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ABSTRACT

This study investigates how global, national and local identities are articulated in
television practices. Specifically, I focus my analysis on the non-program material of
television and argue that this material participates in the articulation of national identities
that are simultaneously positioned within regional spaces and a global television sphere.
That is, viewers are positioned as located in particular places that are situated
interdependently within a national television system and culture that operates in a global

television environment.

In order to grapple with the complexity of the ways in which non-program material
locates and positions viewers, I coin the term “contextuating programming” and in my
study I analyse a number of instances of Australian television to examine how
contextuating programming operates in different programming contexts and in different
broadcasting regions of Australia. I analyse a segment of contextuating programming
during a television program and also a segment from the end of one program to the
beginning of another and draw conclusions about how contextuating programming
functions differently in these environments. I also examine regional “fillers” to determine
how they function in local identity-building. My major analysis of contextuating
programming is of the free-to-air broadcasts of the Olympic Games in 2000 (Sydney) and
2004 (Athens) when simultaneous broadcasting across Australia of the global media event
revealed much about how the Australian television system positions viewers as having

global, national and local identities.

The contextuating programming of the commercial free-to-air television system in
Australia speaks of the specificities of that system, particularly the relationships between
network, affiliate and regional stations, and the relationships between imported and locally
produced programming. My research concludes that while television promotes itself as
being a global force, television practices are intricately and powerfully tied to specific
notions of local and national identity. Finally, I identify areas where research into practices
similar to contextuating programming would further expand our understanding of the

intricacies between local, regional, national and global practices and identities.
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CHAPTER 1: ARE YOU TALKING TO ME?

“Ilove to watch things on TV.”
Lou Reed, Satellite of Love, 1972.

I was in Paris on Saturday August 31, 1997 but I didn’t know about her death. It
was a hot summer night and in the apartment above us someone was playing an accordion.
I was staying with friends who had recently moved to Paris from Sydney and we tried to
stay cool and distracted by playing cards, drinking, and watching bad French variety TV.
We were up and the TV was on when the car in which Diana, Princess of Wales was
traveling hit the pole and we were still watching when she was taken to hospital. But we

didn’t know this was happening because absolutely nothing came on TV about it.

I woke Sunday morning and phoned my elderly and, at the time, unwell parents in
Australia. Dad said: “I suppose you 've rung to tell us about Di”. Me (panicking): “Who
died?” Dad: “Di died”. Relieved that no one I knew had died but fearing an outbreak of
Abbott and Costello routines, I struggled to talk him through it step by step. It took a long
time. He told me she’d died in a tunnel and I thought he meant “The Chunnel” between
England and France. I couldn’t work out why she’d be in The Chunnel. I thought she’d
been shot and I couldn’t work out by whom. There were reports that she was alive when the
first photographers arrived and in that sense I guess she had been shot. But the biggest
news was that TV in Australia had crossed to feeds from BBC, CNN and SkyTV. I couldn’t
remember anything like that happening since Apollo 11 landed on the moon and we were
sent home from school to watch the broadcast. I barked at my friends to turn on the TV,
thinking we’d find something there. It took us a while to find anything relevant. One station
was broadcasting an interview with Diana so she looked alive to me and, because almost

everything is dubbed on French television, she seemed to be speaking French.

It was pretty clear French television wasn'’t going to broadcast feeds from
anywhere, had no crew at the scene and had no footage. So we watched a suntanned
newsreader in a studio repeating the facts as he understood them. The announcement that

she had died at Pont de I’Alma brought gasps from the room. What a great spot and how
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convenient for TV. A pan across the Seine would reveal the Eiffel Tower in the background.
More gasps as we were told that was the end of the special broadcast and there’d be no
more until the 8:00 p.m. news. We tried to use the internet but it seemed to have collapsed
under the pressure, so we did something I had never done before. We turned on the
short-wave radio and searched for the BBC World Service. We looked at the radio for a
while and heard a lot of trembling British voices making this a world event. When the radio
started repeating things we went out. We took a train to a chateau just out of Paris and
acted like tourists but our hearts weren't in it. We considered going to the hospital but we
couldn't exactly understand why we’d even suggested it. We were confused and sad and
shocked and didn’t really know why. We had lots of questions that needed answering and
there weren't a lot of people on French television asking them. There were no updates, no
continuous broadcasts, and no special editions of newspapers. I felt very far away from

Australia and starved of information. This wasn’t how things would have been back home.

French television eventually gave us more information and extended their news
hour, still without crossing to the BBC or CNN. There was no mention of Australia other
than the BBC World Service on the radio saying that messages of grief came in from “as
far away as Indonesia, New Zealand and Australia”. There was very little live television
coverage of anything. We were shown the coffin at the airport and there were lots of shots
of the Ritz Hotel and a few shots of people putting flowers on the pylon until the police

blocked entrances down to the tunnel.

Days later and I still felt sad in a funny kind of way. I found myself wanting to go to
the flame at Pont de I’Alma by way of the English language bookshops, which were filled
with accents [ understood and empty racks where the imported Sunday papers had been
and gone. I still felt I had no real information. And then we wandered to the bridge where
the event became gut-wrenchingly real. I had previously thought that the people going to
the site and placing flowers at the pole were ghouls, but I now found myself strangely
comforted by being there. I also felt a bit ill knowing that not that long ago real people had
really died down there and were photographed while they were dying and when they were

dead. We spent hours reading people’s notes to Di, looking at the flowers, and overhearing



conversations in lots of different languages. I was entranced by the Fox Network reporters
who were sending picturesque live feeds every 15 minutes and it was while watching and
listening to them that I pieced together bits of information. Here I heard about the blood
alcohol level of the driver. One news announcer’s report said that the paparazzi were more
determined than usual because they were positive there was going to be an engagement
announcement on Sunday. Newspapers in Paris were running the line that Di and Dodi
were engaged and the ring was in the car. I took photos of my visit to the crash site, mainly

of reporters.

Much of the extended news on French television was taken up discussing the
paparazzi. The analysis was full of chats with press agencies and discussions about
intrusion and fame. I saw an interview with actors Sandra Bonnaire and William Hurt who
are married and live in Paris. It was surreal to hear William Hurt answer questions about

fame in really good French.

I still don’t know why this event and its coverage affected me, nor am I sure exactly
how. I didn’t expect to feel anything for someone I didn’t know. I rarely saw footage of
Diana walking and talking and magazine images of her—with their stillness—made her
almost already dead to me. When she really died I was shocked and moved by her
mortality. There would be no more new images. It was particularly sad because having
been publicly (over) exposed for so long, it seems almost scripted that Diana would die so
publicly. She would have known she was being photographed after the accident. The
“International Herald Tribune” wrote that the bodyguard had his lips and tongue ripped
out on impact. The story we were all waiting to hear would have to be written down. A day
later the same paper published a note saying that the details of his facial injuries were in
fact not known and that the earlier report was rumour only. My friend at BBC-TV in
London sent me the British Sunday papers that confirmed we were definitely experiencing a
different version of events in Paris. I can’t forget the feelings of disassociation I had,
feeling so foreign and scrambling for television’s reassurances of familiarity. But in Paris

that week, the reassurances from television that I had been familiar with in Australia did



not come. Why did I feel like the television I was watching was talking to someone else?
Where was my TV?
k 3k 3k

The minimal television coverage in France of what I thought would be a global
media event surprised and frustrated me, particularly as [ was in the city in which the
accident took place. Compounding my frustration was the news that while I was searching
for coverage on French television, friends in Australia were telling me that Australian
television was broadcasting uninterrupted live feeds of British television coverage. French
television gradually, and reluctantly it seemed, increased its coverage and by the end of the
week an estimated 2.5 billion viewers worldwide, including in France, watched Diana’s
funeral. The funeral broadcast on French television included commentary in French and
French subtitles of the lyrics to the song that Elton John sang. The different national
approaches to television coverage of the week’s events suggested to me that perhaps even a
global event of this magnitude is played out in complex contestations of space, place,

identity and nationality.

Watching the coverage in France further reinforced the fact that I was not French. It
reminded me that my expectations of what television should do were specific to me and my
histories. My expectations of television were traces of where I had watched most of my
television and where I had been inducted into the practices of the national television system
of another place, another nation. The Australian television system was the norm for me, and
away from it, in France, I was made acutely aware of just how unique that system is. I do
not mean unique as in particularly special, but unique as in peculiarly particular, a specific
expression of national culture, just as the French television system is an expression of

French national culture.

I thought I knew something about television. I was a teaching academic in the fields
of Communication and Cultural Studies, had designed and taught courses in television
studies, and had completed a Masters Degree in textual studies. I had traveled many times
before and watched television in other countries and experienced how watching television

in different places was different and that I often felt I was becoming a different subject



while doing so. What I did not expect was how this particular incident would affect me and
how angry and frustrated at myself I was for wanting “it” and at French television for not
providing “it”. What that “it” was, is still not exactly clear, however it had something to do
with feeling familiar and comfortable with the rhythms of television, with its patterns of
programming (what is on) and scheduling (how and when what is on is presented).
Watching French television at this particular time reinforced for me that I was in a foreign

place, that of French television culture.

I was angered and confronted by how much I wanted French television to do what I
thought television at home in Australia would have done. I wanted live crosses and
international feeds and lots of coverage and local presenters talking seriously, even if that
was laughable. I wanted the event to be given televisual magnitude. But that wasn’t going
to happen in France and the fact that it was not, and the fact that I wanted it to, made me
feel more non-French, and not at home, than any of the other ways that I had already felt
non-French. I was beginning to feel comfortable with the ways I did not fit in in Paris. I
was not understood when I went shopping even when I was trying my best to speak the
local language. I did not fit in physically, standing out as non-French wherever I went. That
I did not fit in televisually was just another way in which the local practices reminded me
that I was not at home. But the big difference between not being understood when shopping
and not feeling comfortable when watching television was in who I was being addressed as
in these practices. Shopkeepers, when correcting my French or, worse, speaking to me in
English after I had tried to converse in French, were definitely addressing me as foreign.
Their responses confirmed that I was not a local French person and I was made aware of

how much I was not French, even when I tried to take on their language.

While I stood out like a sore thumb in the physical world, all different and
obviously so, in the televisual world, however, my difference was ignored. Television was
talking to me as if I was a local-—a Parisian. My frustrations at not getting what I wanted
when watching television were precisely because I was being constructed as a particular

kind of French person located in a particular geographic place, the French capital of Paris.



French television was addressing me as being home in France, as being French, and being a

French television viewer, living daily life in Paris.

While watching the French version of the global event I saw that television was
suggesting relationships between places and viewers. The scheduling of the coverage, the
amount of coverage, where it came from, and how it was presented, all gave insight as to
what it is to be French. French television talked to me as if I was a French person, located
in Paris, practised at watching local French television, and as if these practices were
familiar to me. The television coverage spoke of relationships between France and
England, between France and the rest of the world, between France and Australia. Part of
my frustration was that French television—speaking from a French position and addressing
all viewers as being French—was therefore addressing me as both familiar and complicit
with these relationships. Further, these televisual practices were also making the Diana
event French, by talking over it, by subtitling it, and by programming it into French

television culture.

Television promotes itself as being a global force, and in many ways it is, but
observing the Diana coverage in Paris made me acutely aware of just how intricately and
powerfully television practices are locally and nationally specific and tied to notions of
local and national identity. French television, with its sedate and occasional locally
produced television updates, was operating quite differently to Australian television, which
had gone global in its coverage by utilising global resources with feeds from UK television.
In doing so, it was positioning viewers in Australia as participants in a multi-national, if not
global, television event. Crossing to “live” broadcasting from other nations’ television
brings with it a certain excitement and creates the impression that everyone on the planet is
watching the same thing at the same time as a shared global community is suggested. Yet
the Australian television practice of switching programming from locally produced
reporting to satellite feeds from UK and USA broadcasters is rarely, if ever, used by French
television. The experience of watching the way that French television in Paris covered the
Diana event, and the ways in which I was addressed as being familiar with this television

system, made me consider the ways in which the Australian television system was different



and made me question how global, national and local cultures are articulated in television

practices.

The difference in the ways in which television in two different countries, Australia
and France, represented a media event of this kind raised a number of questions for me.
How exactly did Australian television operate? Did it operate as a uniformly national
system? Were there features of Australian television that also addressed viewers as familiar
with the practices of television, as being local to the system, and therefore also as at home?

And did this only happen in events on the scale of Diana’s death?

In this thesis, I investigate the televisual practices of making viewers and television
programs local to specific locations and addressing viewers and positioning them as being
local and therefore “at home” watching television programs on their local television
channels. In particular I investigate the following questions:

e What are the current features of the Australian television system and what is its

history?

e What are the features of Australian television programming that address viewers

as locals, and therefore also as at home?
e How do these features operate in relation to the concept of the Australian nation,
and how are they implicated in the construction and representation of an
Australian television broadcast nation?

¢  When do these features operate? Are they only to be found during global
television events or are they also present elsewhere in television? Do they
change the nature of what a program is, and if so, how?

e What do the specific features of television that address viewers as locals look

like and how do they function?

e What does “local” mean when called at from television? To what do “local” and

“home” refer in television’s address to viewers?

In order to explore these questions I begin my study by describing the Australian

television context—its programming features and history—because the national television
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system is one of the contexts in which television viewers are inscribed. I firstly summarise
the current features and programming trends of television broadcasting in Australia before
summarising the history of the Australian television system. I rely on Cunningham’s (1997,
2000) history of Australian television and I suggest what is missing from that approach. I
then focus my analysis on the non-program material of television because, in a televisual
sphere where programs are circulated internationally, it is this material that specifically
positions viewers as being located in specific locations and it is in the non-program
material that location differences and similarities, and the connections between locations

are articulated.

In order to grapple with the complexity of the ways in which non-program material
articulates a variety of locations and positions for viewers I coin the term “contextuating
programming”. By this I am referring to all non-program material, all of which speaks of
various broadcast contexts: the context of the national broadcasting system in which it
operates; the context of network and station relationships within which non-program
material is broadcast; and the spatial, temporal and geographical context in which it is
broadcast. In order to enquire into the operation of contextuating programming I analyse a
number of instances of Australian television to examine how contextuating programming
operates in different programming contexts and in different broadcasting regions of
Australia. Because | am arguing that it is the non-program material that addresses viewers
in particular ways in relation to identity, I firstly analyse a segment of television
programming during a program to draw some conclusions about how contextuating
programming operates in that environment. I then analyse a segment of television from the
end of one program to the beginning of another and draw some conclusions about how
contextuating programming functions differently in this environment. I also examine the
“fillers” for the regional television network Ten Capital as they appear in Wollongong, one
of the cities within Ten Capital’s “reach”. My major analysis of contextuating
programming is of the free-to-air broadcasts of the Olympic Games in Sydney (2000) and
Athens (2004) when simultaneous broadcasting across Australia of the global media event
revealed much about how the Australian television system positions viewers as having

global, national and local identities.



Thesis Overview

In Chapter 1, I have introduced the focus of my research and outlined the
problematics I investigate in this project. Chapter 2 describes the features of the Australian
television system, which provides the context for my analysis of contextuating
programming. In Chapter 3, I describe the features and functions of contextuating
programming in more detail, and give examples of how contextuating programming
operates differently within programs and in between programs in its positioning of viewers.
I continue my analysis of contextuating programming in Chapter 4, where I analyse the
Australian commercial free-to-air coverage of the “summer” Olympic Games of 2000
(Sydney) and 2004 (Athens). Specifically, I investigate the ways in which contextuating
programming works as nation-building material while also constructing local communities
and identities. In Chapter 5, I discuss possible futures for the changing television/media
environment and how they might impact on the features and functions of contextuating
programming. In Chapter 6, I take up some of the key issues the study raises and consider

the implications of the project.



CHAPTER 2: THE AUSTRALIAN TELEVISION SYSTEM

“It was just a miracle. That's why we had it.”

My mum talking about buying our first television set in 1959.

My parents bought their first television set in the first year of transmission in
Adelaide in 1959 yet were already practised television viewers having hired a set to watch
test transmissions. In addition, my family would go to Shipp Bros on the corner of our
street, which is where the neighbourhood gathered to watch TV before they bought their
own sets. What was remarkable was that Shipp Bros was not a retail store but a
garage/service station. My mum told me that Mr Shipp would let anybody come and watch
his set “coz he believed in the miracle too”. My family can still recall the brands—the
Healing, the AWA, the Kreisler—in addition to the programs. I can remember watching
“The Black and White Minstrel Show” on a rented set because our own set was being
serviced. The novelty of having a rented set was heightened by the fact that it was a
“portable” and so we watched in our backyard on a hot summer’s evening. The pleasure of

watching television outside in the dark on a warm night has remained with me.

My parents were always quick to upgrade their television sets, and we were one of
the first families I knew to have a colour set, and one of the first to own a VCR and—the
hugest novelty of all at the time—join a video library. Television sets and VCRs were
handed down in our family like heirlooms and a few TVs are still operating in various
family members’ homes as second or third sets. Mum and Dad are at home by themselves
now, but still manage to have three television sets and three VCRs operating in their house.
They have been pay TV subscribers for years, have upgraded to Foxtel digital and bought a

device that allows them to transmit the pay TV signal to all televisions in the house.

My history of television calls upon intense memoried experiences of being in
particular places at particular times—outdoors at night in summery Adelaide, watching
“Countdown” in colour on Sunday evenings in the “patio”, watching “Roger Ramjet” on

the Healing while my Dad cooked “toastie-toasties” for tea. My history is also my memory
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and my “context” and I realise that the history of Australian television is enacted through
individuals’ memories of their histories of television as lived in localised, personalised
contexts.
L

Television operates within a global environment and global and international
connections between television owners and producers are such that resources can be shared
between television systems operating in different countries. Moreover, worldwide
communities of program viewers and fans can be identified, and, with appropriate
resources, can identify and communicate with each other. However, the fact that the Diana
event was represented differently in television systems of different countries destabilises
the concept of globalisation in which there is “the emergence of the sense that the world is
a single place” (Featherstone, 1993, p. 171). Television, as a global industry, participates in
the global flow of capital (Appadurai, 1990), a multi-dimensional set of fluid landscapes
(ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, finanscapes and ideoscapes), which are
“navigated by agents who both experience and constitute larger formations” (Appadurai,
1990, p. 296). Appadurai (1990, pp. 296-297) suggests the landscapes form “the building
blocks” of “imagined worlds”, an extended notion of Anderson’s (1983) imagined

communities.

My study suggests that television, specifically through its contextuating
programming, participates in the construction of a national identity, and often promotes that
identity as one that is located within specific geographic nation borders, while also
positioning viewers as being located within specific locations within those borders. That is,
television positions viewers as being in particular places, such that the sense of the world is
not that it is a single place, but that the immediate broadcast environment is constructed as
an “imagined local world”. Because a number of “local worlds” exist in any nation’s
television system, the “imagined world” constructed by television is one in which a range
of local worlds and cultures are situated interdependently within a national television

system and culture, operating in a global television environment.



Definitions

Throughout my study I refer to concepts of the local, regional, national,
international and the global. These concepts are interdependent and co-exist within my
discussion of contextuating programming, and are not, as might be presumed, functioning
as oppositions to each other. All television systems exist simultaneously as local, regional,
national, international and global systems and instances of production, distribution and
reception might, or might not, foreground one or some of these interdependent “identities”
more than others. Therefore, the terminology used to describe these interdependent
identities needs some clarification. Hartley (1992b) writes that “the local” is a contradictory
term; it is both vital and defunct” (p. 13), adding that “local” in an Australian context “is
irreducibly unique while at the same time it is unusually open to the international flow of
television and other cultural tides” (p. 13). O’Regan (1993a) likens his usage of the term
“local” to that of geographers describing geographic scales, and I use the term in a similar

way. For O’Regan (1993a):

The local is used to designate the geographically [author’s italics] local. Thus, the
local means Adelaide news broadcasters with Adelaide-based news readers, the
local service area of Sydney for its terrestrial broadcast signal, Melbourne

advertisers targetting a Melbourne television audience and so on. (p. xx1)

I also use the term “local” to describe the local experience of watching television, by which
I mean the usual and familiar practices of television that occur within particular “local”
contexts, that allow one to experience oneself as being a local within those contexts. My
“local” experience of watching television news programs for example, living in Canberra,
is of watching both locally produced news services (those produced by Canberrans in
Canberra for Canberra regional stations) and news services produced in Sydney for Sydney
audiences that are broadcast to viewers located in Canberra as part of Canberra television’s
scheduling practices. These viewing practices take place within a nationally specific
“local-space”, which is the unique broadcasting context that comprises the Australian
television system, practices and culture, and which positions television viewers in Australia

as a national community, and as being locals within that community.
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An examination of identity is also one of geographies, and of time and space
(Appadurai, 1990; de Certeau, 1984; Harvey, 1989; Lash & Urry, 1994; Lefebvre,
1974/1993). My study extends the concept of “local” to include additional spatial and
temporal geographies of location related to the television network structure within the
Australian television system. I use the term “network-space” to describe the inter-relational
space that is comprised of communities of stations, advertisers and viewers within a
television network operating and relationally (Ellis, 2000; Harvey, 1989) situated within a
national television system. For example, the Nine Network is both an imagined space and
also a series of interrelated programming, scheduling, economic, advertising and
promotional practices and arrangements—some of which are network driven, others
station-specific—articulated by a range of stations within the Australian television system,
not all of which are identified as “Channel Nine”. The stations within a network-space are
often located in both regional and metropolitan locations, and while some stations are
owned by the same company, others within the network are independently-owned.
However, stations in a network-space operate within an arrangement whereby they share
some or most network programming, and part of their branding and identity will be of the

network-space, and shared across the stations within the network-space.

Within a network-space there are station-spaces, which are comprised of the
particular practices and communities of a particular station located in a specific broadcast
region, relationally situated to a national television network, national audience, and national
and international advertisers. The station-space is simultaneously located within a context
of businesses and community activities locally situated within the specific broadcast region

of the station.

In my study, I use the term “regional” in much the same way as O’Regan (1993a) does:

The “regional” refers to intermediate geographical scales larger than the local but

smaller than the national—the scale of the different Australian states or



non-metropolitan country areas (such as when the television industry talks of the

“regional stations” as opposed to the “metropolitan stations”). (p. xxi)

Further, “there are the different regional audience identities as, for example, Tasmanians or
non-metropolitan Australians” (O’Regan, 1993a, p. xxi). In my analysis, the regional and
the local often intersect and overlap, as demonstrated by my local experience of watching
news services in Canberra. The experience of watching news programs produced in
Canberra and Sydney is both a scheduling practice local to Canberra and an experience
common to local Canberra television viewers, and, also, a common feature of regional

broadcasting in Australia.

Television is a cultural communication technology that is governed at a national
level and which participates in an international environment. My use of the terms
“national” and “international” replicate O’Regan’s (1993a) use of the terms as he describes

them:

The national level refers to Australia-wide programming, networking, advertising,
broadcast regulation, audiences and services.... It also refers to audience identities
constituted at a national level (as e.g., Australians), and to the Australian public in

whose name regulators regulate and broadcasters broadcast.

The international scale involves program and program concept imports, the
international program makers for whom Australia is a valuable export market,
multinational advertisers, international agreements regulating satellite, copyright and
the television trade, and the internationally constituted audiences developed for
imported English-language programs (on the ABC, the commercials and SBS-TV)
and for imported non-English language programs (especially on SBS-TV).

(pp. xxi—xxii)

I also use the term “international” to describe the international context in which television

is watched and circulated. Contextually, television exists in an international environment
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and international communities and identities are offered to viewers by contextuating
programming. For example, to be addressed as a Nike consumer by the advertising during
the contextuating programming of the Olympic Games is also to participate in the
international language of the product and the international community of its consumers and
in the international circulation of the advertising that accompanies the product. It is also, in
some part, an offer to become a member of an international community (of Nike
consumers) if one is not already one, and therefore to have an international identity. It is
also an acknowledgement and confirmation of your membership status if you have
previously accepted the offer to join. At the same time, the Nike advertisement is also
always situated within specific network- and station-spaces in particular geographic
locations—Nike advertising on television in Paris, for example—and therefore the

international community is also locally inflected and relationally situated.

I use the term “global” to indicate an exchange of programs, identities and goods
beyond the local, national and international realms, and where these exchanges are
“worldwide”. There are practical limitations in using such a term, and I am careful not to

use the term “global” when I mean “international”. Castells (1996) suggests that:

While the media have indeed become globally interconnected, and programs and
messages circulate in the global network, we are not living in a global village, but

in customized cottages globally produced and locally distributed [sic]. (p. 341)

We are not living in a global village as evidenced by the fact that media, including
television, while globally pervasive and similar worldwide, is not the same everywhere.
Most countries have their own national television system, by which [ mean a television
system in which the identifying features of television broadcasting are unique to a specific
national context. Moreover, even though there are global similarities across national
television systems, and television programs and advertising circulate internationally, no
local, regional or national television system is exactly the same as another. Castell’s

“customized cottages” is a useful way to consider both the individualised experience of



watching television, and the local station re-contextualisation of network-produced

programming.

Finally, throughout my study I refer to “viewers” more than “audiences”. In
describing viewers rather than audiences, I am making a distinction about whom I am
imagining as [ write. To speak of an audience is to imply a massed group, and I am
referring to television viewers who are individuals with complex and multiple identities and
subject positions. We are also much more than viewers, and much more than the subject
positions we are offered by television. However, when talking about television, and what
we do with it and what happens when we watch it, we enter a televisual sphere that
determines we become viewers. Advertisers and broadcasters rely on massing viewers
together to become audiences because it works for their business to talk in terms of larger
numbers. My study speaks of imagined individual viewers who are addressed by the non-
program material of television as both individual entities and as members of larger massed
communities of program audiences and as potential individual and massed consumers of

advertised products.

I also imagine viewers as travellers, who move across the divisions (day-parts) of
the broadcast day. Viewers travel across programs and sections of programs, between
networks and televisual systems and across national broadcast systems. As they move,
viewers negotiate the exchanges with the non-program material of each televisual place.

My viewers are not unlike Silverstone’s (1994) audiences who are:

individual, social and cultural entities, and...in Janice Radway’s terms, “nomadic”.
Even as television audiences move in and out of televisual space they are, literally,
always present and in the present. Television audiences indeed live in different
overlapping but not always overdetermining spaces and times: domestic spaces;
national spaces; broadcasting and narrowcasting spaces; biographical times; daily
times; scheduled, spontaneous but also socio-geological times; the times of the

longue duree (see Scannell, 1988). (p. 132)



Braidotti (1994, p. 1) writes of “the notion of ‘nomadic subjects’, as a suitable theoretical

figuration for contemporary subjectivity”. She writes:

Not all nomads are world travelers; some of the greatest trips can take place without
physically moving from one’s habitat. It is the subversion of set conventions that

defines the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling. (1994, p. 5)

Watching television involves travelling, often without moving, but always across
broadcast and program terrains. The “subversion of set conventions” Braidotti describes
could apply to the process of the offer, the negotiation, and the acceptance or rejection of
identities that takes place when watching the non-program material of television. For
Silverstone (1994, p. 132), “the position of the audience in these multiple temporalities and
spatialities is crucial” and for me, as viewers traverse the multiple locations of television, it
is the non-program material that greets them when they arrive and speaks to them while

they are there.

Chapter Overview

In this chapter I provide a general description of the features of the Australian
television system. It is important to describe the broadcasting system in which
contextuating programming operates because the system both constrains and constructs its
features and functions. My description of the Australian television system is of the context
in which contextuating programming operates, and the description provides the context for
the analysis of contextuating programming I undertake in Chapters 3 and 4. My summary
decription of the Australian television system relies on authenticated, and currently
circulating writings in the field of Australian television studies, namely the anthologies

edited by Cunningham and Turner (1997, 2002) and Turner and Cunningham (2000).

Also in this chapter [ provide a brief history of the Australian television system,
relying on Cunningham’s four phase history (1997, 2000). Histories of Australian
television can focus on various aspects of the industry individually and in combination, and
academic histories cover a range of television broadcasting features, including, for
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example, particular programs (McKee, 2000, 2001), genres and aspects of production
(Moran, 1985, 1993; Rowe, 2000), ratings (Jones & Bednall, 1980), production and
regulation in an international context (Cunningham & Jacka, 1996a, 1996b; Sinclair, Jacka

& Cunningham, 1996) and audiences (Ang, 1996).] Further, Moran (1991) states that:

TV is a complex rather than a simple entity. It includes transmitting and receiving
equipment, recording studios, range, programs, publicised schedules, and audience.
Depending on which element or set of elements one takes one is likely to come up

with quite different starting points for Australian TV. (Quiet Time section, para. 1)

Further, individual television stations and networks have their own histories, and
often broadcast specially compiled programs to celebrate their milestones and anniversaries
of popular programs and personalities. Channel Ten broadcast seriously 40 on August 21,
2005 in Canberra, celebrating 40 years of the Ten Network. On September 25, 2005,
Channel Nine broadcast 50 years 50 shows, celebrating 50 years of television, albeit a year
early. Station and network annual reports and official websites record versions of histories
for public consumption. Sydney’s Museum of Contemporary Art curated an exhibition in
1991 of the introduction of television into Australian homes (Corrigan & Watson, 1991).
Hartley (1992a) works with some of the photographs submitted by the public for that
exhibition, and organises them so as to represent a history of the accommodation of the
television set and television programming into Australian domestic life. The histories of
specific homes and specific people are an example of the ways in which the history of
Australian television is also a history of everyday life in Australia, and descriptive of an

Australian context in which a national television culture emerges.

However, the scope of this thesis means that I am unable to include or interrogate
the range of television histories and I am limiting my discussion of the history of the
Australian television system to this chapter. Further, I am limiting the history of Australian

television to those written by Cunningham and published in The media in Australia:

"I acknowledge that this is by no means an exhaustive list. Rather, I am indicating the variety and range of
work published on Australian television history.
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Industries, texts, audiences (Cunningham & Turner, 1997), and in The Australian TV book
(Turner & Cunningham, 2000). Where the ideas and wording in the two versions are
identical or very similar I refer to the more recent version (Cunningham, 2000) and I refer
to Cunningham (1997) when it provides additional or different information. Cunningham’s
history appears in two anthologies of Australian television, and the publication dates of the
anthologies, the breadth of coverage contained within them of the Australian television
system, and their status as academic textbooks makes Cunningham’s work a current,
authenticated history of Australian television. In 2002, a revised version of the
Cunningham and Turner (1997) textbook was published titled The media &
communications in Australia (Cunningham & Turner, 2002) and Cunningham’s history did
not appear in that text. However—and despite some issues I will identify in such an
approach—Cunningham’s (1997) history remains useful and is welcome in that it provides
a summary of “a variety of elements of television culture” (p. 91). Having summarised
Cunningham’s history I provide some reflections on such a history, including the
suggestion that such an approach presents a particular “national” history that might contain
some shortcomings, particularly in relation to the articulation of local television histories

and contexts within a national television system.

While there are difficulties in describing—and thus fixing—the features and history
of a dynamic, constantly changing industry such as television, it is necessary to offer a
description of the Australian television context, including its history as it is widely
regarded, if only to interrogate such a history for what it does not attempt. As such, the
descriptions and interrogations in this chapter too are far from fixed, yet they provide part
of the contextual framework within which, in Chapters 3 and 4, I analyse the different ways
in which viewers are addressed by the contextuating programming of commercial

free-to-air television within the Australian television system.



The Australian Television Broadcasting Context

In Moran’s (1985) discussion of Australian television drama he writes:

Any discussion of the way in which television drama is put together in Australia
must begin with an account of the specific form of television in this country, its

structure, institutions and practices. (p. 17)

Any discussion of any feature of a television broadcast system, not just the particular genre
of drama that Moran describes, should at least provide a contextual sketch of the television
broadcast system in which it occurs. The problem, however, with providing a sketch is that
it is only a sketch, and one of the problems with analysing television is that even detailed
accounts suffer from the dynamism and complexity of the system they are trying to
describe. Even the most recent, up-to-date description risks looking superannuated by the
time of its publication. Moran (1985) notes these problems too as he states of his own
description of Australian television that, “This broad outline says very little about the
configurations of Australian television and says nothing about how they came about”

(p. 17). The impossibility of providing an all-encompassing description of the system 1is
evident in any discussion of television, and my thesis will also fail at the task. However,
even a general description of some of the features of the system is necessary to support my
argument that the contextuating programming of the Australian television system performs
the task of making programs and viewers local, by addressing viewers as local viewers
connected to a national audience in a global televisual world. The contextuating
programming of the commercial free-to-air television system in Australia speaks of the
specificities of that system, particularly the relationships between network, affiliate and
regional stations, and the relationships between imported and locally produced

programming.

A Mixed System

The current Australian television system is a mix of commercial and government

channels within the free-to-air system and a variety of pay TV packages delivered through a

20



range of technologies. Free-to-air television and pay TV are different systems which
address their viewers very differently in terms of who they are, where they are watching,
and how they watch. This is evident in the contextuating programming of each system and
while my analysis deals primarily with commercial free-to-air television, I discuss the
different uses of contextuating programming on free-to-air television and pay TV in

Chapters 3 and 4.

Broadly, the Australian television system is one in which free-to-air television is
still the norm. Viewers have not had to pay for television licenses since they were abolished
in 1974 and consequently there is an expectation that television, particularly specific genres
and programs, should be available for free. Sports programming on Australian television is
one example that demonstrates just how vehemently the right to watch for free can be
defended. Anti-siphoning laws exist to prevent certain sporting events from becoming

unavailable on free-to-air television:

The purpose (of the laws) is to ensure events that are considered of national
importance are not “siphoned” off by pay TV operators to the detriment of the

general viewing public. (ABA, 2005¢)

Such a strong commitment to free-to-air television, and its role in representing sporting
events (and others) “of national importance” might have accounted in part for the delay in
the introduction of pay TV? and its slow acceptance in a country known to rapidly adopt
new technologies. Figures released in 2004 show that 99% of Australian households have
at least one television set, of which 55% have a second set, but only 23% of viewers are

pay TV subscribers (Paul Budde Communications as cited in ABA, 2005b).

Within the free-to-air television system, viewers can choose from three commercial
national networks: Ten, Nine and Seven, and two networks under Government control:

SBS (Special Broadcasting Service) and the ABC (Australian Broadcasting Corporation).

? See Westfield (2000) for account of the delay and final introduction of pay TV.
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Most viewers living in metropolitan centres in Australia have access to five free-to-air
channels and most regional centres are able to access a version of this selection through
regional ABC broadcasting and regional commercial stations operating outside the
metropolitan areas. One of the features of the Australian television context is the quantity
and breadth of broadcasting communities outside the network, affiliate and regional
system: a feature barely visible in official histories of Australian television. The additional
television broadcasters in the Australian television system, while not a focus of my study,
include community TV stations, additional digital channels of established networks and a
range of narrowcasting services and community television stations of remote aboriginal
communities of Australia.? Collectively, in 2003-2004, 53 commercial licenses in Australia
contributed A$225.2 million to Government revenue in license fees. This figure is a

percentage of the stations’ profits, which totaled A$591 million (ABA, 2005d).

The distinguishing features of the Australian television system are the unique
features of the free-to-air television and pay TV systems. The differentiating features
utilised within commercial television to distinguish between network, affiliate and regional
stations, are both relevant and significant to my analysis of contextuating programming.
For Moran (1985), Cunningham (1997) and others, however, the distinguishing feature of
the Australian television system is that it was legislated to be a mixed system of
government and commercial broadcasting and it is unique in its mix of commercial and
government interests. This curious mix, while looking like the best of the British and US
systems, is skewed towards the commercial sector while also maintaining a large federally
funded public sector within free-to-air television (Cunningham, 1997, p. 94). Therefore the
Australian television culture is one in which government funded television does not have to
perform the function of producing and broadcasting “worthy” programming to the same
extent that US public broadcasting does through its PBS (Public Broadcasting Service)
network, for example. Nor is government controlled television in the Australian television
context seen to be the voice of the ruling party as other government controlled television

systems are (e.g. Norway, France’s TV1). However, one of the persistent tensions in this

* See Flew & Spurgeon (2000) on community TV, and Michaels (1986) and O’Regan (1993a) on indigenous
television.
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peculiar mix is that all free-to-air television interests, including those that are government
funded, operate within a ratings culture, despite their different commercial imperatives and
revenue sources, their differences in programming and quite different charters. The two
major non-commercial broadcasters, ABC and SBS, are not immune to the imperatives of
ratings in their programming and must justify their programming and continued existence
within this environment, and all broadcasters are caught in “an economy whose
performance is measured by ratings” (Hartley, 1992b, p. 200). Even pay TV needs to count

viewers; it is a matter of economics.

Government funded—and therefore taxpayer supported—networks are expected to
please all viewers and are regularly subjected to waves of criticism in the media, by the
media, government and other regulating bodies, religious groups and unaffiliated voices
from the public. The ABC is criticised for catering too heavily toward both left-leaning
viewers and conservative viewers, both city and country dwellers, and both the ABC and
SBS are subjected to viewers’ comments of dissatisfaction with program content and
announcers’ pronunciation. One of the common complaints of the ABC is that it fails to
provide value for money, for viewers and for the government. Criticism is not necessarily a
bad thing, but the transposition of a commercial economy onto a non-commercial system
easily erases the inequities between the two sectors and can thus be seen to be unfair
comparison. The charters of the poorly resourced ABC and SBS networks include a
commitment to provide “quality” programming within a system which judges them against
much more profitable interests that are less committed to quality programming.4 This is an
unfortunate consequence of the mix of government and commercial interests within the
same system of free-to-air television. Local (Australian) television production by the ABC
has declined in an environment of cost-cutting exercises of management in a seemingly

endless series of changes in staffing and programming, however:

* See Jacka (2000, 2002) for an account of public service broadcasting in Australia.
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In August 1999, history was made when for the first time an ABC program—the

weekly drama, SeaChange—was the most popular program in Australia. (Jacka,

2000, p. 61)

It is curious also that there is so much television for such a small population.
Hartley writes that, “Perth, population one million, has more broadcast TV stations than the
United Kingdom, population fifty-five million” (1992b, p. 193). It is possible therefore that
there is an over-supply of free-to-air channels in Australia, particularly given that so much
of what is broadcast across the commercial networks is seen to be repetitive and similar.
How the networks differentiate themselves in an environment of oversupply of almost
indistinguishable product links directly to my arguments about contextuating programming

and its contextualising function which I discuss in Chapters 3 and 4.

Networks, Affiliates and Regional Stations

One important feature of the free-to-air television system in Australia is the
complexity of the relationships between networks, affiliates and regional stations, and the
ways in which they are differentiated from each other. The relationships between network,
affiliate and regional station are defined by broadcast reach (transmission range) and
subject to government (federal and state) regulation. However, the broadcast regions do not
map neatly onto the legislative regions of state and territory. Thus an interesting feature of
the Australian television system is that if one were to draw a map of the Australian
television nation with its various broadcast regions and their borders, it would look very
different to the map of Australia with its legislated state and territory divisions. The
Australian television nation encompasses specific geographic locations, and their
inhabitants, in a very different combination to that of the Australian nation as configured
legislatively into states and territories. This feature has implications for the ways in which
contextuating programming positions viewers as being located in particular geographical
locations within the Australian nation. Further, the network, affiliate and regional station
relationships are important to my discussion of contextuating programming as one of

television’s localising practices.
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Regional Australia was late to receive the range of commercial television offered to
metropolitan markets. To ensure equitable access, government legislation forced a policy of
“equalisation”, a process of aggregation of regional markets from 1988 to 1992, which
expanded the reach of programming on commercial networks to regional viewers. The
policy of equalisation, by which commercial metropolitan networks would enter regional
markets, aggregated “adjacent regional TV markets into larger single markets” (O’Regan,
1993b, p. 92). Aggregation and the Remote Commercial Television Service resulted in
non-metropolitan Queensland, Victoria and Western Australia becoming single markets
and non-metropolitan New South Wales becoming two markets (O’Regan, 1993a, p. 33).
Thus the markets of television Australia changed and with it the geography of the

broadcasting map of the nation changed.

Aggregation and networking forced the move to national programming and
television owners of regional stations formed agreements with capital city based networks
to enable programming similarities between metropolitan and regional stations. The

network-regional affiliate relationship is one in which:

the regional affiliates pay the capital city stations a fee for the right to their program
feed. This fee is calculated as a percentage of regional stations’ revenue. The
regional stations keep all the revenue earned from advertising on their stations,
although a considerable amount of the advertising is sold as national advertising
carried across the whole network. The capital city stations acquire from program
suppliers the rights to screen their programs in both the capital city and regional

markets. (Given, 2000, p. 43)°

Thus, for example, Prime Television (as GWN, Golden West Network), covering remote
Western Australia and much of regional Australia, buys most of its programming from the
Seven Network. WIN, operating out of Canberra in the Australian Capital Territory but

broadcasting through the south west regions of Australia, programs product from the Nine

® See Given (2000, pp. 42-43) on Australian networking and differences between Australian and US network
systems, and Cunningham and Jacka (1996a, 1996b) for international television features.
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Network, and Southern Cross Ten in Canberra (formerly Ten Capital, and along with Ten
Victoria, Ten Northern New South Wales and Ten Queensland) programs product from the
Ten Network. The impact of these relationships on contextuating programming specifically
is discussed further in Chapter 3 and in relation to the contextuating programming of the

Australian coverage of the Olympic Games in Chapter 4.

The network-affiliate relationship is not as neatly aligned in remote areas of
Australia. In 1984, four new commercial television licenses were made available to four
identified remote areas of Australia (Central, North Eastern, South Eastern and Western
Australia) following an enquiry by the then Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT).°
GWN (Golden West Network, owned by Prime Television) won the license for Western
Australia, QSTV (Queensland Satellite Television) won the North Eastern license and
Imparja Television, a company formed by CAAMA (Central Australian Aboriginal Media
Association), won the license for Central Australia. Imparja broadcasts out of Alice Springs
to most of regional Australia not bordered by sea and its reach is from the Anafura Sea in
the north to Kangaroo Island in the south. Remote and regional television stations can buy
programs from a range of metropolitan and regional networks in addition to producing local
programming (news, contextuating programming, and, in the case of Imparja, programming
relevant to Aboriginal communities local to the station). However, in the aggregation of
licenses in 1988, the QSTV and Imparja television “footprints” (the area of satellite
coverage) merged and expanded, and both services became available to viewers located
within the footprints. Previously, Imparja could buy programs from a mix of networks, but
with QSTV also broadcasting into the area, there was a doubling up of product. QSTV,
once predominantly Ten programming, switched to programming from Seven, and the

station became Seven Central. Imparja now buys programs from Nine and Ten.

® The ABT became the ABA (Australian Broadcasting Authority) which, since its merge with the former
ACA (Australian Communications Authority) on July 1, 2005, is now the ACMA (Australian
Communications and Media Authority).

"See Hallett (1999) for an account of the changes in Alice Springs in this period.
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Networking, Simultaneous Programming and Differentiation

There are differing views about the role of simultaneous programming and

networking within the Australian system. Moran (1985) argues that:

network [author’s italics]in the context of Australian commercial television
primarily means affiliation between stations for the purpose of overseas
program-buying or cost-sharing on local productions. Although some simultaneous

relayingof programs does take place...it is not a normal part of networking. (p. 22)

Elsewhere Moran (1991) emphasises that networking, in the sense of simultaneous

broadcasting is the beginning of Australian television:

The ABC had this networking arrangement in place long before commercial stations
did. Thus it was the moon landing, as broadcast by ABC TV in 1969,that marks the
beginning of Australian TV, as opposed to Canberra TV, Mount Gambier TV or

Toowoomba TV. (The Australian Television Audience section, para. 2)

For Cunningham (1997), the impact of the launch of AUSSAT satellites in 1985-86 on
networking and simultaneous programming was important in the history of television

networks in Australia:

With the launch of AUSSAT, the formal recognition of networking, and the revised
audience reach limits for single networks (as part of the legislative changes of 1986,
owners were no longer restricted to two stations in Australia, but could broadcast to
60 per cent of the population), new possibilities for simultaneous programming and

the realities of networking were consolidated. (p. 100)

The change in ownership laws and the introduction of AUSSAT certainly foregrounded the
possibilities of simultaneous broadcasting. However, simultaneous broadcasting, with
viewers across the country watching the same thing at the same time, is not the norm in

Australian commercial free-to-air television and simultaneous programming from an
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identified network centre is rare. Rather, given the geographic expanse of the country and
the consequent differing time zones within it, simultaneous broadcasting tends to occur
within shared time zones but not across time zones. Sydney and Melbourne viewers, for
example, can, for the most part, watch the same programs at the same time because the
cities share the same time zone and can therefore participate in simultaneous broadcasts.
However, simultaneous broadcasting does not usually occur between Adelaide and
Melbourne because of the half-hour time difference between cities, and programs are
broadcast according to the local time in each city. SBS (Special Broadcasting Service)
originally transmitted all programming simultaneously with the result that, for example, the
nightly news program broadcast at 9:00 p.m. in the eastern states was seen at 8:30 p.m. in
South Australia, and 6:00 p.m. in Perth. This is no longer the case. In fact, simultaneous
broadcasting across all of the television regions of Australia is generally reserved for
sporting events and other global media events. I specifically examine the case of the
Olympic Games and the impact simultaneous broadcasting has on the contextuating

programming across the different time zones of Australia in Chapter 4.

Cunningham (1997) further argues that:

simultaneous programming is the norm, enabled by extensive landline and satellite
transmission infrastructure, as well as uniform station identities supported by

common ownership structures (see O’Regan 1993). (p. 96)

However, simultaneous programming is not the norm for most of television regions in
Australia, because of the timezone differences. Station identities are an integral part of the
television system and are part of the contextuating programming of television. The
uniformity of station identities is often at a national network level where identifiers and
logos for Channel Nine, for example, are similar and therefore recognisable to all viewers
nationwide. However, each metropolitan and non-metropolitan affiliate and regional station
broadcasts to viewers in different geographic locations and this complex relationship
between viewers in a range of locations and a national network is enunciated in station

identifications (IDs) and/or fillers. Fillers are short, locally produced segments that often

28



project images of a specific locality within the broadcast reach of the network, and usually

articulate a relationship between that locality and the network/affiliate/regional station with
text superimposed over the location’s images with slogans such as “Part of WIN Territory”
for example. I specifically examine the fillers broadcast on Ten Capital in Wollongong in

more detail in Chapter 3.

Station IDs and fillers are not the only articulations of the complexity of
relationships within networked television Australia. News programming is one of the
genres by which stations and networks differentiate themselves from each other.
Metropolitan stations produce news programs that are decorated with all the markings of a
national bulletin. The Nine Network’s news program is called National Nine News, and all
versions of it carry the same logo and theme music. However, metropolitan stations
produce their own version of the program featuring their own “local” personalities, familiar
to viewers in the broadcast region. The National Nine News in Adelaide, for example, is
produced in Adelaide, features Adelaide anchors and focusses on national and local
(Adelaide) news. Non-metropolitan stations, however, are part of a regional network and
produce their own news services, often in addition to buying a metropolitan version of the
network news. The practice of producing and broadcasting localised news programs on
regional affiliate stations often results in a locally produced news bulletin followed by a
metropolitan version of a national bulletin. For example, WIN Television in Canberra, part
of the WIN Network, produces and broadcasts its own Canberra news. WIN buys most of
its programming from the Nine Network, including a 6:00 p.m. news program. Therefore,
Canberra viewers can watch their “local” news, WIN News at 5:30 p.m., followed by
National Nine News, broadcast from Sydney, with a focus on Sydney news and hosted by
Sydney personalities. Similarly, the national broadcaster, the ABC, also produces news
services with a national focus but hosted by local personalities. Uniquely, SBS has no
relationships with regional affiliates and consequently there are no local versions of news
programming. In this way SBS functions as a national broadcaster in as much as the same

news service is broadcast to all television regions nationwide.
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O’Regan (1993a) describes the connections between television centres within

Australia as one of cores and peripheries:

As in all economic and cultural geographies, there are core and peripheral centres of
television: Sydney and Melbourne, with their 43 per cent of the Australian
population, constitute the core of Australian television in ways that make Brisbane,
Adelaide, Perth and Hobart (BAPH) peripheral; yet BAPH stations are in turn a
“core” for their peripheries in Townsville, Whyalla, Albany and Launceston.

Sydney and Melbourne are, in turn, peripheral to the centres of the larger
transnational television system—JLos Angeles, New York, London, Paris, Tokyo,

Rome, Hong Kong etc. (p. xxii)

The concept of a centre as a core with related peripheries, which in turn are cores for
related peripheries is one of relationships. Not only are these television centres in
relationships with other television centres, but also viewers within these television centres
are in relationships with other viewers. Contextuating programming, as I will outline in
Chapter 3, is one way such relationships are explicitly suggested, as viewers are addressed
as being located within a variety of communities and advised of the relationships between
them. Viewers in regional centres are addressed as belonging to the core that is the
immediate broadcasting context, Canberra for example, or more specifically WIN
Canberra, and its network relationship to other Nine Network viewers. Contextuating
programming is also, therefore relational programming as it makes and suggests

relationships between viewers, programs, places, networks, and stations.

Pay TV

Pay TV is a relatively recent feature of the Australian television system. The United
States was cabled as early as 1940s, Western Europe adopted the system in the mid 80s,
and Eastern Europe could allow pay TV after the fall of communism in the early 1990s
(Appleton, 1997, p. 172). Westfield (2000) records the battle to control the pay TV
environment in Australia, stating that as early as 1982, a report by the Australian

Broadcasting Tribunal “recommended that cable and radiated subscription services be
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introduced “as soon as practicable” (p. 24). However, successive governments, with
lobbying from media barons Kerry Packer and Rupert Murdoch, delayed its introduction.
There was fear that voters/viewers would reject having to pay to watch television,
specifically Australian Rules Football matches (organised by the AFL, Australian Football
League) and Rugby League games (organised nationally by the NRL, National Rugby

League). As Westfield (2000) writes:

The free-to-air culture in Australia—with its three commercial networks, the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation and the ethnic [sic] SBS TV—was probably
stronger than in any Western society. Pay TV was always going to be a hard

concept to sell. (p. 25)

The Federal Government finally approved the introduction of pay TV in 1992, and in 1995
three pay TV broadcasters began operation: Galaxy (Australis Media), Optus Vision and
Foxtel later that year (using cable and satellite) (Appleton, 1997, p. 172; Westfield, 2000).
Australis, the pioneer of pay TV in Australia, eventually fell into receivership after a global
fight to ensure that the reigning media barons controlled pay TV once it was established
(Westfield, 2000). Government support of the commercial environment continued through
legislation preventing advertising on pay TV until 1997, thereby stalling potential revenue

to the providers outside of subscriptions and on-selling of programming.8

The initial mood was cautious as pay TV was introduced and the reluctance by
viewers to take up pay TV was reflected in the price fluctuations for installing the service.
Originally advertised at A$165, connection fees went down to A$19.95. Currently
installation fees are offered at specially reduced prices, particularly of the digital services of
pay TV providers, or free, as part of new subscriber enticement specials, although
subscription fees have since increased for those viewers with satellite service. Further
complicating the introduction of pay TV was the variety of distribution modes: cable,

multipoint microwave distribution system (MDS) and satellite. A potential subscriber to the

¥ See Flew and Spurgeon (2000) and Appleton (1997) for further description of pay TV environment.
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pay TV system does not always have a choice of distribution method or provider. The
geographic location of the house to which it is to be connected is often the deciding factor,
despite the fact that many metropolitan homes were cabled by both providers Optus and

Telstra as the two companies competed for the telecommunications market.

Unlike the UK and USA “where free-to-air networks were prevented from
participating in pay TV” (Given, 2000, p. 44), commercial networks are already integrated

into the pay TV environment in Australia. As Given (2000) writes:

The involvement of the major commercial networks in pay TV in the 1990s has
been significant. Nine is a major investor in one of the pay TV platforms and Nine

and Seven are both investors in pay TV channel suppliers. (p. 44)

Initially reluctant to participate, the commercial networks waited until they could be sure of
maximising profit and ensuring control of the pay TV environment by buying out the
smaller, innovative operators who initiated the environment, with the result that the same
convergence of ownership of other media in Australia is reproduced in the pay TV system
(see Given, 2000, p.44; Westfield, 2000). Packer and Murdoch were slow to become
involved in pay TV, and actively lobbyed against it, but when it was clear they could no
longer sit on the sidelines the weight of their financial base pushed out the earlier players.
Once involved, Packer and Murdoch moved to change the free-to-air culture and viewers’
resistance to pay TV. With their investment in Foxtel, via their investment in Telstra,
Packer and Murdoch were active in the promotion of cable as the preferred system of pay
TV delivery because of the potential of the telephony and internet usage by cabled
households.

Pay TV and Sport

Sport was always going to be the biggest incentive for pay TV subscribers.
Commercial networks often decide not to broadcast sporting events that they have the
television rights for, and viewers, it was feared, would turn to pay TV to watch sport. In

December 2000, a consortium led by Murdoch’s News Limited bid A$500 million to
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broadcast Australian Football League (AFL) games from 2002-2006. The consortium,
incorporating News Limited, Telstra, Foxtel, and Nine (Packer owned) and Ten Network
interests, outbid the former rights-holder, Kerry Stokes’ Seven Network for the rights to the
broadcasts. The consortium bid of A$100 million a year was A$60 million more than the
AFL previously received from Seven. Such a move allowed the consortium to on-sell the
AFL broadcasts to the free-to-air interests of the consortium (Networks Nine and Ten)
while retaining the right to broadcast all games on their pay TV interest, Foxtel. This move
effectively ended the 50-year relationship between the AFL and Channel Seven, and
severely harmed Channel Seven’s pay TV interest, C7, depriving it of one of the essential
enticements to pay TV, that of local (Australian) sport coverage. It also confirmed that
Packer and Murdoch controlled pay TV. In this example of the convergence of ownership
and broadcast systems, News Limited, and the Murdoch/Packer interests in Foxtel,
effectively ensured that sport will move to pay TV, although in the meantime the
broadcasts will occur on free-to-air stations, Ten and Nine. Newspaper reporting of this
deal reflected the interests of the owners as Murdoch-owned papers, particularly

The Advertiser in Adelaide where AFL is the most popular football code, dubbed the event
a “football revolution” while admitting at the time that “The big bonus is to Foxtel, which
has 700,000 subscribers nationally” (Fidgeon, 2000, p. 6). The Advertiser further promoted

the move, writing:

Present and future Foxtel subscribers will, however be the biggest winners. For
about the price of a reasonable bottle of red wine a week, they will, from 2002, be
able to watch every match of every round either live or on delay. (Roach, 2000,

p- 78)

The fall-out from the deal is continuing and in September 2005, the Federal Court of
Australia is sitting to hear the case of Kerry Stokes’ Seven which claims that those involved
in the deal “conspired to ‘kill’ its C7 pay-TV sports channel, which folded in 2002”
(Top-paid silks, 2005). The trial is expected to take up to nine months to hear and it is
assumed that the losing party will launch an appeal (Kappelle & Haynes, 2005). Seven is
seeking up to A$1 billion in compensation (Kappelle, 2005).
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In December 2005, just before the death of Kerry Packer, the Nine Network bid
A$780 million for the rights to broadcast the AFL games from 2007 to 2011, an increase of
more than 50% on the amount paid for the 2002-2006 broadcast rights. Nine was bidding
without the support of Ten who are now in alliance with Seven. Ten was attracted to the
Seven Network by the first-and-last rights clause that Seven had paid for, which allows
Seven to place the first bid and to counter any offer made by other parties. The Nine bid
therefore, was both in response to an initial bid by Seven and Ten, and also an offer which
Seven and Ten could match. Most of the media coverage of the bid suggested the offer was
one the Seven-Ten alliance could not match. However, Seven-Ten did match the offer and
will now have to work out how to pay for the binding deal, including the possibility of
on-selling to Packer and Murdoch’s Foxtel. The battles for sports coverage and the place of

sports coverage within the Australian television system continues.

Pay TV and Programming

The continued existence of pay TV is not quite as tumultuous as its history and, at
the time of writing, Foxtel and Optus have emerged as relatively stable metropolitan
providers and Austar has settled into the regional market. A number of other pay TV
providers, such as Transact in Canberra, have entered the field, offering convergence
packages of fixed-line phone, mobile phone, internet and pay TV as subscription bundles.
However, Foxtel and Transact are, in August 2005, fighting over programming issues with
Foxtel threatening to withdraw from providing program service to Transact. With
programming product the key to continued pay TV subscribers, minor providers will
always be at the mercy of companies like Foxtel who have all but sown up the provision of

programs.

In addition to increased sports coverage, another programming strategy to entice
viewers to subscribe to pay TV was the provision of recent-release movie channels such as
Encore and Showtime. Pay TV pushed free-to-air television down the chain of movie
exhibition (see Westfield, 2000) resulting in a predicted decline of first run movies

screened, partly in response to the decline in movie availability and audiences watching
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them (Flew & Spurgeon, 2000, p. 76; Given, 2000, p. 498). As a consequence, free-to-air
television has increased production of local programs, predominantly in the genres of
lifestyle, or “infotainment”. ? Most recently there has been an increase in the
“vote-them-off” genre with the presence of programs including Big Brother and Australian
Idol. These programs entice viewers to evict contestants, using phone calls or text messages
to register their preferences. Both programs use cross promotion through other television
programs within the network to create and maintain their audience; evictees of Ten’s Big
Brother appear the next evening on Ten’s Rove Live, for example. In addition, these
programs, with their foregrounded viewer participation rely heavily on the internet,
magazines, radio and mobile phone technology to support their penetration. Lifestyle
programs also utilise the internet as they establish websites where viewers can recall
information, buy the associated publishing and products from the show, and download fact
sheets and recipes, all of which serve to support and reinforce the program. While free-to-
air television was slow to use the convergence potential, it is now an established practice.
Lifestyle programs, and other leisure, magazine and infotainment programs, serve another
important function, that of airing personal (read local) taste and as such they participate in

the process of reinforcing particular local and national identities.

Free-to-air Programming

Some general trends of programming can be identified within free-to-air television
in Australia, and while I do not focus on television programs specifically in this study, a
summary of programming is necessary because the object of my study, contextuating

programming, exists within the Australian television programming context.

The first Australian television schedules were dominated by programming from the
US and the UK, and Australian television still imports much of its programming such that
programs produced in Australia exist alongside “foreign” programs. It follows then that
Australian television production would borrow program styles and broadcast structures and

programs produced in Australia continue, for the most part, to resemble those produced in

? See Given (2000, p. 49) and Bonner (2000) for more on lifestyle programming on Australian television.
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the UK and the US and, with some exceptions, the tradition of imitating the format of the
original programming continues. Big Brother and Australian Idol, for example, continue
the long tradition in the Australian television context of locally produced versions of

globally circulating programs.

The early period of television production in Australia was a period of trial and
learning, and the emphasis was on live studio based genres as they were cheaper to
produce. The first genres of Australian television production were news, sport, and variety
shows. In 1958, however, ATN Channel 7 produced a 15-minute radio style drama/soap,
Autumn Affair, scheduling it at 9:00 am (Moran, 1993, pp. 65-66). Moran (1993) writes that
unlike other soaps of the time, Autumn Affair was produced, “without a sponsor as the
station ...wanted to gain experience in the production of drama to match its growing

expertise in news, sport and variety” (p. 65).

Bowles (2000) writes that, “soaps are...central to the history of the Australian
television industry” (p. 126) and that while Australian-made soaps share features of
American and British soaps, they have “colonised the lucrative middle ground” between the
naturalistic British soaps and “the entirely studio-based American daytime soaps” (p. 120).
Popular locally, some soaps have found success as exported programming to the UK and
Europe. Neighbours, Home and Away and A Country Practice, and mini-series including
Vietnam and Bodyline all fared well in international markets. Not all local shows that rate
well when screened in Australia do well internationally, but as Cunningham and Jacka

(1996b) write:

The Australian system has neither the depth of public-service ethos and product of
the UK system, nor the universalist appeal and range of talent of the US system, but
its re-combination of both systems affords it certain strengths beyond those seen in
similarly medium-or small-sized, peripherally placed industries. This doesn’t
guarantee export success, but it does suggest the variety of models available to

Australia [sic] producers. (p. 54)
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Australian made product for export and international co-productions are an essential feature
of the Australian television production context in a global market place. However, while
there is continued and increased popularity for locally produced drama and soaps, and an
increase in their exportability to international markets, Australian programs rarely do well

in the US market (Bowles, 2000; Cunningham & Jacka, 1996a; Moran, 1993).

The production and popularity of particular television genres is far from predictable.
Genres can become popular for seasons and then decline, or are quickly replaced by new
favourites. Moran writes of the “displacement” of the cop show by the mini-series on
Australian television in the late 80s (Moran, 1989, p. 241 as cited in McKee, 2000, p. 144).
In recent years on Australian television, law and authority based series including 74e
Practice, West Wing, Blue Heelers, and Water Rats have displaced medical drama series
such as ER and Casualty. These in turn have been displaced by forensic programs such as
Crime Scene Investigations (CSI), and NCIS. Network Ten has displaced the traditional
Sunday night movie with the drama series. Often genres are not “displaced” but modified.
Ellis (2000, p. 109) argues that “there are moments when a genre becomes formulaic or too
narrowly concentrated, and begins to lose its appeal for its viewers”. Ellis is talking
specifically about the demise of the talkshow genre in Britain in 1998 but it could also
apply to the once hugely popular young single people sitcoms (Friends, Seinfeld, Will and

Grace) which might have almost reached their limits.

Other features of Australian television programming in the late 90s-early 2000s
include a (short-lived) increase in viewer-provided programming. SBS developed a strong
tradition of supporting short film through its commissioning processes and its production of
shows such as Eat Carpet. The ABC found popular appeal in its competitive series Race
Around the World where a select group of young filmmakers traveled the world making
short documentaries which were then rated by a panel of judges. Such was the success of
the original that the ABC produced two sequels, Race Around Oz and Race Around the
Street. The impact of the rise of such programming could have accounted for a short-lived
genre of TV program, the short-film-for-TV. The short-film-for-TV genre is cheap

programming for the broadcaster and fulfills local content requirements while promoting a
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culture of filmmakers rather than television directors. While commercial networks did not
embrace short filmmaking to the same degree as the ABC and SBS, the youth programming
channels on pay TV (Arena, MTV) also run competitions for viewer made TV. The impact
of encouraging short filmmaking has occurred within a context of increased venues and
festivals for short filmmaking and an increase by film funding bodies (Australian Film

Commission for example) to support short filmmaking.

A more domestic and amateur version of viewer produced TV is the continued
popularity of home video compilation shows including Funniest Home Videos, which,
while mainly broadcasting content produced in other countries, often includes local
viewers’ home video footage. These programs share similarities with the World’s
Best/Worst genre (World’s Worst Drivers, World’s Worst Car Chases) which package
together (usually “foreign”) footage taken by witnesses, police cameras, traffic cameras and
security cameras. The major difference I believe between the two styles of filmmaking is
one of intent and authorship. Usually the home video maker is filming for a purpose,
whether that be to produce a piece that will end up on the show, or genuinely capturing an
event that accidentally, or not, goes wrong. The programs in the World’s Best/Worst genre
are usually edited and repackaged recordings of surveillance cameras. Both genres often
edit out the compere from the original broadcast country and edit in a local presenter,

which is an example of the localising function of contextuating programming.

Another feature of programming in the current Australian television context is the
advertorial or infomercial. Networks reduce program purchase costs and increase revenue
by accepting payment from advertisers to broadcast these programs. These “paid for”
programs can last from 30 minutes to an hour and afternoon and late night programming on
commercial free-to-air television is full of them. It is unclear if the rise in infomercials is in
response to viewers switching to pay TV, or if viewers are switching to pay TV because of
them, but in 1999, figures indicated that around 60% of those homes with pay TV were
watching between 5:00 am and 5:30 am. Other peak times for pay TV viewing were from

late morning to mid-afternoon (Elder, 1999).
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Despite the introduction of pay TV, or perhaps because of it, one of the stand out
features of Australian free-to-air television programming is the content, quantity and style
of sports coverage. Rowe (2000b) argues that colour television rapidly changed the nature

of sport coverage, as did:

the dawning realisation that sport could capture some of the largest and most loyal
audiences for advertisers, deliver excellent ratings to TV companies and provide
extremely valuable opportunities for “feel good” brand recognition for sponsors.

(pp. 131-132)

The appeal of sport also produced talk shows about sport and Australian television has
plenty.10 The distinguishing feature of Australian sports coverage is the technological
advances made in the style of coverage, particularly in the coverage of international Test
and One-Day cricket matches. Current techniques imitate or allude to the interactivity of
the computer screen and its capabilities. Facts and graphs about any facet of the game
rapidly appear accompanied by exciting animated graphics, audiences hear pre-recorded
video-voiceovers about what it feels like to reach a century or half-century just as the
player reaches the goal, camera angles show what batsmen see as the ball is coming toward
them at high speed, and increasingly video technology is the “Third Umpire” (cricket) or
the “Video Referee” (football) in difficult situations. These features not only anticipate a
viewer with complex audiovisual and televisual literacies, but also increase the range of
visual options for the representation of any event. However, this complex use of technology
1s rarely seen to the same degree in imported sports coverage and appears to be a
characteristic of sports coverage produced in Australia. It is also rarely used outside of the
genre of sport, however Ellis (2000, pp. 91-102) writes about the use of similar
sophisticated televisual techniques, or what he calls “videographic qualities”, in news
programs. These videographic techniques can occasionally be found in some sections of
lifestyle programming. The once popular Australian lifestyle program Burke’s Backyard

used such techniques when it toured Europe, using them to reconstruct ruins and provide

'% See Cunningham and Miller (1994, pp. 63-89).
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facts about the sites visited. A similar example of television’s technological capabilities can
be seen on the Bloomberg channel on pay TV where the Bloomberg screen resembles a
webpage with its split screen information sections. The “live” program runs in one corner
of the screen, surrounded by constantly changing text and image information about stock
markets, weather, horoscopes and breaking news, and recently more identifiable product

advertising.

In 2005, videographic features are visible on commercial free-to-air television,
particularly in news programs where running text across the bottom of the screen is already
a new norm. This feature seemed to appear as a consequence of the airplane attack on the
World Trade Centre’s Twin Towers, New York on September 11, 2001. As news of the
attack circulated, most Australian television channels chose to switch to direct feeds from
US television networks rather than localise their footage with local presenters. The
multi-layered screens of US television news included snippets and summaries of
information that roll across the screen at the same time as analysis and commentary was
being provided by the studio talking heads. In a strange homage, almost all Australian news
programs copied this feature during their localised coverage of the event, and have retained
these features in their current news broadcasts. However, often the most complicated
videographic techniques are used in station IDs, promos for programs and other
contextuating programming, where multiple layers of information need to be conveyed in

extremely short periods of time.

Technology

Technology is integral in the evolution of program features, particularly in the
news, sport and quiz show genres and in contextuating programming. Technological
innovation was necessary to network the nation, and due to the vast distances between
populations, there has been a relatively swift move in the area of satellite transmission. The
commencement of colour broadcasts in 1975 marked an important leap in television in
Australia, as viewers bought new and additional television sets and networks promoted its
introduction through new logos and programming that took advantage of its new features.

The introduction of pay TV in 1995 too was significant, although its introduction was as
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much to do with telecommunications and the internet as it was to do with television

viewers.

The most recent innovation is digital television, which arrived in Australia on
January 1, 2001 (ABA, 2005d) ', and which will eventually replace the analogue signals.
Flew and Spurgeon (2000, p. 82) write of the improved service digital television will
provide, including better quality reception and increased content options. However, as they
also point out, there exists a “tension between ‘broad’ and ‘narrow’ understandings of
digital TV’s impact” (Flew & Spurgeon, 2000, p. 83) and the potential exists for digital
technology to provide a wide range of services to consumers beyond the “narrow”
understandings of the innovation “as primarily an extension of existing services” (Flew &
Spurgeon, 2000, p. 83). Promotion of digital television by the commercial free-to-air
stations promised multi-channel possibilities and evoked tropes of space travel', but has so
far failed to convince viewers to adopt it, with only 12% of the approximately 15.2 million

television sets in Australia converted (Tasker, 2005).

Content Regulation

Commercial free-to-air television in Australia is regulated in the areas of ownership,
reach and content. The Broadcasting Services Act 1992 regulates the types of programming
broadcast on Australian television."® The restrictions on ownership and reach are also
enforcable through the Broadcasting Services Act, however, the Commonwealth 7Trade
Practices Act and the Commonwealth Foreign Acquisitions and Takeovers Act also restrict
concentration of license ownership by foreign interests and concentration of audience
reach. The Australian Broadcasting Authority (now the ACMA), through the Broadcasting
Services (Australian Content) Standard 1999 (ABA, 2004) “promote[s] the role of

"' The ABA’s Australian television history and trivia page (ABA 2005c) incorrectly lists January 1, 2002 as
the date of introduction. The ABA’s Digital & analog questions web page (2005d) and Digital Broadcasting
Australia’s Digital TV FAQ (2005) correctly list the start date as January 1, 2001.

'2 The Nine Network became Nine Digital ahead of the introduction of the technology, but initially the
biggest change was in reception quality. Viewers were told to expect fuzzy reception after January 1, 2001.
" See Given (2000, pp. 47-48) for a brief summary of program regulation under this Act and McKee (2000a,
pp. 144-146) for more on Australian content regulations, particularly in relation to drama.
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commercial television broadcasting services in developing and reflecting a sense of
Australian identity, character and cultural diversity” (ABA, 2004, p.4). The standard
outlines what constitutes Australian content in television programming and determines
quota requirements that must be fulfilled by commercial broadcasters in order that they
may keep their broadcasting license. The current standard “requires all commercial
free-to-air television licensees to broadcast an annual minimum transmission quota of 55%
Australian programming between 6 am and midnight” (ABA, 2005b). Advertising is also
regulated in terms of Australian content and the requirements are outlined in the
Advertising Television Program Standard (TPS) 23—Australian Content in Advertising
(ABA, 2004). The standard outlines what constitutes advertising, the types of advertising
that are exempt, what constitutes Australian content in advertising, and the current quota of
Australian advertising that must be broadcast by licensees, which is 80% of total yearly

advertising between 6:00 a.m. and midnight.

Cunningham (1993) argues that “the main rationale for continued regulation has
been the argument that advertising has a role in the formation of national cultural identity”

and acknowledges:

the positive contribution advertising itself may make to national culture....Under
the umbrella of the tribunal’s [ABT] content regulation, Australian television
advertising has developed a strong grammar of national imaging that parallels film

and television fiction, but has a considerably greater permeation of the mass market.

(p- 129)

Cunningham (1993, p. 130) emphasises “the central role that advertising has played in the
development of a popular audiovisual ‘grammar’ of national identity during the 1970s and
1980s”. He argues that the “repertoire of Australianist tropes” once found in the
“public-service advertising” of campaigns such as “Life. Be In It”, which promoted good
health and lifestyle and the “Advance Australia” campaign, which called to Australians to
buy Australian made products, can now be found in advertisements “flogging beer and

tobacco and utilises images that range from the unacceptably sexist to the innovative, even
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progressive”. This fact, he argues, “simply registers the modularity of advertising’s
nationalism” (p. 130). I believe contextuating programming, particularly in advertising, but
also in station IDs and fillers, both uses and expands the repertoire established in the 1970s
and 1980s and works to both create the nation while also reflecting on what the nation

might be, and in doing so positions viewers as Australians.

In addition, commercial free-to air television stations operate within their
self-regulated Commercial Television Code of Practice (Free TV Australia, 2004) which
includes guidelines for classifications of broadcast material, guidelines for advertising
material, and hourly limits for non-program material, as well as defining what that material
is. Individual television stations have their own codes of practice regarding methods by
which they will deal with customer complaints and how they will maintain community
standards. Program content on pay TV is also bound by a code of practice14 and the
Broadcasting Services Act. Pay TV can broadcast material rated “R” by the Office of Film
and Literature Classification but it must be provided through a disabling device
(pay-per-view or blocked transmission) to protect minors."” Pay TV was able to set its own

content and advertising standards in the initial stages and children’s channel Nickelodeon:

developed its own Commercial and Promotional Standards and Practices Code,
which is based on the Children’s Advertising Review Unit of the US-based Better

Business Bureau. (Burbury, 1997, p. 29)

Nickelodeon had its own code of minimal advertising, choosing not to broadcast
advertising between 9:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m. and limiting advertising to between five to
seven minutes per hour (Burbury, 1997). Even with its own restrictions on advertising, in
July 1997, the first month in which advertising was allowed on pay TV, Nickelodeon had
“achieved 30 per cent of its ad budget” (Burbury, 1997, p. 29). Nickelodeon also

experimented successfully with the integration of programming and the internet with their

'* See Flew and Spurgeon (2000) for more on pay TV regulation.
'* Material rated ‘R’ is deemed suitable for viewing by adults over the age of 18 years and is not allowed on
free-to-air television unless edited so that it complies with a different classification.
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first “advertoy”, the Reach toothbrush, promoting it with games and prizes
(Burbury, 1997). In this way, pay TV was ahead of free-to-air programming in exploring

convergence potentials.

My description of the current Australian broadcasting context has broadly
summarised the distinguishing features of the system, in which the object of my study,
contextuating programming, exists. To account for how the system came to be as it is, I
will, in the following section, summarise Cunningham’s history of the system, followed by
some personal reflections on such a history. Contextuating programming in the Australian

television system reflects both the features and history of the system.

Cunningham’s Four Phase History of Australian Television

Cunningham (2000) draws on Comstock’s history of US television (Comstock,

1991 as cited in Cunnningham, 2000, p. 16) and involves:

using the concept of the long-term “business cycle”, a cycle that moves from the
innovation and diffusion of a new technology, to its establishment and system
growth as a communications industry, then to a period of maturity and popularity

followed by indicators of specialisation and diversification. (p. 16)

By referring to technological innovation, regulatory control, programming trends and
patterns of audience consumption, Cunningham provides a history that implicitly
acknowledges the dynamic and complex relationships between those features of the
industry. However, all histories are subject to the historian’s selection of significant
features and judgement of their relevance. Later in this chapter I question some of
Cunningham’s mapping of events and highlight some omissions I see as significant.
Cunningham’s four phase history concludes with the Australian television system in the
late 1990s and I discuss some possibilities for the system in the fifth phase in Chapter 5 of
my study. Further, some of the points raised in this chapter lead into a discussion of identity

in terms of nationhood and community. These issues are taken up in Chapter 3 where I
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examine the features of contextuating programming and, specifically in Chapter 4 where I

analyse contextuating programming in relation to identity and nationhood.

Prehistory

The history of Australian television could commence with the first broadcast in
1956 on Channel Nine in Sydney, or with the first transmission tests in 1935.'
Cunningham’s history begins with a pre-history which encompasses events from the
establishment in 1949 of the Australian Broadcasting Control Board (ABCB), the body
responsible for planning the introduction of television while also monitoring the radio
industry, to the first broadcasts in 1956 in Sydney and Melbourne (Cunningham, 1997, pp.
91-95). A change in federal government in 1949 resulted in a change of direction for the
planned industry. The former federal Labor government intended the new system to be
more closely modelled on the British system, “a system of publicly (or state) owned
television” (Cunningham, 1997, p. 94). However, after the Liberal/Country Party
government ordered a Royal Commission into Television in 1953, the decision was made

that the system:

would be a “dual” or “mixed” television system. This meant that Australia should
take the best elements of the systems in the United States (which was
overwhelmingly commercial in orientation even after a small public sector was
added in the 1960s) and Britain (which was wholly public in nature before a
commercial sector was added in the mid-1950s). (Cunningham, 2000, p. 16)

Curthoys (1991) writes in more detail of the decision and relates it to foreign policy and the
state of the economy at the time. In addition, the public in a newly elected Menzies era was
ready to go to war, and the Liberal Party was determined to institute a commercial TV

system despite growing public concern and reports from their own research and fact-finding

missions indicating that commercial TV would be fraught. Curthoys (1991) writes:

'® See Moran (1991) and Curthoys (1991) for examples of other histories of Australian television.
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In essence, the Australian TV system, like the Australian foreign policy of the
period, would combine British and American allegiances and models. There was to
be an American-dominated commercial system and a British-dominated national

system. (The establishment of TV in Australia 1941-1956 section, para. 7)

The blueprint for the introduction of the new medium was written in the
Broadcasting and Television Act of 1956, which established that, “there would be two
commercial stations in each major metropolitan market, along with one public (or
‘national’) sector station” and the broadcasters were to own “the transmission technology
for their signals” (Cunningham, 1997, p. 94). While owning the transmission technology
seems to echo the monopolisation of means of production of the Hollywood studio system
of the 1950s, the similarities and possible warnings were not noticed by the government of
the day. What is clear is that the commercial slant of these regulations, licensing
arrangements and agreements “made the subsequent renewal and possible revocation of

licenses a very difficult question for regulatory bodies” (Cunningham, 1997, p. 94).

First Phase 1956-63

For Cunningham (1997, pp. 95-97), the first phase of establishment and a cycle of
diffusion is marked in the Australian television system by the award of the first licenses and
the subsequent evolvement of three de facto networks; Seven and Nine in the commercial
sector, and the government funded ABC. The initial programming content and style
reflected the period of establishment and the available technology produced a particular
“radio style” of product and an emphasis on imported programming. The lack of
sufficiently developed technology prevented simultaneous broadcasting from the de facto

networks.

The first television broadcasting licenses were to be granted on principles of
localism, and “television was expected to reflect local concerns and be owned by local
interests on the model of the 1950s newspaper or radio station” (Cunningham, 2000, p. 17).
In a curious interpretation of “local interests” the first commercial licenses were granted in

Sydney and Melbourne to the companies that also owned press and radio in those cities:
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Fairfax, Consolidated Press and the Herald and Weekly Times group (Cunningham, 2000,
p. 17). Thus, while operating under a principle of localism that sees press and TV
ownership as unproblematic, the laws regarding the granting of television licenses allowed
a concentration of ownership across media and helped to consolidate the dynasties of the

media owning families of Fairfax, Murdoch and Packer.

Perhaps the extent of these decisions was not anticipated as television began in
Australia, but the consequence of the early policies is that the concentration of media
ownership is now almost impossible to untangle and difficult to control. The early
decisions and principles about ownership based on a rather short-sighted principle of
localism are the beginnings of a tradition of hopelessly inadequate policies regarding media
ownership, content and localism. As the dynastic companies of Packer and Murdoch further
diversify and internationalise their interests and acquisitions, and as communication,
information and entertainment technologies converge, the question of their position in

relation to local issues must surely be complicated.

The concentration of media ownership occurs at the moment the first licenses are
given to families and businesses already showing a diversity of media ownership and
displaying potential for further expansion. The owners of television stations established de

facto networking practices, yet to be legislated for, and Cunningham (2000) remarks that:

In the development of television, we can see an inherent tension between the
legislated principle of localism, and the commercial principles of cost minimisation,

economies of scale and maximising audience reach. (p. 17)

Despite this inherent tension, I would argue that the “legislated principle of localism™ is one
that appears to encourage a concentration of ownership across media without foreseeing the
consequences of such a localised view of the potential of global media. As this pattern of
ownership was repeated during subsequent licencing decisions, stations operating in
different cities shared programming and reproduced scheduling so that the practices of

networking were established. Cunningham (1997) believes that:
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Consequently, the great unofficial story of Australian television is the development
of de facto networks: how they have evolved, despite their absence from the
systems of regulation, and the way principles of localism and networking have

competed, more and more to the detriment of localism. (pp. 95-96)

By the end of the first phase of the Australian television system, all capital cities have
operational television stations. Australian television programming in the first phase
“exhibits the derivative characteristics of a period of establishment” (Cunningham, 1997,
p. 96). It relies heavily on imported products and established styles, and reproduces
pre-existing styles from other media and entertainment. This first phase is marked by the
large amounts of imported programming, with figures demonstrating that almost all
programming in prime time to 1963 was imported, with 83% of it imported from the US
(Cunningham, 2000, p. 17). Thus, the first phase is also the beginning of a tradition of
broadcasting imported American and British product still practised today. The Australian
made programs, similar to radio stylistically, were broadcast live. Filmed Australian
product for television broadcast consisted mainly of advertisements for transnational

companies who were the major source of television revenue (Cunningham, 2000, p. 17).

The lack of suitable technology prevented the audiovisual recording of this period
in Australian television broadcasting (Cunningham, 1997, p. 96). Simultaneous
broadcasting was impossible as existing technology was unable to cover the distances
required. However, the American product was shot on film stock and thus was
transportable between stations (Cunningham, 1997, p. 96). This is a significant
technological factor in the shaping of the Australian television system. Until the
introduction of landlines and video tape the majority of programming transported between
stations was foreign product. Thus scheduling was reproducible; foreign programs were
repeated across different regions of Australia, interspersed with live programs produced in
specific regions. Nationwide, viewers were watching the same imported programs, but each
specific television region was producing its own live programs, local to their broadcast site.

The practice of foreign programming interrupted by Australian made advertisements and
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programs, including those programs and advertisements that are local to the specific

regions of broadcast (newsbreaks, weather updates) continues.

Second Phase 1964-75

The second phase of Australian television, “was a period of establishment and
growing maturity—of structural completion of the system as it appears in the contemporary
period, and of the beginnings of Australian drama production” (Cunningham, 2000, p. 18).
It is also marked by the expansion of local Australian television production across genres,
related in part to the introduction of the third network, the 0/Ten Network, which increased
the repetition of scheduling already evident in the system (Cunningham, 1997, pp. 97-98).
Cunningham (2000) refers to Hall (1976) who argues that the third network created “too
much competition too early for limited programming sources, resulting in three networks
triplicating styles, identities and audience targets” (Cunningham, 2000, p. 18). The three
commercial networks lacked substantial differentiation in this phase, and some would argue
this remains the case. The production of Australian television drama actually began in the
first phase and Moran (1993) lists 1958 as the year of production of Autumn Affair, but the
success of drama production during the second phase was reflected in the ratings success of
Crawford drama productions, beginning with Homicide in 1964 (Cunningham, 1997,

p. 97)." The local television production industry expanded into other genres including
variety, quiz shows and sitcoms, in part in response to demand from the increased number
of networks, but also in response to the demand for local content from the Australian

Broadcasting Control Board (Cunningham, 2000, p. 18).

Third Phase 1975-87

The third phase of Australian television is one of “structural maturity”
(Cunningham, 2000, p. 20) which “has a clear technical marker with the introduction of
colour television” (Cunningham, 2000, p. 18). The introduction of colour broadcasting in
1975 rejuvenated the industry as the audience bought second sets, new sets, and watched

again. The third phase is also marked by the increase in importance of local product, the

' See also Cunningham and Jacka (1996b).
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introduction of SBS (Special Broadcasting Service) television in 1980 (it was already
providing a radio service) and the launch of the AUSSAT satellites (now Optus satellites)
(Cunningham, 2000, p. 19; Jacka, 2000, p. 57). The large number of high-rating Australian

shows during this phase is a reflection of what Cunningham (2000) describes as a:

great leap forward in the cultural and industrial importance of local product.
Opposition to the dominance of American programming had started to become a
public issue by the late 1960s, and the growth in popularity of Australian
programming had become very marked by the early 1970s. (p. 18)

The emergence of SBS as “innovative multicultural and multilingual television”
(Cunningham, 1997, p. 102) further enforced the mixed format system, with two
non-commercial networks competing with each other and the commercial networks on

free-to-air television.

The years 1985-86 saw the introduction of satellite launches, beginning with the
launch of AUSSAT, an event significant for a number of reasons. Satellite transmissions
are “distance insensitive”, and the approval of the technology for the future of
communications was therefore also a “formal recognition of networking” (Cunningham,
1997b, p. 100), in that it was an approval of a technology designed for simultaneous and
shared transmission of programming across regions.'® Thus, satellite technology introduced
“new possibilities for simultaneous programming and the realities of networking were

consolidated” (Cunningham, 2000, p. 19).

The introduction of domestic video in early 1978 (ABA, 2005c) changed the
potentials for all television watching.19 Video technology enables viewers to keep programs
for later viewing or archiving, to watch television in their own time and in chunks of time,

and to make our own programming, as well as highlight the potential for other uses of the

"!See Westfield (2000) for an account of how approval was sought by various media players for this
technology.
' See Appleton (1997) for discussion of video technology and video rentals.
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television set including video games and home movies. Cunningham (1997) acknowledges

the impact of video technology and concludes that because of it:

scheduling practices have changed (for example, there is much more promotion of
upcoming items within longer running shows such as sports and video clips
programs), producers have responded by making “faster” shows and advertisements

contain a lot more written exclamatory material. (p. 99)

The video recorder seemed made for video music programs. Stockbridge (1992)
discusses music clip/video programs on Australian television during the 70s and 80s,
describing them as a way for stations to cheaply provide local content, but does not
mention the impact of the VCR on these shows. However, it does appear that music clip
shows proliferated with the introduction of the video recorder. Television channels are no

longer able to screen music clips for free and such shows are now expensive to produce.

Video technology and the remote control enable viewers to become more freely and
readily able to shift across space and time. Viewers traverse the spaces of stations and
free-to-air television and pay TV systems and manipulate time as they pre-record programs,
edit out unwanted segments, make compilations of segments, fastforward and rewind
segments, and tape programs for repeat viewings. Hartley and O’Regan (1992, p. 152)
argue that “the remote control is the visible sign of people’s control over not just their own
equipment but over the act of looking too”, while Ellis (2000) discusses the power of the
schedule as a way of accounting for continued viewing practices such as these within a

climate of choice.

However, even with options for time-shifting, watching television in real-time is
still a preferred viewing practice for many. My parents, both now in their seventies, and
experienced channel surfers, slalom-ers (Hartley & O’Regan, 1992, p. 152), and video
record-ers, own three televisions, three VCRs and a Foxtel digital subscription, yet still
prefer to watch movies on television in real time and tape their regular drama programs

only if there is a clash in programming, or they know they will miss them due to other
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commitments. The pleasure and convenience of real-time viewing is still a critical aspect of

watching television.

Fourth Phase Summary 1987-Late 1990520

The fourth phase of Australian television is one of “specialisation and
diversification” (Cunningham, 2000, p. 20), and begins with dramatic ownership changes

due to a shift in regulation. The previous rules, in force until 1986:

meant that television licensees were restricted to two television stations anywhere in
the nation and one in any one service area, while press and other media interests in a
service area could own television and radio stations in that area in accordance with

the principle of localism. (Cunningham, 2000, p. 20)

The changes to the ownership laws meant that now television licensees were able to own
more than two stations provided they did not exceed an audience reach of 60% of the
population. The current reach limit is 75%, with the Seven Network reaching 72%
(Communications Update, February 1999, as cited in Given, 2000, p. 47). These changes to
ownership laws also allowed networking to be formalised as it was now possible to own a
number of stations across regions within the allowed audience reach limits. Licensees were
not, however, allowed to own press and television in the same area. The changes in
legislation forced a fast and furious change of ownership of television licenses: the most
notable being the takeovers by Alan Bond of the Nine Network, Christopher Skase of the
Seven Network and Frank Lowy of Network Ten. In the 1990s, the networks changed
hands again and subsequently went through a period of re-stabilisation. Kerry Packer
bought back Nine, Kerry Stokes purchased Seven and the Canadian company CanWest
took control of Ten (Cunningham, 2000, p. 21).*'

The fourth phase of Australian television saw further restructuring of the system.

The Broadcasting Services Act 1992 gave approval for the introduction of pay TV and

2% In Cunningham (1997, p. 103) this section is titled “Fourth Phase: 1987-97".
2! See Given (2000) for more detail and Westfield (2000) for ownership interests.
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community TV, and for the establishment of the Australian Broadcasting Authority (ABA)
(Cunningham, 2000, p. 15). Cunningham (2000) writes that the new regulating body’s
approach:

works to push back to the industries the responsibility for self-regulation. The
blueprint for the ABA is very much a product of the economic rationalist

enthusiasms of the late 1980s and early 1990s. (p. 21)

The public broadcasting stations, ABC and SBS, also underwent change in this
period as they were forced to meet their costs and commitment to locally produced (and
expensive) programming through external funding from sponsorship and advertising
(Cunningham, 2000, pp. 21-22). SBS was able to generate sponsorship after legislation in
1991 established it as a corporation (Jacka, 2000, p. 63). The commercial networks were
also feeling the high costs of producing local drama in an environment just out of a
recession and Cunningham states their investment in local drama production declined in
this period (Cunningham, 2000, p. 22). Thus the combination of a deregulation
environment, a recession, an ABA supportive of deregulation and diminishing policy on
local content, and an expanding climate of networking due to technology and sympathetic
policies, marks the period as one of a decline in local programming. Cunningham cites
many examples of localised-regionalised programming replaced by centralised
programming, particularly in the areas of news and current affairs where, for example, the
formerly “state-specific editions of the 7:30 Report were replaced in 1995 by a single
nationally networked edition” (Cunningham, 1997, pp. 106-107). This was reviewed in

2000, and states now have their locally produced version, Stateline, on Friday nights.

The specialisation of this period is in the move to formalised networking,
centralised programming and the decline in local programming. The diversification of this
period is evidenced by the range of technologies employed in the delivery of television, the
introduction of the new formats of pay TV in 1995 and community TV in 1994, and the
provision in 1993 of an international Australian television service, (Australia Television,

now defunct), through “the ABC’s satellite service to the South-East Asia region”
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(Cunningham, 1997, p. 107). Finally, the fourth phase sees Australian television production
increase its participation in world markets, with productions funded from international

sources and presales in other markets common (Cunningham, 1997, p. 109).22

Reflections on History

Cunningham’s approach provides a useful summary of the evolving television
industry and the business cycle approach marks phases of development of the Australian
television system as beginning and ending in particular years, and segments its history
chronologically. In this cyclical history, Cunningham judges some moments of
technological and legislative introduction as significant in the evolution of the system and
thus selects the dates of these events as marking the beginnings and ends of phases. Thus,
the first phase in 1956-63 begins with the first transmissions in Sydney and Melbourne. The
second phase in 1964-75 begins with the amendments to the Broadcasting Act stipulating
local content requirements, and the establishment of the third commercial network in
Sydney and Melbourne. The introduction of colour television in 1975 marks the beginning
of the third phase and the fourth phase in 1987-97 begins with the dramatic changes in
ownership of 1987. Cunningham is writing history with a focus on policy that represents
dates of legislation and introduction of technology as significant, and fixed, moments in
time. However the introduction of technologies, and implementations of legislations are
rarely instantaneous and automatic. The use of specific dates as markers of phases
hides/denies the processual, and often gradual, features of legislation and shifts in

technology and policy.

A further criticism I have of Cunningham’s approach is that the emphasis on
technology and policy fails to sufficiently see television as popular culture and
consequently it de-emphasises the role of surrounding media in its introduction,
development and future evolution. Thus, there is no mention of the role of popular culture
in introducing the new technology to the public and its role in educating viewers to use and

accept the technology. To rely on policy as the initiating force in the history of television is

22 See also Cunningham and Jacka (1996a, 1996b) and Sinclair, Jacka and Cunningham (1996).
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to devalue its existence in a complex web of popular media. Television was not introduced
without comment, collaboration and periods of instruction from already existing popular
forms, including radio and newspapers (Curthoys, 1991; Hartley & O’Regan, 1992; Moran
1991). Curthoys (1991) writes that:

Public discussion of TV - its proper forms of ownership and control, its possible
virtues and vices - began in Australia at least ten years, one could argue fifteen,

before the introduction of TV itself. (Introduction section, para. 2)

Hartley and O’Regan (1992) write about the introduction of TV in Perth, and say that,
“since the early 1950s national publications like the Australian Women's Weekly had
carried TV stories” (p. 147). Television also advertised itself to potential viewers. Moran
(1991) explains that take-up of television was slow due to the shortage of programs and the
prohibitive cost of the actual set. Therefore, television relied on demonstrations to promote

itself, which meant that:

transmission times in this period were scheduled not around domestic viewers in a
home situation (there were too few of these) but around potential owners looking at
demonstrations in departmental and electrical stores. (The July, September and

October beginnings section, para. 3)>
- Scheduling to coincide with domestic routine was yet to come:
Only later once a stable domestic audience had been constituted could a station

begin to think of selling audiences to advertisers. (Moran, 1991, The July,

September and October beginnings section, para. 3)

New technologies are often accompanied by discussion and pedagogic persuasion

from other media. A history of a popular technology should make reference to its position

% See also Hartley and O’Regan (1992, pp. 147-148).
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within other forms of popular culture and yet these features of television in Australia are
missing from Cunningham’s prehistory. A history of television that places television as

significant within and integrally connected to popular culture would mark some of these
moments as historically significant signs of the ways in which the business of television

was validated culturally.

History and Programming

While Cunningham does select certain programming features as indicators of
historical phases, particularly in the third phase, which is described as a period of increased
local drama production, I believe he does not adequately discuss the importance of
programming and scheduling in the history of Australian television. The fact that
Australian television broadcasting relied on the importation of foreign programming,
mainly from US and Britain, to fill air time is a historically significant feature of our system
that continues to have an impact on the development of the system.** This practice is
critical to the development of and the functions of the object of my study, contextuating
programming, and my examination of it includes analysing the role of programming and

scheduling on Australian television.

Further, Cunningham’s approach neglects specific programming trends and
programming of specific events as constitutive of changes in history and as historical
markers. Cunningham does mention the moon-landing in 1969 as an example of the role of
technology in television programming, but such events are significant for other ways in
which television takes its place in culture. Large scale global media events also offer
insights into programming and broadcasting arrangements between and within countries.
When schools closed in my suburb so we could go home to watch the moon landing, we
were connected to programming decisions of the US broadcasting system where the timing
of the landing had been orchestrated to capture the prime time evening audience watching
in the US summer. Such events also speak of the specific localised practices of viewing and

of how certain events take a particular place in culture because of television. The Olympic

* See, for example, Moran (1993) and Jones and Bednall (1980).
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Games of 1956, held in Melbourne, were crucial to the introduction of television in
Australia, instrumental in the beginnings of the transition of copying radio formats to a
televisual style, and educational in instructing audiences how to watch television. The
Olympic Games of 2000 in Sydney brought people back to the television sets, and the

broadcasts were active in nation-building in 2000.

Further, tragedies and the consequences of tragedies and accidents can be broadcast,
intentionally or accidentally, which can have an impact on televisual practices. Hartley
writes about a suicide broadcast in the US in 1998, which caused reflection on journalism
in the US (Hartley, 2000, pp. 167-168). The coverage of the OJ Simpson murder trial
changed court room broadcasts, the Azaria Chamberlain case turned according to media
coverage of it, the rescue of Stuart Diver from the Thredbo landslide was broadcast live for
as long as it took, the story of the murders at Port Arthur was revealed as cameras arrived
and filmed what they could, and the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, produced
unprecedented reactions and media coverage of them. The reactions to the televised
broadcast of the explosion of space shuttle Challenger in January 1986 shortly after take-off
could not prevent the space shuttle Columbia from a similar televised fate in February 2003

as it exploded on re-entry.

Local and National Histories

Cunningham’s history is one that constructs a “national” history of Australian
television, one which does not adequately represent the significant differences in the
implementation of federal legislation across the States and Territories of Australia.
Cunningham’s history of the Australian television system suggests the policies
implemented, and features of the phases of the industry, occurred simultaneously and in the
same way across the nation. The emphasis on specific dates masks the differences in
acceptance and implementation of policy across Australia. Cunningham’s history is at
times peculiarly localised to metropolitan regions in the eastern States of Australia, yet
different states, cities and regions had/have very different experiences of the evolution of

the television industry based on differing, and geographically specific, legislative
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implementations.25 By focussing on Sydney and Melbourne, Cunningham’s approach
mirrors the industry practice of dividing the television market into Sydney/Melbourne and
the others (BAPH: Brisbane, Adelaide, Perth, and Hobart). While Cunningham
acknowledges that different States received television stations at different times, this
feature of the system is not seen as overly significant, with the result that what is actually a
local history (a history of federal policy implemented in Sydney and Melbourne) can be

read as a national history.

However, I believe that it is precisely through such localised differences that the
complexity of the television system is revealed. Cunningham’s construction of a common
national narrative from distinctly different local practices highlights the need for a
contextual approach that encourages the view that such disturbances and variances are
meaningful. This concern is not to discount Cunningham’s history or the methodology
used, but to indicate that such a policy and technology approach to history can simplify a
complex actuality. Cunningham’s approach fails to see as significant the differing local
evolutions and manifestations of the industry across the nation. For example, Cunningham
lists the emergence of a third network in 1964-65 as one of the key features of the second
phase of Australian television, yet Perth did not receive a third network until some 14 years
later, in 1988.%° Such discrepancies highlight the significance of such omissions.
Cunningham’s map of televisual Australia doesn’t include the regional markets of Darwin,
Canberra or Launceston, for example, which, while omitted from Cunningham’s account
are present in the Australian television landscape. A discussion of the various television
regions of Australia, and the different ways in which they experienced the history of
television would acknowledge the fact that the borders of Australian television regions do
not reproduce state and federal geographic and legislative boundaries. This complicated
mapping, and the disparity between legislative and televisual borders is evident in elements
of contextuating programming across the nation which articulates the different viewing
experiences of viewers in different television regions within the nation. I examine this

feature in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4.

2% See Given (2000, pp. 41-47) for summary.
%% See Hartley (1992b, pp. 193-201) for an account of the third network in Perth and localism.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have described the distinguishing features of the Australian
television system, the features of programming on Australian television and summarised
Cunningham’s four phase history of how it came to be as it is. Further, I have provided
some reflections on Cunningham’s analysis that mirror some of the problems with existing
studies in the field of television studies, in particular in relation to contextual specificity,
identity and locality. These are problems that I will explore in some detail in my
examination of contextuating programming and my analysis of specific examples of

contextuating programming on commercial free-to-air television in Australia.

As we move into what would be Cunningham’s fifth phase of television, in an era
of globalisation, digitisation, and convergence, anxieties about Australian television centre
around issues of identity, locality, community and nationhood and around concentration of
ownership, foreign ownership and foreign programming. The debates about Australian
content continue, as do debates about current programming content leading to a loss of
Australian identity, the fear specifically being that viewers will become “Americanised”
through our televisual practices. These anxieties exist precisely because television is a
national cultural form, but US programming within an Australian context cannot simply
make Australians American. Contextuating programming, with its localising and relational
functions, addresses viewers with a range of identities, not merely normatively Australian
identities and rarely identities that are American. In the following chapter I examine
contextuating programming in the Australian television system and analyse its role in
relation to contextual specificity, and demonstrate how it works to offer localised and
nationalised identities to viewers. Specifically, I examine how contextuating programming
localises viewers and programs in its offers of national, regional and global identities and

relationships.

59



CHAPTER 3: CONTEXTUATING PROGRAMMING:
FEATURES AND FUNCTIONS

“No flipping.”
Larry Sanders, The Larry Sanders Show.

Once upon a time, I was trapped in a suburb of San Francisco. I was in the land of
the free, stuck in a bunker disguised as a home in what they called a planned community,
conveniently located far enough away from downtown that the riff raff couldn’t
accidentally stumble upon it, and sprawling enough to be impossible to leave on foot.
Entombed in a grid of too many almost identical but expensively differentiated houses, I
had nowhere to run and, with no car and no public transport, no way to get there. The
compound was called CastleRock, and for a brief moment I thought any housing estate that
shared the name of the production company that produces the sitcom “Seinfeld” couldn’t

be all that bad. But it turned out to be a different thing all together.

I had come to San Francisco to live. Previously, when I had been a visitor, I found
the differences between them and me strangely cute and interesting. However, this was
supposed to be home now and I should be fitting in. Californian locals couldn’t understand
my Australian accent and I couldn’t understand a whole lot of things. I couldn’t stop
thinking about how weird it felt to be living in America and not be American. Why didn 't it
feel like home? I quickly realised home had little to do with where I lived. Home was where

1 felt comfortable, and this wasn't it.

I was stuck in the bunker, almost permanently inside and I watched a lot of
television. Television fed me information about the outside. It told me what was going on in
my new city, my new country and what was supposed to be my new home. Television told
me about the people I was living with in its program content, in its advertisements, in its

station IDs, in its jingles. Television fed me information about down the road. My
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entrapment mirrored Mimi White's (1992) description of the TV alien Alf whose “contact
with the outside world is channeled through the apparatuses of telecommunications” (p. 3).
Without a car, but licensed to use the remote control, I found myself driving to distraction,
weaving my way through Television USA. I worked my way through talk shows, comedy
channels and sports channels looking for signs of home. I occasionally found programs I'd
seen before with people in another time and in another place. Watching programs in

America was reminding me that I wasn'’t back home in Australia.

Watching too much television and eventually realising that you can watch too much
television, I stumbled upon the Salingers and their Party of Five, broadcast on the Fox
network at 9:00 p.m. on Wednesday nights. Repeatedly described as “critically
acclaimed”, this low rating hour long weekly serial tugged at me in all the right ways.
Here the Salinger siblings, orphaned after their parents died in a car accident, are
functioning in a different kind of TV family drama, as they struggle to grow up without
parental guidance. Soon I was involved in the decisions made by father figure Charlie, and
concerned for Julia and her troubled adolescence. I cringed at the sophistication of
11-year-old Claudia and gasped at the abilities of the Tom Cruise impersonator,
27-year-old Scott Wolf playing 17-year-old Bailey and I worried about who was feeding
Owen, the rarely seen youngest partygoer. I'm not sure why this program captivated me
but it was one of the few things at the time that I could connect with. I also wanted it to
mean something to me because the stories took place in my new home town. I should have
been able to say to my friends: “Look, that’s where I live, that’s my home”. Instead it made
me even more aware that I wasn't feeling at home in my new home. There I was, feeling
lost in San Francisco watching a show about a family who had lost their parents, living in

San Francisco.

1 finally escaped and returned to Australia where my family and friends were, and I
Sfound myself watching more television than usual with them as I recovered from my life as
an alien and settled back into the familiar world of watching TV (mostly) made in Los
Angeles in Australia. Television functions in some ways like a map or at least a postcard,

as a reminder of where you are and where you've been and not long after my return I was
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in that broadcasting lag, watching shows I had already seen. “Party of Five” was on in
Australia, but it was different now. What was late Wednesday night viewing in the US was
now peak time, 7:30 p.m. Sunday night family viewing, in Australia and families were
watching a family without parents. The Salinger life was now punctuated by colourful
scenes of Australian life thanks to, among others, the multinationalglobals McDonald's and
Coca-Cola, and when I lived and worked in Wollongong, New South Wales, it was also
brought to me by the local clothing store Tramps for Men. Now the San Francisco accent,
the dappled warm flower power summer of love light and the buildings of the Presidio were
in my Australian cities. The Party was everywhere. The Party moves, and I move, and I
wanted to account for what the difference was between watching it there and watching it
here.

%k %

Surviving my time in San Francisco reinforced that I cannot become an American; I
can only, as Caughie (1990) suggests, play at being one. Yet this constant reflection and
refraction of identities is part of the pleasure of travel. You find out more about who you
are when you are not at home as you negotiate difference, acceptance and refusal of codes,

familiarity and unfamiliarity of signs. Silverstone (1994) writes:

Home is a construct. It is a place not a space. It is the object of more or less intense
emotion. It is where we belong. Yet such a sense of belonging is not confined to
house or garden. Home can be anything from a nation to a tent or a
neighbourhood....The home is easily idealised....Yet its idealisation has a function,
and as such it has consequences for the conduct and evaluation of our everyday

lives and for our feelings of security, attachment and loss. (p. 26)

It was this connection to home that was playing on my mind when I felt those feelings
watching television in my new home in San Francisco. Silverstone (1994) states that
“television may be received ‘at home’ but ‘home’ itself is both constructed through, and
constructs, other realities, and television is implicated in all of them” (p. 29). Possibly this

was what was happening: “other realities” were being constructed. Homes were being
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constructed (San Francisco, America), but even though I was living there, it was not feeling

like my home.

In my life I am occasionally afforded the luxury of movement. Ihave traveled to
conferences near and far and revelled in the play that comes with being elsewhere and
someone else. I can eat different foods, and try on different clothes, and shop in different
spaces as I travel and work. And some of the experiences I have are very like those I have
at home, but they can never be exactly the same because those back home are unique to
being back home, immersed in all the contextualities of home. Much of the enjoyment of
travel for me is the sorting of experiences into those that are almost-the-same-as-home and
those that are different. The experience of travelling is one of constantly acknowledging the
like and the unlike, and all the variants along that continuum. This supermarket in
California is called Safeway and it looks and feels just like Woolworths in Wollongong but
with more Mexican food on the shelves. This variety show on French TV is like no variety
show I have ever seen before. This news program on US television has the same theme
music as the news on Channel Nine in Australia. Some days the differences are huge and
result in frustration at not being understood when trying to communicate. Other days the
differences are small and amusing, as when, for example, a request for some chips with my
meal brings me a packet of cold potato crisps, not the hot variety I was expecting. These
differences, and the almost-the-samenesses, remind me that when I am somewhere else I
am also someone else: foreign, unlocal, not-like. These differences I experience clash and
resonate and confront and humour an image of myself in cracked glass; a distortion here, a
refraction there, of who I think I am and who I might seem to be to others. The differences

remind me of who I can and cannot become within the context in which they occur.

I also find a great deal of pleasure in watching television elsewhere. I have moved a
lot and for much of that moving, television was there with me. Part of the pleasure of travel
involves, for me, watching television in different places. Television programs are exported
globally, particularly the ones I like, and I can watch television almost anywhere in the
world and recognise programs familiar to me. Watching television programs familiar to me

in other places reminds me that [ am away. In fact, being away from home reinforces that
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there is a home to be away from. In its absence it is everpresent. These familiar programs
pop up like old friends. But it is never the same when you see them out of context, or, in the
case of my experience in San Francisco of watching Party of Five, in their context. I can
ask of them and them of me: “What are you doing here?” “Why is it different seeing you

here (away) than when I saw you there (home)?”

The experience of recognising the differences in watching programs elsewhere has
interested many television researchers. Fiske (1990) writes about watching American
television in America and Spain, Michaels (1990) writes about watching American
television in Australia, Rutherford (1994) writes about understanding advertising in
Barcelona, Ang (1985) writes about watching Dallas in Western Europe and Mumford
(1994-1995) writes about the recontextualisation of thirtysomething as it moves from
network to cable broadcasting. My interest, however, is in the experience of watching
television in different places, and what makes that a different experience. When watching
the same program in different places, the program does not change but my experience of it
does. It is obvious that when travelling and watching television I am watching programs in
a different cultural context. Reflecting on my experience in San Francisco when I returned
home, I thought more and more about the connections between cultural context and
television. I could see that television carried indicators of the local cultural context, not
only in its programs, but also, and more specifically, in the non-program material
surrounding the programs. It was the contextuating programming with its indicators of the
local context that were unsettling to me, for they addressed me as being somewhere 1

wasn’t—home. I was also being addressed as someone [ wasn’t—a local.

On my return to watching television in my various homes in Australia, I was
beginning to see television networks as places with borders that mark out their audience
reach through their transmission range. When I travel, I cross not only borders that separate
states and countries but also televisual borders that separate local reach, network and
affiliate divisions, metropolitan and regional boundaries and national and international
broadcasting structures. Often the televisual borders differ to the state, national and

international borders, and thus television systems create and sustain a different set of
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communities, located in geographic regions bordered not by federal legislation but by the
capacities and limitations of transmission signals. One of the markers that indicates that I
have moved through televisual borders, and that I am watching in a different televisual
place, is the non-program material, the programming surrounding the programs. This
programming addresses me differently, and fills me in on what else is on the station I am
watching and, on most stations, lets me know through advertising spots what businesses,

products and services are available in the area of viewing.

Chapter Overview

In this chapter, I define my typology of contextuating programming, and describe
the various features and functions of contextuating programming. I compare some of the
differences in contextuating programming across national television systems, and
specifically compare the contextuating programming of Australian television systems; the
differences between free-to-air television and pay TV, and then, within free-to-air
television, the differences between government and commercial systems. I examine the
functions of contextuating programming including the strategies that articulate geographies,
identities and places, including network-spaces and station-spaces. Specifically, I analyse
four fillers broadcast on Ten Wollongong as they construct a location within which viewers

are situated.

My analysis then extends to the transitional functions of contextuating
programming as it transitions viewers from program to program and section of program to
section of program. I analyse two examples of contextuating programming broadcast on the
Ten Network (Canberra) to illustrate this point; the block of contextuating programming
between the News at 4:30 and M*4A*S*H, and the following block of contextuating
programming between the beginning of M*4 *S*H and the next section of M*4*S*H.
Finally, I consolidate the arguments I have made regarding the nation-building function of

contextuating programming.

This chapter focusses on the ways in which contextuating programming

contextualises viewers and programs as it provides information about the context of
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viewing; the television station, network and system, including a national system and their
broadcast regions. At the same time, contextuating programming addresses viewers as local
and at home, while also positioning them in relation to other programs, stations and

networks, and local, national and international communities of viewers.

Not the Programs

Watching television does not always involve watching a particular program.
Viewers can watch many programs at once by zapping across stations, and viewers can
intend to watch television without intending to watch a particular program. Whatever the
intent, settling down to watch television often involves watching much more than the
scheduled program. Television programs or, more accurately, sections of programs are
connected to each other by non-program material. The industry function of non-program
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material, known within the television industry as “continuity”, “continuity programming”

,’2

or “presentation”’, is to link discrete programming units together. Morey (1981) writes
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