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Preface to the
Chinese Edition of
Channels of Discourse: Reassembled

Robert C. Allen

Channels of Discourse; Reassembled was published in the U, S. in
1992 as a revision of the first edition of this anthology, which was
published in 1987. The essays prepared for, the first edition were
written in 1985-6, ‘and the revisions were prepared for the c'urrent
edition in 1990-91. As editor of both volumes, my motive for
organizing the revision was to encourage the contributors to address the
transformative changes in the television landscape that unfolded in the
late 1980s and early 1990s.

When essays were written for the first edition, the experience of
television in the U. S. was still largely organized around a limited set of
viewing options at any given time carried “over: the air” by a small
number of national broadcasting networks and their local affiliates. In
Britain and on the European continent, television also meant limited
viewing choice—choices made principally between one or two state-
funded “public service” channels and (in some but certainly not all
countries) one or two commercial channels. Watching television meant
watching whatever programs were offered by broadcasters at a
particular time of their choice. If you weren’t available to watch a
given program at the time of its broadcast or watched another program
broadcast at the same time, you had to assume that you would not have
the opportunity to see it again.

By the same token, because of limited viewing options,
broadcasters -and academiés could -assume that the viewing audience -at
any given time was divided into a small number of large sub-audiences:
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in the U. S. where three national networks controlled more than 90
percent of broadcasting output every evening, most viewers were tuned
to one of three programming choices at any given time, and a
particularly popular show might -attract a majority of all viewers.
Because television meant “free to air” broadcast television and most
television sets had the capdcity to receive whatever channels were being
broadcast in a given area, most people who had access to a television set
had access to the same programs that everyone else did. Also, although
it would have seemed silly and tnnecessary at the time to note this,
today we should remind ourselves that in the 1980s watching television
meant watching a television set.

By the time Channels of Discourse: Reassembled was published in
1992, this description of “television” and “television viewing” was
outdated in most respects in many places in the world. In the U. S.
over-the-air broadcasting was being challenged by the linking of two
new delivery technologies: beaming television channels around the
‘world or parts of it by satellite and circulating them in a local area via
coaxial cable. For viewers who could afford the monthly fees, cable
television offered a dozen or more broadcast channels and others that
were only available to cable subscribers.

As the first edition of Channels was going to press, yet another
technology was changing the way millions of people experienced’
television. The video cassette recorder was introduced in the U. S, in
the late 1970s, and by 1987 was to be found in a majority of American
households. The VCR freed viewers from the programming schedules
imposed by broadcaster: if you were at work when your favorite soap
opera was aired, you could simply record it on videotape and watch it
later in the evening. Many households began to assemble collections of
videotaped programs that could be watched whenever and however
family members chose and for as long as someone wanted to keep them.
After initially resisting this new technology, the Hollywood film
studios eventually embraced the idea of renting and selling feature films
on videotape. By the time Channels of Discourse: Reassembled hit
bookstores and classrooms in 1992, Hollywood studiés were making
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more money from selling videotape copies of their films than from
people buying tickets to see these same films in movie thgaters.

In Europe, the television landscape was also being transformed by
new technologies and by politics. Telecommunication policies in many
countries were changed to allow for the proliferation of new channels—
many of them advertiser-driven—and the old public service monopolies
had to share the audience with multiple broadcasters in a “mixed”
public service/commercial system., New channel capacity -created new
demand. for programming, and increasingly programming created in
other countries for different national audiences found its way onto
German, Italian, and Polish television screens.

As you will see, the essays in Channels of Discourse: Reassembled
were written as one paradigm of television—as institution, technology,
cultural form, and viewing experience—was being supplanted by
another. The essays reflect -this shift, even if the outlines of the
emerging “new” paradigm of television are still unclear. Jim Collins,
for example, chooses to analyze a television series called Twin Peaks,
whose popularity in the early 1990s lay in its appeal not to the “old”
homogeneous audience of broadcast television but in its ability to put
together “a series of interlocking appeals to a number of discrete but
potentially interconnected audiences” (p. 342) Ann Kaplan and John
Fiske focus on music videos and MTV, the cable/satellite channel most
associated with their circulation in the 1980s, and both authors suggest
that this “new” form of television text and its role in the “new”
experience of television offered by cable television require television
scholars to rethink fundamental premises about the medium and its
programming forms.

In his “ Afterword,” James Hay points toward the future of
television in the 1990s as a changing set of “practices, techniques, and

” which interact to produce a changing experience of

technologies,
television for the viewer. He notes that television is to be found not
only in the home but in public spaces; that television “programs” are
being produced not only by large organizations and corporations but
also by millions of families (as “home videos”); that television sets are
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getting bigger (for use in bars and theaters) and smaller; that
television sets are being combined with other technologies (the VCR;
the video game, the computer) to produce new uses for and new users
of “television. ” As a result of these changes, he argues, the experience
of television will become more “interactive” in the decade to come. In
the early 1990s when Hay was writing, the primary technological
instrument of this interactivity and the primary means of connecting the
experience of watching television with the “outside world” was still the
telephone, and the “wired” telephone at that: the ubiquity of the cell
phone was still over the historical horizon. In the final paragraphs of
this the concluding chapter of the book, Hay mentions as an example of
new “mnetworking” technologies something that readers of this
translation in the latter half of the first decade of the 21* century might
find puzzling: “‘computer-link’ networks like Prodigy. ” Prodigy was a
pre-internet commercial online bulletin board and email service that ‘was
launched in 1984!

- You, of course, are reading these essays from a historical vantage
point on the other side of the VCR/VCD boom and from a different
cultural and social perspective from that of the contributors. The
particular television programs they discuss are not likely to be familiar
to you; they certainly aren’t to my own students, most of whom were
not even born when these shows were being broadcast in the U. S. But
fifteen (or more) years after these essays were written, they remain
useful to students of television, media, and cultural studies because
they introduce ways of thinking about television .and the experience of
television that are still relevant. We still look ‘to television to tell us
stories, and we need a language to describe the ways television
narratives have been and might be organized. We continue to organize
our experience of television in terms of categories or genres of
programming.: soap Operas, sports, game shows, documentaries.
Questions of gender representation, class, race, and social identity
remain important to an understanding of the ways 'television works as a
cultural form. Our experience of television continues to be shaped by
the ways television addresses the viewer and how viewing is socially
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situated, .

It is, I think, worthwhile to pause before reading these essays to
consider the magnitude and direction. of those changes——~as least as I am
in. a position. to do so on the basis of my own experience of television
here in the U. S. A number of the most significant changes in the
American and European television landscape were anticipated in the
essays that follow. There has been a significant increase in the number
of television channels available via over-the-air broadcasting, cable
systems and satellite services in a number of countries since the early
1990s. In 1990, for example, the “average” American household could
receive 33 television channels. By 2002 the number of available
channels had topped 100. At the time Channels of Discourse:
Reassembled was published Indian viewers had a single viewing choice:
India’ s state-controlled Dordarshan. A decade later there were more
than 100 television channels.

There has also been a shift away from reliance upon broadcasting
(receiving television signals in the home via an over-the-air antenna) to
supply television channels in the home to cable and satellite dishes as
preferred television distribution modes. Two out of every three
American households now receive television via cdble; and one in four
homes has a satellite dish. The expansion of channel capacity in India
was related to the growth of the cable and satéllite market there. In the
1990s, the number of cable/satellite-serviced homes increased more
than thirty fold: from 1. 2 million to nearly 40 million. ® As of_ the
spring of 2007 there were more than 320 million households with
television in China (94% of all households), nearly 100 million of
which receive cable television channels, @

There continue to be individual programs and series that resonate

@® Daya Kishu Thussu, “The Transnationalization of Television: The Indian °

Experience,” in Jean K. Chalaby, ed. , Transnatienal Television Worldwide (London:
1. B. Tauris, 2005), pp. 159—172, .

® Worldscreen. com, April 7, 2007 (hitp://www. worldscreen. com/ asiapacific.
php).
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strongly within a given national or trgns-national television culture and
attract a significant viewership. The most popular television series in
the U. S. in 2006, American Idol, was viewed in nearly one in five
households. The 2006 World Cup had a cumulative audience of some
5.6 billion viewers across more than fifty countries. However, the
trend over the past fifteen years in most television cultures around the
world has been in the direction of a fragmentation of the television
audience, to the point that today it is problematic to speak of the
television audience. Rather, it is more accurate to speak of complex
viewing patterns formed as millions of viewers simultaneously negotiate
choices among dozens or hundreds of channel and programming options
and as they re-negotiate these choices continually with the aid of the
remote control. Although national broadcasters might still seek a
“mass” audience, cable and satellite channels target much smaller but
more clearly defined sub-audiences with particular demographic profiles
(women, teenagers, children), interests (home improvement, travel,
cooking, politics), and/or tastes (sports, music, comedy). The rise to
prominence of subscription-based cable and satellite services has also
created socio-economic fractures in the national television “audience” in
many countries, between those who can afford ° the - monthly
subscription fees (as much as $100 per month in the U. S.) and those
who cannot and are thus restricted in their viewing options by the much
more limited menu of “free-to-air” public service and advertiser-driven
broadcast programming options.

What the contributors to this volume could not have anticipated, I
think, were the implications of simultaneous and unpredictable change
in all aspects of what they understood “television” to be: institution,
technology, cultural form, and “viewing” experience. Today (summer
2007), it is increasingly difficult to define “television” as an object of
_study and to distinguish it from other cultural forms, technologies, and
“viewing” experiences. For example, producers of programming for
broadcast and cqble television delivery are also making some of them
(or parts of them) available for viewing online, on MP3 players, and
on cell phones. With video cameras built into cell phones and webcams
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a feature of many laptop computers, the number of “television”
producers is quite literally uncountable, as are the “ user-generated”
programs they so effortlessly and casually produce. The internet
provides an inexpensive and technically accessible avenue for immediate *
global distribution of video diaries, documentaries, and comedy
sketches. Within eighteen months of its founding in February 2005, the
video sharing website YouTube was adding 65,000 new videos every
day, which were being viewed by more than twenty million “viewers”
each month. In November 2006, YouTube was sold to Google for
$1. 65 billion.

It is my hope and, I am sure, those of the authors-of these essays,
that you will be able t6 use the approaches they discuss to think about
your own experience of television. The differences between what they
take for granted as the state of television in the early 1990s and your
own experience of television today should help you measure the changes
that have occurred in television as a technology, social force, cultural

form, and aspect of everyday life in the intervening period.
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