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THE NATIONWIDE TELEVISION STUDIES
 

The ‘Nationwide’ Television Studies brings together for the first time David Morley and Charlotte Brunsdon’s classic texts Everyday Television: ‘Nationwide’  and The ‘Nationwide’ Audience. Originally published in 1978 and 1980 these two research projects combine innovative textual readings and audience analysis of the BBC’s current affairs news magazine Nationwide. of the BBC’s current affairs news magazine Nationwide.
 

In a specially written introduction, Brunsdon and Morley clarify the origins of the two books and trace the history of the original Nationwide project. Detailing research carried out at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham, Brunsdon and Morley recount the internal and external histories of the project and the development of media research and audience analysis theories.
 

In a final section The ‘Nationwide’ Television Studies reprints reviews and responses to Everyday Television and The ‘Nationwide’ Audience including comments by Michael Barratt, the main presenter of Nationwide.
 

David Morley is Professor of Communications at Goldsmiths College, London. Charlotte Brunsdon teaches film and television at the University of Warwick.
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INTRODUCTION
The Nationwide project: long ago and far away…


The two books reprinted here together, Everyday Television: ‘Nationwide’  (1978) and The ‘Nationwide’ Audience (1980), were first published separately nearly twenty years ago. Each took its title from an early evening television news magazine programme broadcast on BBC 1 between 6.00 and 7.00 pm on weekday evenings from 1969 to 1984. Everyday Television: ‘Nationwide’  (henceforth ETN) was a detailed textual reading of the programme, focusing on one edition from 19th May 1976, but drawing on a year’s viewing. The  ‘Nationwide’ Audience (henceforth NWA) reported the findings of audience research in which the same (19/5/76) programme was shown to a range of different audience groups for discussion. Both were published by the British Film Institute, as part of their innovatory Television Monographs series, launched in 1973 by Christopher Williams with the publication of Nicholas Garnham’s Structures of Television, and continued by Ed Buscombe when he became head of BFI Publishing Division. Indeed, it was Ed Buscombe who had authorised the BFI’s funding for the empirical audience research which provided the material for the NWA book. The history of the research which generated these books is somewhat convoluted, and they have had a strange post-publication life, in which they have been much referred to but mainly out of print and frequently muddled up with each other (see, for example, the introduction to Camera Obscura, No. 20–21, where the editors of this special issue on ‘The female spectator’ conflate the two different books—Bergstrom and Doane, 1990:11).



As will become clear in the narrative we recount below, the re-conceptualising of the television audience which saw publication, eventually, as NWA began some years before the analysis of the television programme Nationwide which was published first (ETN). Some part of our intention here is to clarify the origins of these two books and the relations of the two parts of the project which they represent. As will also become clear as this narrative unfolds, in its different phases, the work on which these books were based was done over a long period, by a large number of people besides the two of us whose names are most commonly associated with it. Again, part of our intention is to paint back in some of the background against which these two texts originally stood. Both of these texts have now been unavailable in their original form for a considerable time and while they have continued to enjoy some belated reputation (for various contextual reasons, the NWA book more particularly so) this has always been primarily at second hand. At the moment of their first appearance it was ETN which commanded more attention (though largely hostile —see the reviews reprinted in the Appendix). The programme analysis was an early example of a critical engagement with ‘ordinary television’ and spoke to a then burgeoning debate about the significance of textual analysis, which was developing fast under the influence of the work of the British Film Institute (and most particularly its Education Department) both through its influential annual Summer Schools (at that time a must for anyone teaching in this field) and through the work of the BFI-funded journals Screen and Screen Education. Indeed, the BFI played a crucial role in this connection. It was through the BFI’s investment in Film Studies and its subsequent concern with structural methods of textual analysis that continental work on semiology/semiotics (particularly the work of Guy Gauthier, 1976) was first translated and made available to an English readership, at a time when the world of scholarship associated with the sociology of mass communications had hardly begun to grapple with questions of textual meaning or methods of textual analysis.


Conversely, the NWA book emerged initially to a deafening silence (except for one percipient review by John Corner, 1981). At that time there was very little interest in matters of audience studies. From the perspective of film theory, even to do empirical audience work at all was to be caught in the travails of a lowbrow empiricism, by contrast to the giddy heights of ‘Theory’. Colin MacCabe, for example, seemed to imagine that the only possible alternative to theoretical work was the banality of ‘the counting of heads’ (1976:25). At the same time, political economists still tended to regard audience work as unnecessary (on the grounds that what mattered were structures of ownership: once you knew them, you could predict what kinds of texts would be produced; once you knew that, you could predict their effects). Indeed, the ‘common sense’ of cultural studies as we have it today, with its taken-for-granted prioritisation of matters of consumption and its recognition of the importance of ‘active audiences’, simply did not exist at the time of NWA’s publication in 1980. Hence the silence. It was only much later in the 1980s, in the wake of the publication of a series of other books with at least a partial focus on the audience—most particularly, in Britain Dorothy Hobson’s ‘Crossroads’: The Drama of a Soap Opera (1982), in Holland Ien Ang’s (1982) Het Geval ‘Dallas’ (published in English as Watching  ‘Dallas’, 1985) and in the USA Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance (1984/ 1987)—that NWA began to acquire a significant reputation and to be much discussed, at least at second hand. Unfortunately, by that time, the original texts of both ETN and NWA were out of print, and while some copies remained available for a student audience, at least in British university libraries, most of those who have heard of (or indeed, believe themselves to be familiar with the arguments of) these texts have in fact only been able to know them at second hand. It is in this context that it seemed useful to republish these materials, so that they will once again be available for students and scholars to consult in their original forms. Here we wish to offer some brief comments on their origins.




The Nationwide project in 1975



Over twenty years later, it is perhaps useful to outline some of the contexts in which the Nationwide project developed. For it was from the beginning both a contested and a contingent choice of topic. That choice is best understood in both its local and national contexts. The local context was the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at Birmingham University, England, a small and poorly funded graduate research centre, which had for some years struggled to organise intellectual work as a series of collective projects. These projects, some more and some less successful, were organised through topic-based ‘sub-groups’ such as ‘Sub-cultures’ (cf. Hall and Jefferson, 1976), ‘Language and Ideology’ (cf. Coward and Ellis, 1978), ‘Women’s Studies’ (cf. Women’s Studies Group, 1978), ‘The State’ (cf. Langan and Schwarz, 1985). The 1970s project of collective intellectual work is now a distant one, and so it is perhaps worth stressing that this was a widespread feature of critical intellectual life in Britain in the period (see Riley, 1992, for another account). There were Marx reading groups, Freud reading groups, women’s reading groups as well as oral history projects, writers’ groups and music workshops. Most of these had no institutional basis, but met in living rooms and kitchens, with shared political projects which included tackling theoretical work which might increase understanding of people’s conditions of existence and the production of alternative histories and art practices (see, for example, Riley, 1992 and Pollock, 1996).


While the CCCS was an educational institution, much of the research conducted there was strongly influenced by this ethos, particularly in the membership of groups (not limited to Birmingham students), and the widely felt obligation to publish, to make work available. For the Nationwide project this history was significant in two ways. First, the research emerged from a history of debate and reading which was much more substantial than might at first glance seem appropriate to the analysis of this avowedly light viewing. Here, it is perhaps most useful to think of both ETN and NWA as snapshots, freeze-framing certain questions about, and approaches to, British television in this period, abstracting these ideas and arguments from a much longer process of research and discussion which involved a great many more people than the named authors. Collective work has both pleasures and perils. The perils are most clearly marked by the uncollated bundles of notes and drafts that all such projects produce. There were certainly many boxes of something labelled ‘The Western’ in Birmingham in the 1970s, the uncompleted labour of yet another CCCS project (see also Grossberg, 1997:24–5). So if, on the one hand, it is always more interesting to go on thinking about the project than to write it up, on the orner, there is also, nearly always, a problematic sense of appropriation in the writing up of a collective project by particular individuals. It is partly because of this that we want here to insist on the collective origins of the Nationwide project and to point to the contributions of a wide range of people, most particularly Stuart Hall, Ian Connell, Roz Brody, Richard Nice, Bob Lumley and Roy Peters. The second aspect of local context that is worth recording is that of available technology. The research for ETN was done before domestic video recorders were widely available. At CCCS we had one reel-to-reel machine. The videocassette was as yet unknown. There was thus a substantial problem of how to construct a corpus which included sufficient Nationwide programmes to enable us to make any general statements about the programme. Now, in 1997, our solution seems a story from pre-history, but it is worth recalling, precisely for that purpose. For if one of the histories in which the Nationwide work has significance is, along with Fiske and Hartley’s Reading Television (1978) and Heath and Skirrow’s ‘Television: a world in action’ (1977), as an early contribution to what is now known as Television Studies, the phenomenal subsequent growth of this field is unimaginable without its technological infrastructure, the domestic video recorder. In 1975, we took it in turns to go round to each other’s houses every night to watch the programme together. While watching, we made a sound tape and took notes about visuals. While the 19/5/76 programme which features in ETN was analysed from video tape, all of the rest of the programmes discussed were watched and recorded in this literal, if very sociable, way. This procedure explains some of the difficulties in which we later found ourselves. For example, when writing up, it later seemed important to know the answers to questions not originally posed, such as whether all the outside broadcast reports were done, as we suspected, by male reporters, or whether Sue Lawley was always inside the studio. Not having anticipated the potential significance of these issues in the periods of collective viewing, these questions could not always be answered unequivocally from the notes we had.



Historical context of the research



As has already been indicated, graduate work at the CCCS in the early 1970s was largely organised (partly through necessity—until 1974 there were only two members of staff to supervise a large body of graduate students—and partly for ideological reasons) into largely self-regulating study groups, defined by subject area. Thus, when David Morley began to transfer his graduate work from the University of Kent (where he was registered, but where litde effective supervision could be offered on his topic of research) to the CCCS, in the autumn of 1972, he joined an already preconstituted ‘Media Group’, whose members at that time included, among others, Ian Connell, Marina de Camargo (later Heck), Stuart Hall, Rachel Powell and Janice Winship.


The focus of the Media Group’s work, at that time, which constituted the working agenda for its weekly meetings, was on the role of the TV news and current affairs programmes in the reporting of industrial and political conflict.


The theoretical framework for this analysis was centrally informed by Marxist theories of ideology—derived from Althusser initially, and later from Gramsci. It is worth noting that this period in British political life was very much dominated by large-scale industrial conflicts—notably the miners’ strikes of 1972 and 1974. The latter caused a national crisis to the extent that the government of the day (led by Edward Heath) was first provoked into declaring a ‘national emergency’ by restricting electricity supplies to a three-day working week, in order to conserve fuel, and then was forced into calling an election, in February 1974 (amid panic stricken calls in the media, concerning the need for a coalition ‘Government of National Unity’), which the Labour Party subsequently won. In the long history of British politics, all this is perhaps most notable for the extent to which the miners’ victories of 1972 and 1974 served mainly to make Mrs Thatcher (then a junior minister) determined to decisively break the unions, should she ever get the chance in government—and which she did, so ruthlessly, in defeating the year-long miners’ strike of 1984–5.


For our purposes here, the significance of all this is simply to demonstrate the extent to which, in the early 1970s in Britain, two quite different histories—one external and one internal—combined to affect the work of the CCCS Media Group. The external history is the one recounted above—where national politics was manifestly and visibly in a state of seemingly permanent public crisis and conflicts, most of which were being fought out noisily in the terrain of industrial relations, with profound consequences for the world of party politics. This imposed a strong sense of political obligation on CCCS graduate students to respond to these events in some way.


The ‘internal’ history provided the means with which we attempted to do so— this was the point at which the imported mixture of ‘continental Marxism’ (Althusser, Benjamin and Gramsci) and semiology (Barthes, Eco and Gauthier) was providing what seemed like powerful new theoretical tools with which to address both the general question of the role of ideology in the maintenance and reproduction of social order and, more particularly, the role of the media in the dissemination of this ideology. For these purposes, Althusser’s (1971) essay ‘Ideology and ideological state apparatuses’ served an almost emblematic function in focusing the work of the Media Group at that time. The essay was both significant and enabling because of its stress on the significance of what Althusser called ideological state apparatuses (such as the Church, schools and the media), and his argument that these apparatuses—for our purposes, the media —had always to be understood as relatively autonomous from the determination of ‘the economic’. This theorisation seemed to legitimate attention to the texts and audiences, as well as to the industrial production of media texts.


As noted above, it was thus a quite particular concatenation of factors which produced this focus. The role of the media generally was increasingly coming to be seen as of prime political importance, well beyond the realms of Marxist academia. For example, one of the broadcasting unions, the ACTT (Association of Cinematographic and Television Technicians) had produced One Week in 1971, an influential study of media coverage of industrial affairs. Within academia, things were changing as well—in 1972 the (then) Social Science Research Council (SSRC) had funded the Glasgow Media Group to undertake their analyses of TV coverage of industrial conflict—a significant step, in so far as this was one of the largest grants given by the SSRC, up till that time, for media related research.


This then constituted the terrain on which the CCCS Media Group was working in the period from 1972–5: the focus was principally on textual analyses of media coverage of political/industrial conflict—the classic ground of ‘hard news’. The further focus was on the development of models of the relationship between the media and the state which would transcend the narrowly ‘conspiratorial’ Leninist model of the state as simply ‘a committee for managing the affairs of the bourgeoisie’ which thereby directly controlled the media, as an instrument of state propaganda (cf. Althusser, 1969; Miliband, 1973; Poulantzas, 1975). There is a clear group of CCCS publications arising from this period, all of which share an emphasis on contradiction, negotiation and the ‘leakiness’ of systems of power. Nonetheless, while offering some conceptual advances, in this respect (see for example Marina de Camargo’s (1973) paper on ideology) this work still focused on the traditional terrain of ‘hard news’, on the whole. Thus, during this period, Stuart Hall produced a number of key papers on broadcasting and politics (see Hall, 1972a, 1972b, 1973a, 1973b). David Morley’s own PhD work at this time consisted of a study of media news coverage of industrial conflict (see Morley, 1974) and Ian Connell, Lydia Curti and Stuart Hall’s collective work focused on the textual analysis of the BBC’s flagship current affairs programme Panorama (see Hall, Connell and Curti, 1976).





Towards the audience


However, alongside these developments, there was also another trajectory developing, albeit initially in a minor key. This trajectory was focused on the question of the need to develop a better model of the media audience than seemed to be offered by any of the various media theories on offer at the time. The choice seemed to be split between equally unhelpful (if for opposite reasons) models of either the ‘hypodermic effects’ of the all-powerful media or liberal models of the sovereignty of the media consumer and their relative imperviousness to media influence. Moreover, while these two models offered symmetrically opposite accounts of the power/limits of media influence, neither paid any attention to the question of how audiences made sense of the media materials with which they found themselves confronted. It was this issue—the need for some semiological theory of audience practices of interpretation of media materials—which Stuart Hall addressed in his paper ‘Encoding and decoding in the television discourse’, initially written for and presented at a Council of Europe Colloquy on ‘Training in the Critical Reading of Television Language’ at the Leicester Centre for Mass Communications Research in 1973 and first published in that year as CCCS Stencilled Paper No. 7 (most widely known through its reprinting, in an abridged and amended form, in S.Hall et al.  (eds), 1980).



One of Hall’s sources in that paper, from whom he drew the model of dominant, negotiated and oppositional belief systems, was the sociologist Frank Parkin (author of Class Inequality and Political Order, 1973) who had initially been David Morley’s supervisor at the University of Kent and who had, in fact, already suggested that Morley’s study of media coverage of industrial conflict should be complemented by a study of its effects—or otherwise—on its audience. In attempting to develop Hall’s theoretical model further, Morley drew on work in the sociology of education concerning the relationship between class, race and language, developed in Britain initially by Basil Bernstein (and by his colleague and critic at the Institute of Education in London, Harold Rosen) and in America by William Labov. That work, which addressed the (class or race-based) social determination of linguistic/cultural competence as a determinant of differential educational success or failure, was later to provide a crucial basis for the attempt to theorise audiences’ differential decoding of media messages.



Drawing on these shared sources and on work in anthropology (especially Geertz), sociolinguistics (Giglioli) and on the then recently translated work of Bourdieu, Morley then produced a short paper ‘Reconceptualising the audience: towards an ethnography of the media audience’ (1974) which attempted to advance the model initially offered by Hall’s encoding/decoding work, towards the point where it would be capable of empirical application. Hall, Morley and Ian Connell then worked together in the following year to construct a large-scale research proposal to the SSRC for funding for a detailed study of the media audience.


At this stage, the envisaged focus of the work, in line with the media group’s previous orientation, was mainstream news and current affairs TV—it was the variety of audience interpretations of media coverage of industrial and political conflict which was to be the focus of the work on the TV audience. In the event, the SSRC rejected this application in the autumn of 1975, and Morley left the CCCS Media Group, in order to concentrate on the completion of his own PhD. This, among other things, left the way clear for the formulation of a new project, based on the interests of the new intake of graduate students to the CCCS that autumn.




The move from News to Nationwide 


It was the custom of each sub-group at the CCCS to work on a shared project, and (as indicated above) by the autumn of 1975, the Media Group had completed its study of the serious BBC current affairs programme, Panorama. As argued earlier, this choice of ‘hard’ news and current affairs as the preferred object of study and the identification of ‘polities’ with news and current affairs programming was characteristic of the predominant orientation of media research  of the period. The first of the Glasgow Media Group’s books, Bad News, had been published in 1974, Stephen Heath and Gillian Skirrow’s analysis of World  in Action in 1977 and Philip Schlesinger’s study of the production of news programmes in 1978. At its simplest, these were all studies of obviously ‘serious’ programmes, using methods ranging from textual and content analysis to participant observation, to interrogate the taken for granted frameworks and values of ‘serious’ news. The Nationwide project differed from these projects in its original conception for it was from the beginning concerned with what was not newsworthy. As an object of study, it was an explicit compromise in the 1975–6 CCCS Media Group between those who wished to continue with the study of ‘hard’ programming and those who wished to study what was seen as generically its opposite, soap opera. From one point of view, Nationwide was a soft topic without being as feminised as soap opera. From another, it still had some reference to the real world, if not the real world of trade union and parliamentary politics. The choice of Nationwide was thus, in some ways, a compromise—an object of study in which no one had a deep investment.


However, if contingent as a choice in some ways, Nationwide was also extraordinarily apposite theoretically and politically. For the concerns and discourse of Nationwide, with its repeated emphasis on everyday life, ordinary people and common sense attitudes, displayed an uncanny proximity to theoretical issues that were beginning to be addressed both in the CCCS and in the wider left culture of the time. The work of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, first translated into English in 1971, was beginning to have a profound influence on the understanding of the state in terms of power and consent. Particularly influential were Gramsci’s notion of hegemony, and his understanding of consent to class dominance as articulated through the common sense of what is taken for granted (1970s CCCS accounts of Gramsci’s work can be found in Hall, 1977 and in Hall, Lumley and McLennan, 1977). For our purposes, what is significant is the way in which Gramsci’s concerns with common sense provided—for those who needed it—a high theoretical justification for a concern with the trivia of Nationwide. This meshed with other theoretical imports, perhaps most notably Roland Barthes’s analysis of ‘Myth Today’, the brilliant set of essays on everyday aspects of French culture, ranging from wrestling to wine (originally published in 1957, but first translated into English in 1972) and Henri Lefebvre’s startling account of everyday life (1971). Nationwide seemed in some ways an exemplary site to explore the rather more complex understanding of the political articulated in this work, and this in turn permitted a much greater accommodation with another significant influence on the project, feminism.



The definition of the political which characterises the key 1970s analyses of news, documentary and current affairs programming was, as research such as Dorothy Hobson’s revealed, a definition from which women repeatedly understood themselves excluded, and one from which they repeatedly excluded themselves. The choice to work on Nationwide marked a move away from this definition of the political, if not, in fact, a very big one. For the world of Nationwide, as ETN reveals, although addressing the viewer at home, is a world in which home is the place of leisure. This, as feminist work of the period insisted, is not how the home seems to the domestic labourer. Thus, although the shift to Nationwide did involve an interrogation of the constitution of the political, we were perhaps not fully in command of some of the implications of this move.




From programme analysis to audience research



The general analysis of Nationwide discourse was produced by the work of the Media Group over the winter of 1975–6, in an intensive collective project involving Roz Brody, Charlotte Brunsdon, Ian Connell, Stuart Hall, Bob Lumley, Richard Nice and Roy Peters. In the late spring of 1976 David Morley rejoined the group, having completed work on his PhD, and discussions were reactivated, this time with the British Film Institute (BFI) about the possibilities of securing funding for the kind of audience research project that Connell, Hall and Morley had been planning for some time previously. In the context of the evident richness of the analysis of the Nationwide material, and in the context of the shift in the definition of the important/political into more quotidian terms, it was decided to abandon the initial plan to do audience research on the decoding of news and current affairs and to use, instead, the programme analysis of Nationwide as the baseline material to be shown to respondents in the projected audience research. The BFI, in the person of Ed Buscombe, agreed to fund this version of the project, which in fact, by this stage, as we have seen, condensed two different research trajectories.

The imperative then became to complete the programme analysis in time for the beginning of work on the audience, which was scheduled for September of 1976. At this point, the downside of the collective work which had provided the basis for the programme analysis of Nationwide became apparent. The summer was coming, members of the Media Group all had a number of other projects and priorities to attend to, and rich as the Media Group’s collective work had been, its products only existed in the form of a large number of partial and provisional drafts of different aspects of the programme analysis. With some misgivings it was decided, after consultation with the other members of the Media Group, that Charlotte Brunsdon and David Morley would, in effect, be delegated by the group to write up their work for publication and to prepare the final analysis of the single programme (the 19/5/76 edition) which had been used for the detailed Media Group analysis. It was this programme that was then shown to the majority of the audience groups in the autumn, when the second phase of the work began (see p. 152).


We brought fundamentally different perspectives and abilities to the project— the one of us being trained in textual analysis as a literary scholar, the other a sociologist—but we also shared certain key areas of interest, in the questions of language and class then so much discussed in educational politics and in the significance of what was defined as insignificant (to put it gnomically). This latter question was perhaps best focused by our common interest in Flaubert’s project in his Dictionary of Accepted Ideas (published posthumously as a postscript to his unfinished novel Bouvard and Pécuchet and as a separate work, in English, for the first time in 1954)—in which he tried to capture, ironically, the platitudes and clichés which made up the ‘common sense’ of his time. Certainly, the impossible project of Flaubert’s scribes, Bouvard and Pécuchet, was one we regarded with considerable affection.


In any event, we worked together to produce the analysis of the programme for use in the audience research and to prepare the programme analysis for publication. However, around the same time, there was also a significant new development on the audience theory side, in the light of which it was necessary for further work to be done on the theoretical model of the audience being used in the second stage of the project. This development concerned the growing impact in the field of the psychoanalytic model of the audience being developed within Film Studies at that time, most influentially by the BFI-supported journal Screen. Clearly this model raised all kinds of new issues beyond those formulated by the theories of the audience which Hall and Morley’s earlier work had critiqued—especially in relation to issues of the ‘construction’ of the ‘viewing subject’ and the ‘positioning/construction’ of the viewer/subject by the text. Charlotte Brunsdon brought to this question a familiarity with film theory which neither Hall nor Morley possessed. On this basis, working critically with the ‘heretical’ material that was by then beginning to emerge from inside the Screen camp—crucially articles by Steve Neale (1977) and later Paul Willemen (1978) that took issue with the psychoanalytic orthodoxy’s presumption that the text necessarily succeeded in positioning the subject viewer—we were able to advance the audience model to the point where we felt it had at least recognised, if not transcended, the issues raised by Screen Theory. For the CCCS Media Group ‘Presentation’ (an important annual ritual) in the summer of 1978 we wrote up a first draft of our critical response to Screen’s work on the viewing subject, an abridged version of which was subsequently written up for publication by David Morley (with substantial revision by Stuart Hall) as ‘Texts, readers and subjects’ (Morley, 1981a). Morley had begun the empirical audience work, showing the chosen Nationwide video to a range of different groups of respondents in the autumn of 1976—work which went on (on a part-time basis) for three years, until 1979. Our jointly written programme analysis (ETN) was completed in 1977 and published in 1978. The ‘Nationwide’ Audience book was then written up by Morley and published in 1980.




The lessons of Nationwide 


Many commentators have pointed to the peculiar ‘nationalness’ of broadcast television. John Ellis, in a resonant phrase, characterised television as ‘the private life of the nation state’ (1982:5). John Caughie, discussing the experience of watching American television, points to the way in which much writing about television, particularly that which stresses the postmodernity of the medium, is insensitive to the national specificities of particular broadcasting systems, ignoring ‘the extent to which viewing is formed within particular national histories and localised broadcasting systems’ (1990:47). Karen Lury has emphasised the way in which this national viewing is also uniquely formed, for each individual, through generation and domesticity (1995). Each of these arguments points us, in different ways, to the recalcitrant localness of much television, of which Nationwide is a prime example. For while there is an enormously significant international trade in television programmes, in which, for example, the USA exports glamour, Britain olde worlde and Mexico passion, there is also the television, like Nationwide, which is never exported. If the Media Group was correct, as we would maintain it was, to argue that the key significance of Nationwide was to be found not in its defiantly uncategorisable range of items, but in its links—the way in which these items were made sense of for viewers—we would use this argument to posit an homologous structure in national television. It is in the never-to-be-exported channel ‘idents’ and links, weather forecasts, regional news and continuity announcements that John Ellis’s private life of the nation state is to be found. For we would still maintain that it is in what is taken for granted—these seemingly inconsequential matters of ‘mere continuity’ —that we find the most embedded assumptions about the conduct of social life (cf. Hall, 1977 on the limits of common sense).



This argument, of course, has particular consequences for research that tries to address the peculiarities of any national broadcasting system other than that of the USA. The very non-exportability of the programmes makes any academic discussion of them most unattractive to publishers with an eye always to the lucrative US market. We have certainly both been involved, as editors, in quite protracted arguments with publishers about cases of exemplary scholarship on broadcasting in small European countries which have, in the very specificity and historical detail which makes them so good, been deemed unpublishable— because they will not sell abroad and crucially, not in the USA. Inexorable market logics dictate that publishers prefer three main addresses to television: analyses of widely exported programmes (for example, Dallas); analyses of the political economy of these international media flows; or theoretical writing at a relatively high level of abstraction about the nature of television as a medium. While ETN provoked considerable response when first published in Britain (see Responses), in this context, it is perhaps easy to see why it did not ‘travel’ well. Who anyway, in another country, wants to read about a British magazine programme with a regional emphasis and lots of trivial items about everyday life?


Thus, we would argue that the analysis of Nationwide is useful methodologically for what was, at the time, its controversial focus on what was conventionally seen as the unimportant and trivial. Not just the programme as such—although this might explain the vitriol of some of the responses to it, just as analyses of Disney have been castigated for their overpoliticisation of innocent entertainment—but, within the programme, on the transparent discourse of programme watching, of being part of the Nationwide family/nation. However, in its analysis of the image of England that Nationwide promoted, we would suggest that the Media Group anticipated what has subsequently become a major concern of the critical left, the construction of English heritage. Writing in the mid-1970s, Raymond Williams (1975) was one of the few critics to whom we could refer for an account of the construction of certain images of the English countryside. Since then, Benedict Anderson (1983), in a widely quoted monograph, has defined a nation as ‘an imagined community’, while writers such as Patrick Wright (1985) and Raphael Samuel (1989) have addressed, in illuminating detail, the elements and attachments of feeling English. Looked at in retrospect, Nationwide emerges as an exemplary site, in the 1970s, for the construction of a particular type of white lower middle class national (ethnic?) identity as Englishness. This world of semi-rural hobbies, of enterprising individuals with no time for bureaucrats, and of ‘one-of-us’ reporters, preshadows more than one aspect of 1980s Britain. John Corner and Sylvia Harvey (1991) have suggested that British national life in the 1980s was dominated by the couplet of ‘Enterprise and Heritage’ —surely a most useful pairing with which to approach that articulation of region and nation, family and individual which characterised the Nationwide world. A world of which it could become possible to claim, ironically and appropriately, that there was ‘no such thing as society’.


However, it is not just that imagined Nationwide community that seems significant in retrospect. There are also many aspects of the programme’s format which have become very much more familiar in later years. Here, we would insist that we did and do recognise that, in terms of the history of both the BBC and British television, Nationwide’s precursor, Tonight (1957–65) was the more significant programme. It was Tonight which pioneered the use of the early evening slot as a magazine programme which combined the zany, the humdrum and the serious. With the launch of British Breakfast Television in the 1980s and the subsequent increase in daytime programming, the magazine format, with its distinctively ordinary studio anchors, has become one of the dominant forms of British television. And here Nationwide is perhaps more significant than Tonight. For the Tonight reporters (all journalists) combined hard news training— say Julian Pettifer— with a certain licensed eccentricity—Fyfe Robertson. Not for Tonight, except significantly perhaps most noticeably in the key studio anchor, Cliff Michelmore, that aspiration to embody the ordinary that was so significant in Nationwide. When Frank Bough’s career was subsequently damaged by allegations of cocaine-taking and wild sex in the British tabloid press, the damage was so much the greater for the success of Bough as the ordinary, cardigan-wearing, slightly boring character that we discuss in ETN. It is this heritage of the ordinary that we find in the success of Richard and Judy on This Morning, a programme which uncannily reproduces the regional repertoire of Nationwide in its phone-in segments. In This Morning’s version, a map of England’s outline fills the screen, with little illuminated points showing where ‘Delia from the Isle of Wight’ or ‘Ray from Upminster’ are calling from, linking them in to the central core of Richard and Judy, who had themselves to be relocated from Liverpool to London, apparendy because studio guests didn’t like the journey to Liverpool. Unlike Nationwide, there is no intermediary regional television team—just regional individuals checking in to the television nation.

This Morning, like Nationwide and Tonight before it, is just one of the sites on which what Anderson (1983) calls the ‘horizontal camaraderie’ that is national identity is constructed and reconstituted daily, along with its own patterns of inclusion and exclusion.





Looking back


In some respects we would still defend the value of the programme analysis in ETN as being of significance beyond the life of Nationwide as a programme. In formal terms, the emphasis we placed on the—seemingly transparent— ‘links’ discourse (later developed in the work of John Morey, 1981) foreshadowed the British television channels’ own increasing concern with the impact of their onscreen logos and ‘idents’ (cf. the marketing of Channel 4 and later BBC 2, using these techniques). In substantial terms, Nationwide also provided a crucial training ground for people—most notably perhaps Michael Barratt, Frank Bough and Sue Lawley—who have subsequently occupied key positions in contemporary broadcasting. The programme’s emphasis on ‘ordinary talk’ (cf. Livingstone and Lunt, 1994) would seem to foreshadow much of the content and style of contemporary daytime television. Moreover, the BBC itself has never quite given up the attempt to subsequently re-invent Nationwide (for example, in the mid-1990s, with Here and Now, one of whose reporters offered, in the edition of 10/3/97, a report on homelessness which was trailed in advance as coming ‘16 years after his first report on this subject for Nationwide’). Despite its relatively low status as a programme at the time, Nationwide has come to be seen, retrospectively, as one of the BBC’s most unique achievements, in so far as it managed to invent a formula which effectively combined the popular (the ‘common touch’), with the quirky, successfully domesticated the ‘important’ — and in so doing reached a huge early evening audience, all over the country.


However, if we would defend our choice of object of study for these reasons, we must, nonetheless, definitely put our hands up to most charges in John O. Thompson’s delicately made, but trenchant critique of ETN (1978, reprinted in this volume, see Responses). The paradox of the position advanced in ETN is to be found in the disjunction between our chosen object of study and, ultimately, our method of analysis. For while Nationwide was particularly amenable to an analysis which outlined the contours of the common sense of Middle England in the 1970s, and while, as we have observed, elements of the format are particularly significant for the broader study of television and have had great longevity, we did not rest there. For our approach, much, if unevenly, influenced by Godardian notions of materialist analysis, was committed to the revelation of the real relations beneath the Nationwide surface. While we would stand by the argument, which suggested that the celebration of eccentric regional and individual difference stands in for the recognition of structural inequalities of class, nationality, ethnicity and region, we would now recognise that we did not give much thought to what this ‘television of real relations’ would be like as  television. Perhaps, specifically, as the sort of television you might flop into a chair and watch at the end— or in the middle—of a day’s work. Here, the research is most clearly marked by what is retrospectively a species of 1970s left Puritanism, in which notions of entertainment—in particular—were illegitimate. Which is not at all to suggest that Nationwide, as entertainment, did not do much of what we suggested. But perhaps nowadays we would be more sympathetic to the skate-boarding duck.





From Nationwide to Rodney King


To conclude with the future—or at least the recent past. Darnell Hunt (1997) has recently published an account of the televising of the 1992 Los Angeles ‘riots’. Using some of the methods of programme analysis outlined in ETN, Hunt made a reading of what he calculated to be the key, much repeated 17 minutes of KTTV coverage of the civil disturbances which followed the acquittal of the police officers charged with the beating of Rodney King. Hunt’s project was to bring together what he characterises as the two houses of critical media studies and the sociology of race, to examine the extent to which both the televising, and the watching, of those 17 minutes contributed to the differential race-ing of the USA. He then pursued the analysis by showing these 17 minutes of television to 15 differently raced Los Angelino groups (5 Latino-raced, 5 white-raced, 5 blackraced) and recording both the viewing and subsequent discussion. In the analysis of the audience material, Hunt draws particularly on the work of Stuart Hall, NWA and Liebes and Katz (1991). He provides both quantitative and qualitative empirical data to support a sophisticated account of differently raced readings of the news coverage, while at the same time working with a notion of ‘race-ing’ as, in part, a process made and re-made, for all concerned, in just such broadcasts. Hunt’s project was a carefully planned and executed one, in which the decision to investigate audience readings of a controversial news event governed his choice of the textual material for analysis by the groups.



As we have tried to show, the Nationwide project lacked this integration, which had particular consequences for the audience research. Morley found himself, on occasion, showing material to groups whose most significant response was that they would not normally have watched the programme. But even without this integration, we would suggest that there is a productive and necessary tension between a text analysed, as Hunt does with the news coverage, or the Media Group did with Nationwide, and a text shown and discussed with others. So we would, after all these years, still wish to maintain that most texts do indeed propose a preferred reading, with which most audience members enter some kind of negotiation—and that textual analysis designed to identify the preferred reading of the text in question retains an important place in any audience research project. However, if we have here retrospectively attempted to (re)establish a certain ‘preferred reading’ of our own texts, we would nonetheless end by endorsing the wisdom of Janice Radway’s comments in her introduction to the British edition of Reading the Romance: ‘Whatever her intentions, no writer can foresee or prescribe the way her book will develop, be taken up, or read’ (1987:2).

 




Appendix—print history


ETN was published in 1978. Sections of it were subsequently reprinted in the collection entitled Popular Film and TV (1981) edited by Tony Bennett et al. and published joindy by the BFI and the Open University Press, in association with the Open University’s ‘Popular Culture’ course. More recently, Chapter 3 of ETN was reprinted in John Corner and Sylvia Harvey’s collection Television  Times (1996).


NWA was published in 1980. A summary version of the research was published as Unit 12 of the Open University’s ‘Popular Culture’ course in 1981. David Morley subsequently published an auto-critique of this work ‘The  Nationwide Audience: a critical postscript’ in Screen Education No. 39, 1981b; Sections of the NWA book have subsequendy appeared in Parts 1 and 2 of Morley’s Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies (1992).
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PREFACE

The work on which this monograph is based was originally carried out collectively by the Media Group at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, University of Birmingham, in the period 1975–6. Its members were: Roz Brody, Charlotte Brunsdon, Ian Connell, Stuart Hall, Bob Lumley, Richard Nice, Roy Peters. This work was discussed by the group and individuals wrote up contributions on different aspects of the programme. Since then, we have worked from this material to produce the present monograph, incorporating some of the writing produced at the first stage, although sometimes in relation to different problems from those originally addressed. The Media Group have all read and commented on this work at different stages, and in this context we are particularly grateful to Stuart Hall. We would also like to thank Ed Buscombe for his help.


Our analysis focuses on the ideological themes articulated in the programme, only partially relating these to their material bases in the formal properties of the discourse, and we have not integrated the visual level of the analysis into the central argument—this is one of the most obvious limitations of the work. We have also found ourselves, at times, wanting to make arguments for which we do not have sufficient data because of the different ways in which problems were originally posed. This has happened, for example, in relation to questions concerning women and the family, which were not focused originally as major concerns, but which have come to occupy a more explicit space in the analysis. It has frequently been a case of recognising only at a later stage what questions should have been asked of the material in order to produce satisfactory data.


The Nationwide programme examined in some detail in Chapter 3 of this monograph has subsequently been used within a research project, funded by the British Film Institute, on ‘the encoding and decoding moments in television discourse and programming’: this has been under way at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies since September 1976. This work constitutes an attempt to explore the range of differential decodings of the programme arrived at by individuals and groups in different socio-cultural locations. Within the context of the larger study, then, the programme analysis presented here constitutes the base line against which differential readings may be posed, and our reading of the programme will be open to modification in the light of the audience work.



C.B. 

D.M.













 1 
GOING NATIONWIDE

(i)  Nation and Regions: the historical development of the  programme


Nationwide was started in 1966 as part of a strategy adopted by the BBC to meet three different needs. First, there was the necessity to build on the ‘spot’ established by Tonight, and to produce a programme which would carry through the solid audiences for the early regional news into BBC1’s major evening output beginning at 7 p.m. On the other hand, there was the need to meet the criticism that the BBC output was too much dominated by the metropolis and thus failed to express/deal adequately with the needs of ‘the regions’. The regionalism of Nationwide was seen as a necessary basis for any sense of national unity in the conditions of the late 60s and 70s or, as the BBC evidence to Annan put it:



local and regional services are an essential part of a truly national broadcasting system.

(BBC Handbook, 1978)




Finally, there were the recommendations made by the McKinsey Report and developed in the BBC policy document, Broadcasting in the 70s, that fuller use should be made of the company’s regional studios, allowing for regional specialisation and a ‘rationalisation’ of resources (and cost-effectiveness).


The regional element has always been crucial to Nationwide—the idea:



is to impress on the viewer that this is a programme which is not dominated by London and which embraces every main centre in the UK.

(William Hardcastle reviewing current affairs schedules; quoted in Connell, 1975)




So much so that when Nationwide ‘looked at London’ in the film ‘Our Secret Capital’ (Nationwide 16/8/76) Julian Pettifer, the presenter, consciously acknowledged the programme’s brief by saying:



On Nationwide we try desperately not to be a metropolitan programme. 

Tonight is an exception. For the next 25 minutes we’re looking at life in London: but we offer no excuse, because after all, wherever you live in the UK, London is your capital…




Similarly Stuart Wilkinson (deputy editor of Nationwide) claimed that:



Nationwide would not be a nationwide programme without this facility to involve our colleagues in the regions. The crosstalk between the regions is the very essence of the programme.
 
(Quoted in Brody, 1976:20)




The programme attempts to construct a close and ‘homely’ relationship with its regionally differentiated audiences: this can be seen clearly in the programme’s self-presentation, or billing, in the Radio Times:



Reporting England: Look North, South Today, Look East, Midlands Today, Points West, Spotlight South West. 

(Radio Times 29/3/77)






Today’s news and views in your corner of England presented by the BBC’s regional newsrooms. Then…take a look at the scene Nationwide. 

(Radio Times 13/1/76)






…present news and views in your region tonight. Then at 6.22… present some of the more interesting stories of life in today’s Britain… 

(Radio Times 14/1/76)





News and views in your region tonight. Then the national scene presented by…
 

(Radio Times 15/1/76)





…present the British scene to the people of Britain…


(Radio Times 16/1/76)




Nationwide is positively involved in the search for regional variety: of customs and ways of life. Indeed ‘Let’s go Nationwide…and see what the regions think…’ becomes the characteristic Nationwide form of presentation. Thus the programme is able to stress regional differences (different dishes, superstitions, competitions), to present a Nation composed of variety and diversity, but also to unify the regions in the face of National Crises: ‘How is Leeds coping with the drought? What about the South-West?’ (17/8/76).


We see variations in regional responses to issues given by the centre: classically, regional variations in the celebration of the Jubilee. But the regional is still contained within the national: regionalism is the life-blood of Nationwide,  but full-blooded separatist or nationalist movements—such as the Irish Republican Movement—transgress the limits of the Nationwide discourse, breaking as they do the assumed frame of the ‘United Kingdom’.


Similarly, within the programme, the links over to regions are usually from London, and are used to ‘fill out’ regional aspects of something of national import; the regions do not usually initiate stories. The regions follow, and are linked to the national news—they pick up stories signalled in the national news and flesh out their significance for the region. The input of ‘regional stories’ — material drawn from the ‘life of the region’ —is subordinate to this ‘national with regional effects’ input; the regional variations are orchestrated from the central London studio base. London is the ‘absent’ region, the invisible bearer of national unity. It is both technologically and ideologically the heart of the programme.





(ii)
  The world of Nationwide: the Mandala 




During the period in which we viewed the programme, Nationwide regularly opened with the use of a specially designed graphic device—a lengthy sequence in which the basic concentric patterns altered through the superimposition of different images, ending in an abstract which culminated in the programme title. This device was based on the Mandala, an oriental mystical symbol of the universe. In its original form, various aspects of the life of samsara (the cycle of birth and death) or religious representations of the deity were depicted. Mandala  is a Sanskrit word meaning ‘magic circle’ and its basic pattern is a set of concentrically arranged figures with radial or spherical emblems arranged around a central point. It was the term which Frank Bough used to describe the opening sequence of the programme. (See figs. 1-3.)



Deprived of its celestial resonance, the Mandala which heads Nationwide does seem to have a similar function to the Buddhist version. It suggests that ‘all human life is there’ —tied together at the central point (‘the still point of the turning world’) which is, of course, Nationwide itself. The device does symbolise something which is essential to the programme—unity in diversity. The form of the device— both the way the images work and the accompanying music— represent something of how the programme sees itself: the whole introduction can be read as a meta-discourse about the programme itself. The wheel suggests constant movement around the country surveying everything of interest. The points of the compass index its outward, regional viewpoint—each wheel being representative of the various Nationwide regions. But the device—like the programme itself—is centred—everything flowing out of and returning to a single source.



The basic pattern of the Nationwide Mandala then, consists of a set of turning wheels whose movement emanates from a central source. The abstract pattern is then followed by a set of tone images, in which are depicted something of the range and variety of topics to be dealt with by the programme. The fact that the screen is occupied at any one time by more than one image produces a splitscreen effect—connoting both the simultaneity of ‘things going on’ at any one time, but also, as the images play off against and between one another, setting up a play of inter-textuality between the various signs. After the initial sequence, at least one spot is occupied at any one time by a Nationwide reporter or presenter, suggesting that these multifarious aspects of our national life are brought to you, the viewers, by ‘our’ men and women in the field. These reporters are given by Nationwide, and signified in the Mandala as occupying, a privileged ‘overseeing’ role in relation to the actuality events depicted in the other wheels. Hence, the attention is also drawn towards the programme’s mediating role—we see, know about and participate in events through the crucial intervention in the field of the presenters who act as go-betweens, like ‘fences’ between us and the world. It is the presence of the reporters, plus the pattern of the device itself, which holds everything together in this opening sequence. The reporters constitute Nationwide’s effective repertorial unity. The long arm of the Nationwide team is seen to stretch into every corner of our lives to gather material for us and bring it back to the ‘home’ base.




(iii)  
Programme format and slot


The magazine format of Nationwide—short items (rarely longer than 10 minutes), light relief mixed in with ‘heavy fare’ to hold the viewers’ attention— ‘the Postmaster General mixed with a tattooed cat’ (quoted in Gillman, 1975) is to some extent determined by the slot that the programme occupies: the break between children’s TV and the BBC’s major evening output. The programme is usually followed by light entertainment, family shows, quizzes or the like—it is a time of evening when, as Michael Bunce (one-time editor of Nationwide) put it:




people have had a hard day’s work and when they sit down they don’t want a remorseless, demanding, hard tack diet every night. 

(Gillman, 1975)




There is, therefore, a deliberate policy in Nationwide to include light items, especially when the programme contains some ‘heavy fare’. Barratt argues:



We need some light relief if we are to hold the viewer’s interest: there’s a limit to the serious fare they can absorb or want to at this time of evening. 

(Quoted in Brody, 1976)



These ‘common sense’ definitions of the nature of the ‘slot’ —when people are coming in from work, when the whole family including children will be present, when no sustained attention is possible, etc.—allow us to construct Nationwide’s own sense of its responsibilities and its constituency.



The space from 6 to 7 p.m. does tend also to be populated by domestic serials, comedies, panel games, and Nationwide is ‘contaminated’ by, or actively parasitic upon, these alternative genres, as well as aspects of the time zone preceding the early evening news, that reserved for children’s programmes. Thus the history of the time slot makes available a certain range of genres which all have a common sense appropriateness to that hour of the day. This is the basis for some of Nationwide’s quality of heterogeneity and also for the oscillations of tone within some of the items.



(iv)  The Nationwide style of presentation



In his autobiography, Barratt spells out a key element in the ‘Nationwide Style’:



The art of communication on any topic—whether it be life itself, or the price of porridge—demands the use of easily understood words, and is greatly heightened by skilful illustration. 

(Quoted in Brody, 1976:24)





The stress is on direct and effective communication— ‘simple language, common language if you like’ (Michael Barratt)—getting it across to the people. Thus, when ‘heavy’ items are dealt with, Nationwide is primarily concerned to ‘establish the point at the heart of the matter’ and concentrate on getting that over, unlike, for instance, Panorama, which, after ‘establishing the topic’, will explore the different perspectives and dimensions of it, offering a range of views and definitions for the audience’s ‘education’ (cf. Connell et al., 1976).


The discourse of Nationwide then is relatively closed; the stress on ‘making the issues comprehensible’, translating them into ‘real terms’, leaves little space for interpretation. The endeavour for Nationwide is to establish the time/place/ status/immediacy of events and people involved in them—making these, where possible, concrete and personalised—and to get the ‘main point’ of an item across to the audience.


In Nationwide there is a thread almost of anti-intellectualism; ‘experts’ are held in some value for what they may have to contribute, but it all has to be translatable into the language of immediate issues and everyday concerns.


Thus, while experts expound on ‘the causes of inflation’, the Nationwide team do their best to find out what inflation really means, how it will affect ‘our’ day-to-day living, whether anything can be done about it (‘Yes, minister, but how will that improve the situation here tomorrow…’).
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