
CHANNEL 4:
WORKING NOTES

BY JOHN ELLIS
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ON NOVEMBER 2,1982, Channel 4 began broadcasting to most of
Britain. This is a series of observations from my experience of indepen-
dent production for this new Channel: specifically from producing a
series of 15 programmes about world cinema entitled Visions: Cinema.
The first of these programmes (November 10, 1982) coincided almost
exactly with the publication date of my book on film and television, Vis-
ible Fictions, completed the previous January. Several people have asked
about this rather abrupt transition between critical analysis of institu-
tions and aesthetics to actually working for one of these institutions. At
the moment, that transition does not seem to have been as difficult as
another, that from being an employee of a settled academic institution to
becoming an employer within an independent company with unpredict-
able long-term prospects. The history of Channel 4 over the last year or
more shows that I am not alone in having found this a difficult adjust-
ment to make.

Channel 4's Task

In an increasingly dismal political climate, it is becoming clear exactly
how much of an impossible task Channel 4 has been set. It has a statu-
tory commitment to 'innovation and experiment in form and content',
and an obligation to commission programmes from independent pro-
ducers. Yet it is to be financed for its initial five years by a subscription
from the companies who run the main commercial network, ITV, and
thereafter from its own advertising revenue. The first commitment
implies that the Channel should seek new audiences, and define new
ways of approaching the question of who broadcasts what to whom. The
second demands that it should maximise audience numbers as quickly as
possible. As the first year of operation progressed, this conflict was
resolved by the Channel's decision that its overall share of the viewing
audience should be increased from an initial 4% (subsequently more like
3%) to 7% by the end of that first year. The few available comparisons
(the launch of BBC2 for example) suggest that this target is very difficult
if not impossible to meet; yet political and financial pressures make it
important for the Channel to achieve it. This would demonstrate to
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38 advertising agencies that the Channel does reach a considerable number
of people, and so would resolve the problems of lack of advertising that
so bedevilled the early months of broadcasting.

The urgency of this task is so great because of the particular way that
the Channel's financing has been set up. The members of the Indepen-
dent Television Companies Association (ITCA) pay a subscription for
the running of Channel 4, roughly calculated in proportion to the size of
the profits they make from their regional ITV contracts. In return, it is
they, and not Channel 4, who sell advertising on the Channel and recoup
the money from this advertising. At the same time, these companies are
producing programmes for Channel 4, in many cases using up the excess
studio, equipment and personnel accumulated through the rather richer
years of commercial broadcasting. In practice, the ITCA companies
have found it very difficult to sell advertising space on the Channel in
their regions: partly because the concept of directing TV advertising
towards specific target audiences is a new one; partly because of a ragged
dispute between the producers of advertising and the actors' union
Equity; and partly because the current methods of compiling statistics
on the numbers actually viewing TV rest on a very small sample (about
7000 sets) that make them insensitive to 'minority' audiences. And while
income from advertising revenue has been less than the ITCA com-
panies had expected, the presence of a large number of independent sup-
pliers, providing almost half the Channel's output, has tended to bring
down the cost of programmes for the Channel. Quite simply, the inde-
pendents do not have the same kind of overheads in terms of stafTor facil-
ities that the ITCA companies have. Their existence is, in most cases,
dependent on short-term contracts from the Channel, and their cash
flow and profit margins are closely monitored. While this enables the
Channel to keep providing programmes within its overall budget, it is
not such good news for the ITCA companies. Their programmes are
being bought by Channel 4 at a lesser price than they might have expec-
ted, because in most cases independent suppliers can make them
cheaper. It seems to the ITCA companies that they have a bad deal from
Channel 4, even though it is they who provide the basic financing and
administer the advertising sales.

As a result, there is pressure to alter the fundamental working arrange-
ment that enables the Channel to choose where its programmes should
come from. At the end of the first financial year (April 1983), the ITCA
companies.made a bid to commute part of their subscription for Channel
4 from payment in money to payment in kind, to the direct supply of a
proportion of the Channel's programmes. This would produce the situa-
tion that the ITCA companies had lobbied for at the time of the legisla-
tion to set up the Channel: a kind of ITV2, where programmes were sup-
plied in proportion to the richness of each ITCA company's regional
franchise. A large proportion of Channel 4's output would then be deter-
mined by an ad hoc body of ITCA companies not dissimilar to that
which apportions the shares of networked time on ITV.

The April attempt by the ITCA companies was unsuccessful, but it
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certainly added a fresh sense of urgency to the race for a 7% share of the 39
viewing audience as computed by the statistical samplers. It also demon-
strated the fundamental contradiction in the constitution of Channel 4,
between its reliance on commercial funding and its aim to provide a new
force in British broadcasting that recognises the importance of the so-
called 'minority' audiences. This contradiction is not yet resolved. It
defines the terms on which the struggle for the eventual shape of Chan-
nel 4 is currently taking place. It has equally defined the initial shape of
the Channel and the outlines of its commissioning policy.

Independence

The initial form of Channel 4 is a political compromise. It was engii cered
by the last Conservative government as one of their final acts before the
transition to Thatcherite government by decree rather than by consulta-
tion and compromise. The Channel was constituted as a commissioning
organisation, not as a programme producing organisation. Such a model
is new to British broadcasting, though not to European broadcasting: the
German ZDF, among others, commissions most of its output. However,
Channel 4's internal organisation is not noticeably planned along the
model of similar institutions abroad. It grew as a combination of inspired
ideas and imitation of existing British models. It is a rather odd bureau-
cracy, overstaffed in some areas, understaffed in others, and containing a
number of conflicting ideologies and practices. This caused many diffi-
culties, especially in the very early days of transmission. Equally, those
who received commissions were having to invent institutions and prac-
tices without available models for comparison. Never has the insularity
of national TV and the lack of study of other national structures been
more deeply felt. The result has been a Channel that is rather less experi-
mental in its output than it could have been, and a large number of pro-
duction companies whose present status is confused and whose future is
uncertain.

The political compromise founding Channel 4 was between the tradi-
tional practice of TV production, through large integrated companies
represented by the ITCA companies, and their dialectical opposite, the
independent companies. Independent production is the liberal solution
to the perception of industrial TV production as restrictive and bureau-
cratic for creative programme-makers. A broadly similar outlook existed
in Hollywood in the 1930s, and it gained an ascendancy in the '40s.

However, 'independence' in terms of TV production has been a very
much more difficult idea to establish. The process of industrial TV pro-
duction cannot be pulled apart into constituent elements as easily as fea-
ture film production, because the product is very different. Channel 4
has set up a situation where independent production companies exist
whose product is programmes, not broadcast TV. The precious plastic
case containing an hour's worth of one-inch tape is a programme;
delivered into the hands of the Channel and broadcast, it becomes TV.
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40 While the programme is in production, there is little or no sense of how
it will fit with other segments on the same Channel. Ten months after
the Channel's debut, programme-makers still find it difficult to get any
idea of other adjacent programmes, of the kind of presentation that will
surround their work, or of the kinds of advertisements.

Another aspect of independent production is currently causing some
problems. Several companies, ours included, were constituted on the
basis of a single major commission from Channel 4. The Channel had to
call into existence a whole new sector of production, both in terms of
facilities houses (heavily capitalised, offering the expensive machines
and personnel needed for broadcast TV production) and in terms of pro-
duction companies. The majority of the latter have a small working
capital, though some have been funded by Channel 4 to purchase equip-
ment, like Diverse Productions who produce The Friday Alternative
news programme. The process of constituting these companies was very
much like that of receiving a grant from a state funding institution:
Channel 4 provided start-up costs for office premises and office equip-
ment, a substantial number of programmes were commissioned from
each company so constituted, and staffing and operating costs were
designed to fit the budget and scope of these commissions. This early
relationship was very much a client relationship, with the Channel
bringing into being a series of enthusiastic production groups.

After a year, in the summer of 1983, these commissions ended. The
Channel came to negotiate the second phase of its relationship with the
companies that it had brought into being. At this point, the implicit
model altered. Instead of the arts funding body and client relationship,
there emerged the more traditional relationship between the freelance
employee and the institutional employer. Companies were kept waiting
until the last possible moment for news about whether their commission
would be renewed; renewals were for six or seven months rather than for
a year; competition for some commissions emerged between both new
and established groups; and some of the production companies were
brought up against their nature as capitalist enterprises rather than as
collective endeavours. The shift has been towards a more commercial
atmosphere, and its real victims have been those whose role in
production companies has been lower on the scale of division of labour.
In some companies, the production fee paid by the Channel to the
company (15% of programme costs, minus any overspending on the
agreed budget) has been appropriated by the directors of that company
for their own use rather than for that of the entire production group.
Finally, the real meaning of'independent production' has become clear:
the responsibility for disputes between labour and management has been
to a large degree shifted out of the broadcasting institution to the produc-
tion companies. Employees protesting at the cancellation of their pro-
gramme series can only enter into dispute with their own production
company, which is not the source of the cancellation. These have been
the discoveries of summer '83. They have destroyed the sense of a joint
endeavour which was shared between Channel 4 independent suppliers
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and the Channel itself. Perhaps this is not such a bad effect, as the corp-
orate identity between the BBC and even the most downtrodden of its
employees has been one of the greatest forces against an open debate
about TV production between producers and serious critics.

These then are the conditions of independent production for Channel
4: the production of programmes rather than of TV and the shifting
nature of the relationship to the Channel as commissioning agency. My
experience of them has been very particular.

For the central
documents from
this lobbying
process, see Screen,
vol 21 no 4,
1980/81, pp 56-79.
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Large Door Ltd

Through 1979 and 1980, I was involved in the Independent Film-
Makers' Association's lobbying around the legislative process which set
up Channel 4.1 In June 1981 I submitted a short proposal to its new
Chief Executive Jeremy Isaacs (at that point, no commissioning struc-
ture had been invented) for a regular programme series about world
cinema. In March 1982, Keith Griffiths and Simon Hartog, both experi-
enced producers who were among the very few able to undertake such a
project, and myself, inexperienced in any form of production, were com-
missioned to make an experimental pilot. This was delivered early in
June 1982. In late July, we were commissioned by the Channel for 15
hour-long programmes about world cinema, to be delivered over 10
months and budgeted at a total of a little under half a million pounds.
This was a little over half the budget we had initially calculated.

At this point, the parameters of the project became fairly clear: a series
of a scope not before attempted on this subject was to be made on an
extremely tight budget. It also had to start very quickly, too quickly. We
still had to form a production company, find office accommodation and
staff, all with three programmes (subsequently four) to be delivered by
Christmas. By the beginning of September, the company had been
formed, complete with punning title, and the rest of the production team
had been assembled: Bette Chapkis from the Arts Council, Simon Hick-
lin from an advertising production company, Janine Marmot from non-
broadcast video. So at the beginning of September, six people with very
diverse backgrounds and assumptions set out to produce a TV series. It
wasn't easy.

Visions: Cinema

Our 15 programmes provided all but three of the Visions: Cinema slot
from the second week of the Channel's operation in November 1982
until September 1983. The other three programmes were special docu-
mentaries bought in by Paul Madden, the commissioning editor. The
slot was rather irregular: it was fortnightly, alternating with the intellec-
tual discussion slot, Voices; there were occasional breaks in the transmis-
sion pattern; the series was transmitted late on a Wednesday night-ex-
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42 cept during March when it moved to Thursday.
The programmes were devised to contain two items each, occasionally

running to three, or consisting of one special. The basic aim was to work
within the bounds of established TV practice, to use TV .to present
aspects of cinema. In the terms I used in Visible Fictions, this would be to
use TV as the gaze at something beyond the confines of the home,
assuming that the viewer's attention would be one of the glance rather
than the gaze; assuming a role of making phenomena intelligible, and of
working within a form that is extensive rather than intensive, segmented
rather than sequential. We were to some extent uneasy about this atti-
tude to TV production, a worry that was reflected in a proposed series
title: Cinema Invaders. Especially during the earlier months of produc-
tion, we vacillated between two distinct conceptions of the programme:
one, the more conventional, to use TV to look at cinema; the other, more
avant-gardist, to treat the programmes as the irruption of cinema into
TV. The second conception involves the use of cinematic forms of
address rather than televisual, and assumptions about the viewing
attitude that belong to cinema rather than to TV. This second tendency
was accentuated by the relative isolation of independent .production for
Channel 4, an isolation from the sense of making TV and a concentration
on making separate programmes that can be much more like cinematic
production.

The route we charted through this tension gave us the position of
seeming to push at the edges of some (but by no means all) of the struc-
tural assumptions of TV programmes, but of nevertheless remaining
inside them. In generic terms, we found a place beside those pockets of
'creativity' within TV documentary production, the 'arts programme'.
From the outset, the Visions: Cinema programmes were conceived as a
regular series, whose regularity could be traded off against a continual
novelty in programme construction. This is the strategy of Melvyn
Bragg's South Bank Show from London Weekend Television, or Alan
Yentob's Arena slot on BBC2. In our case, the strategy was somewhat
vitiated by a lack of regularity in the scheduling of the slot; and by work-
ing on an overall budget which was equivalent to little over a third of
these other two examples.

We found that virtually all of our programme items could be cate-
gorised into four headings. These reflect the past practices of Simon
Hartog, Keith Griffiths and myself; they also reflect budgetary assump-
tions, as they have drastically different budgetary levels. The four areas
are:

1) The Report, a journalistic piece reflecting a particular recent event:
a film festival like Nantes or Cannes, the trade convention of the Can-
non Classics group.
2) The Survey of a particular context of film-making, like the reports
from Shanghai and Hong Kong, and the critical profile of Bombay
popular cinema.
3) The Auteur Profile, like the interviews with Michael Snow and
Paul Schrader, Chris Petit's hommage to Wim Wenders, or Ian
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Christie's interviews with various people about their impressions of
Godard's work.
4) The Review, usually of a single film, sometimes by a literary intel-
lectual, ranging from Farrukh Dhondy on Gandhi to Angela Carter
on The Draughtsman's Contract. About half the reviews were by
established film writers, like Colin McArthur on. Local Hero or
Jane Clarke on A Question of Silence.

43

The literary critic:
Angela Carter
reviews The
Draughtsman's
Contract

These are scarcely kinds of material that could be found in Screen; they
represent a much broader conception of film culture befitting a pro-
gramme which is breaking new grounds in terms of TV journalism,
showing for the first time as a reasonably regular feature of British TV
that cinema is a very diverse institution deserving more than cavalier
attention.

The combination of items into programmes was a fairly late decision,
necessarily late since broadcast dates were not set far in advance. This
gave an added feel of diversity to any one programme, since items had a
very different pace and level of assumed attention to them. To take a
relatively successful example, the programme of Wednesday May 25,
1983:

The first 37 minutes consisted of a report from the Cannes Film Festi-
val, costing about £20,000, explaining in straightforward journalistic
terms the way in which the Festival works (a mystery to most people) and
why it is important. It mixed clips from films from all sections of the
Festival with short interviews with figures as diverse as Chantal Aker-
man, Jerry Lewis and Nagisa Oshima. Its focus was global: the only
English-language film mentioned was Monty Python's The Meaning of
Life. While the Festival prizes provided one reason for the selection of
one film over another, some films, like Yamamoto Masashi's Dark
Carnival, were included simply because they represented interesting
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44 new tendencies in film-making. The second part of the programme,
lasting 15 mins, had a very much more reflective pace and lower cost
(about £7,000). This was Mary Holland's review of Edward Bennett's
Ascendancy - her view of the film as a journalist whose specialism is Irish
politics and society. Using several clips from the film, she assessed it as a
representation of several aspects of the Ulster situation, and then
rebuked the British film critics for their timidity in the face of a film that
used the techniques of European art cinema to examine a situation that is
rather closer to home.

The total cost of this programme, about £27,000 in direct expenditure
(excluding Large Door's by no means extravagant overheads), was close
to the average cost per programme over the whole series. However,
many programmes had to be substantially cheaper since a large chunk of
the budget had been committed to three programmes about cinema in
the Far East. The decision to combine the Cannes report with a film
review was made early in 1983; however, the choice of film was made
only a month before the broadcast date, when it became possible to pre-
view films scheduled for release at that time.

Such a programme falls within the definition of a TV 'arts programme'.
Yet two aspects of the overall series strategy distinguish Visions: Cinema
from the procedures of other such programmes. First, Large Door has
been committed to basing many of its programmes around scripts by
particular critics, like Tony Rayn's discovery of Chinese and Hong
Kong cinema, or Behroze Gandhy and Rosie Thomas's semi-political
exploration of Bombay entertainment films. Second, we were committed
from the outset to avoiding the idea of a linking presenter, whose voice
and physical presence contextualise items, and give the programme a
cultural cachet, as Melvyn Bragg does. Eventually, a series of voices
were used to provide short introductory 'menus' and transitions between
items. These two strategies, combined with the use for film reviews of
people with no previous history of TV appearance, was perhaps the
single most problematic aspect of Visions: Cinema. Both people within
Channel 4 and a wide range of acquaintances of the production group all
objected to the 'uncomfortable' or 'unprofessional' nature of the pres-
entation, particularly by people presenting their opinions in direct
address. While some of this was an objection to the opinions themselves,
rather than the presentation, it has revealed a problem that is perhaps
more acute in British TV than elsewhere. There is a very narrow band of
speech pattern and body language that is acceptable on British TV.
Objections to this tend to be voiced in terms of 'the audience', as in 'I
don't think it makes the audience feel at home'. This ascription of per-
sonal opinions to a generalised concept of'the audience' reveals a funda-
mental set of assumptions on which British TV operates, assumptions
that I did not deal with to any significant extent in Visible Fictions.

Our adoption of the mode of the 'arts programme', together with this
perceived problem with voice and presentation, the result of a policy of
giving access to a group of intellectuals hitherto virtually disenfran-
chised by TV, has tended to put Visions: Cinema into the small group of
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programmes on Channel 4 that are perceived by progressive critics as
somehow being 'experimental*. This was not uppermost in our inten-
tions in proposing and constructing the programmes: the main intention
was to be different from the existing coverage of cinema, a task which
seemed easy enough until we tried to do it. Such a designation is flatter-
ing enough for us, but worrying for Channel 4. It means that the expec-
ted 'experimentation' in programme-making has not been as general
within the Channel's output as many had initially expected. But this
designation of our programmes has also tended to block off constructive
critical comment from within what the BFI refer to as 'the film culture'.
One particular aspect of our programme strategy seems to me to be open
to criticism. This is a tendency towards exoticism, towards treating the
chosen aspects of world cinema as some kind of weird sideshow in the
patronising way that is familiar from the more crass forms of anthropol-
ogical documentary, or news report about the Third World. Apparently
endemic to the conventional procedures of TV, this exoticism involves a
representational structure in which the viewer's gaze is delegated to the
TV institution, thus setting up a strong sense of the home over and
against what is outside it.

45

A tendency towards
exoticism? Chinese
director Sun Yu.

The only solution that we have been able to adopt is a reformist one, of
taking this exoticist attitude to a new and more compromised level, com-
pared to other arts programmes.2 Serious writers who have a wide know-
ledge of a particular area have been central to the programmes since their
conception. Interviews have been subtitled rather than dubbed wherever
possible, and subtitling has been one of the special skills that has been
acquired by the production team. Voice-overs have been provided by the
reporters themselves, or occasionally by actors using the appropriate
accent, a process which itself can easily decline into the patronising. But
the problem of exoticism in TV coverage of the Third World in particu-
lar seems to have no clear solution, unlike some of the more mundane

Given the almost
total concentration
of TV arts
programmes on
European high-
culture, perhaps
the mere fact r"
showing
something
different is a
progressive
gesture.
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46 aspects of TV production. Whether any result will be deemed 'accept-
able to the audience' is quite another question.

Channel 4: Two Structural Problems

Two major problems have emerged in our dealings with Channel 4.
They are not problems that are the result of any particular personalities,
as our relations with individuals within the Channel have in almost all
cases been amicable. They are structural: one is the particular problem
of Channel 4, the impossibility for programme-makers to initiate or
undertake any real planning in relation to the Channel. The other is a
problem that the Channel has inherited from TV culture as a whole, the
concept of 'the audience'.

The structure of Channel 4, divided between peripheral independent
production and central commissioning and scheduling, initially pro-
vided acute problems. In the early weeks, it was impossible to find out
more than a week in advance what time a programme would be transmit-
ted, how long it should be, and whether it should be constructed with
any commercial breaks. Planning of the commissioned series as a whole
was clearly impossible. Beyond two decisions (to devote a large section of
the budget to the Far East shoot; to spend very little on the initial pro-
grammes since they were to be made so hurriedly) we were, like the
Channel itself, planning only six to eight weeks ahead. Such insanely
short lead times are a thing of the past now; our next project accepted for
Visions: Cinema is a series of six single-item programmes for broadcast in
February and March 1984, whose planning began in July 1982. This
lead time seemed luxuriously long, until our initial research on a pro-
posed programme on Luis Bunuel discovered that an Arena project on
his later films for the same date had already been in research for 18
months.

In a wider sense, planning is difficult if not impossible. There is no
link between the scheduling of feature films and the Visions: Cinema pro-
gramme, except on very rare occasions. Usually, feature films are sche-
duled late in the development of schedules, about four weeks before
transmission. No one agency within the Channel is responsible for
scheduling films. As a result, the seasons of films that do exist go unre-
marked, like the 'Gathering Storm' which grouped on Saturday after-
noons virtually all the Hollywood films made about the development of
Fascism in Europe (e.g. Borzage's Three Comrades), and some rarities
from the war itself, like Curtiz's Mission to Moscow, complete with pro-
logue by the US Ambassador to Moscow. There is no mechanism for
providing the producers of cinema programmes with advance informa-
tion of films scheduled, or even of films bought. There have been two
exceptions: the season of three Godard films accompanying our screen-
ing of Godard's tape on Passion, and our programme about Bombay
cinema, solicited by the Channel to support the screening of several
Hindi films.
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Supportive
programming: a clip
from the Indian film
Pakeezah.
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In a wider sense, too, planning is very difficult. The change in the atti-
tude towards commissioning has aggravated the uncertainty under
which independent suppliers are working. There is no assurance that
any particular company will be responsible for the bulk of the Channel's
cinema coverage after April 1984, let alone that Large Door will con-
tinue to be in this position. Given the long time that it took to establish a
relationship of mutual information between Large Door and the Ameri-
can major film distributors, this will create even greater planning diffi-
culties. Any element of topicality in the Channel's cinema coverage
(already attenuated) could be lost, as there is no agency within the Chan-
nel that could provide this co-ordination. The failure to plan coverage
and to co-ordinate different programme areas is perhaps the greatest
problem in the current way that Channel 4 works. As the Channel de-
prives itself of such a possibility, independent suppliers are left in an
even more difficult position.

Channel 4's other structural difficulty is with the concept of 'audi-
ence'. The central contradiction inherent in the Channel's funding may
have precipitated this situation, but it is surprising, given the Channel's
initial commitment to conceiving the question anew, that so much of the
conventional attitude towards the conception has been incorporated in
its ways of working. For 'audience' is a profoundly ideological concept,
that has very little to do with what viewers are doing or how they are
interpellated. Broadcasting institutions are not concerned with
'viewers', but they are with 'audience'. Viewers are individuals, people
who use TV within their domestic and group social contexts. Viewers are
the few people who ring in to the duty officer, or write to the broad-
casters or to newspapers, expressing their opinions. Viewers record pro-
grammes on VCRs3 and use them later, pausing or replaying when atten-
tion wanders, shuttling forward when interest fades. Audiences, how-
ever, do not have these irritating characteristics. Audiences are bulk ag-

5 Some recent
research shows
that about 30% of
British households
with TV sets now
have video cassette
recorders. Yet
home taping of
broadcast TV
appears only as a
marginal and
unquantifiable
factor in viewing
figures.
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glomerations created by statistical research. They have no voices and the
most basic of characteristics, they 'belong' to income groups and are
endowed with a few broad educational and cultural features. Audiences
do not use TV, they watch it and consume it. Broadcasting institutions
do not seek viewers, they seek audiences. The concept of the viewer is
one that expresses the complexity of potential uses of broadcast TV and
of the social roles that TV performs. The concept of audience measures
the merest surface layer of this process, the number of TV sets switched
to a particular channel at a particular time. It then extrapolates the
number of viewers who should or might be watching that set.

'Audience' is an ideological concept in the crudest sense of the word. It
tells very little about the object supposedly analysed by it, but it certainly
has effects. The concept of audience governs what viewers are given to
use on their TV sets, or to tape on their VCRs. It governs the broad out-
lines of the policies of broadcasting institutions, as well as the details of
their implementation. Audience is a concept that is spreading its influ-
ence even as the activities of viewers are increasingly at odds with it. It
has reached even into those areas that have traditionally been protected
from it. It defines the terrain on which Channel 4 is working, a terrain
that is hostile to the initial aims of the Channel.

Historically, as everyone knows, the concept of audience originated
with TV broadcasting that depended for its operating revenues and pro-
fits on the sale of advertising space. Audience defined to the satisfac-
tion of advertising agencies the spread and effectivity of the space in
which the advertising occurred. Initially, simple numbers (in millions)
would suffice, then a number of demographic factors were introduced to
specify income group, predominant spending patterns, other leisure
consumption, within those millions. More sophisticated and detailed
gathering of figures claimed to be able to represent the pattern of view-
ing within programmes (whether a programme 'sustains' its audience),
and the movement of audiences from one part of a schedule to another
(whether a programme 'inherits' an audience or is able to 'hand it on').
Figures are nowadays provided in a regional breakdown, and expressed
in terms of millions or of percentages of the total audience.

The early use of the ideology of audience and its accompanying stat-
istical detailing took place within a fairly closed circle: audience figures
were used to justify the flow of cash from one institution to another,
from corporate advertiser to advertising agency to broadcasting institu-
tion to programme-making department. Perhaps there is a certain primi-
tive poetry in millions of people being used to justify the expenditure of
millions of pounds, a poetry expressed in the current cliche of industry
claims that TV 'delivers' audiences to advertisers. Yet certainly within
British broadcasting, and probably in virtually any other country with
developed broadcasting, the ideology of audience was historically just
one among several. Notions of public service broadcasting, of cultural
uplift and public education; the suspicion of the effects of 'too much'
advertising (or too much TV); the need for governments to communicate
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their decisions to their subjects, all of these were equally operative
ideologies within broadcasting. To some extent, they still are. In recent
years, however, the ideology of'audience' has been able to colonise these
other ideologies. Crucially for Britain, the BBC has spent the last ten
years quantifying their^commitment to public broadcasting. The deci-
sion by BBC executives to enter into a 'ratings war' with ITV can now be
seen to have had this effect. The initial justification for the BBC's
acceptance of the audience rating figure was a purely financial and politi-
cal calculation. Executives announced, 'Philosophically, we would be
unable to justify the continuance of the licence fee system if our share of
the audience was less than one third.' This was a tactical decision to
defend the whole space of the BBC's multitudinous programme-making
endeavours by launching a calculated 'mass' entertainment raft to sup-
port them. A decade later, the measure of the effectivity of a BBC pro-
gramme is the audience numbers it gets, and the profile of that audience.
No more is the diffuse and irredeemably middle-class notion of audience
uplift mobilised to defend a particular programme. Nowadays, judge-
ments of quality are delivered somewhat nervously or assertively, and
backed up with a confident quotation of audience figures: 'I think it was
a good programme, really... and it got two million.' Public service
broadcasting is now judged in terms of how many of the public were
served.4

The ideology of audience reigns supreme. The statistical apparatus
that supports it is massive compared to the information that is routinely
gathered in relation to other institutions of representation (cinema or
magazines for instance). However, it is woefully inadequate in relation to
the magnitude of its task and to the importance of the political arena in
which those statistics are used. The statistics are being asked to do the
impossible, to prove the validity of scheduling decisions, the quality and
construction of programmes, the future of genres of programme-making,
the size of budgets, the shape and bias of news. It's all rather a lot for a
basic sample of 7000 sets to carry.

The fundamental assumptions about the TV audience which batten
onto this statistical information are that the audience is a mass grouping,
easily bored and irredeemably generalist in its outlook. For Channel 4,
where this seems to be the operative assumption of many of the staff,
such an idea creates particular problems. It imposes the regime of
address that I began to describe in Visible Fictions: the presentation of
images and sounds that are already rendered intelligible to the glance of a
viewer whose interest is not necessarily very great. The viewer is con-
structed by the programme and its strategies of direct address as the
'ordinary citizen', separate from the world of problems and spectacles
that are brought into their home. Channel 4's commitment to providing
programmes for minorities and from minorities cuts right across this
definition. The most painful point of conflict between these two concep-
tions occurs with the Tuesday late-evening slot devoted to ethnic minori-
ties.5
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4 Alasdair Milne,
BBC Director
General, on the
Corporation's
Direct Broadcast
Satellite plans: 'It
will be available to
everyone who pays
for it, and this
possibility of
universality gives
it a public service
ring.' The
Guardian, July 25,
1983.

5 PaulGilroy's
analysis of the
same programmes,
'C4-Bridgehead
or Bantustan?',
Screen, July-
October 1983, vol
24 nos 4-5, is
based around the
assumption that
the programmes
try to address both
a general and a
specific audience.
Perhaps my
analytic tendencies
take me in the
direction of a
formalist approach
to this problem.
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5 0 Alternative Tuesdays at around 11pm are devoted to magazine pro-
grammes with studio links: Eastern Eye (whose eye looks no further East
than the Indian sub-continent) and Black on Black. Though different
enough in some ways, both are produced by one of the major.ITCA com-
panies (London Weekend), and both exemplify Channel 4's problems of
address to their presumed audience. For both programmes have a highly
defined minority audience, identifiable by both race and culture, and
politically organised around these identities. However, these pro-
grammes do not adopt the voices of those minorities. They do not speak
from their culture to their culture. Instead, their presenters and
reporters act out the attitudes and styles of conventional TV current
affairs. Occasionally, nervously, they drop in an 'ethnic' reference,
usually in the form of a joke, using an isolated word of patois or of Hindi.
The sole exception is Black on Black's comic, Victor Romero Evans,
whose scripted monologue is very close to incomprehensibility for this
standard English speaker. It comes as a joyful moment of cultural asser-
tion, often with a heavy left-wing political message, yet it is also a poig-
nant moment: one stand-up comic adrift in a sea of TV comprehen-
sibility. For both programmes have been constructed far the general TV
audience, not only as accessible to that audience but as addressed to
them. For viewers from the majority ethnic group in Britain, Eastern
Eye and Black on Black do not give the feeling of being an interloper,
watching something intended for other people. These two Channel 4
programmes assume a general audience, rather than speaking from a cul-
ture to that culture.

The results for the programmes and their potential are devastating.
Eastern Eye is known in the Asian community as 'Eastern Spy'. The
ability of the programmes to undertake investigative reporting is
severely compromised because they are addressed to the general TV
audience. They are talking about a community to outsiders: their des-
cription of the occasional dubious Asian businessman thus is seen as a
betrayal of a community's good image to the predominantly hostile
British culture, rather than as a useful piece of TV journalism.

Black on Black and Eastern Eye are the most acute examples of the
problems that the general TV ideology of 'audience' constructs for
Channel 4 programmes. For Visions: Cinema, the concept of audience
has been used to launch specific criticisms of the programmes' address,
particularly in its use of non-standard voices, or of'amateurish' presen-
ters. It has also supported the occasional criticism that the programme is
'boring' or 'too serious', too preoccupied with questions of context and
financial structure^and not enough with conveying a sense of entertain-
ment.

In all of these criticisms, the audience who are adduced are always
other people: the particular viewer proposing the criticism never admits
that it is based on her or his own TV viewing habits and assumptions.
The 'audience' is other people, other people who watch the programme
while it is transmitted, rather than as an off-air recording; other people
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who abhor complexity; other people who invariably use TV (even the
marginal, late-night TV of the Visions: Cinema slot) as a source of enter-
tainment spiced with information.

The whole use of the concept of 'audience', the dependence on the
statistics, mark the real isolation of broadcasters from their viewers.
There is no other medium in which practitioners know so little about the
conditions of consumption of their work, or of how it is used. The direct
contacts, via duty officer logs or letters, are too random (i.e. too moti-
vated) to create such a feeling. Making TV programmes carries a real
sense of firing something off into the void. In such a context, some pro-
gramme-makers argue that the concept of'audience' provides a brake on
the aspirations of some of their number (usually identified with the arts
programmes) to make wilfully 'self-indulgent' programmes, whatever
that term might mean. However, Channel 4 was intended to be a differ-
ent kind of TV channel from those which are dominated by such crass
assumptions. More than anything else, it needs a means of circumvent-
ing the assumptions about 'audience' by reaching out towards its
viewers. This would be far more than the current, underfunded, educa-
tional outreach, which consists almost entirely of leaflets following up
specific programmes (e.g. Visions: Cinema on Godard and Hong Kong
cinema), and of See 4, a quarterly paper addressed to teachers.

Contact can only come when viewers become organised, so that the
current gripes that every TV viewer has can be articulated into useful
criticisms. Channel 4 has not developed such an organisation. Its timid
attempts to dip a toe in the water stirred up such a storm of criticism that
they are not likely to be repeated. Perhaps the Channel 4 Users' Group5

will be able to provide a form in which shouting at the TV, or switching
it off, are not the only forms of criticism open to viewers.

Channel 4 was set up amid many brave statements about the need for
changes in TV's attitudes towards its audience. It was perhaps inevitable
that many of these should be forgotten during the long and difficult task
of establishing this new broadcasting agency. Certainly the relative suc-
cess of this latter aspect of the Channel 4 enterprise was thrown sharply
into focus by the drastic organisational failure that overtook TV-AM in
its early weeks during Spring 1983. TV-AM's task of setting up com-
mercial breakfast-time TV was by no means as complex as Channel 4's,
either. However, I am still surprised that Channel 4 has not been more
able to shift the established conceptions of the TV audience. There has
been no campaign by the Channel itself to do so, and the relationships
that have developed between the Channel and its independent suppliers
have made it almost impossible for them to undertake such a campaign,
if they even want to. Yet this campaign is one of the most urgent tasks in
the coming struggle to prevent Channel 4 from becoming ITV 2.

6 The Channel 4
Users' Group can
be contacted at 9
Poland Street,
London Wl.
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