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What impact has television had on political culture and the available 
terms for citizenship, and in what ways have political factors affected 
its own terms and practices? How enhancing or deleterious to public 
and to private life have been the various invitations to knowledge and 
pleasure it has brought into homes across the world? Does television 
finally work to consolidate or to change the established political and 
social order?

These questions have been asked regularly, often in very different 
ways, for over fifty years. They have received a range of answers, 
varying in character from the highly theoretical to the densely em-
pirical and in tone from the cautiously optimistic to the despairing. 
Since in most countries television is no longer a new medium, these 
questions have acquired a historical dimension, it being necessary to 
see television across its different phases of national and international 
development in order to get close to any kind of meaningful answers.

Partly as a result of difficulties in transnational accessibility, 
including at the level of language as well as of terrestrial broadcast 
technology, the self-evident usefulness of comparative approaches 
to pursuing such enquiries has only quite recently been followed 
through into sustained study that goes beyond matters of documented 
official policy. The strong tendency has been towards tightly framed 
research into national settings, stopping firmly at national borders, 
although comparative work extending to history, scheduling, generic 
range, textual form and even audiences is now being undertaken more 
widely. That said, writing from the USA continues to dominate the 
international field, often working with ideas of ‘television in general’ 
entirely generated from the American experience. The relative homo-
geneity of television within these accounts, and the ‘problems’ thought 
to be raised by it, have often worked to limit full recognition of the 
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variability of the medium across its many different national contexts. 
This variability is not just a matter of programmes and schedules but 
also of television’s core political and social character, in what are often 
sharply distinctive settings of production, circulation and viewing.

The chapters in this book are part of an original exercise in ex-
tending the range, intellectually and geographically, of comparative 
enquiry, providing a focus on national television systems previously 
neglected in mainstream scholarship. 

The book does well to give emphasis to that most slippery of 
 categories, ‘the popular’. Often providing, according to perspective, an 
easy validation or an easy dismissal of cultural products, the term is 
placed awkwardly across one of the central fault-lines in modernity – 
that between, on the one hand, the dynamics of market production and 
consumption, and, on the other, the values and practices of democ-
racy. How can one be against the ‘popular’ without being against 
‘the people’? But who defines ‘the popular’? Within what contexts of 
econ omic and cultural inequality and systems of cultural provision is 
it measured and placed against its ‘other’ (the ‘unpopular’? the ‘elite’? 
the ‘high’? the ‘serious’?). Media and cultural research has had a tend-
ency to be more than a little ambivalent on these questions, rightly 
wanting to distance itself from the resoundingly negative verdicts 
offered by earlier ‘mass society’ critics of the ‘culture industry’, at the 
same time as being reluctant to endorse without heavy qualification 
the benefits of ‘consumption’, ‘choice’ and a postmodern relativism 
around matters of value.

Another key term identified by the editor in his Introduction is 
‘control’, the often explicit character of which in totalitarian  societies 
makes for an illuminating contrast with its stealthier and more covert 
forms in many systems which are formally democracies. As many 
chapters document, television can be assumed to be exerting a con-
trolling influence on political and social perceptions when in fact the 
evidence suggests a far less efficient process, one subject to audience 
scepticism, comic subversion and contestation. At the same time, 
television can be regarded as a champion of liberty when it is, in fact, 
quietly working to set limits and discourage questioning. More so than 
the media which preceded it, television has always had an element of 
the suspect, if not the sinister, at work in its public image, an element 
which in part follows from its implantation within the home (when 
compared with cinema), its offer to show the world rather than 
 describe it (compared with radio) and its use of time (time which, it is 
judged, might otherwise be spent more ‘profitably’). Its dual character 
as both a major medium of public information and a principal agency 
of popular entertainment has contributed to aesthetic and generic 
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diversity, with the functions of knowledge and diversion sometimes 
carried out within the same format, whether explicitly or otherwise. 
Successful inter-generic hybrids are often the focus of evaluative 
dispute (‘reality television’ is the obvious example across the last two 
decades). There is another duality at work too. Television is a major 
agency of collective feeling, of membership, as many of the chapters 
here variously show, but it has also been in many countries a route 
for the development of stronger currents of individualism. The inter-
play between the two, within different kinds of format and mode of 
address, continues to be significant.

This innovative collection promises to extend our understanding of 
national television systems previously neglected by English language 
research. By the diversity of the comparative points of reference it 
offers, it will also provoke further questions regarding those systems 
which we think we know about.
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