

an advertising agency in-house production department. At first it was suggested that

the advertisers should also pay for the presentational links, but this was soon relaxed.

The links themselves were often conducted by well-known television personalities who

gave the item being promoted an additional fillip. Often the presentation of the

programme appeared to be fictional or semi-documentary (Sendall: 1982). Perhaps the

most famous 'admag' from the period was Jim's Inn which was made by Associated­

Rediffusion and ran between 1957 and 1963. This particular 'admag focused on a

married couple who ran a pub in the fictional village ofWembleham, and they would

discuss the price and quality of various real consumer products with their customers.

The programme s arch premise and delivery provoked some uncomplimentary

criticism, and was satirised in a sketch in Beyond the Fringe, a stage revue at the

Edinburgh Festival in August 1960, featuring the line-up of Alan Bennett, Peter Cook,

Jonathan Miller and Dudley Moore. In Ronald Bergan's (1989: 12) book about Beyond

the Fringe, he describes Jim's Inn as a 'puerile advertising playlet in which people in a

pub, quite straight-faced, introduced products for praise in conversation.' In the sketch,

the barman Jim was played by Dudley Moore, with customers Basil and Nigel played

by Jonathan Miller and Peter Cook.

Basil:

Nigel:

Basil:

Nigel:

Good gracious me - out of the comer of my eye I thought you were

wearing a good cashmere.

I'm glad you thought it was cashmere but it's not.

I" d put money on it being cashmere.

You'd lose your money, Bas. It's a Niblock Histamine Non-Iron Oven­

Dry Visco-Static Dynaflo, all designed to make a nice sweater with peak

purchasing power.v
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Hundreds of admags were broadcast between 1955 and 1963, and they included Homes

and Gardens (ATV), What's in Store (ABC) and two holiday programmes, Where

Shall IVe Go? (ABC) and Over the Hills (Associated-Rediffusion). Yet there was still

an anxiety about whether these "admags' constituted ordinary programming or

specifically a form of advertising. For Sendall (1983: 108), "There can be little doubt

that however carefull y they were labelled, the more successful advertising magazines

were seen (even enjoyed) as programmes by at least some viewers. -vi The problem was

that it looked as if these programmes had been sponsored through the back door. As

Sendall goes on to explain (ibid.):

The more plausible and . intrinsically interesting' the linking theme of an

advertising magazine was, the more readily it would resemble a programme and

incur. however unjustifiably, the charge of programme sponsorship. The less

plausible the theme and the less effective the linking, the more the magazine

would seem to be no more than a bunch of unrelated spot advertisements which

should rightly be counted against the daily allowance for such.

During the submissions to the Pilkington Committee at the beginning of the 1960s, the

first ITA Chairman himself recommended the abolition of the admag form, agreeing

that they had become a form of programme sponsorship. The Committee itself was

unhappy with admags and "concluded that even if the magazines were within the letter

of the Act, they offended against its spirit, (Sendall: 1983: 109). As a result of the

Pilkington recommendation, the Postmaster General issued a directive in 1963 that no

more .admags' be made.

Visibility and material display:

Advertising and 'admags' were not the only ways, however, in which consumer culture

was promoted. In a fairly obvious way, the new visibility provided by television

promoted a variety of cultural forms and activities through the relay and, ultimately,

'witness' of cultural events, perfonnances and representations. As we saw in chapter
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one. the impetus for broadcastinv itself had been the pro ti f buvi
b mo IOn 0 uymg and

consuming culture. With the advent of first radio and th t I " b d ., en e evision, roa castmg

effectively promoted cultural consumption to a wider audie th t . .nee, a IS, consumption of

musical performances, plays, light entertainment, talk programmes and sport. As we

S~1\Y in chapter two, the work of the Arts Council in the late 1940s and early 1950s was

predicated on the idea that the sse had already created a national audience for artistic

activity. Alongside print media, entertainment outlets and public institutions,

broadcasting effectively served to cross-promote a variety of cultural activities within

the mixed programme schedule.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the newly expanded television institution promoted new forms

of art and culture to a newly established national audience in new and wide ranging

forms of programming. This is linked to class and consumerism in a number of ways.

This is because it was not just the cultural consumption of a range of arts that was

promoted, but a newly visible range of commodities and lifestyles. As the French

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1984) has shown, art, culture and commodities constitute

forms of class communication directly related to lifestyle - both desired and actual.

Taste and lifestyle thus become both constituents and definitions of class. As a result,

commodities can signify 'lifestyle' while at the same time 'lifestyle' can be bought via

commodities. This suggests that social or class definitions and positions are not

necessarily static. As an earlier sociologist, Thorstein Veblen (1934); has shown us,

material consumption is one way of expressing a form of class mobility. In his analysis

of the French 'nouveaux riches' at the end of Nineteenth Century (originally published

in 1899), Veblen demonstrated that status could be bought by particular social groups

through 'conspicuous consumption'. In Veblen's example, an emerging social group

built on new money sought to dress up its social pretensions by emulating established

wealth. Of course, such an attempt at cultural incorporation into a higher social group

was not necessarily successful, and the term 'nouveaux riches' has negative

connotations. I will explore this issue later in relation to class conflict, yet what this

reveals is that consumerism and the purchase of new commodities and services has

class implications.
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So. in this period, television showed its audience new com diti , d "mo mes m a vertrsing, but

also in a range of other programme forms It also presented f I'c. 1. a range 0 itesty es, and

new forms of behaviour includine but not necessarily restrict d t '1 bili
t:" e 0, socia mo I ity,

individual and personal freedom, material comfort and convenience. Often this new

behaviour involved the conspicuous display of (and in some cases relied upon) material

goods and commodities. In a range of programmes material goods and lifestyle were

linked and potentially made desirable. Yet the wide range of programme forms within

the mixed programme schedule, with often different and contradictory ideologies,

makes it difficult to draw any easy conclusions about how television promoted

consumer culture in its programming. Some examples should illustrate the

contradictory ways that television explored consumerism and lifestyle.

In an explicit sense, the ability of television cameras to film and broadcast from around

the world in the 1950s and 1960s promoted travel as a particular aspect of cultural

activity. As we saw in the last chapter, television was able to report from abroad, and

this potentially offered an image of the exotic, of charming and desirable foreignness.

The expansion of air travel and the advent of the so-called 'jet age' certainly made it

possible for camera crews, and people like Orson Welles and Alan Whicker, to travel

round the world more quickly and conveniently. Foreignness, in natural history

programmes and travelogues, became a staple of television output and it was teasingly

and tantalisingly promoted under the educational and informative veil of public service

broadcasting. It certainly seemed to place Britain at the centre of a world map and

imply, in a neo-colonial manner, that Britons (even working class ones) had the right,

if not a duty in the interest of education, to travel and consume the wildlife and culture

of foreign places. Yet, of course, it was cheap air travel, package holidays, relative

affluence, hire purchase arrangements and the "keeping up with the Jones' which were

key factors in the increasing numbers of people travelling abroad on holiday. In 1951,

for example, two million foreign holidays were taken by Britons, rising to four million

in 1961 and seven million in 1971 (Marwick: 1996). In the first ever episode of the

popular and enduring sitcom about two young working class men in the north of
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England. The Likely Lads, shown on BBC2 in 1964, the characters Bob and Terry are

seen arriving horne fr0111 a holiday in Spain. The image suggests that even two working

class lads 1'r0111 the north can aspire to, and achieve, travel to exotic locations.

Yet holiday-making was not an isolated aspect of consumer culture, it vied with other

goods and services for consumer spending. In the same year as The Likely Lads above,

an episode of the BBC 1 sitcom Meet the Wife, starring Freddie Frinton and Thora Hird,

clearly demonstrates how consumerism impacted on working class couples and

families. and the kinds of financial anxieties it caused. In the episode titled 'Getting

Away'. transmitted 21 April 1964, the comedy centres around Thora and Freddie, a

northern middle-aged, working class couple planning to go on holiday. At the

beginning of the episode Thora and Freddie are seen arguing over whether they can

afford to go abroad. and their argument demonstrates the competing financial claims

that the new consumer boom has on their money, as well as the need to be seen to be

'keeping up' socially, Part of what inspires Thora to want to go abroad is a sense of

competition with her friends and neighbours. Reading a holiday brochure in bed, Thora

announces, 'The Hotel Splendide, Majorca. Now that's where Mrs Jackson from the

sweetshop stayed.' Freddie counters that they cannot afford a foreign holiday because

of the money they have spent on household items. 'You've spent too much money

around the house, only last month this new bed cost fifty quid.' Thora claims that she

only wants what everyone else seems to be doing, 'Why, even the milkman's just come

back from Bulgaria. How can he afford to go?' To which Freddie's crisp reply is, 'It

was a free gift with his washing machine.' In the end Freddie relents, and books a two

week holiday at the Hotel Splendide with air tickets on British Airways. When Thora

asks how they could afford it after all, Freddie tells her that he won the money betting

on the dogs. It turns out, however, that he booked the holiday secretly on HP. In a twist

to the story, Thora tells him that she would never obtain anything on credit because of

people they know crippled by debt. In the end, Thora finds out Freddie's secret, but

they still manage to go on holiday to Spain with the Post Office savings she has. The

episode makes gentle fun of Thora's aspirations of planning to show off her suntan at

the launderette, even though she now has a washing machine, and of her anxieties over
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flying and foreign food. Some of the comedy comes from Thora packing too much in

her suit case. including her new pair of slacks, a travel iron, a hot water bottle, and all

her various medicines in case of tummy upsets. What the episode articulately

demonstrates, however, is the preoccupation with consumer culture and the financial

and social anxieties this culture entails.

The way that television also positioned part of the women's audience in the period also

demonstrates the complex and contradictory ways that programming promoted

consumer culture. From the late 1940s the BBC had identified women as a distinct

audience that was available to view programming during the daytime (Thumim: 2004).

As Janet Thumim argues, the targeting of women as a specialist category was part of a

larger strategy to expand the television audience and to establish a wider culture of

television viewing. \'II At the same time, as Joy Leman (1987) suggests, it was also a

way in which television producers could make use of studios and broadcasting

personnel during the day. By situating women in the home during the day, as

housewives, they were considered to be both consumers and workers in the home­

they kept house. shopped. cleaned, cooked and raised children. As Leman indicicates

(1987: 91). 'The ideological operation of the programmes arose from society's

hegemonic definitions of the family, children and domestic labour, and the desirable

attributes and behaviour of men and women.' It was therefore seen as desirable that

women in the home conform to idealised visions of womanhood, as both being

attractive and efficient domestic workers. It also negated women's wider experiences

outside of the home, in the workplace. So from the late 1940s the BBC broadcast

numerous daytime programmes in a magazine format, segmented into short, discrete

sections tackling different topics such as children, house and home, shopping, cooking

and personal appearance. Programme titles included Designedfor Women (1947),

About the Home (1952) and Family Affairs (1955).

The segmented format of these programmes had been inspired by the fragmented style

ofprint magazines which had already transferred to radio. Furthermore, by dealing

with a wide range of topics it also appealed to a wider audience (Thumim: 2004). As
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we sa\\ in chapter two, Thumim argues that the magazine format is paradigmatic of the

mixed programme schedule in this period. This is because a range different

programmes (in a range of styles and formats, on varying themes and subjects), appeals

broadly to a much wider audience. This was particularly important for television

broadcasters trying to build a culture of viewing. The magazine format was also seen

as desirable, in the US at least, because segmented programmes allowed women to

conduct their housework while watching discrete items of interest or value to them

(Spigel: 1992).

When IT\' arrived it too adopted a similar model of providing daytime magazine

programmes for women who were perceived to be at home during the day, and these

tended to be transmitted in the morning. These programmes included Morning

Jfagu:ine (1955-56), Sunday Afternoon (1955-56), Home with Joy Shelton (1955-56),

and Television Beaut)' Salon (1957). However, commercial pressure meant that

morning programmes for women were wound up, and by 1957 women's concerns were

increasingly seen to be catered to by admags (Leman: 1987). On the BBC, women's

magazine programmes during the daytime tended to evaporate in the early 1960s. The

scheduling slot for women's programmes in the afternoon started to be moved around,

and then it became increasingly replaced by outside broadcasting of sport. By 1964,

there were no longer any programmes on BBC television that specifically addressed

women. As Thumim argues (2004), this was because competition for programming

resources squeezed out 'women's' programmes as a special category, and because

television broadcasting no longer needed to enlist specialist categories of audience to

develop viewing cultures.

There is also a class issue here. The tone of the early programmes, in the late 1940s

and early 1950s was clearly aimed at upper and middle class women. This was because

in this period it was only parts of an affluent set in the south east of England who could

afford television. Joy Leman (1987) refers to an edition of About the Home in 1952, for

example, which clearly demonstrated class prejudice in an item on food hygiene. The

item used a drama documentary technique to depict a stereotypical working class

158



family living in unhygienic conditions to illustrate to wrong way to prepare food. As

Leman explains (1987: 82):

References to flies, dirty washing-up cloths, meat warmed up in the oven, cats and

.grubby boy's dirty fingers' all pointed to the conclusion that "their' dirty habits

were the reason for outbreaks in food poisoning.

As a result. there emerged a ·separation between the "innocent" viewer (assumed to be

middle-class) and the "guilty" subject (presented as working-class),' (ibid.). Yet as

Leman (1987) argues, About the Home sustained this tone, even in the face of the

expanding television audience which was perceived as being increasingly working

class. and the arrival of commercial television. These kinds of programmes, and the

admags. would also have complemented women' s magazines of the day, and in this

they would have offered a contradictory models of cultural capital, especially for

middle class women. Janice Winship (1992) has argued that women's weekly

magazines in the 1950s promoted consumption as a way for women to gain success in

their careers as mothers and wives. Knowing the right price of goods, and knowing

how better to cook and to clean with the electronic goods and detergents that were

becoming available, was increasingly important for women in household management.

In this sense, women became 'professionaliscd' managers (albeit unpaid) of their

households. On the other hand, Winship also suggests that, despite such

professionalised status, middle-class women were effectively 'proletarianised' in a

material sense after the Second WorId War because they had to take over the domestic

chores which would previously have been conducted by a maid or hired help. It could

therefore be argued that programmes oriented towards women concerning shopping,

cooking and cleaning, may have sought to elevate the housewife's status as a

household manager while at the same time condemning her to being a de facto

domestic drudge.

Nonetheless, Thumim (2004) argues that the demise of programmes' specifically

aimed at women by the early 1960s meant that women's issues were subsumed into
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that of a larger, general audience. Within the newly expanded television institution,

across the later 1950s and 1960s, women were made visible in a range of television

outputs, both factual and fictional, across the mixed programme schedules. It was these

representations of women s role within patriarchal society that a younger generation of

women grew up with in the 1960s, and it was from this constituency that a new wave

of feminists emerged in the 1970s (Thumim: 2004).

Television (amongst other media such as radio, vinyl records, jukeboxes and

magazines) also provided for and gave high profile to a newly emerging social group in

this period, teenagers and youth culture. There were several reasons why youth culture

came to prominence in the 1950s. The first was that education was extended and

younger people did not need to support the extended family as they had previously.

Combined with full employment and higher wages for a mobile workforce, this meant

that young people who had left school had significantly more disposable income.

Young women working in shops and offices, unfettered by the usual male expenditure

on beer and cigarettes, were now better able to spend money on commodities such as

records. clothes or make-up (Hobsbawm: 1995). It was not just women who were

affected, however. because in the 1950s a shift in male culture was underway. National

service was finally abolished in 1956, therefore a new generation of younger males had

more free time, more money, and more freedom to choose the way they dressed. Up

until the 1950s, the "suit" had been the predominant mode of male dress - characterised

by the issuing of a "demob suit' to all servicemen at the end of the war. From the end

of the 19405 it was increasingly possible for young men to dress in ways which

signified class or group affiliation. In the 1950s in particular the 'Teddy Boy' emerged,

a working class fashion self-styled (and short for) 'The New Edwardians', derived

from their Edwardian form of clothing, with long jackets with velvet collars and

waistcoats. The "Teddy Boy' style had itself been appropriated from upper class young

males at the end of the 1940s, and young working class men could pay up to £100 for

their outfits (Sandbrook: 2005). Yet although 'Teddy Boys' have in some ways

become synonymous with the 1950s, and at the time they were associated with youth

crime and deviance, it was effectively a fleeting fashion. The term 'Teddy Boys' was
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first used in 195.+. yet the movement had already passed by 1957 when rock and roll

became a music phenomenon, Importantly here, the emergence of rock and roll in

Britain is bound up with the development of new forms of television programming at

the end of the 1950s (Hill: 1991). Programmes such as Coolfor Cats (A-R 1956-9),

Six-Fin' Special (BBC 1957-8), 011 Boy! (ABC 1958-9) and Juke Box Jury (BBC

1959-67) helped support and fuel interest in the nascent 'rock and roll' movement

(ibid.). These programmes promoted the consumption of music and performances

(much as BBC radio had in the 1920s and '30s) and the purchasing of records. At the

same time. these programmes also promoted complementary trends in youth fashion.

This was not just the dress and demeanour of popular performers, but also members of

the studio audiences in some shows. As John Hill (1991: 95) has observed, members of

the studio audience in Six-Five Special became 'unofficial guides' to fashions in

haircuts. clothing and dancing. This was equally the case in Ready, Steady, Go! (A-R

1963-66) where 'the audience were as much the stars as the musicians,' (Hill: 1991:

103).

Yet the passing phase of the 'Teddy Boy' above demonstrates that the

conceptualisation of youth culture cannot be a stable one. This is because cohorts of

teenagers grow older, as do the performers who appeal to them. The rock and roll stars

on British television at the end of the 1950s, such as Cliff Richards, Tommy Steel and

Adam Faith increasingly became associated with more mainstream showbusiness by

the start of the 1960s. This partly reflected the aging of their fanbase, as teenagers grew

up, married and started to raise families (Sandbrook: 2005). Furthermore, teenagers of

a given period do not necessarily constitute a homogenous group. In the early 1960s

there were the Italian influenced Mods, sharply attired in suits, and the more bikerish

Rockers dressed in denim and leather. These groups gained public notoriety in the

early 1960s with a series of clashes at seaside towns during bank holidays (Cohen:

1972). Yet the rock and roll teenager was not a classless phenomenon. At the end of

the 1950s and early 1960s, many middle class youngsters, especially those associated

with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) tended to be more interested in

jazz (and later folk music). Over this period there was intense snobbery about music,
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and jazz fans were particularly contemptuous of working class teenagers and 'pop'

music (Sandbrook: ~005). These different kinds of music were all promoted to varying

degrees within the mixed programme schedule of television, and therefore vulnerable

to critical distaste. Pop music shows such as Six-Fin! Special were also characterised

by the magazine format because they were scheduled in primetime early evening and

had to appeal to a wider audience than just teenagers. As a result, Six-Five Special

combined elements of variety in a magazine format, with music, comedy and items

(Hill: 1991). At the same time, however, elements of rock, pop and jazz featured in

other mixed bill variety programming. A 'trad jazz' performance, for example,

appeared in almost every edition of Sunday Night at the London Palladium in 1962

(Sandbrook: 2005). The inclusion of different kinds of music across the schedule

meant it was possible for different audience groups to be exposed to the musical tastes

and cultures of other parts of the audience. This became the cause of taste conflict.

A particularly compelling example of this is the BBe programme Juke Box Jury which

began in 1959. Based on an American idea, the show was hosted by David Jacobs who

sat next to a fake jukebox, and played the week's latest pop releases to a panel of four

judges who tended to be showbusiness personalities known to the audience. The

panellists would then have to decide whether or not the single was going to be a 'hit' or

a 'miss'. The programme was scheduled initially on Mondays, but then moved to a slot

on Saturdays in the early evening, and so was particularly aimed at capturing a family

audience. The show proved immensely popular, and regularly attracted 12 million

viewers. For younger people the attraction was the opportunity to hear the latest record

releases, whereas for older viewers the interest lay in the showbusiness panellists. The

show became, in its way, a generational battleground. As John Hill (1991) argues, the

guests often articulated the same barbed and disdainful comments that the parents

might make. At the same time, the younger viewers did not necessarily want the older

personalities, or their parents, to understand the appeal of the music, For Hill (1991:

102), 'The art ofJuke Box Jury, in this respect, was to have it both ways, both

confirming adult and youthful prejudices at the same time.' As a result, the show's
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popularity was based on a f01111 of cultural conflict between diff t "reren age groupings,

and also. it is likely, the taste cultures of different sections ofth th di "Ife you au Ience itse .

Another programme form which visibly celebrated material display, but in a different

way. is the action-adventure genre, especially those involving spies; secret agents and

crime solving adventurers, including The Saint and The Avengers. It has been argued

that the adventure series can be seen as a by-product of Americanization. This was

very much a case of British television remaking and remarketing genres that had

originally been imported from the US (Osgerby, Gough-Yates and Wells: 2001).

Jeffrey Miller (2000) has argued that these genres were appropriated, re-interpreted and

synthesised with cultural elements drawn from Britain and continental Europe. The end

product was something that looked very British (Miller: 2000). Yet there is an explicit

connection with consumer culture here. Osgerby and Gough-Yates (2001: 24) argue

that there is a connection between the aesthetics of these adventures and pop culture,

with 'the spy's talent for masquerade and mobility representing an ideal vehicle for the

exploration of style, surface and "look".' V 11\ The heroes and heroines of these action

adventure series were socially mobile and sexually liberated characters, whose

mobility and liberation were articulated by a masquerade comprised of dressing up and

conspicuous consumption. In these series characters wear sharp, expensive clothes,

drive fast cars. visit exotic locations and appear at ease in a number of social milieux.

In this sense, Osgerby and Gough-Yates argue (2001: 3), 'Action series can be seen as

a kind of "lifestyle" television in the way they combine fantasies of thrilling adventure

with mythologies of affluence and consumption.' The Saint, for example, achieved

cultural purchase by connecting with important changes taking place in consumption,

lifestyle and masculine identities in Britain and the USA, painting hedonistic role

models. ix Of course, as Osgerby and Gough-Yates point out, the situation is far from

clear-cut. Rather than a straightforward representation of young men living the 'high

life, the series effectively serves, they argue (2001: 43), as 'a mythologised fantasy, a

vehicle for aspirational fantasies and desires. ~
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On the other hand, these series, such as The Saint and The Avengers, could perhaps be

read as parodies of those male, 'mythologised fantasies'. In being playful and tongue­

in-cheek, the series might be seen to be sending up adolescent daydreams of sexual

freedom and masculine omnipotence. A different series in the action-adventure mould

however. The Prisoner, had very serious intellectual pretensions, and this contradicts

with the visual celebration of style and material display. The Prisoner (1967-1968) was

about a secret agent being kept captive in a strange village by the sea. He is given the

title 'Number Six', and the series follows his attempts at escape or resistance to the

seemingly absurd rules and restrictions of 'The Village', where life is characterised by

surreal goings-on and overwhelming surveillance. As a result, one way of reading the

series is as .an existentialist disquisition on the nature of individual freedom in an age

of eyer-increasing bureacuracy and social control,' (Osgerby, Gough-Yates and Wells:

2001: 25). This is succinctly articulated in the first episode, and repeated in the title

sequence for the rest of the series, when the main character shouts in frustration at his

captors. ' I am not a number. I am a free man!' Furthermore, it has been argued that The

Prisoner is rooted in conservative assumptions: anxieties about growing media

manipulation and cultural conformity (Buxton: 1990). The series could therefore be

read as offering a critique of mass society, the potentially oppressive conformity of

fashion and increasing consumerism.

As we have seen then, the different range of programme outputs in the mixed

programme schedule promoted often contradictory ideologies surrounding consumer

culture. In many respects, it could be argued that television showed audiences what to

consume and how to consume it (and in many cases how to get it). Programmes may

have promoted consumerism in ways which transcended class, appealing instead to

gender and age and, in doing so, offering the possibility of social mobility. Some

programmes provided potential role models for the first time in the 1950s and 1960s.

They could offer and suggest models for appropriate types of behaviour in particular

situations. Identifications reinforce patterns of consumption by suggesting that by

• • • 0 • dities you too can become like thedressing a certain way or acquiring certain commo I I ,

person on screen. Such models do not necessarily work purely at the level of social
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class or grouping, but also operate at the level of sexual desire. This might be crudely

formulated as .if you wear the smart suit, you too could get the girl'. Yet as we have

seen, social mobility through consumption, in Veblen's sense, implicitly points to

elements of class negotiation or conflict. The depiction of consumer culture in

programmes I looked at above, which circulated around youth or which were

spcifically aimed at women, contained within them, or represented, problematic

positions, such as intragenerational conflict amongst teenage cohorts, or the potential

'prolctarianisation of middle-class women in the home. Programmes which also

appeared to celebrate images of classless masculinity and sexuality through highly

conspicuous displays of material affluence may also have been playful with, and even

critical of. those very same images. What is clear here is that television made different

forms of material display more visible, and in doing so it promoted competing

discourses about consumer culture. These displays were bound up with issues of taste,

lifestyle and cultural capital. As Bourdieu (1984) has shown, taste, lifestyle and

cultural capital are not only markers of class distinction, they are also the weapons of

class conflict.

Conflict:

Class conflict was depicted in a range of dramas in film, theatre, literature and on

television during the period. Yet it was also well exemplified in 'classic' sitcoms such

as Hancock's HalfHour and Steptoe and Son. As Peter Goddard (1991) has argued,

the sitcom was a new form of television programming in the 1950s, and the comedian

Tony Hancock was one of the first to develop the form in Britain from simple

slapstick, stand-up or sketches, towards action and humour that were narratively

driven. Hancock's HalfHour had started on radio in 1954 (running until 1959) before

being shown on BBC television from 1956-1960, with two series of The Tony Hancock

Show on lTV (A-R) in 1956 and 1957. As well as other appearances on lTV and BBC,

Tony Hancock's eponymously titled sitcom, Hancock, ran on BBC television in 1961

and included the famous episodes 'The Bedsitter' and 'The Blood Donor'." Throughout

the radio series and subsequent television sitcoms the character Hancock, rather than
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the performer Hancock, comes across as a man on the edge: on the edge of the middle

class. on the edge of suburbia. and on the edge of respectability. Hancock was a man

with pretensions towards culture and respectability, even though he hailed from the

lower-middle-class. Given the increasing overlap in material existence between the

working classes and the lower middle classes in the 1950s, the lower-middle-classes

were often more conscious of their precarious cultural status. This material existence

\\"3S frequently geographical, with working class and lower-middle-class households

often living in dose proximity, The fictitious address for Hancock is a case in point: 23

Railway Cuttings. East Cheam. The place Cheam itself was a very comfortable middle

class suburb of South London in the period, but the appendage' East' had connotations

of the East End of London which was known for being home to working class

communities (\\'agg: 1998). The Railway Cuttings address also established the location

as being next to the railway lines (perhaps on the 'wrong' side of the tracks) and as

being a terrace, rather than the more comfortable semi-detached houses of what

Medhurst (1997) calls 'high suburbia'. Hancock's countenance displays a mix of ill­

directed guile. pomposity and laziness. As Goddard argues, Hancock is 'the seedy

misfit with intellectual pretensions, sure he was missing out while those around him

had never had it so good ... ' (Goddard: 1991: 78). His companion Sid (Sid James),

while not deliberately holding him back, is intransigent to Hancock's class

manoeuvring. While James' obvious working class demeanour acts as a foil to

Hancock's pretensions, his dodgy geezer' on the make' appeals to Hancock's laziness.

In this sense they make the archetypal buddy pairing of opportunist chancers. Yet

despite being a comedy. Medhurst (1997: 253) argues that the Hancock series 'added a

little grit to the suburban blancmange, which interrogated suburban values rather than

taking them for granted.' While Medhurst (ibid.) cautions that the circular nature of

sitcom which returns characters back to where they started, tends to militate against an,

agenda of radical change, Hancock' ... raised the possibility that suburban lives might

be restricted lives, petty lives, lives that prompt thoughts of escape.'

While Hancock's HalfHour is concerned with class struggle on the fringes of

respectable suburbia, Steptoe and Son more explicitly demonstrates the conflictual
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nature of capitalist and consumer relationships. Running on and off between 1962 and

1974. Steptoe and Son are father and son rag-and-bone merchants who live in a

rundown. decrepit junkyard in west London. The son, Harold Steptoe, played by Harry

H. Corbett. takes the horse and cart out every day to pick up old objects and scrap,

which they then try to sell on. The objects that are collected often provide the furniture

and fittings for the Steptoes' rundown home. The collection ofjunk and scrap means

the programme can be read in two ways. as a celebration of consumer culture, or as a

critique of consumer culture. In one sense the programme is a celebration of objects. It

is what the two men (mainly Harold) salvage, and they are often seen arguing over the

merits of a particular artefact. These artefacts may have functional or aesthetic value,

but never far away is the spectre of class and the cultural capital of the objects they

claim. As a celebration of commodities, it demonstrates that each object has a

biography. that it can represent something new to whoever finds it.xi Objects are part of

a constant circulation of meaning. Yet a more pessimistic reading might be that, in

many ways, the objects they retrieve are worthless. When they find a functional object

it has clearly been discarded not because of its lack of use value (in Marxist terms) but

because of its lack of cultural and economic value. The series demonstrated the poverty

of an endless consumption in which objects that were once new commodities will

eventually be discarded. Buying one object is not enough, it has to be discarded,

replaced or superseded by something that works better or looks better, or has more

modish, class based cultural capital. There is also a darker edge here, as described in

the Radio Times Guide to Comedy: 'It [Steptoe and Son] dealt with an underclass

previously seen on television only in realistic dramas like Armchair Theatre,'

(Lewisohn: 1998: 637). As part of an underclass the duo have to live in very squalid

conditions. There is perhaps an implicit moral here in that what defines an underclass

is an inability to consume material objects in an appropriate manner. The objects and

furnishings which adorn the Steptoe home are not the desirable consumer objects

bought new from department stores for the homes that were being built around Britain.

As members of an underclass, Alfred and Harold are aberrant because they are not part

of the cycle of consumption of mainstream society.
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The relationships in Steptoe and SOil are also very com I P rt f h d .P ex. a 0 t e rama IS

premised on the love-hate relationship between father and son Alfred and Harold. The

series started out as a one half hour 'playlet' transmitted on 5 January 1962 as part of

an anthology season of comedies written for the BBC by Alan Simpson and Ray

Galton. The original programme was called "The Offer', and centred round Harold

preparing to leave his father because he has an 'offer' of work elsewhere. Despite

being a comedy, the dramatic tension perhaps has more in common with Beckett's

Waitingfor Godot . as Harold opines on why he must go and how he must make his life

better. In the end, however. he is thwarted by his own inability to leave. As Beckett's

protagonists are frustrated by Godot' s very non-appearance, Harold is denied his

escape because his father does not offer him the use of the horse to pull the cart with

his belongings. In a sense. despite Harold's desperation to leave, part of what holds

him back is his own fear and anxiety. In the subsequent series, the ongoing tension

comes from Harold trying to escape the grimness and squalor of life where both home

and work constitute a 'prison' (Lewisohn: 1998). Harold's attempts to better himself

and find a romantic partner in life are counterpoised against Alfred, a lazy, selfish old

man who wants Harold to stay at home to look after him in his old age.

As well as being a generational conflict (a newer generation, restless against the

constraints of an older one), the comedy is infused with class conflict. Harold's attempt

at self-betterment and refinement, amidst the jumble and the junk, comes across as

pretentious and pathetic. Instead, Harold seeks cultural capital through the

commodities he acquires. As Pierre Bourdieu (1984) has demonstrated, consumption

and taste define class interests and groupings. Class grouping is not just predicated on

economic capital, in Marx's sense, but also on cultural capital, knowledge and learned

behaviour that ascribe to the social rules, conventions, attitudes and moralities of a

specific class. Part of that capital involves the cultural display of artefacts and

commodities in a manner appropriate to a particular class. So Harold Steptoe's

attempts to acquire the status of middle-class refinement and respectability, through

hi f b' t d artefacts are laughable because he lacks the necessaryowners ip 0 0 jec s an Ii,

cultural capital to display middle-class status. In collecting junk, Harold particularly
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prizes the objects and artefacts that bring with it middle-class cultural capital, even if

he does not fully understand their significance. In the episode "Sixty-Five Today', for

example, Harold has been collecting books for his bookcase. Sorting through his new

finds, he picks up a book by the existentialist French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre and

utters in astonishment: 'Here, there's a girl here with a bloke's middle name! It's like

me being called Harold Gladys.' The pathos is that Harold is denied the very cultural

capital (education) that the book represents.

As Bourdieu asserts, it is the display of cultural knowledge that provides the grounds

for class conflict. In this conflict, Harold Steptoe's awkward and cringing cultural

displays can be funny for a middle-class audience - they are likely to get the joke,

because they have the relevant cultural capital. On the other hand, the working-class

audience might equally find Harold's actions laughable because he is trying to get

'above himself, that he is trying to adopt' airs and graces'. In this sense, as Stephen

Wagg (1998: 13) has suggested, the message of Steptoe and Son is essentially

conservative because the comedy has the effect of 'telling members of lower social and

cultural groups that they should know their place.' As Wagg further suggests, this

relates to the depictions of working class life in The Uses ofLiteracy, in which Hoggart

describes a fatalistic and pragmatic attitude towards life which was necessary for

survival (1969). Amongst the working class described by Hoggart, there was no sense

of aspiration and, in work terms, there was little chance of career advancement,

promotion or trying to get ahead. There was also no attempt at competition with others,

since a sense of community dictated that you should not put the other man out of a job.

For Hoggart, working class struggle was a struggle against the environment, against

dropping further down the scale rather than a struggle to move upwards. According to

Hoggart, the people the working classes did not particularly like were "stuck up folk',

so Harold' s attempts at self-betterment and his snobbery were ill conceived, and his

embarrassing failure an appropriate comeuppance.
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Distaste:

As well as being depicted in television dramas and sitcoms, cultural conflict was also

waged oyer particular genres of programming on television in the 1950s and 1960s.

Due to the way in which a wider world was newly visible, the activities and interests of

other groups were now on display on a regular basis in television programmes, and this

could become the focus of distaste and cultural antagonism. For Bourdieu (1984)

distaste. as a prejudice against other forms of taste, is a key weapon in class conflict. In

the late 1950s. one form of programming which was subject to criticism was also

notable because it both explicitly and implicitly celebrated consumer culture. This was

the quiz and gameshow. Part of the problem was that the more spectacular versions of

these shows appeared on lTV and were couched in discourses of popular appeal, and

seemed a long way away from the sober Reithian values of the BBC. Criticisms of the

new quiz and gameshows were grounded in class discourses. In particular, the distaste

felt amongst the middle-class for gameshows of the lTV variety were grounded in a

disregard for the working class vulgarity of showbusiness kitsch, the fairground

knockabout, conspicuous consumption, and the idea that people might be winning

something for nothing. Such programmes did not necessarily promote specific, branded

commodities, but they did promote generic commodity items such as refrigerators,

washing machines and televisions. Not only did they promote the desirability of such

commodity items, but they celebrated a culture of desirability for such items. More

complexly, and more implicitly, the formal articulation of the quiz and gameshow

genre as entertainment de-emphasised the relationship between programme-maker and

audience as a relationship of production and consumption. As a result, as will be

explored in the next chapter, quiz and gameshows not only facilitated the promotion of

consumer culture with desirable commodity items or sums of cash as prizes, they

metaphorically instilled wider practices of consumption and ideologically, routinely

and ritually celebrated them in spaces of television performance.

Although particularly associated with the arrival of commercial television, the quiz and

gameshow's genesis was an evolution out of existing cultural forms, including
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magazine and newspaper competitions, holiday camp and village fete contests and, in

broadcasting, BBC TV panel game shows, pre-existing radio shows and US television

programmes. The new lTV shows, however, which came to occupy a significant

amount of airtime. were to cause some anxiety to the ITA and the members of the

Pilkington Committee. In the first instance, the new shows were adopted by lTV

companies as a cheap and successful way of building and keeping the necessary

audience numbers that were attractive to advertisers. In the very early days of the lTV

service. companies struggled to attract advertising revenue and there was genuine

concern that the commercial enterprise would prove a failure. According to the ITA

Annual Report for 1955/56, the programme companies were so worried that they

reduced the number of more serious programmes such as news, serious talk

programmes and classical music by a third (Sendall: 1982). As Roland Gillett,

Programme Controller of Associated-Rediffusion pronounced (cf Sendall: 1982: 328):

Let's face it once and for all. The public likes girls, wrestling, bright musicals,

quiz shows and real-life drama. We gave them the Halle Orchestra, Foreign Press

Club, floodlit football and visits to the local fire station. Well we 've learned.

From now on, what the public wants, if s going to get.

Quiz and gameshows were part of this drive for audience numbers (Sendall: 1982).

During the first week of the lTV service in September 1955, the TV Times listed two,

Double Your Money (A-R) and Take Your Pick (A-R). Double Your Money, hosted by

Hughie Greene, was a filmed programme which ran for thirteen years. Based on the US

television show The $64,000 Question, the premise of the show was that contestants

answered a series of questions, with the cash prize doubling on each question. The

climax of the show was the contestant being locked in a soundproof booth for the last

question, with a cash prize of up to £1,000. Take Your Pick was also a filmed show,

hosted by Michael Miles, with each contestant overcoming minor challenges to have

the chance to 'take his or her pick' amongst thirteen boxes which contained ten

expensive prizes and three booby prizes." Contestants had to make the agonising

choice of whether to take the cash prize offered by the show's host, or chance a dud
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box to win a much bigger prize. By January 1957, however, there were eight

gameshow programmes each week, with two more gatneshow segments embedded in

other programmes, such as 'Beat the Clock' in Sunday Night at the London Palladium.

As well as Double Your MOI/(~\' and Take Your Pick, other quiz and gameshows

included Make Up Your Mind (Granada), Twofor the Money (A-R), Do You Trust Your

JJ'(/<'? (ATV) and Spot the Tune (Granada).

For SendalL this profusion of quiz and gameshows, described by the press as 'give­

away' shows because of their relatively lavish prizes, was damaging to the reputation

of lTV. The reduction of more serious programming and the favouring of quiz and

gameshows raised questions about the proper 'balance' of programming, and was

described in the press as a 'retreat from culture', (Sendall: 1982). Such a view saw quiz

and gameshows as a 'low' form of culture or, as the phrase "retreat from culture'

suggests, barely recognisable as culture at all. The genre gave lTV a bad name,

pandering to critics who saw this as evidence of crass commercialism and broadcasting

to the 'lowest common denominator' (Sendall: 1982). Although such shows helped the

lTV programme companies stave off financial collapse in the earliest stages of the new

service, Sendall (1982: 348) notes that the case of the quiz shows 'strikingly illustrates

how lTV found easy success and lingered too long with it for its own eventual well­

being.' Despite an ITA intervention early in 1957 limiting the programme companies

to one quiz or game show per-day, the genre was exemplary of the kinds of 'trivial'

programmes for which the Pilkington Report criticised rrv."

These brash shows, with their big prizes, were a far cry from the small, quieter and

more intimate panel shows of the BBC from the 1950s, which had more in keeping

with Edwardian parlour games. One of the first panel games from the period, discussed

in the last chapter, was Animal, Vegetable, Mineral?, on which eminent scholars had to

identify curious objects placed before them. Produced by the Talks Department of the

BBC, and dwelling on archaeological or natural history artefacts from British

museums, the programme ostensibly fulfilled a more Reithian purpose of informing,

educating and entertaining. The most popular of the panel shows of the period, or at
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least the most well known, was What's My Line? (1951-62). Although it was very

much in the format of a parlour game, the programme was in fact derived from a show

in the United States. Unlike Animal, Vegetable, Mineral?, What's My Line? included

general members of the public in the game. The simple premise for the show, hosted

by Eamonn Andrews, was that a panel of four television personalities had to guess the

secret of each contestant, In 1110st cases the contestant was a member of the public, and

the panel had h) deduce their occupation or, in some cases, their hobby. The panel had

to ask questions to which the contestant could only answer 'yes' or 'no'. The

contestant won the competition if the panel had still not guessed their secret after ten

'no's. The successful contestant s prize was simply a certificate to say they had beaten

the panel. In each edition, the panel would also be blindfolded while they had to guess

the identity of a celebrity. Another BBC panel game from the period was The Name's

the Same hosted by Bernard Braden. In a similar style to What's My Line?, a panel of

four television personalities had to quiz a contestant with 'yes or 'no' style questions to

find out the name they shared with a famous person. In one clip, shown in the

programme What 's My Quiz", (transmitted on 22 July 1991 as part ofa day's

programming on BBC2, The Lime Grove Story, to mark the closing of the BBC's Lime

Grove Studios). panellists had to guess the name of a school teacher by the name of

William Shakespeare and, in another clip, the panellist Frank Muir had to guess the

name of a contestant by the name of Frank Muir. XIV

At first glance, what marks out the lTV quiz and gameshows from the BBC panel

games are the prizes. Whereas on the BBC shows the prize was ostensibly a certificate

of some form, Root (1986) suggests that the real prize was meeting the television

personalities and appearing on television itself. On lTV contestants could win actual

commodity prizes such as refrigerators, washing machines and television sets. The

prizes reflected items that working class families in particular might have found

desirable and in some cases difficult to afford. Although the prizes were not as lavish,

as in the USA, where in one competition is was possible to win a house, the top British

cash prize of £1,000 In Double Your Money was a significant sum in the 1950s. The
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awardinu or commodity items and large cash prizes however w . .
~ , , as seen'm negative

terms by IIIan y cultural commentators.

In theU,'cs otLitcracv, Hoggart derided the competitions which appeared in popular

newspapers and magazines. Such competitions, he argued, not only nurtured a

materialistic outlook amongst the working classes with their prizes but also, in terms

reminiscent of the Frankfurt School writers, induced a sense of .shared passivity'

(1969: 189). For Hoggart, the competitions in the popular press could only be won by

'pure luck'. This reinforced the prevailing culture amongst the working classes that no-

. one was better than anyone else, that no-one should strive to get ahead, and that one

should accept one' s fate with a certain sense of humour. The winning of a prize in a

competition by good fortune was a happy occurrence, but it did not mean that you were

in any \\'ay superior to your family, friends, neighbours or colleagues. As a member of

the Pilkington Committee of Inquiry, Hoggart was well able to express his unhappiness

with competitions in newspapers and magazines, and this was iterated in the Pilkington

Report's disdain for television quiz and gameshows. For Whannel (1992b) the

Pilkington Report' s contempt for the form reflected a middle-class disapproval of

gambling and the idea of people winning something for nothing. Part of the problem

was the relative ease of the questions, the element of chance, and the disproportionate

prizes for the skill or knowledge required. As a result, Pilkington recommended that

the value of prizes be reduced, and that they should be more closely linked to the skill

or knowledge required (Whannel: 1992b). Yet as Jane Root (1986) suggests, it seems

ungenerous to suppose that the contestants of these programmes were motivated by

greed, or that viewers enjoyed purely the vicarious delight of material gain.

In many respects the attractiveness of these shows to audiences was the enjoyment of

the games being played. In this, the BBC panel games had much in common with the

lTV ~ give-away' shows. In shows involving knowledge or deduction, the audience at

home was actively invited to participate. In BBC programmes such as What's My

Line? or even Animal, Vegetable or Mineral?, the audience watching on television had

the choice of trying to deduce the contestant's secret, or the artefact's identity, from the
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questions being asked. If they wanted to play the game at home, the compere advised

them to look away from their television sets as the contestant's secret or the object's

identity was revealed on screen. Alternatively the viewer could see the 'secret', and

enjoy the progress of the game as panellists drew nearer to guessing the correct answer,

or wandered off on unrelated tangents. In lTV quiz shows, the viewer at home could

simply try and guess the question before the contestant did.

The supposed ease of the questions of some of the shows (as anxiously commented

upon by Hoggart and Pilkington) reflected a wider set of values concerning shared

knowledge. As Tulloch (1977) has argued, quiz shows celebrate knowledge as

possession of certain facts, divorced from context and excluding reasoned argument or

interpretation. As a result. the kind of knowledge required has more in keeping with a

Victorian style school education premised on rote learning (Tulloch, 1977; Whannel,

1992b). It should also be considered to what extent these shows increasingly relied on

questions relating to the medium of television itself. As we saw in chapter one, in an

edition of H7w{ 's jf1' Line?, the celebrity contestant was Victor Sylvester who had had

a long running music television show in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Without being

a regular viewer of television, the audience member would not had access to the

cultural information which would have allowed them to participate or enjoy this part of

the game. As a result, the organisation of television knowledge may be articulated by

Scannell s formulation that television should address the anyone of the audience as

someone (2000). Though addressed in a general way, the audience member recognises

that the television host or presenter is addressing them. As a result, I would argue here,

the knowledge of quiz and panel shows, especially in respect of television knowledge

itself, is socially validated as knowledge that is available to anyone and everyone.

Television therefore, in some instances, validates its own knowledge provision. It is

perhaps easy to see why critics such as Hoggart might have been anxious about the

kinds of knowledge increasingly being displayed in the quiz shows as they

decreasingly relied on discourses of learning from 'high culture' and the arts.
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To summarise, this chapter has demonstrated the way that television promoted

consumer culture in the 1950s and 1960s. It did this on the lTV service through

advertisements and ·admags'. Yet television, both lTV and BBC, promoted consumer

activity to its audiences through developments in programming which provided

viewers with a range of identificatory resources. Through the widest range of television

output, from dramas and sitcoms to women' s programmes, pop shows and quizzes,

lifestyle and cultural activities were presented in a range of guises. These

developments in television broadcasting made particular groups visible to each other.

Visibility. organised around the mixed programme schedule and by increasing

programme diversity, became a marker of cultural fragmentation as groups and classes

were exposed, explicitly and continuously, to the culture and entertainments of other

classes. In the sense of Pierre Bourdieu' s Distinction (1984), where taste and consumer

choice can become the grounds for class conflict, the new visibility now made it

possible to voice disdain for the 'debased' or 'pretentious' cultures of other groups

being regularly exposed on television for the first time. As a result, differences in

consumer. lifestyle and cultural tastes on television became the matter of class conflict.

The next chapter will explore how television's ability to promote consumer culture and

class conflict became embedded and naturalised over time, and it will examine the

implications this has for the construction and operation of media power.

i The statistics in this section have been cited from Sandbrook's wide-ranging historical
analysis (2005).
ii Cf Sandbrook (2005: 597).
iii This separation of advertising revenue and editorial decision-making can perhaps be
seen most evidently, and successfully, in current affairs programmes on IT~ such as ~his

Week and World in Action. Until the arrival of Channel 4 impelled changes In accounting
practices at lTV in the 1980s, journalists and production personnel in these programmes
had a lot of financial freedom to follow stories and investigate leads. See Holland (2006)
and Goddard, Comer and Richardson (forthcoming).
iv See Sendall (1982) for further details.
I Cited from Bergan (1989: 12).
II Sendall's emphasis. ..'
vii The other special category of audience that the BBC identified was children, see

Thumim (2004).
viii See also Buxton (1990).
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I' For a discussion of the promotion of fashion in The A\'engers see Chapman (2002).
'For further details Sec Hancock's entry in Lewisohn's The Radio Times Guide to TV
Comedy (l99S).
xi Sec Appadurai (1986) for an examination of how objects have a 'social life'.
vii See Sendall (19S2) and Vahimagi (1996) for further details.
xiii See also. for example, Whannel (1992b).
,i\ The definitional term used to describe people who regularly appeared on television in
this period will be discussed in the next chapter, as will an analysis of the on-screen
relationship between presenters and ordinary members of the public.
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Chapter 6: Consuming Television Culture

As we saw in the last chapter, television promoted consumer culture and a sense of

class difference and conflict in the 1950s and 1960s. This chapter will explore how the

developments I have discussed in this thesis promoted not just consumer culture but a

culture of consuming television, To examine this I want to concentrate on a particular

form of television output: the quiz and gameshow. Focusing on a specific genre can

illuminate wider clements of television culture. As I have already discussed in this

thesis. Janet Thumim (2004) has argued that the magazine programme is paradigmatic

of television more widely in the 1950s and 1960s. This is because the segmentation of

programmes into short, discrete iteITIS of varied interest were designed to appeal to

broad audiences. This segmentation also characterised the mixed programme schedule

which was also designed to appeal to a wide audience and develop a television viewing

culture in Britain. I will argue here that the quiz and gameshow also tells us something

important about the wider development of consumer and television culture in the

period.

In the first instance. these programmes are significant because they were popular and

they helped lTV. in particular, build an audience in its early years of operation. Quiz

and gameshows are also interesting because, as we saw in the last chapter, they were

the subject of class based criticism. They also explicitly promoted consumer culture

through the display of desireable commodities and consumer items and prizes. Quiz

and gameshows shows are also significant because they contain 'television

personalities' - professional presenters and performers. This chapter will therefore also

focus discussion on early 'celebrity' in television. It will argue that appearing on

television as a professional necessarily constitutes work. This is counterpoised with the

inclusion of ordinary members of the public in these programmes. Quiz and

gameshows therefore highlight the emerging relationship between professional

television people and non-professional television people. They demonstrate how

viewers appropriate the labour of people working in and on television.
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The chapter will then go on to look at the development of 'fix d . t h d 1· ,
1 e pom sc e u mg on

British television. It will examine the phenomenological properties of television and

the relationship between scheduling, programme serialisation and the increasingly

routine consumption of television in the horne. It will argue that watching television is

analogous to and legitimises other forms of consumption. It will then return to look at

issues of celebrity and the hierarchical relationship between the professional presenter

and by person who appears on television. By combining an analysis of fixed point

scheduling with the emerging relationship between presenter and ordinary member of

the public, the chapter will go on to show how unequal relations of power became

increasingly naturalised and legitimised on television in the 1950s and 1960s.

Fun as ideological work:

Quiz and gameshows on television (and radio) were a development from a combination

of parlour games and holiday competitions. Yet what separates the quiz and

gameshows from parlour games at home and other public entertainments is the glitz,

glamour and fun of the television event. As Richard Dyer has discussed in regard to

television variety shows, there is a celebration of gaiety and abundance, a vision of a

utopian world where work, drudgery, need and want are dispelled (1973). Whannel

(1992b) has argued that the same is also true of quiz and gameshows. The fun of the

games, the glamour of the television world, and the lavish prizes go towards dispelling

the drudgery of the everyday. Yet it is under the disguise of fun that the ideological

work of promoting consumer and television culture here is conducted.

A significant part of the quiz or gameshow, and part of the fun, as Whannel (1992b)

suggests, is the presence of .celebrities' . ·Celebrity' , however, might be a problematic

term when thinking about television in the 1950s and 1960s. This is because television

was still in the process of defining and establishing its own well-known personalities.

As Frank Muir has dryly observed about television panellists in the 1950s, for

example, "There was no established pool of te1epersons, so an extraordinary cross­

section of people were invited to take part, most of whom did something quite different
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for a living.' In early editions of This is Your Life, for example, the subjects of the

show were often members of the public who had been notable for heroic deeds during

the war or who had done good works tor the community (Holmes: 2006). In many

wavs the panellists on BBe shows in the early 1950s, and the subjects of This is Your

Life. might conform to what Chris Rojek (2001) has described as 'achieved celebrity',

where persons earn a degree of fame through success in their fields. 'Achieved

celebrity' would include sponsmen or women, actors, musician or artists. It could also

be stretched here to include television panellists such as Lady Isobel Barnett, a JP

(Justice of the Peace) and doctor, on What's My Line?, or Sir Mortimer Wheeler, the

regular archeaologist on the panel of Animal. Vegetable, Mineral? The difficulty

comes when thinking about Rojek's term 'attributed celebrity', however, where

persons achieve fame through intensive and compressed media attention. Such a

category is certainly useful when considering the almost paradigmatic hold 'celebrity'

has had oyer the media landscape in the 1990s and early 2000s. During this latter

period, as television moves into an 'era of plenty' (Ellis: 2000), multi-channel

television has not only promoted 'celebrity" through the routine exhibition of well

known actors and presenters, it has even elevated ordinary members of the public to

'celebrity' status in reality television programming. Such celebrity has been promoted

across a range of media platforms such as tabloids and glossy magazines like Hello,

OK and Heat which circulate images, news and gossip about celebrities, and numerous

fan and celebrity sites have grown on the internet. What characterises 'celebrity'

culture of the 1990s and 2000s is the expanding range of media outlets and platforms

which circulate an ever-increasing volume of 'celebrity' traffic at an ever-increasing

velocity. By contrast, the extent and speed of media circulation of' celebrity'

discourses in the 1950s was more limited and much slower. Drawing on John Ellis'

suggestion (1982) that television creates personalities, and Andy Medhurst's (1991)

discussion of Gilbert Harding, whose case I will explore below, it seems particularly

useful here to use the term 'television personality'. This allows us to differentiate the

condition of television-generated fame in television's era of scarcity (using Ellis'

historical periodization of the development of the medium (2000)) from the notion of

'celebrity' in the emerging era of plenty.
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In the 1950s the 'television personality" was an emerging phenomenon (Medhurst:

1991). This was a phenomenon which was reflexively and tautologically recognised by

television itself: with programmes valorising performers from other shows, such as big

band leader Victor Sylvester appearing in an edition of What's My Line? and Eamonn

Andrews - also the presenter of JJ71([1 's Mv Line? - being the victim of the 'sting' in

the first eyer British edition of This is Your Life. Indeed, one of the biggest names in

television (and radio) in the 1950s, and the" first paradigmatic television personality'

(vledhurst: 1991: 72). was the What's My Line? panellist Gilbert Harding. An unlikely

candidate for television fame, Harding was a middle-aged man who had studied at

Cambridge University before a succession ofjobs, including working as a teacher, a

policeman and journalist in the 1930s. With aspirations to work in the more serious and

intellectual side of broadcasting, he unhappily found himself in the field of Light

Entertainment after the war. Although he had first appeared as a panellist on What's

Jly Line? in 1951, Harding found notoriety in the following year when he took a

dislike to a contestant and told him live, on-screen, 'I am tired of looking at you.' As

vledhurst (1991: 62) suggests in his study of Harding, "Now it was, perhaps, not one

of the great savage put-downs of all time, but this was 1952... when the world ofBBC

television was a world of almost inconceivable niceness.' For Medhurst, the

explosiveness of Harding' s simple statement had as much power as when the critic

Kenneth TYnan first used the word 'fuck on television in the following decade.

Harding's uncivil comment was reported in the national press, long before television

reached a national audience, and the incident ensured that Harding was thereafter

known for his rudeness and irascibility. He was constantly in the news, and over the

decade turned in a number of appearances across a range of media. These included

working with television cook Fanny Craddock, appearing in films including the 1959

Expresso Bongo alongside the young pop star Cliff Richard, he wrote newspaper

articles, and a number of books appeared under his name - but were in fact

ghostwritten. ii Harding's forthrightness and rudeness were underpinned by his deep

rooted unhappiness and dissatisfaction, and on occasion fuelled by alcohol, but his

irritable outbursts were what the public came to enjoy and expect. Medhurst suggests
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that the public perceived Harding's demeanour as an 'act', while in fact it was an

(/"P(X( of who he was. Harding had himself claimed (cf Medhurst, 1991), "I just behave

as I am and talk as I think, which for some reason appears to be remarkably novel.'

There is, however, another interpretation for Harding's popularity. Rather than

enjoying Harding's 'performances' as an 'act', perhaps the audience, or at least parts of

the audience, appreciated Harding's honesty, or authenticity. Since the 1960s, writers

such as Goffman (1990), and (later) theorists in the post-structuralist and postmodemist

schools. have come to see individual lives and biographies as fragmented,

performative. and constructed by social discourses. Goffman (1990), for example,

describes an individual's everyday life as a set ofperfonnances displayed before

different audiences (family, friends, teachers, clients, colleagues and bosses). In such

views. there is no centralised self, but a number of different selves that experience the

world, and speak and behave differently at different times and places, and amongst

different social groups. This fragmentation of self in the contemporary world may be a

significant reason why media coverage of 'celebrity' holds such fascination. The

sociologist Jeremy Tunstall has argued that celebrity in Britain is characterised by

.integrated personality'. So in Britain, a celebrity is (Tunstall: 1983: 2):

A real person with real teeth, a real accent, and amusing prejudices - who can be

presented in such varied settings as a talk show, an awards ceremony, a record

request session. a quiz game, a newspaper interview.

This can be interpreted to mean that a celebrity (in Britain, at least) can be constituted

as someone who maintains a unity and coherence of persona across a range of media

platforms. Such unity and coherence, if the persona is perceived as 'real' or 'authentic',

and especially if accompanied by charisma and good looks, can prove powerfully

attractive and reassuring in a world that is otherwise characterised by fragmentation. In

the 1950s, Harding could hardly have been described as good looking, but his

irascibility and forthright rudeness transcended a number of media platforms, and his
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outbursts were certainly honest (Medhurst: 1991). As a result, his audience appeal may

have derived from his apparent honesty and, therefore, his authenticity.

Authenticity here relates to the concept of sincerity in broadcasting. For Paddy

Scannell. performance implies insincerity, whereas sincerity presupposes a lack of

performance. For persons to be perceived to be .real' or the ·genuine article', they must

be seen to eschew performance. Sincerity is important because it is the basis for trust

and intimate relations (Scannell: 1996). So for the television encounter between the

presenter and audience member to constitute intimacy-at-a-distance Horton and Wohl

(1956). as we discussed in chapter four, there has to be trust that the presenter is

speaking sincerely. This is particularly important in forms of factual programming such

as the news and certain kinds of expositional documentaries. Yet it is common in other

forms of broadcasting where presenters speak to camera, even in light entertainment

formats where the presenters are well known personalities, and where talk is

characterised by joking and humour. As we discussed in chapter four, drawing on the

work of Georg Simmel (1971) and Paddy Scannell (1996), the television studio

becomes a sociable space, where conversation, chat and joking (sociability) appear to

take place for their own sake, for the sheer enjoyability of the social encounter. For the

sociable encounter to work the audience member must feel as if they are being treated

equally, and must feel, in effect, that they are being treated fairly and honestly. There is

a problem here, however, since 'authenticity' or 'sincerity' can be staged. While

Gilbert Harding was apparently behaving authentically and honestly in the 1950s, it

was a painful irony that he kept his homosexuality hidden (Medhurst: 1991).

The appearance of sincerity here is significant for the promotion of consumer culture

and consumption, since most people who were seen on television in the 1950s and

1960s were paid. The whole range of 'television personalities' in the 1950s and 1960s

made a living from appearing on television, whether it was newsreaders like Kenneth

Kendall or Robin Day, presenters such as Eamonn Andrews or Bruce Forsyth, or

comedians like Tony Hancock or Benny Hill. Television for these people was work,

and in these positions they had to perform numerous roles. Television requires
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performance in some way. As Paddy Scannell has observed, however, sincerity

involves a 'pcrformative paradox' (1996: 58). If a presenter or "television personality'

effectively invokes sincerity, then they are also crucially proposing a lack of

performance. If performance is work, then sincerity proposes work's absence. When

.integrated personalities' appear across a range of media platforms displaying a unified

and coherent persona, then they are effectively appearing as 'themselves', and the lack

of apparent performance means it looks as if they are not working. This does not just

occur in talk programmes or other shows in which 'television personalities' address a

presenter or the audience directly, but in the widest range of programmes. As we saw

in the chapter four. much of the work of broadcasting takes place behind the scenes, in

the space that Goffrnan (1990) describes as a 'back region'. This work is usually

hidden..-\s We saw in chapter three, for example, Tony Hancock demanded that the

BBC let him usc Ampex Video to record his shows because the strain of live

performance was too stressful. This demonstrates that live performance is work, but the

work is even more effectively hidden by the use of new recording equipment. What

was therefore happening on television for the first time in the 1950s and 1960s was that

the work of the 'television personality' comedian or performer was becoming

increasingly hidden from the viewer. Yet the viewer was consuming and appropriating

this work under the guise of fun and entertainment.

In quiz and gameshows, it was not just the work of the host or presenter that was being

consumed but also the 'work' of the contestants. While middle-class commentators,

may have complained that contestants and participants in these shows were effectively

~ getting something for nothing', they were in fact having to work for their prizes. In

one sense there is the strain and nervousness that accompanies an appearance before

cameras, either live or recorded. There is also the potential humiliation that one might

answer a question wrong, or make a fool of oneself in one of the games. Significantly

here, in the context of fun as work, members of the public have to, as Goffman (1990)

would argue, .swap teams' . As Goffman has suggested, in any social encounter

individuals playa performative role. This is especially the case where the individual

performance is associated with a particular team. Teams are social groups which
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demand a coherence and unity of performance, and are often visibly found in the work

place." In Goffmans analysis, embarrassment and humour is often occasioned when

an individual changes team, They are derided (with good humour or ill) by their former

team-mates for leaving them behind, and they are teased and belittled by their new

team members because they have not yet been fully initiated or assimilated into the

new group. This is exactly a description of the television experience for a member of

the public appearing on a quiz or gameshow, since the audience itself constitutes one

team. and the producers of television another. The member of the public, who stands in

front of the camera is effectively changing teams. Humour can be derived from this

situation, and the audience may support, cheer or jeer at the on-screen competencies of

the lay performer. At the same time the participant is compelled by codes of

sportsmanship to accept their subsidiary role to the central performance of the

presenter. and are often the subject of gentle ribbing, jokes and asides (Whannel:

1992b). Although the member of the public is on television, a potentially privileged

position, they are certainly not in command of the situation.

As Whannel (1992b) has observed, the appearance of a member of the public on

television in a quiz or gameshow often points up the professionalism of the television

presenter. The presenter, often an experienced broadcaster, is paid to appear on

television, whereas the member of the public is an unpaid television amateur. On Tyne

Tees opening night programme The Big Show on 15 January 1959, for example, Bill

Maynard presented a short segment to highlight a forthcoming show to appear on the

new service. In this new programme members of the public have the chance to tell their

own jokes and anecdotes.

In the promotional segment Maynard is dressed casually in slacks, with a shirt and tie

topped by a cardigan. This contrasts markedly with the two members of the public,

clearly drawn from the audience, who come in front of the camera to tell a joke. They

are dressed smartly in what appears to be their 'Sunday best'. The man is dressed in a

suit with a shirt and tie, whereas the middle-aged woman is dressed in hat and coat. In

particular the hat and coat appear at odds with the seeming informality in which the
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more casually dressed Maynard presents the segment, joshing with the audience and

making gentle jibes at the rnan and woman's expense. A segment featuring the

audience later in the show also captures men and women sitting formally in hats and

coats. This direct contrast dearly signals Maynard's status as separate and distinct

from the audience. While he does display a slight nervousness in the live segment, and

while the piece perhaps does not work as successfully or as wittily as intended,

Maynard is clearly the person in charge. Importantly here, Maynard's performance

constitutes work. Yet in the context of the segment here, with the glamour and lights of

showbusiness, with a sense of abundance, prizes and attendant 'television

personalities", the performances look like fun. This fun disguises the inherently

ideological process of consumption, where the labour of another individual (or team of

individuals) is consumed and appropriated in the viewership of television.

Yet while Paddy Scannell would describe the above enounter as a 'sociable' occasion,

this would not fit Simmers strict definition which is that 'sociability' is a 'play form of

association' (1971: 134) that operates between equals and without motivation. The

situation here, however. has not emerged between equals (in play), but is a structured

event, taking place within the formalised setting of the television studio, scheduled in

advance and staged by television producers and supporting personnel. The encounter

between the host. Maynard, and the non-professional performers is far from equal and,

indeed, there is an emerging discourse here based on formalised and unequal relations.

Occupying the newly socialised space of the television screen, this consumption of

labour and the hierarchical relationships it involved were publicly and ritually

celebrated on television. As I will argue, this kind of encounter in quiz and gameshows

can be characterised by the term structured sociability or, for thinking about how such

on-screen relations become naturalised over time, ritualised sociability. This latter term

in particular will be important for thinking about how television promotes consumer

culture, and the consumption of television itself. Before returning to this I want to

examine how the expansion of the television industry coincided with the production of

programme formats and the development of new forms of scheduling. I will then

explore the impact this had on the relationship between the broadcasting institution and
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the viewer him or herself. I will then develop this further to show how scheduling and

familiarity legitimises the inequalities inherent in ritualised sociability, and it will

consider the implications this has for the construction of media power.

Scheduling and television's nearness-over-time:

As Paddy Scannell has succinctly argued, television occupies time, airtime (1996). The

expansion of television in the 1950s and 1960s had a direct relationship to the temporal

arrangements of broadcasting (production and scheduling), and this facilitated the

development of consumer culture during this period. As we saw in chapter one,

rationalisation of the nascent television industry led in part to the routinisation of

production and the emergence of the 'programme factory', a piecemeal production line

approach to programme-making. It made the programme-making process quicker and

cheaper. Recording programmes meant that they could be shot scene-by-scene in a

cost-effective and efficient manner. It also meant that production could also take place

when actors and performers, production personnel and studio resources were available.

At the same time. with the development of recording technologies the production

process created programmes for sale as commodities on film and video. Yet as

Scannell (1996) has observed, the routinisation of production had another consequence

for the nature of television programming. If production line processes and recording

technology meant that staff, casts and studio resources could be used more cost­

effectively and efficiently, then cost-effectiveness and efficiency could be increased

even further by making more editions or episodes of the same programme at the same

time. A direct consequence of this was the emergence of serialisation.

For Jacobs (2000), this new routinisation complemented the television aesthetic of

'intimacy' in the 1950s by repeating television as a familiar pattern. It did this in two

ways: internally and externally. Familiarity and' intimacy' were achieved internally by

the weekly representation of cast and characters in television series. The internal

construction of familiarity was not just significant for drama, but also for a range of

other television formats. This could be argued for news, for example, which shares, as
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Ellis (1982) has suggested, some of the formal properties of sen" I d . h
a ramas sue as soap

operas in which there is a recurring cast list of players For Jacob c. iliarit I. s, rami Ian y was a so

constructed externally, through the arrangement and timing of programmes amidst the

wider output - the other programmes in television's mixed programme schedule. To

understand how familiarity is structured externally, we have to pay some attention to

the emergence of a new kind of scheduling in the 1950s, fixed point scheduling _ the

transmission of a television series at the same time and on the same day each week.

This was different to the way that scheduling on BBe television had previously been

organised which was less structured and more ad hoc. This was partly the result of

production practices in live television, and partly the result of a wider philosophy about

the relationship of the BBe to its audience.

In the first instance, a change in scheduling came about as a response to the increasing

rationalisation and professionalism of the expanding television industry. In the late

1940s and early 1950s, for example, there was much dispute at the BBC over the last

minute scheduling of programmes (Jacobs: 2000). As a predominantly live medium

before the 1950s, a small number of television producers and staff at BBC television

ran a small number of programmes, on shorter production cycles, and were subject to

the availability of casts and performers. Television broadcasting was therefore also

subject to last minute change. As staff and technological resources grew, however,

programme making became increasingly industrialised. With a more bureaucratised

and efficient management and organisational structure emerging, production had to be

carefully matched with available transmission times. Advance management of

schedules could mean better rationalisation of production resources. Fixed point

scheduling meant that producers could better plan series productions more

strategically, they knew longer in advance when a particular episode or edition of a

programme was required. Even if the programme was a live current affairs programme

such as Tonight, which required a turnaround in production on a daily basis, an effect

of more rationalised scheduling was that the production infrastructure, the allocation of

resources such as studios and personnel which made daily transmission possible, had

been established in advance. At the same time, the development of recording
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technologies meant that repeat or new programmes could be stockpiled for future

transmission.

Scheduling was significant in other ways. In the mid-1950s it became an important

strategy in facing television competition. As Jacobs (2000) argues, scheduling was

impelled by the necessity to differentiate BBC products from lTV, and this meant that

schedules started to be organised around precise and consistent patterns that viewers

could become familiar with - they could know habitually when their favourite

programmes were on. Fixed point scheduling therefore helped build and sustain

audiences in the mid 1950s, and in commercial terms this was important because lTV

and advertisers could better predict and target audiences for specific programmes

(Curran and Seaton, 1997: Sendall, 1982). Indeed, it was during this period that market

and audience research became an important phenomenon in television broadcasting.

Prior to this, the BBC had conducted audience research amongst radio listeners in the

1930s when they were facing competition from Radio Normandie and Radio

Luxembourg. In the mid 1950s, as Caughie (2000) asserts, the BBC now 'vigorously'

pursued audiences. and audience research grew in importance. As an example of

viewing figures as a commodified form of knowledge, the BBC sold some of its own

research to some of the programme companies, but mainly the lTV companies used

outside audience research companies such as TAM (Television Audience

Measurement) or the US company Nielsen. What is significant in the 1950s is that

viewers were increasingly positioned by audience and market researchers as consumers

rather than members of the public. Advertisers and market researchers not only needed

to know what audiences were viewing, but when. As a result, viewers were now placed

within the new economy of commercially organised broadcasting.

To return to the earlier point about familiarity, Jason Jacobs (2000) has argued that the

establishment of the fixed point schedule in the 1950s complemented early television's

'intimate address'. This is because intimacy is facilitated by the familiarity of regular,

routine and habitual viewing. At the same time, the expansion of broadcasting

effectively meant more television programming. By 1964, a national audience could
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watch television seven days a week. Television had evolved c, bein dirrom emg a me rum for

special occasions and for selective, intimate viewing for a minority audience towards

being an everyday fonn of cultural activity for a national audience. In this sense, we

can argue that television's definitional characteristics shifted in nature from the

intimate to the intimate-and-quotidian, While television dramas tended to expand on­

screen diegetic space, which undermined earlier notions of television intimacy, other

programmes still negotiated intimacy-at-distance (Horton and Wohl: 1956) and

characterised the viewing experience by familiarity, informality and structured

sociability. At the Saine time, television receivers still occupied privatised domestic

space. so the television apparatus itself was characterised by nearness. This

relationship between intimacy and the everyday is a vital clue in understanding how

television newly promoted consumer culture in the 1950s and 1960s.

As Roger Silverstone (1994) has argued, television schedules are intricately connected

to how people live their lives. In a broadcasting environment that seeks to maximise its

audiences. schedules are designed to reflect who will be watching and at what time of

the day. In the 1950s, as we saw in the previous chapter for example, it was anticipated

that housewives would be at home during the day, so television programmes for

women were aired during daytime hours. Peak hours for viewing were considered to be

in the evening when men had returned from work and when women had completed

their household chores. In the mid 1950s there were, however, certain viewing

restrictions. such as a ban on programming between 6pm and 7pm, the 'toddler's

truce'. This ban was lifted in February 1957 after lTV companies lobbied the

Postmaster General to extend programming hours. One of the programmes which

appeared in the new slot on BBe television was the Tonight programme, previously

discussed. One of the innovations of Tonight was that it took account of the domestic

viewing experience, assuming that 6pm was a busy juncture in household activities,

with dinner being prepared and husbands and children coming and going (Goldie:

1977). As a result, the segmented structure and magazine style of Tonight permitted

both fragmented and distracted viewing.
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This dovetailing of the routines and activities of everyday life with the daily and

repetitious natures of broadcast scheduling can have a reassuring influence. It

contributes to a confidence and trust in the routines and taken-for-granted habits of the

evcrydav. what the sociologist Anthony Giddens (1991) describes as ontological

security.' One of those habits. for the first time in the 1950s and 1960s, was the

process of everyday consumption which took place within the act of viewing

television. As Roger Silverstone (1994) argues, television provides symbolic resources

for the imaginative work of consumption and identity appropriation through a range of

programming. It also offers models of group behaviour, whether predicated on class,

age or gender. As we have seen, the cultural capital displayed on television ­

associated with different classes, ages and genders - can be appropriated through

television and become the grounds of group conflict. With the expansion of

broadcasting in the 1950s and 1960s, and the mixed programme schedule, different

classes and groups were exposed to the cultural tastes and activities of other groups.

This meant that groups were able to voice distaste for the cultural tastes of other

groups. The middle-classes voiced disapproval of 'vulgar' and 'tacky' shows derived

from explicitly working class forms of entertainment. It was this that had caused

anxiety amongst an establishment elite who had sought to promote 'high' culture and

the arts (Mandler: 2003). At the same time, working class audiences could voice

disdain for the ·stuffy' and ·pretentious' entertainments of the middle-classes. It was

this new articulation of conflict and distaste that seemed to undermine an establishment

view of cultural consensus.

Furthermore, as we have also seen, the act of viewing television itself involves the act

of consumption of something, work, that is produced by other people. In some cases,

new styles of television 'being', the 'television personality', or new styles of

performance, hid the process of work implicit within television production. As a result,

the process of consumption, through television itself, became both hidden and routine.

There is a further point to be made here. The process of consuming television

programming itself is analogous with the process of ownership, and the routine way in

which television is watched legitimises and habituates other consumer and
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consumption activities, Georg Simmcl (1971), writing in Germany at the beginning of

the last century, has argued that, just in the Saine way that workers in capitalist

societies are alienated from the products of their labour in a Marxian sense, so too do

people have the potential to be alienated from the objects they consume. The objects

that people consume are not necessarily inherent or intrinsic to their lives or to their

being. The ownership of items such as cars, television sets and fashionable clothing is

not a necessary condition of human existence. Many people find them valuable parts of

their lives, but that value is culturally constructed. The objects, the material artefacts

themselves are physically distinct, separate and apart from the individual, so how can

one be said to consume them? The answer is that the consumption and subsequent

material display of these cultural artefacts is made possible legitimately, in capitalist

societies. by purchasing the object (or by hiring it or receiving it as a gift). As a result,

Simmel argues that ownership of property is the means by which people best try to

appropriate alienated products. The act of purchase may seem self-evidently necessary

for the acquisition of a new commodity (other than hiring, receiving gifts or thieving),

but the sociological point is that the process of ownership is the means by which it is

possible to keep these objects near and available for use. As a result, it can be proposed

here that the process of ownership involves the maintenance of an asset, which has use

value and/or SYmbolic value which is near-aver-time. The characteristic properties of

this asset are effectively available, nearby (near), for the duration of the asset's or

owner's life (time).

At the same time, as we have seen, the television set is an object that is intimately

located in the household and, as it is likely to have been purchased or rented, it too is

physically near-aver-time. Yet there is an even more profound relationship between

television, ownership and consumption. As I have argued in this thesis, television in

the 1950s and 1960s was a translocational medium, and from this period onwards it

negotiated intimacy-at-distance, and constructed familiarity, informality and structured

sociability. With the extension of broadcasting hours, the serialisation of programming

and the rationalisation of the fixed point schedule, I have also argued that from the

same period television's definitional properties can be increasingly characterised as the
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intimatc-and-qnntidian, This suggests that television's rti h '.prope res ave something m
common with the llc(/rllcss-o\'cI"-rimc that characterl'ses the pro f hicess 0 owners ip.
Television is an object that is near-over-time and television's reg I b d' u ar roa cast outputs

bring programme forms (and the places, events, people and objects they display) near-

over-time. This includes the potential for both continual and serial viewing of

programmes. and their constitutive performances, their invitations for identifications

and resources for imagjnative work, and their valorisation of commercial and consumer

values, Indeed, within the television flow, watching one programme is never enough.

Like the perpetual consumption of commodities and artefacts within consumer society,

watching television constitutes an on-going consumption practice. In a sense, therefore,

the consumption of television becomes the model of consumption par excellence. In

the 1950s and 1960s, the newly expanded institution and the newly expanded audience

of television allows this to happen for the first time.

Ritualised sociability:

As I suggested earlier in this chapter, the kind of performances that take place in

programmes such as quiz and gameshows constitute a form of structured sociability.

As the sociologist Georg Simmel (1971) has argued, sociability revolves around a

sociable encounter which is enjoyable and entertaining for its own sake. This has

something in common, therefore, with the kinds of joking and banter one encounters in

the broadcast experience. As a result, this has lead Paddy Scannell (1996: 23) to

describe sociability as "the most fundamental characteristic of broadcasting's

communicative ethos.' Yet Simmel also argues that for sociability to work, it must

negate the structures and hierarchies which determine ordinary interaction and

encounters between people. As a consequence, Scannell overlooks the ways in which

sociability in Simmel' s sense is undermined by formalised codes and conventions of

interaction within certain broadcasting encounters. In light entertainment programmes

such as quiz and gameshows where presenters interact with ordinary members of the

public, there are conventions for how the member of the public should behave. In these

encounters there is an unequal relationship between the professional presenter, who
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controls or manages the on-screen encounter and the amateu I Th' ray-person. ese

situations can therefore be characterised by inequality and hierarchy. This we saw, for

example, in The Big Show segment featuring Bill Maynard and two ordinary people

telling jokes. This means that the broadcasting experience of this encounter cannot be

described as 'sociable' in Simmers definition. Being structured within the production

processes and schedules of broadcasting, and operating under the appearance of

sociability. the on-screen encounter between a television presenter and a member of the

public in light entertainment programming constitutes, I would argue, structured

sociabilitv.

In television in the 1950s and 1960s, the repetition of structured sociability on a daily

basis across a variety of programme forms across the schedule means that the on­

screen encounter between the television host and ordinary person has the potential to

be ritualised. As a result, the iteration of structured sociability in broadcasting over

time constitutes what I would describe as ritualised sociability. This is partly because

of the way that television culture, and cultures of television viewing, evolved new

patterns of production and consumption over this period. With the development of the

fixed-point-schedule, which I discussed above, the consumption of television, by an

audience, could become an increasingly routinised and habituated activity. Viewers

could come to know when a particular television series was broadcast on a particular

day and at a particular time in the week. This meant that television viewing could

become embedded increasingly within everyday practices and routines.

Couldry (2003b) argues, however, that there are other ways of thinking about the

media and ritual and these are useful for understanding the way that media power is,

constructed, legitimised and exercised in everyday life. Couldry is particularly

interested in formalised actions, repeated in strictly determined or conventionalised

ways, which have a transcendent relationship to wider social values. These kinds of

formalised action can be found precisely in ritualised sociability. In television in the

1950s and 1960s, for example, the encounters between the professional host and the

amateur member of the public in the quiz and gameshows became formalised by the
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demands of programlning/hrmats. As we have seen, Paddy Scannell (1996) has argued

that with industrialised modes of practice a format becomes at 1 t b hi h hemp a e y w IC ot er

programmes are made on a weekly basis. Performances within specific formats were

therefore routinised. The rules of What 's Mv Line? cor example w t d
'. • , 11 , ere repea e every

week. And although the individual panellists may have varied from week to week, and

the members of the public changed constantly, the programme followed the same

process and patterns in each edition. It was not just the repetition of the rules of the

show that were repeated each week, but also the quirks and characteristics of the

panellists which came to be repeated. It was this repetition which allowed members of

the television audience the pleasure of anticipating one of Gilbert Harding' s regular

outbursts.

At the same time. as we have seen, lay-participants have to follow codes and

conventions for appearing on-screen. They have to endure the 'good natured' and

gentle ribbing from the professional host who commands the situation and manages the

on-screen space. Within this relationship, in quiz and gameshows, the guest participant

follows the format's rules to win prizes. Not only does this constitute formalised

action. but what specifically constitutes these encounters as a form of ritual is that they

connect the performers and participants to wider, transcendent values. The relationship

between ritual and transcendence can be demonstrated, for example, in those religious

rituals where a participant might feel that they are transcending earthly bounds to

experience some kind of spiritual communion. In sociological terms, drawn from

Emile Durkheim in his seminal work The Elementary Forms ofthe Religious Life

(1915), the individual is effectively communing with the rules and values ofa wider

society. It might be argued, therefore, that viewing a quiz or gameshow in the 1950s

and 1960s (especially on lTV) might constitute a transcendental experience for two

reasons. Firstly, because the programme itself takes the viewer from the space of

viewing to the space of production, the translocation I discussed in chapter four.

Secondly, because the viewer is taken from the dreary world of everyday-life, as Dyer

(1973) argues, towards a utopian fantasy of plenty. These programmes celebrate the
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wider values of consumer culture through glitz and through th hi hI isibl die ig y VISI e isplay
of commodities as prized objects.

Yet Couldry (2003b) argues that the relationship between media, ritual and

transcendence does not lie in the consumption of media content. What he argues is that

'media rituals' are actions which revolve around media related categories. These

actions validate hierarchical values which relate to categories such as "media sites'

(spaces of media production) and 'non-media sites', and 'media people' and 'non­

media people'. What these categories refer to is the sense that media sites and media

people are different and symbolically more important than non-media sites and non­

media people. Therefore "media rituals' refer to specific modes of action which are

both constituted by, and sustain, that hierarchical value that the media is more special

than other aspects of social life. A media ritual might therefore be constituted by a

tourist. an ordinary person, visiting (or making pilgrimage to) a media site such as a

television or film studio. It might also be constituted by the same ordinary person

meeting a media person, such as a film or rock star, and asking for an autograph. What

is significant is that both of these encounters may be experienced as special by the

ordinary. non-media person.

In certain light entertainment programmes of the 1950s and 1960s, therefore, such as

the quiz and gameshows discussed here, the act of meeting a media person (a television

personality) occurs within media space (the television studio) and within the media

itself (on screen and on television). The ritualised sociabilty of the on-screen

hierarchical encounter, broadcast repetitively on a daily basis across schedules

constitutes a 'media ritual' revolving around media categories. These are now

categories that television itself has established: the television personality and the non­

television-lay-participant. In this encounter, the television personality, the host, has

more authority that the non-television person. This legitimises the notion that television

people (media people) are somehow more special than non-television people (non­

media people). By expressing this hierarchy, television makes visible a mechanism by

which it asserts its value and importance over everyday life. It asserts that what is
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presented on television is significant and that the 'tel " I '
, evtsion peop e who appear

regularly on it are more important than ordinary people who d t A I
o no. s a resu t, the

wider, transcendental values to which ritualised sociability t ' h
connec s IS t e sense that

television itself has more special value than other elements ofo di d lifr mary, every ay rre.

This relates directly to the exercise of media power As Nick Could di. ryargues, 'me la

rituals' validate and naturalise the media's claim to 'symbolic power'. The concept of

'sYlnbolie power was developed by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu who defined it as

'the power of constructing reality' (Bourdieu: 1991: 166 cf Couldry 2003b: 2). As a

result, for the purposes of my argument here, the construction of 'reality' can be

considered to be definitions of the world that have real effects, such as creating,

sustaining and legitimising hierarchies and power structures. In the encounter between

a television personality (a media person) and a non television person (a non-media

person) discussed above, for example, the event is characterised as special or

remarkable precisely because the television itself has already defined television people

(and television space) as special. This clearly demonstrates that television has the

ability to define specific experiences of social reality.

Couldry himself questions, however, the extent to which the media does have the

power to define (all of) social reality, but he seeks to make explicit the mechanisms by

which the media makes those claims that it does. In any event, what is important here

is that the broadcast encounter that I have described here, structured sociability,

replicated and broadcast extensively over time across the television schedules, has the

power to create and maintain television categories of television-person and non­

television person. These categories make claims that television has the potential to

define hierarchical values and social experience. Connecting the formalised actions of

structured sociability to wider, transcendent relations of media power, repeated over

time, means that this process can be described here as ritualised sociability. The longer

term historical effects of this in relation to wider society and culture should be the,

subject of further important analysis. The point here, however, is that in the 1950s and

1960s in a television culture which had newly expanded and industrialised, and which,
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now reached a national audience, television was able to establish and maintain its own

media categories for the first time.

I What's .\fv Qui:", BBC2, 22 July 1991
"Sec ~ ledhurst (1991) for further details.
iii A simple example is the relationship between a service industry worker in a shop or
restaurant and his her client. Both belong to different teams, and both will often complain
about the other to their fellow team members: the worker about rude and obnoxious
customers, and the client about impolite and inefficient service.

See Silverstone (1994) for an extended discussion of Giddens' theory and its relevance
for understanding television.
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Conclusions

This thesis began by asking three interrelated questions about the expansion of British

television in the 1950s and 1960s. It asked, firstly, what the impact of this expansion

was on television itself. In other words, what was the impact of expansion on television

institutions, production practices, technologies and programmes? Secondly, the thesis

asked what the impact of the social and cultural context was on the expansion of

television. Namely, how did the social and cultural conditions of Britain in the 1950s

and 1960s influence the development and expansion of television? Thirdly, the thesis

asked what impact the expansion of television had on those social and cultural

conditions. This third question in particular poses some knotty and intractable

problems. As indicated at the outset, 'television' is such a multifaceted, diverse and

complex phenomenon, and its relationships with other social and cultural activities and

practices are so diffused and various, that it is difficult to make sensible and

meaningful assessments about its overall impacts on society and culture. A difficult

task is further compounded by the fact that British society and culture in this period

was already undergoing profound changes. So trying to pin down television's role in

this change is very much akin to trying to shoot at a moving target.

Nonetheless, in these conclusions I shall review how I have tried to answer these three

questions over the last six chapters and how I have sought to explore television' s

relationship to social and cultural change. So we will briefly revisit the different factors

relating to the expansion of the television institution in the 1950s and 1960s. This

includes the emergence of lTV and BBC2, the industrialisation and professionalisation

of the television institution, the development of recording technologies and new

programme forms, the changing social and demographic landscape of Britain and the

emergence of a new and powerful consumer boom. We will also revisit the distinction

that has been made here about the ways television can promote change and produce

change. That is, some of the ways that television can be considered to promote changes

that were already culturally consistent with developments in the period and some of the

ways that television can be seen, or said, to produce new experiences and
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understandings of the world. I will also want to end by recognising that television

articulated a novel form of authority and influence in the 1950s and 1960s, and that this

is a development that has significance for understanding the operation of media power

today. To do so I will look specifically at elements of the structured organisation of

broadcasting (the mixed programme schedule and broadcasting encounter between

personalities and ordinary people) to try and identify something of the mechanisms by

which this authority and influence asserts itself. That is not to say, of course, that these

are the mechanisms by which any such authority and influence are articulated. The

relationships between television, then and now, and the articulation of any power

structures and discourses in the media, culture and society, are much too complex to be

reducible to any single or small number of mechanisms, practices or representations.

Yet by identifying some of the mechanisms that emerge in this period, I hope to open

up the way for further thinking about the television institution, culture and society.

Furthermore. I hope to use this to demonstrate the value of the revisionist approach to

television history I have deployed here, and the value of history for contemporary

accounts of the media. Of course, what has been crucial to all of the developments

discussed in the thesis is the expansion of the television institution itself. This is where

we will begin here.

The expansion of television

As we have seen. in the 1950s and 1960s (in particular the ten-year period 1954-64),

television in Britain emerged as an industry and as a mass medium. The expansion of

television occurred in a number of ways. In the first instance, television spread

geographically across Britain as both the BBC and lTV embarked on transmitter

construction to extend the television signal out from London. This was both a function

of the BBC's national mandate and a consequence of lTV's remit to produce and

broadcast programmes regionally across the country. At the same time, as explored in

chapters one and four, the spread of television was not just a matter of geographical

distribution, with new audiences being created when a new transmitter was opened, but

also by the mass uptake of television in areas where television had already been
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established. This was to a large degree a consequence of the social and cultural

changes taking place in Britain in the period. With the consumer boom of the 1950s,

with full employment, high wages, and loosening of regulations regarding borrowing

and hire purchase. television was one of the new, mass produced consumer items that

emerged. At the same time, demographic changes altered traditional patterns of

cultural and leisure activity of a signi ficant part of the audience. The post-war baby­

boom meant a generation of young couples became increasingly housebound. This was

exacerbated by changes to new sites of employment, processes of suburbanisation and

the development of new towns, estates and schemes, meaning that people were often

relocated away from friends and family. This apparent progress, part of a programme

of change consistent with the development of the welfare state, was painfully felt with

the clearance of slum housing in some areas which had the negative effect of

destroying traditional working class communities. It was into an increasingly

domesticated, isolated and affluent society that television emerged as a significant

cultural form.

The arrival of. first of all, the lTV companies and then BBC2 also expanded the

institutions of television. As explored in chapter one, these new services expanded

television by establishing and equipping new television studios and creating new jobs.

As the production base of BBC television and lTV expanded so too did the number of

programmes being produced. The number of hours that BBC television could broadcast

a week from 1950 was around 30-35 hours (Thumim: 2004). These hours were

extended to 50 hours a week on the arrival of lTV, which was also allowed in each

region to broadcast the same amount. In a crude formulation, this meant that television

programme hours transmitted in any given week shot up from 30-35 hours to around

100 hours. This expansion of the production base of television, and the number of

programming hours required to fill more schedules had two interrelated consequences.

First, the way in which programmes were produced and, second, the range of

programmes that were produced.
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In the first instance, there was rationalisation industrialisation de' I' ., an proressiona rsation.

These three issues are closely related and the way that industri I t' I' a prac Ices, on a arger,

mass scale could operate carne through rationalised administrative and management

structures, such as an expanded bureaucracy and more planned use of resources and

scheduling. One particular development of industrialisation, and this also came about

due to the increased use of film and video recording technologies which was explored

in chapter three, was the advent of the 'programme factory'. This was programme

production along increasingly industrialised lines, very much like factory production

lines where a specialist worker constructs part of a product before passing along to the

next stage in the production process where another worker completes a specialised

task. In this way products, or programmes here, could be produced on an economy of

scale, As suggested in chapter one, this was facilitated by increased specialisation of

production roles and professionalisation. This was evident, for example, with the

increased unionisation of television with the arrival of lTV, which meant that specific

technical staff were contracted to work in specific roles. As explored in chapter one,

this was also evident when the development of weekly programming meant that there

was an increasing separation of the producer's and director's roles in television

production. A producer increasingly came to have control over the running of a whole

series, whereas directors had responsibility for leading the specific, on the ground

production of individual episodes or editions (Sydney-Smith: 2002). This was also

facilitated by training courses (at the BBC), increased staff movement between

broadcasting organisations and media (such as radio, film and the press), and increased

reflexivity amongst professional peers (through team reviews of recorded programmes,

management intervention in programming decisions, trade press and interpersonal

dialogue and discourses). The establishment of professional groupings can also have a

tribal quality, creating strong allegiances to immediate professional peers, and was

highly visible in the area ofjournalism, for example. Professional practice was not

necessarily confined to industrial and individual competence in programme-making,

but was also concerned with debates and discourses surrounding aesthetics and generic

innovation.
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This links directly to the second consequence of the expansion of television. This was

the increasing diversity of programme outputs. The increasingly industrialised patterns

of production. facilitated by increased professional specialisation, technological

developments and more efficient systems of management and administration, favoured

in one sense a 1110Ve towards series programming and a standardisation of programme

formats. Yet within the developing ecology of television broadcasting in the 1950s and

1960~ this did not mean the simple reproduction of a handful of programme formats

and styles. but it meant the flowering of diverse programme forms and outputs. This

was partIy a function of the public service broadcasting ethos of television in this

period which favoured the mixed programme schedule. This had something of a

Reithian imprint on it, to inform, educate and entertain. The new lTV service inherited

some of these principles in the 1954 Television Act, and the appropriate balance of

outputs in the mixed-programme schedule was to cause much handwringing at the

ITA. Reaching a broad audience was also one of the key principles of the mixed

programme schedule in this period. As Janet Thumim (2004) has argued, different

programmes, both factual and fictional, in different styles and tones, on different

subjec.ts and themes, were able to appeal to a wide range of people. It is for this reason

that Thumim suggests that the magazine programme, made upof short discrete

segments in different styles on different subjects, is paradigmatic of television's

endeavour to develop an audience and viewing culture in the 1950s and 1960s (2004).

The appeal of the mixed programme schedule was explicitly articulated by Lew Grade

when he argued that television scheduling should be like planning a mixed bill at the

variety theatre - in this way most of the audience will be pleased some of the time.

This appeal was also particularly evident in the way that BBC2 had to back away from

minority and specialist programming to offer a more mixed schedule to try and

persuade members of the public to acquire new 625 line television sets.

With the expansion of television, however, with new industry practices, more

production personnel, professionalisation, new technologies, and more broadcasting

hours to be filled within the mixed programme schedule, it was increasingly likely that

there would be an expansion in the number of new programme forms and innovation in
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existing forms, In metaphorical terms in the biological s . (d . . . ., ciences an 10 sociology) It IS

well understood that as any organism (or organisation or so . 1 .) .. CIa groupIng expands It

grows more complex. As it grows more complex, there is an increasing likelihood of

mutation, diversity and differentiation. As the ecology of television broadcasting

expanded in this period, therefore, complexification meant there was more likelihood

of change and diversification. At the same time, the expanding variety of programme

forms became better able to reflect the emerging differences and changes within British

society. While the expansion of the industry lead to new programme forms and styles,

the changes in British society and culture provided the material and backdrop for

television s outputs. This material ranged from the desirable consumer prizes for its

quiz and gameshows explored in chapter six to the grim new landscapes of Britain

which became the subject of. and provided the background for, its realist dramas

explored in chapter four.

Culture and the new visibility

This expansion of television was complexly interwoven with social and cultural

change. As television expanded in the 1950s and 1960s, with a wider range of

programmes, of different kinds in different styles, with competing and even

contradictory representations, and broadcast within the mixed programme schedule, it

brought 'witness' (Ellis: 2000) into the home on an increasingly daily basis. With live

and recorded broadcasts from around the country and abroad, and with the television

camera reaching new spaces, even outer' space'. the viewer was able to experience the

world in new ways. It is for this reason that this thesis has proposed that the expansion

of the television production base, the expansion of programming and the expansion of

the television audience can be characterised as creating and constituting a 'new

visibility'. By making social and cultural phenomena visible in a new way, television

emerges as a cultural force that has the capability to promote change. Two highly

visible and related ways that television promoted change was through the presentation

of social and cultural difference (which promoted class distinction and cultural

conflict) and the promotion of consumer culture.
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In the first instance, in histories of the 1950s the arrival of lTV is often seen as the

moment when the consensus culture of post-war Britain was ruptured (Weight: 1995;

Marwick: 1996). For the historian Richard Weight, this is because it signalled the end

of a top-down model of cultural provision. Until the arrival of lTV, culture was seen as

being provided to the masses by an educated elite through Oxbridge institutions and

through the interdependent work of the BBC and the Arts Council. It is this top-down

model which dominated elitist views of culture in this period. This was particularly

articulated by Raymond Williarns who argued that Britain was characterised by "two

cultures' - an elite arts culture and a mostly invisible working class culture (1983). As

an early proponent of cultural study and analysis Williams was keen to recognise that

the term' culture' was not just defined as intellectual or artistic activity, such as in

literature, music, theatre, painting and sculpture, but also as the 'way of life' of

particular groups of people (Williams: 1976). So it was not just popular cultural forms

(such as music hall, variety or sports) that were invisible to (or looked down upon by)

the purveyors of high culture but also the values, attitudes and practices of the working

class wav of life. One of the reasons the arrival of lTV was therefore considered

problematic was because it made visible working class culture (cultural forms and, as I

shall return to below, cultural life) and this appeared to undermine the top-down work

of the cultural elite.

A sense of cultural difference was probably most evidently articulated, however,

within the structure of the mixed programme schedule itself on lTV and BBe. As we

have seen, the mixed programme schedule was crucial in building an audience

(Thumim: 2004) and also in delivering public service values (Scannell: 1990). As

television expanded to a wider audience, television produced and transmitted a wide

range of programmes, in different forms and styles, to appeal to a diverse audience.

This meant that different forms of culture were explored and represented on television:

that is culture both in terms of the different arts and entertainments of different social,

groups, and also the different practices and way of life for those groups. These were

featured in, and came to be constituted by, programme forms ranging from action

205



adventure series. soap operas sitcoms variety shows qUI'Z and h ." , games ows, magazme

programmes. serious drama, talk programmes arts programmes d
' I , news an current

affairs. \Vithin the television schedule in terms of arts and entert . t' ammen s, programmes

drawing on working class culture such as variety shows were shown alongside

'serious' programmes about art or music which drew on more middle-class discourses.

The presentation of variery shows, drawing on working class traditions of variety

theatre and end-of-the-pier entertainments, made working class cultural forms highly

visible and brought them into the home on a regular basis. This made forms of working

class culture (arts and entertainment) visible, for the first time, for educated and middle

class elites. and it was this that seemed to disrupt a sense of cultural consensus (for that

middle-class elite).

There was particular anxiety in the late 1950s, for example, when there was an

apparent 'retreat from balance' (Sendall: 1982), as lTV companies scheduled an

increasing number of quiz and gameshows to try to build audiences to overcome initial

anxieties about advertising revenue. The problem was that these shows were criticised

for their brassy celebration of consumer culture, offering lavish prizes to ordinary

people for winning relatively easy quizzes or games. These kind of entertainments

were particularly attacked by Richard Hoggart (1969) who was an influential member

of the Pilkington Committee which went on to heavily criticise the lTV service for

apparently promoting popular, shallow and 'trivial' culture. Yet just as Hoggart was

able to criticise the lTV quizzes and games, so too was it possible for members of the

working class audience to dismiss or sneer at more serious 'bourgeois' programming.

This demonstrates that the schedule itself, as well as particular forms of programming,

could become the focus and articulation of class difference and conflict.

As the double meaning of the term culture explored by Williams (1976) suggests,

television not only reflected the cultural forms and preferences of different social and

class grouping, but it also represented the different ways of life of different social

groups in a range of programming. Dramas and documentaries about the police force,

hospitals or the armed services mentioned in chapter four provided insights into the
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cultures of those institutions. At the same time sitcoms soap 0 d d
' , peras, ramas an

documentaries provided insights into aspects of working class life (such as The Likely

Lads, Coronation Street and Up the Junction) or into middle or upper-class life, and

news and current affairs programming often provided cultural insights into professional

or political life. This therefore exposed the cultures, the way of life, of different groups,

classes or communities to television audiences made up of different groups, classes or

communities. In a different context, the sociologist Dean MacCannell (1976) has

argued that the phenomenon of tourism allows individuals in affluent western societies

to engage in a wider social totality, to transcend the social and cultural limitations

imposed on them by the division of labour. By going on holiday, a western worker is

able to engage in a wider range of cultural experiences, meet new people and encounter

a different range of lifestyles in a way that the daily temporal and spatial structures of

working life prohibits. In a similar way, television made visible for the first time in the

1950s and 1960s a wider range of social and cultural experiences to its viewers at

homes, experiences that might otherwise be inhibited by age, gender, class or

economics. As a consequence, television made visible in Britain a wide range of

cultural differences that would have challenged a view of consensus culture.and would

have presented a challenge to elitist views of what 'culture' should actually be.

As this discussion of difference suggests, however, consensus in the early 1950s was

illusory. Britain was deeply divided by class, and as Arthur Marwick(1996) has

observed there were also vast regional differences, partly due to the effects of war, and

partly because of economic and demographic changes. As a result, television was

making visible pre-existing social and cultural faultlines. Yet the advent of the new

consumer boom was also seen to disrupt a sense of cultural consensus. Up until 1954

there had been rationing, so there was a certain degree of homogeneity in what people

could purchase or afford. After this, however, there was a major upturn in the

economy, with full employment and high wages, with relaxed rules on hire purchase,

and with a range of new desirable consumer goods to spend money on. Consumer

goods, ranging from clothing to record players and washing machines are markers of

style and lifestyle - they are the markers of different kinds of culture - ways of life. In
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Pierre Bourdieus sense (1984), style and lifestyle are markers of taste, and taste is a

marker of class. Although there were middle-class and elitist anxieties about the rise of

a homogenous consumer culture, in this period, the expansion of affordable

commodities meant there was an increasing number of ways in which social groups,

defined by class or age. could differentiate themselves.

As a result. the second way in which television promoted change was through its

complex relationship to consumer culture. To start with, advertising was a significant

part of the new lTV service, and it had been the early promise of the consumer boom

that had prompted some advertisers and retailers to agitate in favour of the new

commercial service to increase advertising opportunities for a wide range of

commodities. Yet, importantly, television promoted consumer activity in other ways.

The expansion of programme forms, and innovations in aesthetics and performances,

as we saw in chapters 1\\0. three, four and five, provided viewers with a new and wide

range of identificatory resources. Whether it was the image of the efficient and

attractive housewife smoothly running her home, the sharply suited, sexually liberated

and mobile secret agent, or the leather and denim clad rocker, television's

programming offered different and often new cultural models of social behaviour to be

accepted. applauded, emulated, rejected or sneered at. Just as Thorstein Veblen (1934)

demonstrated that social groups such as the French nouveaux riches could acquire

social status through conspicuous consumption, the conspicuous display of

consumption on television provided potential models for how people in different

groups could display their social allegiances. The representation of different

commodities, and different forms of lifestyle and consumption, even when

consumption is absent in documentaries about poverty or deprivation, are therefore

closely bound up with class identities and behaviours. The absence of consumption, or

the inability to participate in the new consumer culture, is itself an indicator of social,

cultural and economic status. The representation of different forms of culture therefore,

signified by different forms of consumption and lifestyle, could be seen to express

forms of class conflict within society in the 1950s and 1960s. Such conflict around
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commodities, lifestyle and class were particularly evident, for example, in the sitcom

Steptoe and SOil.

Importantly, television was a commodity item in its own right, alongside record

players. washing machines and refrigerators. So the purchasing or hiring of the

television set itself can be seen as both consistent with, and a constituent feature of,

consumer activity. Not only is it characterised by the consumer parting with cash in

single or several instalments, but also by an ongoing relationship where the viewers

consume television programming. This consumption takes place on an everyday basis.

This is significant because both Silverstone (1994) and Scannell (1996) have drawn

attention to .dailiness as television and broadcasting's key phenomenological

characteristics. YeL though established in radio, the 'dailiness' of television was a new

experience in the 1950s and 1960s for a majority of the audience. With the television

set in the home, through routine television production practices, fixed point scheduling

and serialisation. programming schedules and individual programme forms became

familiar and everyday. This promotes consumer culture because it establishes a long

term relationship between television and the viewer at home. As I argued in chapter

six. watching familiar programmes on an everyday basis is analogous with the process

of ownership. This is because ownership can be characterised as a relationship to an

object which is near-over-time. Even if television programming for the viewer in this

period was ephemeral (the viewer not being able to record or keep.the images), the

regular patterning of series programming over the schedules meant that television

programmes too were near, available to the viewer through the domestic screen, over

time. Janet Thumim (2004) argues that television promotes the development ofa

viewing culture in this period through the mixed programme schedule by appealing to

a broad audience. Fixed point scheduling and serialisation also promote viewing

culture because they invite sustained viewership. This therefore also promotes

consumer culture because it suggests that consumption is endless. Watching one

programme in the flow of television is never enough.

209



Television and media power

The complex relationship between television, consumer culture and cultural difference

suggests that there is also a relationship here to a broader discussion of media power.

In one sense. television' s relationship to consumer culture could already be said to

implicate it within wider power structures in society. This would especially be the

Frankfurt School and Marxist perspective where the presentation of popular culture

and the advertising and presentation of desirable commodity items is seen to promote

capitalist ideology. false consciousness and the alienation of labour. This has generated

intense debate, for example, about whether consumer or consumption practices

constitute subservience to capitalist hegemony or whether they constitute individual

autonomy and creativity. This has often been the terrain of cultural studies, and is

evident in. for example, the work of Hebdige (1979) and Fiske (1989). I want to avoid

here. however, becoming too attached to a simplistic and deterministic (left-leaning)

model of power or embroiled in a Manichean debate about the pros and cons of

television, This is exactly because television is such a diverse and complex

phenomenon. Instead, I want to focus here on two of the mechanisms by which

television. as a new, mass-cultural phenomenon, can be seen, or said, to exert a new

form of authority and influence on society and culture in the 1950s and 1960s. That is

not to say that these mechanisms are exclusive and determining in the relationship

between television (and the wider media) and society and culture. But understanding

these mechanisms will help us to understand some of the longer-term implications of

the expansion of television in Britain in the period. In particular, it will help shed

further light on more recent theories about the construction and operation of media

power in contemporary society.

So to start with, I want to focus on a particular mechanism in the promotion of

consumer culture _ the consumption of another person's labour implicit within the

television personality, or celebrity, encounter. As I argued in chapter six, much of the

work of broadcasting, the production process, goes on behind the scenes, spaces that

Goffman (1990) would describe as 'backstage'. With the exception of occasional
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programmes such as That Was The Week That Was and The Dream Machine, the work

that goes on 'backstage' is mostly unseen. Of course, most of the labour that goes into

producing a range of commodities and services in contemporary society goes unseen.

To excavate this point further in relation to television, however, I want to concentrate

on the work that goes on front stage, or literally on-stage. This is the work conducted

by presenters. panellists, comedians and musicians, and a whole range of people who

appear 011 television on 3 regular basis, the people who can be considered as celebrities

or. as I have preferred to refer to them in this thesis (after Ellis, 1982, and Medhurst,

1991), television personalities. In thinking about celebrity, Tunstall (1983) has argued

that these are people who present a unity and coherence of persona across a range of

media. In the 1950s personalities such as Eamonn Andrews and Gilbert Harding

appeared across a range of television programmes, and were also presented in different

media. As I argued. the attractiveness of these individuals, presenting coherent

personas, is that they appeared authentic or sincere. That is to say, they appeared to be

'themselves". Yet as we saw, authenticity and sincerity can be performed and staged.

Even though Gilbert Harding might have been perceived as being authentic, because of

his grumpiness and irascible outbursts, his homosexuality was kept hidden. The point

here is that performance constitutes work, and the more successfully the presenter or

personality can convince an audience of their sincerity, the more they are effectively

hiding the process of their work. An immediate effect of this is that the work of the

performer is being consumed, but it does not look like work. The process of watching

such encounters on a daily and long term basis goes some way to validating and

naturalising practices of production and consumption.

However this cannot be understood here simply in terms of a conceptualisation of,

ideology based on the notion of' false consciousness' and the deliberate

misrepresentation of relations of economic power within capitalist societies. This is

because such performance on television can be enacted and experienced in a multitude

of different ways, and that sometimes this means the foregrounding of professionalism

and work. As we saw in chapter six, Gary Whannel (1992b) has argued the

amateurishness of the member of the public often points up the power, authority and
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professionalism of the presenter in quiz and gatneshows. Not only does this suggest

that performance and work can be explicit and recognisable, but it also suggests that

there is potentially a tension here between the idea of someone appearing as

themselves and appearing professional. There are three ways to consider this. Firstly,

the television personality does not produce any given perfonnance in isolation, but in

conjunction with a wider range of performances and appearances that they make across

the mixed programme schedule over any given period of time. Therefore the roles he

or she chooses to undertake as "themselves' - such as being a presenter or panellist

(not acting in a role in an explicit work of fiction or drama) - are likely to be consistent

with their coherent persona. This is not to say, however, that that persona cannot

change over time or dramatically - through subsequent appearances and performances,

Secondly, the television personality's professional demeanour can be read as the way

they negotiate their coherent individual persona (their apparent sincerity) and the

control they are required to exercise in the broadcasting encounter with an "ordinary'

person in programmes like quiz and gameshows. The smoother they can negotiate the

interplay between their individual persona and their professionalism the more seamless

(and potentiaily more effective and compelling) the performance.

Thirdly, the performance of the television personality in a given role (such as being a

presenter or panellist) has to have some coherence with other roles and performances

of other presenters and panellists across a range of other programmes, formats and

television channels. This is because there are codes and conventions for how television

people should behave in particular on-screen television scenarios. Or, more specifically

here, such conventions were emerging on television in the 1950s. As we saw in the last

chapter, the television personality belongs to what Goffman (1990) describes as a

'team'. The audience constitutes one team, and the on-stage 'television personality'

belongs to the broadcaster's team. In Goffmans analysis, humour will emerge when an

individual changes team, and they will often be the focus of teasing from members of

new team. In television light entertainment forms which feature ordinary people there

tends to be joking and humour, with the ordinary person having to endure gentle

ribbing and mockery from the show's presenter. For Scannell (1996), drawing on the
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sociologist Georg Simmel (1971), this kind ofjoking and joshing in broadcasting can

be considered as .sociable'. As I argued in the last chapter, Simmel himself claims that

the sociable encounter is unstructured and negates hierarchy. As the hierarchy of the

presenter over the ordinary person in the broadcasting setting is an unequal encounter,

so this cannot be described as 'sociability' in Simmel's sense. The difference between

Scannell's interpretation of Simmel from the one here is one of perspective. For

Scannell, the sociable dimension is wrapped in broadcasting's 'communicative ethos' .

.\s he suggests (1996:4), .... if programmes are not, really and truly, sociable in the

ways they address viewers and listeners, then no one would care to watch or listen'. So

for Scannell. as for Simmel, the talking and communicating for sake of talking and

communicating is a positive aspect of human relations, and it can joyfully disregard the

hierarchies, structures and constraints that characterise modern life. I would not in any

way \\"3Ot to disregard the pleasurable aspects of such sociability (and its potential

significance for social and community relations), but I do want to emphasise the way in

which, whether we like it or not, there are structured elements to many of the sociable

encounters we see in the broadcasting situation. And this, in a medium which was

beginning to attract mass attention in the 1950s and 1960s, must surely implicate the

fun and joy of television s sociability increasingly with the ways in which television

made the outside world apparent, and the way it could articulate the kind of ·symbolic

power' described by Bourdieu (1991). That is, the power of television to define and

shape our understanding and experience of a social reality. In the context of television

personalities and celebrities here, there is something about them that sets them aside

from, and potentially makes them seem superior to, ordinary people and ordinary daily

expenence.

As a result I have developed the term structured sociability to describe an encounter

which has the appearance of sociability but which is hierarchical and unequal. In this

period, in the 1950s and 1960s, as television increasingly became a mass medium, with

industrialisation, serialisation and fixed point scheduling, these kinds of encounters

became increasingly visible and repeated. This means, on the one hand, the repetition

of the competition rules in quiz and gameshow formats which feature ordinary

213



members of the public and it means, on the other hand, the conventionalisation of the

on-screen power structure between the presenter and lay-participant. Over time the

kind of encounter that I have characterised as structured sociability becomes ritualised

sociability. What I mean by ritualised is not the common-sense notion that ritual is a

habitual or routine activity (although television viewing could become increasingly

habitual and routine within the period). Instead I have referred to Couldry's

understanding of 'media rituals' as formalised actions that connect to transcendental

values. For Couldry (2003b), ritualised action is not the consumption of media content,

but relates to actions that revolve around the creation and maintenance of media related

categories. Most powerfully, media related categories are comprised of the distinction

between media people and non-media people, and between media sites and non-media

sites. In creating these distinctions, the transcendental value to which these media

categories point is the media's own ability to define categories which have broader

social and cultural resonance. This resonance is a sense that the media experience itself

is more special, and potentially more powerful and important, than ordinary, everyday

experience. So the act of a tourist visiting a television studio or meeting a celebrity and

asking for an autograph is experienced as a special event because the media has already

defined media space and media people as special. Of course, the processes that

Couldry seeks to identify relate to the total media landscape of today. Yet my analysis

here shows the ways that television in the 1950s and 1960s makes explicit the

distinction between a television personality and a non-television personality. With the

expansion of the nascent television industry, with an expansion of formats and

serialisation to anew, mass audience, we can see the way that television started to

define its own media related categories for the first time. Ritualised over this period,

these categories could point to television's increasing ability to potentially define

social experience.

This is complemented by the way that the television duopoly's ability to define social

experience was consolidated, embedded and naturalised by the mixed programme

schedule in which different fOnTIS of culture, and different cultural fOnTIS could be

presented and represented within a unified flow of broadcasting. Television, viewed
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nationall y by a mass audience, provided the cultural references, discourses and talking

points which could be shared by all. As we saw in chapter two, it is tempting to see

television as the unified cultural form against which cultural fragmentation and

difference could be measured, This, however, would be to perpetuate what Couldry has

described as the 'myth of the mediated centre' (2003a). This would be to uncritically

assume that the media, in its entirety, allows access to the central issues and concerns

of society. In more contemporary perspectives of the media, as Couldry (2003a)

suggests, this would also be to assume that the media itself constitutes that centre. Even

to suggest that the media provides the arena in which competing ideologies and

discourses are played out is to perpetuate this myth. So to argue, for example, that

television in the 1950s and 1960s was the way in which cultural consensus was

disrupted or measured against, or to suggest that television provided a form of 'social

cement' in the context of public service broadcasting would, in sociological terms, be

highly problematic.

The fact that television can potentially be seen in these terms is, however, important.

As Couldry has argued, there are beliefs or assumptions that somehow the media

connects its audience to the centre of society, or that it speaks on behalf of society.

This thesis has focused on the development of television in the 1950s and 1960s, and it

has argued that the medium's ability to make aspects of British society and the world

newly visible had a profound social and cultural impact. Yet in some respects the

development of television here has some continuity with other forms of media.

Benedict Anderson (1 991) has, after all, demonstrated the significance of print media

in the long-term development of national consciousness, or the 'imagined community'.

Much has been written of the nationalistic and propagandistic value of film and cinema

in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, and the original notions of broadcasting acting as

'social cement' were discussed in relation to early BBC radio and British society. If the

idea of the 'nation' is seen as a good thing, then the role of media such as newspapers,

cinema, radio and television in creating and perpetuating a sense of 'imagined

community' must also be seen as a good thing. The potentially positive power of the

media can be seen in the broadcasting of media events such as coronations, state
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funerals. sporting events and moon landings, explored by Dayan and Katz (1992). On

these occasions. such as the 1953 Coronation covered by the BBe on television and

radio, the disruption of everyday schedules, the concentration of media focus and the

apparent attention of a national audience powerfully evokes a sense of community, and

it seems to draw a direct connection between the media and the central concerns of

society, Of course. there are also potentially negative connotations to this, such as the

alienation and disenfranchisement of many of the audience from the television

coverage surrounding the death and funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales in 1997

(Turnock, 2000: Thomas, 2002) - despite a rhetoric of national unity and 'grief. The

issue here is the extent to which certain kinds of media event can genuinely speak for

and represent a national audience, and there are some potentially dangerous political

implications if television can powerfully evoke a particular perspective and silence

others.

So, to return to the third question that was posed at the outset of this thesis, regarding

the impact of television on society and culture in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s, a

number of key points can be concluded here with some confidence. Firstly, the

expansion and development of television in this period was significant socially and

culturally because it made Britain and the world apparent to its audience in new and

different ways. In a related manner, that a relatively new medium, accessed by a mass

audience for the first time, could present a sense of cultural difference and social

distinction was also an important development. That it could promote consumer culture

(while also critiquing aspects of consumer culture) was an important development too.

That television's personalities were presented within the structures of broadcasting

encounters as hierarchically superior to ordinary members of the public was also an

important development that has connected long-term with other developments in the

media and the rise of a so-called celebrity culture. This can be particularly seen as a

specific mechanism in the development of media influence and authority. That

television could be perceived as holding together or representing a whole society, or

accessing the central and core concerns of that society, is not just an important

development but a very powerful effect. So not only does television promote a number
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of ongoing changes and developments in the 1950s and 1960s, the arrival of the new

medium itself is an enormous social and cultural development. The change that the

expansion of television produces is the arrival of this new, influential mass medium

itself - a medium that is intricately woven with Britain's social and cultural life in the

period.

Of course, it is extremely difficult to follow through all the diffuse and complex

implications of this. Furthermore, just as there is a danger here of media-centricism (or

even a television centricism - with different institutions, personnel, technologies,

practices and programme forms being reified into a single institution), there is also

likely to be something tautological and teleological at work here in this thesis. That the

change television produces is television itself is something of a slippery proposition,

though it does suggest that something complex and profound is going on here. That

this development brought us to this very moment, the "climax of history' , is also

potentially slippery. It might suggest that all roads led us, inevitably, to this moment

and this state of affairs. Part of the problem too is that by drawing on recent social and

media theory that I am making inferences about the past from the position of the

present. All these raise various historiographical and philosophical demons.

Nonetheless, I would defend my approach here. This thesis has shown that drawing on

more recent theories of television and the media has value for understanding the

development of the television institution in the 1950s and 1960s and its complex

relationship to culture and society. At the same time, combining historical analysis

with recent sociological thinking helps us understand the operation of television today.

Nick Couldry (2003b) has been keen to emphasise, for example, that 'media rituals'

and the organisation of contemporary media are necessarily contingent. This is partly

because he does not want to preclude the possibility of some kind of social or cultural

change in the future. The value that this thesis has for thinking about Couldry's work,

and also for Silverstone's (1994), is that it demonstrates how some of the contingent

practices and experiences of television that we know today came into being in the past.

This is the value here of history. As Comer has argued (2003: 275), the promise of

history, and broadcasting history, is "that it will help us in better understanding

217



questions of change and of causality, that it will solve some of the mysteries of

structure, process and agency in human affairs.' This thesis has shown how the

expansion of the television institution in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s impacted on

social and cultural experience by making Britain and the world visible in a new way to

the new television audience - the British public. And it was in this period that

television (its institutions, practices, technologies, programmes and representations)

became. for good or ill, part of our daily lives in a matter of fact and taken for granted

manner. This in itself was a profound development.
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