Technology/Form
An Introduction to Media and
Cultural Studies
Kyle Conway

University of North Dakota Communication Program
Grand Forks, North Dakota

Published by:
University of North Dakota
Communication Program
221 Centennial Drive Stop 7169
Grand Forks, ND 58202

© 2009, 2012 by Kyle Conway
First edition, Fall 2009
Second edition, Spring 2010
Third edition, Fall 2012

This book was created using open-source software from NeoOffice, LibreOffice, and
OpenOffice.org. It is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution, Noncommercial, Share Alike 3.0 Unported License. Not-for-profit uses and derivative
works are permitted with attribution as long as such works are protected under the
same licensing terms. See creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/ for exact
terms and conditions.
The image in Figure 4.1 on p. 49 belongs to the public domain because it was first
published before 1923. It was taken from Wikipedia Commons (commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/Main_Page).

Table of Contents
Introduction

3

Chap. 1: Violence in Movies and Sex on TV, or, Why Method Matters 5
1.1. Method and its questions
6
1.2. Humanities and communication
8
1.3. The circuit model for media study
11
1.4. Media as technology, media as cultural form
16
1.5. Conclusion: Why cultural studies?
19
Chap. 2: Does the “Tube” in YouTube Mean “TV”?
2.1. The United States and the modern era
2.2. Television’s predecessor technologies
2.3. Television, finally
2.4. Conclusion: so, is YouTube TV?

20
21
24
26
29

Chap. 3: Who Is “the Public,” and What Does “the Public” Want?
3.1. Public service broadcasting
3.2. Early commercial broadcasting in the United States
3.3. The birth of network broadcasting
3.4. Conclusion: the many meanings of “the public”

32
33
35
39
43

Chap. 4: Is Arrested Development a Sitcom or Not?
4.1. Raymond Williams comes to America
4.2. So what was new about TV?
4.3. How does newness come about?
4.4. Imitation and innovation
4.5. Conclusion: Arrested Development and sitcoms

46
47
51
53
55
58

Chap. 5: How Does Your Television Flow?
5.1. The principles of televisual flow
5.2. The strategies of televisual flow
5.3. Flow in the digital era
5.4. Conclusion: television in a post-flow world

61
62
65
68
70

Chap. 6: Is TV Still...TV?
6.1. What television’s shifts look like
6.2. The changing television season
6.3. Hulu and Netflix
6.4. Battleground and Lilyhammer
6.5. Conclusion: Is TV still TV?

72
73
76
78
80
81

Chap. 7: If Television Weren’t TV, What Would It Be?
7.1. When cable was new
7.2. The technology of participatory media
7.3. Public access cable
7.4. Online video: today’s public access?
7.5. Challenges facing alternative media
7.6. Conclusion: technology/form

83
84
87
89
91
93
95

References

97

Keyword index

100

Introduction
In 1974, British literary scholar Raymond Williams published a book
called Television: Technology and Cultural Form. I am a big fan of this book —
it asks the questions about television that I find most interesting, and it
provides a guide for studying other media technologies and the uses to
which we put them. However, much to my dismay, Williams’s book doesn’t
work well as an introductory text — it’s written for academics, not firstand second-year college students, and it’s more than twenty-five years old.
Hence the book you hold in your hands (or read on your screen). I
have tried to reinterpret Williams’s text for the twenty-first century. I have
worked to maintain his incisive, cultural studies-inflected approach to television, but I offer new examples, drawing on reference points that I hope
my students will more easily recognize. My goal has been to produce a
textbook, rather than an academic monograph.
In contrast to Williams’s book, the focus here is squarely on the media
systems in the United States. (Williams wrote about both the United States
and Great Britain.) Comparisons with other countries serve the purpose of
illustrating points about U.S. media. Also in contrast to Williams, I consider not only television, but what television has become as boundaries
between formerly distinct media technologies (and their consequent uses)
have broken down. If it was ever possible to isolate a medium called “television,” it is impossible now. I believe that Williams suggests this, although
not explicitly, in his distinction between technology and cultural form. This
book carries that suggestion through to one of its logical conclusions.
One important concession with regard to the analysis in this book: it is
frequently schematic, describing binary categories where it would be more
appropriate to see two ends of a spectrum. My goal has been accessibility:
I want to give first- and second-year college students tools to use when analyzing media and their various institutions. Careful readers, however, will
3
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discover that the closer they examine the phenomena I describe, the less
these apparently clear-cut distinctions hold up. This is not a problem. In
fact, it is the means by which I’ve always made progress in my own academic career — I work to clarify how systems work, and then I put my
assumptions constantly to the test.
Finally, I want to thank Prof. Michele Hilmes of the University of
Wisconsin-Madison, Prof. Shanti Kumar of the University of Texas at
Austin, and Prof. Caryn Murphy of the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh,
whose lectures on television studies have had an important influence on
my own lectures and, consequently, this book.
Grand Forks, Summer 2009
Introduction to the Fall 2012 edition
I want to thank the students who have provided me with feedback in the
classes where I have used this text since I first wrote it. Because of their
probing questions, I have added a new chapter (what is now chapter 6)
about contemporary television and convergence. Whereas the chapters of
the first version of this text followed Williams’s chapters in their organization and themes, this new chapter does not. But it was necessary and, I
hope, it asks questions that Williams would have asked.
Grand Forks, Summer 2012
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Violence in Movies and Sex on TV,
or, Why Method Matters
The beginning of the cartoon Family Guy is unintentionally profound, or
perhaps merely ironic. Lois Griffin, the long-suffering wife of Peter Griffin,
is seated at a piano, facing what would be the camera if this weren’t an
animated series. She sings, “It seems today that all you see is violence in
movies and sex on TV.” Her husband chimes in, adding, “But where are
those good ol’ fashioned values on which we used to rely?” When the song
ends and the episode begins, we viewers are treated to a half hour of violence and sex, not to mention babies with plans for world-domination, talking dogs, and probably puking.
So what about that violence and sex? Seth MacFarlane, the program’s
creator, is well known for his satire and his desire to push the limits of what
we see on TV (Newman, 1999). These opening shots are clearly an
homage to All in the Family, a thematically similar series from the 1970s created by Norman Lear, who was also known for pushing boundaries. All in
the Family featured Archie Bunker, the loud-mouthed, bigoted, but ultimately sympathetic patriarch of a misfit family in Queens, New York. The
targets of Archie’s prejudice included almost everyone, and he constantly
argued with his hippie son-in-law, Michael, about the political issues of the
day. The show used humor to address racism, sexism, and other heady
issues, and it kept viewers coming back week after week.
Family Guy’s sex and violence appear to fulfill a similar function. They
are over-the-top, which is what makes them funny, and their humor makes
it difficult to take them at face value. Lois and Peter might complain about
the loss of those “good ol’ fashioned values,” but they certainly don’t
uphold them. Instead, they mock them, and we watch and laugh, and
when the show is over, we move on to the next program.
5
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So why do we laugh? Violence in the United States is a serious issue.
Numerous studies, one of which is discussed below, have demonstrated a
link between violence on TV and violent or antisocial behavior. We constantly receive messages from the media or from teachers or — worse yet!
— college professors about the dangers of watching TV. And yet, we
watch anyway, and we typically don’t go and act out the violence that we
see. Perhaps we laugh at Family Guy because it has picked up on a certain
incongruity, a mismatch between the message we receive — “violence on
TV is bad!” — and our own experience of watching TV. Family Guy is
mocking this contradiction and the apparent hypocrisy that it seems to
cover up.
Is there a way to reconcile this contradiction? Does the contradiction
itself tell us something about contemporary U.S. society? These are the
some of the questions that animate contemporary television studies. They
are essentially questions of method, or the approach scholars take to
describe the role of some object of study — in this case, television — in
society. This book will offer one set of answers to these questions, one that
derives from the academic field of cultural studies. It will defend this
method (which will be called the “circuit model for media studies”) and the
set of answers it yields, but it will also describe this method’s weaknesses
compared to competing methods.
But we’re getting ahead of ourselves here. First, we must ask — what
is method? Why is it important? Why should we care?

1.1 Method and its questions
Method, as the introduction mentioned, is the approach scholars take in
describing the role of some object of study in society. It comprises a set of
assumptions about which aspects of the object are important and which
are not. It’s shaped by another set of assumptions about what constitutes
cause and effect. To describe a method is to produce a series of questions
that are meant to provide insight into the nature of the object, insight with
explanatory power that helps us understand the world in a new, more thorough way.
In Television: Technology and Cultural Form, the book from 1974 on which
this text is based, Raymond Williams lays out a long list of methodological
assumptions that scholars before him had used, but that he finds lacking or

Technology/Form

7

problematic. Scholars in the 1960s were asking questions along the lines of
the one that opens this chapter — does violence on television cause viewers to behave in violent ways? “The ordinary assumption,” he writes,
“seems to run: ‘this society discourages violent behaviour; violent behaviour is constantly represented and reported on television; we need to
study its effects on people’” (1974, p. 117). Or, as the authors of a more
recent article ask, “First, is there a causal relationship between violent television viewing and aggressive or antisocial behavior in everyday life?
Second, what is the magnitude of effect?” (Paik & Comstock, 1994, p.
517).
The methods researchers have used to investigate these questions grow
largely out of the social sciences, or those branches of knowledge such
as psychology or sociology that apply the scientific method to social phenomena. The scientific method is an approach where researchers test a
hypothesis by controlling the different variables in an experiment in order
to see whether one has more of an effect on the observed outcome than
the others. Social scientists have typically focused on a stimulus (such as
television violence) and the response it produces (such as violent or antisocial behavior). Because they are interested in observable phenomena,
their epistemology, or their assumptions about what constitutes knowledge, could be classified as empiricist, or grounded in experience and
observation. This observation can take many forms — we can observe an
experiment in a laboratory setting, or we can gather results from a survey
and test our hypothesis through statistical analysis. One of the strengths of
this type of research that it produces results that have predictive value,
meaning that we can say with confidence that if the initial conditions are
reproduced, the outcome of an experiment should be more or less the
same. This ability to predict future outcomes is especially valuable to
people who make laws and enact governmental policy.
Taken at face value, then, these questions seem relatively easy to
investigate. If we want to determine the effects of television violence on
viewers, we might design an experiment. We could, for instance, visit an
elementary school (with the teachers’ and parents’ permission, of course)
and show the children a cartoon. Half the children would see a cartoon
about a happy cat. The other half would see a cartoon about a cat and a
mouse where the cat chases the mouse and the mouse inflicts some gruesome death upon the cat. (Tom & Jerry from the 1940s is the archetypal
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cartoon of this variety, albeit without the gruesome death. The Simpsons’s
cartoon-within-a-cartoon, Itchy & Scratchy, is a send-up of Tom & Jerry and
might be better known today.) To test our hypothesis that seeing violence
causes children to act out inappropriately, we would bring toys shaped like
the cat and the mouse. We would observe the kids after they watched the
program to see if they reenacted what they’d just seen. If the half that saw
the violent cartoon reenacted it with the toys, then case closed, right? We
could conclude that the television program — the stimulus — caused the
children’s violent behavior — the response. Such a conclusion would be
consistent with that of the article mentioned above, whose authors compare a wide range of surveys, laboratory experiments, and field experiments. “When aggressive behavior and its measurement are taken into
account,” they write, “the magnitude of effect is largest when the antisocial behavior is measured as aggression toward an object and smallest
when it is measured as criminal violence against a person” (Paik & Comstock, 1994, p. 531). In other words, people who see violence on TV are
more likely to act violently toward an object such as a toy, but not as likely
to turn into a hardened criminal.
The problem, according to Williams, is precisely the fact that we’re
taking these questions at face value. The violence that we’re concerned
with is only one type of violence. Specifically, it is unauthorized violence, as
opposed to the socially and culturally sanctioned violence performed, for
instance, by the military or the police (1974, p. 117). We probably wouldn’t
ask, for instance, whether violence on TV causes police officers to act more
violently when apprehending people suspected of a crime. So why are we
preoccupied with one form of violence over another?
Williams’s point is not that we should change our focus and consider
whether TV causes other types of violence, or that we should disregard the
“unauthorized” violence that has been the main focus of academic
research. Rather, his point is that we should question the assumptions
behind the research we do and the observations we make. So how would
we do that?

1.2 Humanities and communication
The method that Williams proposes as an alternative to social science
derives from a field called cultural studies, whose roots are in the human-
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Figure 1.1. Social scientific and humanities/cultural studies approaches to research in
communication.
ities, or those branches of knowledge such as literary studies that are concerned not with stimuli and responses but with questions of meaning.
Instead of the scientific method, cultural studies scholars, like literary
scholars, tend to employ methods that are based in historiography,
meaning that they are concerned with the writing of history, or textual
analysis, meaning that they are concerned with how texts such as television programs produce and transmit meaning. Whereas social science
research is almost exclusively quantitative, where researchers work to
measure and quantify their results, cultural studies research is largely
qualitative, where researchers produce narratives that describe how
something like television has developed and evolved or how people have
put television technology to use. Qualitative research, as a result, is generally not empiricist. Rather, it is materialist, or grounded in an examination of the social or physical conditions — that is, the material conditions
— that shape the meanings that people make of something like a TV program. In contrast to social science research, cultural studies research does
not necessarily have predictive value. Instead, it has explanatory value
— it helps us understand why things are the way they are, but it avoids
making claims about whether conditions observed one place would be
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reproducible in another. The cultural studies approach outlined in the rest
of this chapter has all of these traits — it is a materialist humanities
approach concerned with qualitative historical and textual research whose
value is largely explanatory. We can describe it using a circuit model, and it
has important implications for our understanding of cause and effect in
media studies.
To understand the circuit model, which will be explained in more
depth below, it is useful to reconsider the example of violence on television. A cultural studies approach to this question would begin with Williams’s questions laid out above. What is the meaning of specific types of
violence (say, violent criminal activity) as opposed to other types of violence (say, police enforcement of laws)? It might seem like a silly or idle
question, but it’s not. It’s not difficult, for instance, to think of situations in
which the same act of law enforcement could be interpreted differently by
people coming from different cultural or social backgrounds. In 1991, for
instance, Los Angeles motorist Rodney King was pulled over and dragged
out of his car by members of the Los Angeles police department. The
police officers were caught on tape hitting King repeatedly. When they
stood trial in 1992 for the use of excessive force, the jury acquitted them.
The jury members’ interpretation of this act of violence, namely that it
was not inappropriate, was very different from the interpretation of the
largely Black communities of South Central Los Angeles, who took to the
streets in violent protest when the acquittal was announced.
A cultural studies approach, then, takes into account the social and
cultural context shaping how different people make sense of events or
texts. In the case of the Rodney King video, for example, the jurors, ten of
whom were White, had the context of the trial itself, including the defense
attorney’s frame-by-frame analysis of the video footage. The largely Black
communities of South Central Los Angeles did not share this context.
Instead, they had the video without the frame-by-frame analysis, as well as
the wide-spread perception that the Los Angeles Police Department had
long treated them in a discriminatory manner. Within this context, the
video was damning evidence, and the officers’ acquittal appeared to be a
miscarriage of justice. Same text, which is to say, same video, but very different understandings of what that text meant.
This cultural studies approach, with its emphasis on how people make
meaning within the social and cultural context surrounding them, can help
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us make sense of less serious issues, too, such as why the producers of Family Guy can get away with so much sex and violence. Viewers are savvy and
can distinguish between baby Stewie’s attempts to take over the world on
Family Guy and the home video of a man being beaten on the Los Angeles
freeway. More important, the producers of the program know that their
viewers are savvy and will read Family Guy ironically, which is to say, as
meaning something other than its literal, surface meaning. Producers feel
that they can get away with their over-the-top humor because viewers will
recognize it as a critique: we viewers read the sexist, racist, or otherwise
“unacceptable” humor as a critique of sexism, racism, or whatever else
might be “unacceptable.” We’re “in” on the joke, so to speak, and that
makes it funny.

1.3 The circuit model for media study
This interaction between producers and viewers — where producers try to
discover viewers’ tastes and preferences in order to create the types of programs they’re likely to watch — is key to understanding the circuit
model for media study, which is illustrated in Figure 1.2.
This model, which derives from Stuart Hall’s (1980) “encoding/decoding” model and has been updated numerous times since
(D’Acci, 2004), draws our attention to three different but related actors in
the production of television programming. There are the producers, who
create programming, the distributors, who deliver it, and the viewers, who
watch or consume it. Figure 1.2 describes the corresponding acts of production, distribution, and reception as stages in a circuit. Two things
make this a circuit. First is the idea that a program moves through each of
the three stages. Second is the idea — and this is key — that the stages are
linked and that producers, distributors, and viewers mutually influence
each other, such as when producers work to discover what viewers like and
adjust their programming accordingly. (Note that the arrows on the diagram point in both directions to indicate this mutual influence.)
Figure 1.2 also describes the types of questions we might ask to understand how a program circulates. For instance, the stage of production is
concerned both with who the producers are (are they professional? amateur? domestic? foreign?) and the type of technology they use (film? digital
video? analog video? computer animation technology?). Similarly, the
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distribution

People: Who distributes
a program? (broadcast
network, cable
company, etc.)
Technology: How do
they distribute it? (over
the air, cable, satellite,
internet, etc.)

production
People: Who makes a
program? (writers,
producers, network
executives, etc.)
Technology: How do they
make it? (film, video,
standard definition, high
definition, etc.)

reception

People: Who are
viewers? (age, sex,
race, geographic
region, affluence, etc.)
Technology: How do
viewers watch TV?
(television, computer,
cable, satellite, etc.)

Figure 1.2. The circuit model for media study, with typical questions to ask when
considering the stages of production, distribution, and reception.
stage of distribution is concerned with who the distributors are (do they
work for a large distribution company? a museum interested in experimental film?) and the technology they use (over-the-air broadcasting?
cable? satellite? DVD? YouTube?). Finally, the stage of reception is concerned with who the viewers are (adults? kids? rich? poor? urban? rural?)
and the technology they use to watch TV (analog? digital? standard definition? high definition?).
Thinking about the mutually dependent stages of the circuit model
can provide explanatory insight into the evolution of a program. Consider
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Fox distributes Family
Guy over the air,
employing an
economic model that
relies on advertising.

production

Fox airs Family Guy in an
effort to attract a young,
male demographic.

reception

Family Guy attracts too
few viewers to sustain
the program.

Figure 1.3. Family Guy, 1999–2001.
the example that opened this chapter, Family Guy. The broadcast network
Fox, like its competitors, was eager to attract the young male demographic
in the late 1990s. Young men are very desirable viewers to advertisers, but
they’re surprisingly fickle. Fox saw Family Guy as a show young men would
be interested in and began carrying it in 1999. By 2001, however, it was
clear that Fox was not attracting a large enough audience to sustain the
show, so the network canceled it. Cartoon Network then picked it up,
where it became a big hit as part of the Adult Swim programming block.
Not only that, but viewers bought more than 2 million copies of the first
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season on DVD. Fox executives realized that they might not be able to use
the show to attract a large audience, but they could attract a loyal audience,
which advertisers find similarly valuable, and in 2005, the network began
carrying the program again.
If we look at this series of events through the lens of the circuit model
for media study, the reasoning behind the decisions by Fox executives
becomes clear. In 1999, they wanted to attract a specific demographic —
young men — and, basing their decision on what they thought young men
wanted to watch, began to carry Family Guy, with its gross-out, over-the-top
humor. (Note the mutual influence between production and reception.)
Fox’s distribution model is that of American broadcast television, which
relies almost exclusively on advertising for revenue. Producers try to anticipate whether the distribution model will work for a specific program.
(Note the mutual influence between production and distribution.) This
model fails, however, when there are too few viewers because advertisers
feel that they aren’t getting their money’s worth. (Note the mutual influence between distribution and reception.) At each stage in the circuit,
people, whether producers, distributors, or viewers, are making decisions
that affect the decisions of everyone else.
When the Cartoon Network began carrying Family Guy in 2002, the
dynamic changed. Like Fox executives, Cartoon Network executives
wanted to reach a young male demographic and saw Family Guy as the
show that could do that. Much like their Fox counterparts, they thought
that young guys wanted to watch gross-out humor. The difference,
however, was the distribution model, which for Cartoon Network was that
of American basic or extended basic cable. Everyone who subscribes to
cable pays a fee for each channel in the basic or extended basic tier. Cable
stations like Cartoon Network receive part of those fees, and they sell
advertising, giving them two sources of revenue. That gives them the ability to be successful without attracting audiences as large as those needed by
broadcast networks like Fox. Thus, as Figure 1.4 shows, the new relationship between the stages of production, distribution, and reception led to
Family Guy’s success.
The success on Cartoon Network had a further impact, this time on
the relationship of Fox to the advertisers that supported the distribution of
its programming. Fox executives knew that advertisers still wanted to sell
stuff to young men, who as a group have a lot of disposable income. They
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Cartoon Network
distributes Family Guy
over cable, employing
a model with more
than one source of
revenue.

production

Cartoon Network airs
Family Guy in an effort to
attract a young, male
demographic.

reception

The audience is large
enough to sustain the
program.

Figure 1.4. Family Guy, 2002–2005.
knew that they could use Family Guy’s success on Cartoon Network, as well
as the program’s success in DVD sales, to convince advertisers that even if
Family Guy’s audience was small, it was loyal, a quality that advertisers
found very desirable. They found this loyalty so desirable, in fact, that they
were willing to take a risk on the program again, and Fox brought Family
Guy back in 2005.
The value of the circuit model, as this example demonstrates, is the
explanatory insight it provides into how the television industry works. The
changes taking place at one stage in the circuit (in this case, the distribution
stage) affect the other stages. We can’t necessarily use the insight provided
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distribution

Fox distributes Family
Guy over the air,
employing an
economic model that
relies on advertising.

production

Fox airs Family Guy
because it attracts a loyal
young, male demographic.

reception

With more loyal
viewers, Fox can
sustain the program.

Figure 1.5. Family Guy, 2005–present.
by this analysis to predict whether, for instance, a new animated gross-out
cartoon would succeed, as might be possible if we were employing social
science methods, but we can come to a deeper understanding of the media
system as it has historically functioned in the United States.

1.4 Media as technology, media as cultural form
By now, one major difference between the assumptions made by social scientists and the assumptions made by cultural studies scholars should be
very clear. On the one hand, social scientists understand cause and effect
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as moving in only one direction: a stimulus acts as a cause, and a response
becomes the effect. Social scientists design experiments, such as the Tom &
Jerry/Itchy & Scratchy experiment described above, to isolate causes and
effects, but they don’t necessarily ask whether, for instance, playing with cat
and mouse toys would cause children to watch more violent TV. On the
other hand, cultural studies scholars take an explicit interest in the feedback mechanisms that shape relationships within a system, such as the producer-distributor-viewer system described by the circuit model for media
study. For them, cause and effect go both ways: with Family Guy, young
male viewers’ fondness for gross-out humor caused Fox to produce a specific program. At the same time, Fox produced a program that it hoped
would cause viewers to watch TV.
This back-and-forth notion of cause and effect has implications that
go beyond whether a specific program succeeds or not. Raymond Williams
argues that if we want to understand the history of a medium, in this case
television, we need a subtle understanding of the interaction between the
technology itself and what we do with it. He makes a fundamental distinction (one from which the title of this textbook derives) between a medium
as technology, or the technological apparatus that makes a medium possible, and the medium as cultural form, or what people do with the technology. “Television as technology,” for instance, refers to everything from
the camera used to shoot a scene, to the film or video tape on which it is
recorded, to the satellite used to distribute the program to cable providers,
to the cable running into our houses, to the boxes sitting in our living
rooms (or our computers on our desks) on which we finally watch our program. “Television as cultural form” refers to the television industry and its
various components, as well as the types or genres of programs that we
watch, not to mention the way we talk about television, such as in a book
like this. (It’s no coincidence the questions posed in Figure 1.2 relate to
technology on the one hand and users on the other — the circuit model is
designed to take the distinction between technology and cultural form into
account.)
Williams proposes this distinction as a way to get around what he
views as a very problematic approach to the history of television. Some
scholars who preceded him saw technology as a cause and social change as
an effect. He summarizes one such argument, which he views as too
simplistic to be useful, in these terms: “Television,” according to the schol-
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ars with whom he disagrees, “was invented as a result of scientific and
technical research. Its inherent properties as an electronic medium altered
our basic perceptions of reality, and thence our relations with each other
and with the world” (1974, p. 5). The argument makes an untenable claim,
he argues — although the world is different after the introduction of television, it’s certainly not the case that it has caused a physiological change in
how we perceive reality!
Other scholars who preceded him saw social change as a cause and
technology as an effect. According to Williams, these scholars, too, had too
simplistic an idea of cause and effect. He summarizes one of their arguments this way: “Television became available as a result of scientific and
technical research, and in its character and uses both served and exploited
the needs of a new kind of large-scale and complex but atomised society”
(1974, p. 6). The “large-scale and complex but atomised society” these
scholars referred to was that of post-Second World War suburbia, when
many people moved out of cities. Often they were moving away from their
extended family, too, and in the resulting isolation, they became “atomised.” The scholars whom Williams criticizes thought that this new social
arrangement brought about the advent of television as people looked for a
form of entertainment that fit their new lifestyle.
As Williams argues, however, the argument according to which social
change causes technological change, just like the argument according to
which technological change causes social change, misses the point: “each
position, though in different ways, has abstracted technology from society”
(1974, p. 7). Instead — and this is the perspective adopted in this textbook
— technology and society mutually influenced each other. The developers
of technologies like television had specific social goals in mind. For
instance, they wanted to find a way to deliver programming to large
groups of viewers who were geographically isolated from each other. In
turn, the new technology they developed made new options available: now
that they had new entertainment and information options, people could
move out to the suburbs, giving developers even more reason to improve
television.
To understand the history of a medium, both as a technology and as a
cultural form, it is necessary to recognize that developers chose to pursue
some paths rather than others as they worked toward the goals they had
identified. For example, the inventors of television could have chosen to
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develop it as a two-way medium, where viewers produce their own programs and send them back to broadcasters rather than act merely as
receivers. They didn’t, and as the final chapter of this textbook illustrates,
it’s a useful exercise to ask why not. We need to understand what motivated them to make one choice over another, and the circuit model for
media study, with everything that it implies about the nature of cause and
effect, is a powerful tool to help us.

1.5 Conclusion: why cultural studies?
This examination of method has revealed a number of things, including
the different assumptions made by social scientific and cultural studies (or
humanities) approaches to media studies. Social science, with its empiricist,
quantitative orientation, offers conclusions that have predictive value,
while cultural studies, with its materialist, qualitative orientation, offers
conclusions that have explanatory value. So why choose cultural studies
over social science, as we do in this textbook?
The answer to this question comes down to an evaluation of what
type of information is the most valuable for the purposes at hand. Neither
social science nor cultural studies are inherently right or wrong. Instead,
they reveal different things about the world. In this textbook, our concern
is to understand information, technology, and social change, an emphasis
that highlights the need to understand and describe dynamic, constantly
changing systems. Cultural studies, as well as the circuit model for media
study, provides a powerful framework to do exactly that.
Television will serve as a case study, but the approaches we employ
are equally applicable to other media technologies and forms. The question of meaning and the question of interaction between the different
stages will be constantly linked, much as they were in the examples featured in this chapter, where producers of Family Guy recognized that their
desired viewers, namely young men, would interpret the violence and overthe-top humor in specific, culturally informed ways. To that end, the next
chapter will explore the implications of the distinction between technology
and form by asking what appears to be a really simple question: what is
TV?

2

Does the “Tube” in YouTube Mean
“TV”?
The question is straightforward enough: is YouTube a form of television?
On the one hand, we frequently treat it that way. We can walk down TV
memory lane by watching our old favorite shows — anytime we want to
watch the theme song from Family Matters or Saved by the Bell, there it is at
our fingertips. We can watch contemporary political events, such as
speeches by the president. For those of us with more obscure tastes, we can
even watch French music videos from the 1980s and 1990s. On the other
hand, YouTube hosts a lot of video that’s unlike anything we’d ever see on
broadcast TV or cable, whether home videos of dachshund puppies or
Kittens, Inspired by Kittens! Does it still count as TV if we can’t actually
watch it on our television sets?
One factor that complicates the question is the technology itself. We
don’t watch YouTube on the sets sitting in our living rooms — we watch it
on our computers. We can stop or start when we like, which hasn’t been
possible on conventional TV until very recently, with the advent of digital
video recorders such as TiVo. However, the screen is smaller, and the
image quality usually poorer. Sound is sometimes iffy, depending on the
source of the show or clip. In other words, the experience of watching
clips on YouTube is qualitatively different from the experience of watching
conventional TV, for reasons related to the stage of reception (where we
watch the clip) and the stage of distribution — YouTube’s distribution
mechanism is the internet, which packages together the information that is
translated into image and sound on our screens in a very different way
from conventional broadcast TV.
The funny thing is we could have said the same for cable television in
the 1980s or satellite TV in the 1990s and 2000s — their distribution tech20
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nologies are very different from what had preceded them. In a strict historical sense, broadcasting as a technology refers to 1) sending out sound
and image 2) by means of radio waves 3) through space 4) for reception by
the general public. Large transmitters send out signals in the form of electromagnetic (or radio) waves. These signals do not need cables or wires to
be transmitted; the electromagnetic spectrum that surrounds us is sufficient. Anyone with a receiver can pick these waves up, and that receiver
will translate the waves back into sound and images. This makes broadcast
technology, which people in the United States rarely use any more to
watch television, different from cable technology, which requires coaxial
cables strung from a cable provider to all subscribers’ houses. Cable technology, in other words, differs from broadcasting technology because it
does not distribute its signal by means of radio waves through space, nor
can the general public receive the signal without paying a subscription fee.
The case is similar for satellite: while it does send its signal out through
electromagnetic spectrum, it is available for reception only by subscribers
and not by the general public.
And yet we would be hard-pressed to deny that cable and satellite are
forms of television, even if they don’t conform to the strict historical definition of broadcasting technology. So what about YouTube? This chapter
begins to answer the question about YouTube’s status as TV by taking a
broad historical approach to the development of television technology. In
this chapter, and in the next, our goal will be to discover why television in
the United States looks the way it does by considering what might have
been alternative forms. Following Raymond Williams, we will ask: why did
the inventors of television develop it as they did? And why did it become a
one-way medium (where viewers can watch but not produce or distribute
their own programming) instead of a two-way medium (where viewers
would be active producers, too)?

2.1 The United States and the modern era
Finding a beginning point when talking about the history of a technology
like television can be rather difficult. We might be tempted to start with the
first television broadcast in January 1926 in London, where researchers
tested a set with thirty lines of resolution. While it was a far cry from the
525 lines that come with standard definition TV in the United States or
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the 1080 lines of high-definition TV, it was at least a start. But is this a
good starting point for talking about the history of television technology?
What about the technology that made that first TV broadcast possible?
Researchers couldn’t have done it without a deep familiarity with radio,
which used the same electromagnetic spectrum to send out signals. Would
radio be the place to start, then? What about the technologies that made
radio possible, electricity and telegraphy in particular?
Williams approaches these questions by observing that many of the
necessary technologies for inventing television, including electricity itself,
as well as telegraphy (the transmission of signals over a line strung from
the sender to the receiver, from the Greek roots tele, meaning “distance,”
and graph, meaning “writing”), telephony (or telephone technology), photography, and “moving pictures,” were already in place well before
developers put them together. The potential for TV was there, but there
was no pressing motivation to invent it: “by comparison with electrical
generation and electrical telegraphy and telephony, there was very little
social investment to bring the scattered work together” (1974, p. 11).
To understand this, it’s useful to consider the social and historical context out of which these technologies developed. The late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries marked the beginning of the “modern era” in the
United States (as well as in Western Europe, where societies were undergoing similar transitions). The end of the nineteenth century (which is to say
from the Civil War up to 1900) was marked in the United States by the
industrial revolution. Before this time, goods were manufactured following
a largely artisanal method, where individual producers specialized in
one type of good, making one item at a time following the specifications of
the buyer. If people needed shoes, they went to a cobbler. If they needed
bread, they went to a baker. The industrial revolution took place when
people began to devise ways to mass produce items. If the goal is to produce a lot of shoes, it’s far more efficient to cut multiple copies of a pattern
out of leather (rather than one at a time) and then sew them together all at
once. Businesspeople following this new industrial model set up factories,
hired workers, and then produced large numbers of goods to sell not only
in the town where they lived, but in the neighboring town, and the one
after that. Buyers no longer interacted directly with the people who produced their goods, instead turning to shops where they had a wide range
of choices.
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late 19th century: industrial revolution and the “massification” of U.S. society
early 20th century:
massive immigration to the United States
increased urbanization
degradation of city life
rise of Progressives as political force
1914–1917: United States adopts an isolationist stance toward conflict in
Europe
Figure 2.1. Timeline of events characterizing the socio-historical context where radio
was developed.
In this way, industrialization represented a “massification” of society — the mass production of goods and the depersonalization of everyday interactions. The era of industrialization in the United States was also
an era of immigration, and those immigrants, along with many people living in rural areas, were moving largely into the country’s urban areas. In
fact, in 1880, more than 70 percent of the population in the United States
lived in rural areas; by 1920, less than 50 percent did (Hilmes, 2002, p. 18).
The consequences of industrialization, immigration, and urbanization
were many. One of the most important was the degradation of city life.
With more and more people living in tight city quarters, filth and disease
were common. Another consequence was that people born in the United
States were coming into more frequent contact with people born elsewhere, who brought with them their “foreign” foods, dress, customs, and
mores. (They were “foreign” only in a relative sense, of course. Many of
the Americans who saw the newcomers as foreign had only come to the
United States a generation or two before. That’s the reason for the quotation marks.) This situation produced a certain anxiety among those Americans who had come over in earlier waves of immigration and who saw the
new immigrants as a threat to “American” identity. After all, the United
States was still a relatively young country, with a tenuous sense of itself.
During the early parts of the twentieth century, Americans were largely
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isolationist, not wanting to involve themselves in the affairs of others, going
so far even as to sit out the first part of the First World War.
The U.S. government, led at the time by politicians who followed a
philosophy known as Progressivism, reacted to these anxiety-inducing
developments in a number of ways. The Progressives (whose philosophy
was very different from what we would call progressivism today) believed
in the power of experts working with the government to improve the lot of
the “masses,” those dirty, “foreign” city-dwellers. As the term “masses”
implies, they saw those people not as individuals but as a collected, undifferentiated group. They placed no trust in the masses, but then again, why
should they? As they saw it, the masses were the source of the problems.
Instead, the Progressives’ goal was to clean up the cities in a literal sense,
by encouraging better hygiene and improving the cities’ infrastructure.
Their goal was also to work to integrate the “foreigners” into American
culture, and one effective way to do that was through the media.

2.2 Television’s predecessor technologies
The industrial revolution and the “massification” of the United States had
an important impact on the media, too. Prior to the industrial revolution,
print media such as newspapers or broadsheets were paid for largely by
sponsors, which were usually political organizations that wanted a publication to reflect their interpretation of issues and events. When industrialists
started mass producing goods, however, they wanted to advertise to potential buyers. Newspapers, in particular the “penny press” starting in about
the 1830s, began to sell space to advertisers. Their pages became less partisan and, in fact, began to seek out lurid tales that would attract as many
readers as possible. Their reliance on advertising would set a precedent
that would still be in force nearly two centuries later — the media in the
United States remain grounded in a commercial system.
The late nineteenth century saw the invention and fast spread of
film. The first film screening took place in 1895 at the Salon indien du
Grand Café in Paris and was hosted by the aptly named Lumière brothers.
(“Lumière” is French for “light.”) The early twentieth century brought
with it vaudeville, where traveling troupes of singers, magicians, ventriloquists, and others would perform in towns across the country. Some of
these performers, including Jack Benny, George Burns, and Gracie Allen,
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1830s: The penny press begins relying on advertising for revenue in one of
earliest examples of mass media.
late 19th century: The Lumière brothers demonstrate their film technology in
Paris, and it quickly becomes popular world-wide.
early 20th century: Vaudeville performers travel around the United States, with
many future radio and TV stars getting their start in show business.
1901: Guglielmo Marconi receives the first trans-Atlantic “wireless”
broadcast.
1910s: Radio waves are open to everyone and are used especially by radio
amateurs for two-way, point-to-point communication.
1912: The Titanic sinks, and radio amateurs are blamed. The U.S. Congress
passes the Radio Act of 1912.
Figure 2.2. Timeline of media leading up to the development of radio and broadcasting.
would later migrate to radio and then to television. Film and vaudeville,
then, building on the popularization of the media made possible by the
penny press, signaled what historian Michele Hilmes describes as the
“invention of mass culture” (2002, p. 24), which brought with it a growing
distinction between “high” culture (the theater, opera, etc.) and “low” culture (vaudeville, film, etc.).
It was into this context that television’s immediate technological predecessor, radio, was born. Scientists had long before invented a working
telegraphic system, which delivered messages in the dots and dashes of
Morse code through wires strung between the sender and receiver. Telegraphy had certain drawbacks, not least of which was the need to string
wire from place to place, which was not only expensive but time-consuming and risky — if a line was cut, it was an expensive hassle to fix. The
lines running the length of the Atlantic Ocean between Europe and North
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America were especially vulnerable. For that reason, wireless telegraphy, or radio, was something that many people desired, especially
people in the shipping industry or the military who wanted to make shipto-ship and ship-to-shore communication possible.
The early history of radio technology is filled with surprising intrigue
and twists and turns, which cannot be recounted here for lack of space
(although Michele Hilmes’s work, listed in the references, is excellent). In
short, Guglielmo Marconi received the first trans-Atlantic broadcast — the
three dots of the Morse code letter S — in 1901. By the 1910s, radio’s
popularity was exploding as radio amateurs, or people who built simple
radio transmitters and receivers at home, used radio to contact and communicate with each other. At this point in its history, radio was a two-way
medium: the circuitry of a receiver was such that it could also serve as a
transmitter.
Radio would not remain a two-way medium for long, however. People
in the shipping industry and in the military complained that the constant
chatter from radio amateurs, who were frequently infantilized as “little
boys,” was interfering with their ability to do their work. The last straw, so
to speak, came in 1912 when the supposedly unsinkable Titanic ocean-liner
hit an iceberg and sank. According to those who wanted radio amateurs
off the airwaves, the amateurs’ signal interference was to blame for the
Titanic’s sinking. Shortly thereafter, the U.S. Congress enacted the Radio
Act of 1912, which was notable for being the first act to regulate broadcast media in the United States by requiring radio operators to obtain an
operating license. While radio amateurs weren’t kicked off the air entirely,
the licenses they could obtain allowed them to do considerably less than
their military or business counterparts. Radio and broadcasting were being
taken out of the hands of the average user, while broadcasting regulation
favored the commercial endeavors of the shipping industry. This pattern
set the stage for the one-way, commercial system that would characterize
television’s use in the United States in the decades to come.

2.3 Television, finally
Williams, taking a wide view of the history of the media from print to television, arrives at this conclusion:
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The centralisation of political power led to a need for messages from the
centre along other than official lines. Early newspapers were a combination
of that kind of message — political and social information — and the specific messages — classified advertising and general commercial news — of
an expanding system of trade. (1974, p. 15)

Television fit into this pattern. Despite being tested as early as 1926, television didn’t become popular until after the end of the Second World War.
The years immediately following the Second World War were years of
great economic growth: soldiers returning to the United States came back
to a country where industry was flourishing, and they began attending college at high rates thanks to the funding they received from the federal GI
Bill. In their pursuit of the American Dream, they began moving out of
the cities into the suburbs. Williams describes the social formation resulting
from this economic growth and the increasing popularity of the suburb as
mobile privatization:
Socially, this complex is characterised by the two apparently paradoxical
yet deeply connected tendencies of modern industrial living: on the one
hand mobility, on the other hand the more apparently self-sufficient family
home. The earlier period of public technology, best exemplified by the railways and city lighting, was being replaced by a kind of technology for
which no satisfactory name has yet been found: that which served an at
once mobile and home-centred way of living: a form of mobile privatisation.
(1974, p. 20)

People worked to improve their situation by becoming more mobile, moving away from their extended family and from their work. Households
became more independent as society shifted away from former community-oriented models such as the village or the city tenement building.
But people still needed to maintain contact with the world outside of the
home, not only for news, but for things as basic as electricity, the mail, and
their supply of food. A centralized provision of services — one point to
many — was an efficient way to meet those needs.
Television — and the technology that made it possible — fit that bill.
As the next chapter describes, TV built on the centralized network system
developed for radio as it rose to prominence in the 1920s and 30s. Interestingly, it followed another pattern established by radio, a pattern worth
mentioning because it would be repeated again with future distribution
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technologies such as cable. The technology for the distribution and reception of television, like of radio, was available before there were programs
to show. As Williams explains,
In broadcasting, both in sound radio and later in television, the major
investment was in the means of distribution, and was devoted to production only so far as to make the distribution technically possible and then
attractive. Unlike all previous communications technologies, radio and television were systems primarily devised for transmission and reception as abstract processes, with little or no definition of preceding content. ... It is not only that the supply of
broadcasting facilities preceded the demand; it is that the means of communication preceded their content. (1974, p. 19, emphasis in original)

What this meant was that the producers of radio and television technology had to convince people to buy receivers even before there was anything to receive. It’s a strange proposition — to buy a television set but not
have any channels to watch yet — and one that the producers of transmitters and receivers had to overcome. In fact, in radio, the first commercial
station, KDKA in Pittsburgh, sold no advertising. Westinghouse, the company that ran it, started it in 1920 in order to persuade people to buy
receivers, which is how Westinghouse made money. Early television worked
in much the same way, with companies creating programming as a way to
entice people to buy receivers. Same story for cable, in fact. Early cable
took the form of community-antenna television or CATV in the
1940s and 50s: in cities where there were few television stations, local
entrepreneurs would set up large antennas that could capture television
signals from more populous cities near by. They would then retransmit
these signals over coaxial cable that they had laid through their city to
provide individual subscribers with stations they couldn’t otherwise receive.
It turned out, however, that coaxial cable could carry many more stations
than most cable providers could capture over the air: the ability to distribute again preceded the production of content. Cable providers responded
by setting up their own studios, many of which could be accessed by the
public. Viewers could make their own, admittedly rudimentary programs.
There was the potential, however, for cable TV to fulfill a dream long held
by people like Raymond Williams: there was the potential for cable to
become a two-way medium of communication.
This pattern is worth mentioning because it gives us some idea of
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what television might have looked like if the developers of television technology, as well as the businesspeople and the legislators who oversaw the
development of the television industry, had made different choices. When
radio first gained popularity in the 1910s, it was a two-way medium, with
amateurs (and others) sending signals to each other. It grew more and
more unidirectional as legislation such as the Radio Act of 1912 gave preferential treatment to business and military interests. Broadcast television,
which took over radio’s already established network system, followed the
pattern set by radio. At the point where cable began to appear in the form
of CATV, however, television might have had the chance to become bidirectional. The media, according to Williams, might then have become
more democratic. People who previously had not been able to have their
voices heard in the media would finally have that chance, meaning that
more people would be able to participate in the public life of their cities,
states, and countries. The precedent of history was too strong, however:
the commercial interests of the cable providers, as well as the networks
they would come to carry by the 1980s, carried more weight than the
interests of those viewers who would have liked to be producers, too. Cable
as we now know it in the United States allows little if any room for production by viewers.

2.4 Conclusion: so, is YouTube TV?
Another reason that the pattern of distribution preceding content is worth
noting is that the rhetoric of democratization that it inspired — “Now
everyone can be a producer!” — is strikingly similar to the rhetoric of
media democratization that went hand-in-hand with the popularization of
the internet in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The creators of YouTube
captured something of this rhetoric when they made “Broadcast Yourself ”
the website’s slogan. Finally, it seemed, viewers could be producers, too. To
a certain degree, YouTube has made good on that promise: by 2009, so
many people were uploading video that thirteen hours’ worth was added
to the site every minute (Clark, 2009).
This chapter’s historical approach can help us answer the question of
whether YouTube is television. Ultimately, the answer isn’t merely yes or
no. Instead, we can argue that YouTube is or isn’t TV and base our arguments on the historical patterns that characterized the development of
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Ability to distribute signal before ability to produce content: For both radio and TV,
people can transmit signals even before they have programs to send
out.
Potential to become a two-way, decentralized medium: When radio is young, amateurs
use it to communicate with each other. When cable TV is young,
local communities produce their own programs.
Final form as one-way, centralized medium: Companies invest in radio and TV as
one-way, centralized media, a trend that is reinforced by U.S. broadcast regulation.
Figure 2.3. Trends characterizing the development of radio and television as technology and as cultural form.
television and its direct predecessor, radio. For both radio and television,
the ability to distribute signals preceded the production of content. Both
radio and television held the potential at various points in their history to
serve as two-way means of communication, but in both cases, commercial
interests limited that technological possibility, and the resulting media system in the United States is commercial and unidirectional.
These patterns fit YouTube to a certain degree. Did the ability to distribute video precede the production of content? Not really — the internet
as we interact with it now (through web-browsers such as Mozilla Firefox
or Google Chrome) developed in the mid-1990s, by which time many
people already had camcorders. Until the mid-2000s, around the time
YouTube was founded, internet technology was too slow to handle video in
an uncomplicated way. So there was plenty of content by the time the distribution capacity was available.
Is YouTube a two-way medium? In many ways, yes: in contrast to
radio and TV, YouTube has made it possible for anyone with a camera to
produce and distribute a video. However, the sheer volume of video being
produced means that many clips aren’t watched. Like its radio and TV
counterparts, YouTube is a fundamentally commercial undertaking, as
made evident by Google’s purchase of it for $1.65 billion in 2006. As Time
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magazine observed in its issue about users of interactive Web 2.0 technology, “YouTube is a new kind of medium, but it’s still mass” (Cloud, 2006–
2007, p. 69). Google now sells advertisements on YouTube, and despite the
apparent promise that anyone can make a hit video, “YouTube controls
the ‘Featured Videos’ on its home page, which can dramatically popularize
a posting that might otherwise fade” (Cloud, 2006–2007, p. 69).
So is YouTube TV? The answer depends on the relative weight we put
on the different aspects of television technology. We can make a convincing argument either way if we present the evidence in a compelling manner. To do so well, however, we’ll also have to consider the nature of television as a cultural form, in addition to its nature as technology, as the following chapters make clear.

3

Who Is “the Public,” and What Does
“the Public” Want?
Do television networks like NBC, CBS, ABC, and Fox — the major
broadcast networks in the United States — have a responsibility to the
public to work to improve society? This question elicits surprisingly forceful
answers from students, probably because it’s normative — it asks for a
value judgment about whether the broadcast networks should do something.
The first students to answer usually say “no” without hesitation: the networks are businesses, so by definition their goal is to make money, not serve
some greater cause, whatever that may be. Some students even offer the
more sophisticated argument that if these networks have any responsibility,
it’s to their shareholders.
After a minute or two, however, someone will raise his or her hand
from the back and point out that while it’s certainly true that the networks
exist to make money, their reach is great. Perhaps by virtue of the fact that
they can do something that most people or companies cannot — they can
reach almost every person living in the United States — they should work
to uphold a higher standard of responsibility.
One of the unstated assumptions behind this question is that there is
some group of people out there who constitute “the public.” The question
of who those people are, however, can be tricky. “The public” is invested
with a great deal of power: it decides who gets to be president, it decides
who gets to legislate, it even decides, indirectly at least, what networks play
on TV. After all, the networks’ goal is the please the public, right?
Debates about the nature of the public and the relationship of the
public to broadcasters have shaped broadcasting policy from radio’s early
days until today. The question “Who is the public?” has played a central
role in those debates, but rarely has anyone given an explicit answer.
32
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Instead, scholars have had to make inferences about policymakers’
unstated assumptions about the nature of the public from the policy that
they enact. To make things more complicated, these assumptions have
evolved over time: “the public” as people understood it in the 1910s and
1920s, when the United States first began regulating broadcasting, was not
the same as “the public” as lawmakers understood it in the 1990s, when
they overhauled the laws governing broadcasting in the United States.
This chapter describes the different approaches people have historically taken to looking out for the interests of “the public.” Its approach is
comparative and historical: the first thing we look at is the choice early
policymakers had to make about the fundamental structure of broadcasting. Would it be government- or advertiser-funded? And what implications
would that choice have for “the public”? This chapter focuses largely on
the era of radio and early television because it was during these years that
the founding principles of U.S. broadcasting — those that would serve as
the foundation of U.S. broadcasting regulation until the 1990s — were laid
down. These were also the principles that had the strongest influence on
television as a cultural form in the United States: they gave us our commercial system and encouraged the creation of the network structure that
still operates today. To understand how we use television technology, this is
where we must begin.

3.1 Public service broadcasting
Two models of broadcasting have dominated the national systems of the
world, public service broadcasting, which is paid for by the government using money collected from viewers, and commercial broadcasting, which is paid for by advertisers buying ads. (There have been other
models. North Korea’s authoritarian model, for instance, is run by the government for propaganda purposes. But these other models have not had
the same influence as the public service and commercial models.) Raymond Williams argues that both models have resulted from choices made
by leaders responding to specific needs with specific goals in mind. In other
words, they are products of identifiable and changing social circumstances,
meaning that the actual national systems following these models never follow them exactly — there is no such thing as a pure public service or pure
commercial system — nor do they stop evolving.
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Public service broadcasting model

Commercial broadcasting
model

Historical
purpose

nation-building,
education

entertainment, selling
advertised goods

Source of
funding

taxes, fees paid
on receivers

direct source: advertisers
indirect source: viewers who buy
advertised goods

Historical notion citizens sharing a
of the “public” national identity

the “masses” in need of the
government’s protection

Figure 3.1. Historical differences between public service and commercial broadcasting
models as they were originally implemented (1920s–1940s).
That fact doesn’t stop us from taking a close look at national systems
that have followed the two models. The best known public service system
has been the British Broadcasting Corporation or BBC, which has
served as a model for other public broadcasters such as the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation (the CBC) and the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation (the ABC). Historically, most Western European countries
also had public broadcasters, especially during the early years of radio.
Public service broadcasting was premised on the idea that broadcasting should serve a nation-building project. The idea was that radio
and later television could give listeners and viewers a shared sense of what
it meant to be British or Canadian or Australian, and that the shared
experiences provided by the public broadcaster would contribute to
national cohesion. The need for a sense of national identity was especially
strong in places where people felt their identity was threatened, such as in
Canada, where the cultural influence of the United States was ever
present. In fact, the need to promote a sense of national identity became
even more acute with the advent of broadcasting: nothing stops a signal
from a radio transmitter on the U.S. side of the border from crossing into
Canada, and nothing prevents Canadians from listening to U.S. radio or
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watching U.S. TV.
Policymakers believed that national cohesion benefited everyone and
that the services the broadcaster provided were a public good. Therefore
they decided that everyone should pay for the broadcaster equally. In
places like Canada, the parliament set aside tax money each year to fund
the CBC. In places like Britain, the government instituted an annual fee
paid by everyone who owned a radio or television receiver.
Whether or not the public broadcaster actually benefited everyone was
not necessarily clear, however. In the 1920s, when the BBC first began to
broadcast, its programming schedule was unlike anything we’re used to in
the contemporary United States: program hosts would instruct listeners to
turn down the lights and mentally prepare themselves for the music they
were about to listen to, as they would if they were attending a concert in a
concert hall. Not coincidentally, the BBC favored “high” culture, giving no
one from the working classes or even from areas outside of London the
chance to speak. In a country where people were especially conscious
about class, and where class was reflected in people’s accents and speech
patterns, there were clear implications to be drawn about who constituted
“the public,” according to the broadcaster: “the public” was made up of
upper class Londoners to the exclusion of everyone else. Given these
exclusions, it’s not surprising that not everyone listened to the BBC as the
broadcaster would have liked, and in the intervening years, the BBC has
expanded the options it makes available to listeners and viewers.

3.2 Early commercial broadcasting in the United
States
The BBC’s early programming stood in some contrast to the programming
being offered in the United States. Consider one of the first U.S. television
news programs, The Plymouth News Caravan, which ran from 1949 to 1956
on NBC. Every night, anchor John Cameron Swayze would read the news
in a breezy, familiar style, and every night, after about five minutes, there
would be a story about the car-maker Plymouth. Some nights, it was about
Plymouth’s award-winning design; other nights, it was about a race that
had been won by someone driving a Plymouth. The stories, needless to say,
lacked subtlety: everyone knew who was sponsoring the program! Better
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yet, on nights when The Plymouth News Caravan wasn’t on, it was replaced by
The Camel News Caravan, whose host — a certain John Cameron Swayze —
would extol the virtues of the Camel cigarette he was smoking as he read
the news!
Education and uplift this was not. In fact, British broadcasters thought
the overt commercialism of U.S. radio (and later television) was crass. So
why would U.S. broadcasting develop so differently from its counterparts
elsewhere?
Three decisive moments shaped early broadcasting in the United
States. The first was the relatively brief moment occupied by the radio
amateurs, which we covered in the last chapter. The second was the birth
of the commercial broadcast model in the 1920s, and the third was the
birth of network broadcasting — a more specific model of commercial
broadcasting — in 1926.
The first commercial radio station, as the last chapter mentioned, was
KDKA in Pittsburgh, which was begun in 1920 by Westinghouse, a company that produced radio receivers, as a way to entice people to buy radio
sets. Revenue came entirely from the sale of those sets. Commercials as we
now know them didn’t yet exist.
The first radio station to derive revenue from advertising was WEAF
in New York, but even then, it wasn’t advertising as we know it now.
WEAF’s business model was to provide air-time to anyone willing to pay
for it, a model called “toll broadcasting.” It was run by the telephone
company AT&T (short for American Telephone and Telegraph), which
treated the station in much the same way as it treated telephone service. As
a result, WEAF came to be known as the “phone booth of the air.” The
first advertisement, paradoxically, wasn’t even really an advertisement: it
was a man describing real estate in Long Island. He mentioned no prices
(which would have seemed crass), but interest in the real estate he
described did pick up after his broadcast.
After that, the popularity of radio increased at breakneck speed. By
1920, there were about 200 stations with licenses. By 1923, there were
more than 500. Unfortunately, it remained unclear which governmental
agency had the right to assign frequencies. At first, that responsibility fell to
the Department of Commerce, but in 1926, the U.S. attorney general
ruled that the Secretary of Commerce did not have jurisdiction. This
decision unleashed chaos upon the airwaves. More and more businesses
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1920: KDKA begins broadcasting in Pittsburgh. It is the first commercial
station, and its revenue comes from the sale of radio receivers.
1922: WEAF begins broadcasting in New York. As the “phone booth of the
air,” its revenue derives from the sale of program time to early
advertisers.
1923: More than 500 stations are on the air, often broadcasting on the same
frequency.
1926: The U.S. attorney general rules that the Department of Commerce,
which had been regulating broadcasting, can no longer do so.
1927: Congress Passes the Radio Act of 1927, creating the Federal Radio Commission (the FRC) and instituting the public interest, convenience, or
necessity standard, also known as PICON.
1934: Congress passes the Communications Act of 1934, creating the Federal
Communication Commission (the FCC) to replace the FRC
Figure 3.2. Timeline describing early commercial broadcasting in the United States
(1920–1934).
were starting radio stations, but with no one to assign frequencies, their
competing signals often canceled each other out. If two stations broadcast
on the same frequency, listeners couldn’t receive either one clearly. After a
series of conferences bringing together members of the government and
influential policymakers and broadcasters, the U.S. government intervened
to regulate the chaos.
This intervention took the form of the Radio Act of 1927, the first
piece of legislation governing broadcasting since the Radio Act of 1912.
Among other things, the Radio Act established the Federal Radio Commission (the FRC) to issue licenses and assign frequencies. The architects
of the Radio Act were the same Progressives who, as the last chapter
described, put their faith in the government, led by experts, to improve the
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lives of Americans. The Progressives recognized that there were not
enough radio frequencies to accommodate every license application, and
that as a result, they would have to find a way to decide who got one and
who didn’t. To deny an application, however, might be seen by some as
tantamount to violating the applicant’s First Amendment rights to free
speech. After weighing their various options, they decided to include a
clause in the Radio Act requiring broadcasters to uphold the public
interest, convenience, or necessity (or PICON) standard in
exchange for their license.
The authors of the Radio Act, however, did not define what they
meant by “public interest.” It was clear, however, that their notion of “the
public” and “public interest” differed from that of the BBC. For one thing,
the FRC interpreted the PICON standard as favoring commercial broadcasters, who didn’t even have a place on British radio. By the FRC’s reasoning, commercial broadcasters had the money to build transmitters that
reached the largest audience, and if that audience wanted to hear
something — that is, if it expressed interest — commercial broadcasters
would be motivated for business reasons to provide it. Besides, if other
people wanted to get on the radio (say, educators, preachers, or unionorganizers, all three of which were groups that desperately did want to be
on the radio), nothing was stopping them from raising money to do so.
The Progressives’ notion of “public interest” was somewhat contradictory, however. It would appear that they equated it with “whatever
interested the largest audience,” but that wasn’t entirely accurate. Because
they distrusted the “masses,” they weren’t entirely willing to trust the logic
of the market. They also saw the PICON standard as something of an
escape clause, so to speak: they knew that if the FRC didn’t feel that a
broadcaster was meeting that standard, the commission could choose not
to renew its license. In other words, the PICON standard would allow the
government to exert control indirectly over content, if necessary.
One problem plagued the Federal Radio Commission, however: its
mandate needed annual renewal. In practical terms, that meant that
license holders couldn’t be sure from year to year what the status of their
license would be. Would they be able to renew it when the time came?
This unpredictability was bad for business because broadcasters couldn’t
plan too far into the future. As a result, they put pressure on the government to make the FRC permanent. In 1934, Congress did just that by
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passing the Communications Act of 1934. The most important thing
the Communications Act did was to create the Federal Communication Commission (the FCC) to replace the FRC. The FCC was permanent, meaning it didn’t need annual renewal. It remains the organization that oversees broadcasting in the United States today. The Communications Act continued the precedents set by the Radio Acts of 1912 and
1927: it favored commercial interests over non-commercial interests, further cementing the commercial organization of U.S. broadcasting.

3.3 The birth of network broadcasting
The third key moment shaping U.S. broadcasting (after the era of the
radio amateurs and the development of the commercial model) was the
birth of network broadcasting, which began in the 1910s and was
completed in 1926. The first radio stations in the United States were locally owned and controlled, and they produced almost all of their own programming. Stringing together stations in a network arrangement, where
programs produced by a station in one city could be transmitted through
telephone lines to be rebroadcast by a station in another city, was expensive and difficult, as the signal tended to deteriorate when sent long distances over copper telephone lines.
A number of factors had to come together in order for network
broadcasting to take shape. First was the creation of the Radio Corporation of America (or RCA) in 1919. Before the First World War, the burgeoning U.S. radio industry was dominated by American Marconi (named
after one of radio’s inventors, Guglielmo Marconi), which was owned by a
British parent company. After the war, officials in Washington, DC, were
concerned about what might happen if a foreign company owned and
controlled the U.S. communication infrastructure. What would happen, for
instance, if the United States went to war with Great Britain — would
U.S. leaders still be able to maintain control of something as vital as radio?
In 1919, in reaction to this concern, the U.S. government persuaded
British Marconi to relinquish its control of radio in the United States. The
government then mandated the creation of the Radio Corporation of
America, which brought together a handful of companies that had an
interest in radio technology, including General Electric (GE), Westinghouse, AT&T, Western Electric, and the United Fruit Company, which
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1919: The United States mandates the creation of the Radio Corporation
of America, or RCA, as a government-sponsored monopoly.
early 1920s: RCA’s constituent companies, including AT&T, Westinghouse,
and GE, work out cross-licensing agreements.
mid-1920s: AT&T sets up a “proto-network,” with WEAF in New York
serving as its flagship station.
1926: After AT&T gets out of the business of radio, in exchange for a monopoly in telephone service, RCA launches the National Broadcasting
Network (NBC), with WEAF as its flagship station.
1927: RCA splits NBC into two networks, NBC-Red and NBC-Blue.
1928: William Paley launches the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS)
to compete with NBC.
1934: The Mutual Broadcasting System begins to air.
1943: The FCC rules that NBC has engaged in anticompetitive practices
and forces it to sell its Blue network.
1945: Edward Noble buys NBC-Blue and relaunches it as the American
Broadcasting Company (ABC).
Figure 3.3. Timeline describing the development of network broadcasting in the
United States (1919–1945).
owned some key patents for ship-to-shore radio communication. Over the
next few years, the three biggest of these companies worked out crosslicensing agreements governing who would manufacture what. AT&T
gained the exclusive rights to build and sell transmitters, while GE and
Westinghouse gained exclusive rights to build and sell receivers. The creation of RCA signaled a further strengthening of the commercial organi-
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zation of U.S. broadcasting and set a precedent for the dominance of large
media companies that continues today.
By the mid-1920s, RCA had begun to set up a “proto-network” of
sorts, with AT&T using its telephone lines to link WEAF in New York —
the “phone booth of the air” — to a couple dozen stations around the
country. This allowed WEAF to deliver programming to Philadelphia,
Boston, and other cities on the East Coast. However, it upset the balance
of companies at RCA, as AT&T began to control aspects of radio that
were growing in importance at the same time as it controlled much of the
telephone business in the United States. RCA’s other constituent companies, especially GE and Westinghouse, were concerned about AT&T’s growing clout, so AT&T sold its broadcasting assets in return for a monopoly in
telephone and non-broadcasting services, a monopoly that would prove
very profitable for AT&T until the 1980s.
RCA proceeded to build on the proto-network that had been run by
AT&T, and in 1926 it created a subsidiary to operate broadcasting, the
National Broadcasting Company (or NBC). NBC expanded into two
networks a year later, NBC-Red and NBC-Blue. Given their rapid success,
competitors were quick to launch their own networks. In 1928, William
Paley launched the Columbia Broadcasting System (or CBS), which
would prove to be one of NBC’s fiercest competitors. The Mutual
Broadcasting System was launched in 1934, and it soon complained to
the FCC that its better established competitors, NBC and CBS, were engaging in anticompetitive activities. The FCC sided with Mutual and in 1943
forced NBC to sell off its Blue network. The owner of the Lifesavers candy
company, Edward Noble, bought NBC-Blue and relaunched it in 1945 as
the American Broadcasting Company (or ABC). It’s no coincidence
that three of these companies are the most recognizable names in U.S.
broadcasting today: NBC, CBS, and ABC had well established networks
by the time television came on the scene after the Second World War.
They shifted their operations from radio to television in the 1950s and
occupied market positions of such strength that they would have no viable
broadcast competitors until 1986, when the FCC bent certain rules for
Rupert Murdoch to start the Fox network.
Network broadcasting represented a great step forward for the business of broadcasting. Individual stations no longer needed to produce their
own programming, and they could rely on the networks, which had more
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1912: The Radio Act of 1912 licenses broadcasters for the first time, favoring
the military and commercial companies over radio amateurs.
1919: The creation of the Radio Corporation of America establishes a precedent for large media companies controlling important aspects of
U.S. broadcasting.
1927: The Radio Act of 1927 maintains the precedent set by the Radio Act
of 1912 by instituting the public interest, convenience, or necessity
standard, which commercial broadcasters can uphold better than
non-commercial broadcasters.
1934: The Communications Act of 1934 creates the Federal Communication
Commission, which maintains the precedents set by the Radio Acts of
1912 and 1927.
1926–1945: The major broadcast networks consolidate their position in the
broadcasting industry, limiting competitors’ opportunities to launch
viable networks of their own.
Figure 3.4. Events strengthening the commercial nature of the U.S. broadcasting system (1910s–1940s).
resources, to provide them with higher quality programs.
This isn’t to say that the networks owned all of the stations that carried their programs. In fact, the FCC limited how many stations they could
own directly. These few stations were called O&Os because they were
owned and operated by the networks. These were typically in the
largest markets — New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, etc. To extend their
reach, networks entered into contractual relationships with locally owned
stations or affiliates. These were typically the smaller markets — Minneapolis, Madison, or even Grand Forks. Affiliates agreed to provide networks clearance, or the ability to provide programming for the affiliate’s
schedule, during certain hours of the day, usually daytime and prime-time.
This arrangement gave affiliates a certain amount of local control — if
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station owners decided that their local audience would not want to hear or
see a certain program, perhaps because they would find it offensive, they
could refuse clearance and substitute their own program.
What we have, then, are a series of decisions that shaped how we use
the technology of broadcasting, both radio and television, in the United
States. In other words, we have traced the history of broadcasting as a cultural form. The three periods or moments that marked this history — the
era of the radio amateur in the 1910s, the creation of a commercial system in the 1920s, and the birth of network broadcasting in 1926 — all
contributed to the system we have today. By examining these decisions, we
can also begin to get an idea of the roads not taken: the U.S. broadcasting
system is unidirectional, not bidirectional, and its model is commercial,
rather than public service. Where does that leave us with our initial question, the one that has provided the through-line to this chapter, namely,
who is “the public”?

3.4 Conclusion: the many meanings of “the public”
The answer to that question, of course, depends on who’s answering it, but
we can identify clear trends that have characterized the use of the term
“the public.” For public service broadcasters like the BBC, “the public” is a
group of people who are active citizens, or who at least have the potential
to become active. In this way, “the public” is a civic category, one that
draws people together based on their shared national identity. Paradoxically, as the preceding sections described, “the public” historically excluded
a lot of people (despite the BBC’s implicit claim to be addressing the “British people”) because of their class, their geographic area of residence, or
the amount of time their family had been in Britain. Over time, with the
addition of radio stations playing more popular music or, more recently,
the creation of television networks featuring Britain’s multicultural communities, the public service broadcasting idea of “the public” has expanded, although there is still the potential for the BBC (and other public service broadcasters) to become more inclusive.
In the United States, the political architects of U.S. broadcasting regulation, the Progressives, saw “the public” as something more along the lines
of “the masses” — a group of people indistinguishable from each other in
need of expert guidance, which the government could provide. The
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Definition of
“the public”

People defining “the public”
this way

1910s– the “masses” who need
1940s expert guidance

the Progressives

1960s– informed citizens who
1970s want quality programming

FCC Chair Newton Minow
and like-minded policymakers

1980s– collection of individual
present consumers

policymakers such as those who
wrote the Telecommunications
Act of 1996

Figure 3.5. Different definitions of “the public” in the history of U.S. broadcasting.
implications of this understanding of “the public” were clear in the Radio
Acts of 1912 and 1927, as well as the Communications Act of 1934: the
PICON standard left room for the government to intervene in broadcasting (by denying a station’s license), all in the name of protecting “the public.”
This understanding, too, has changed. In the 1960s, for instance, FCC
chair Newton Minow delivered a famous speech, the so-called “Vast
Wasteland” speech, in which he criticized the television industry for not
upholding the public interest. What was the industry’s crime? Showing too
many “game shows, formula comedies about totally unbelievable families,
blood and thunder, mayhem, violence, sadism, murder, western bad men,
western good men, private eyes, gangsters, more violence, and cartoons”
(Minow, 1961). He thought the industry could do better because, he
implied, “the public” was smarter than that, a group of informed citizens
who wanted to improve their lives as much as they wanted to be entertained.
This understanding, too, would change. In 1996, Congress passed the
Telecommunications Act, which was the first major update of broadcasting regulation since the Communications Act of 1934. The Telecommunications Act was designed to increase competition in the media indus-
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tries. It was premised on the idea that the free market was the ultimate
arbiter of quality, and that “the public,” which now referred to the collection of individual consumers who should be able to buy whatever they
judged to be in their best interest, would force media companies to provide
the highest quality programming. The “public interest” had become “what
interested the public.”
So what options did viewers in the United States, whatever their relation to the different historical entities called “the public,” have when they
turned on their television sets? How did the different types of programming we’re familiar with today develop? That is the question we pose in
the next chapter.

4

Is Arrested Development a Sitcom or
Not?
In November 2003, an unusual program premiered on the Fox network.
Arrested Development told the story of the Bluths, a dysfunctional family that
had once been wealthy but now, because of some criminal malfeasance by
patriarch George Bluth, Sr., was struggling to hold things together. His oldest son Michael was the hero, or at least the one trying heroically to save
the family business. Michael’s brothers Gob (an amateur magician who
held himself in undeservedly high esteem) and Buster (a socially inept worrier prone to panic attacks) were no help. Neither was their sister Lindsay,
a narcissistic socialite prone to supporting social causes she didn’t quite
understand, but only until she lost interest a week later. Nor was their
mother Lucille, whose main skill proved to be manipulating her family
while maintaining plausible deniability at all times.
The show was wickedly funny, at least to some viewers. Others found
it mystifying. Its quick-fire jokes and twisty plots earned it a devoted cult
following, but not one that was large enough or lucrative enough to prevent the show’s cancelation. By the second season, it was clear that the ratings were not high enough to sustain the show. The problem, it seemed,
was that outside of the core viewers, people didn’t really know what to
make of it. Was it a sitcom? On the one hand, it sure looked like one: it
was funny, it was a half-hour in length, it featured a cast of stock characters (even if their personality traits were exaggerated for comic effect), and
the shows that preceded it and followed it were also sitcoms. On the other
hand, certain signatures of the sitcom were missing. There was no laughtrack, for instance. In fact, the jokes came so quickly that if viewers
laughed, they risked missing the next line. The camera-work differed from
most sitcoms, too: it was hand-held, shot from a single camera, and could
46
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often be disorienting. Scenes were often shot on-site with natural-looking
lighting. Most sitcoms, in contrast, use three cameras on dollies and are
shot in sound sets with flat-looking lighting. Their signature look — a living room, for instance, with a couch in the middle, such as in Friends, Everybody Loves Raymond, Big Bang Theory, Roseanne, All in the Family, and so on —
differed considerably from that of Arrested Development, which frequently
had exterior shots in addition to the ones shot inside the Bluths’ house.
Even the story structure was different — episodes of most sitcoms tell a
self-contained story so that viewers can watch them in any order. While
Arrested Development episodes told some stories that were self-contained, they
also played a part in season-long story arcs. If viewers missed an episode,
the next one they saw wouldn’t necessarily make sense. For that reason, the
show demanded a certain investment, something that viewers who didn’t
quite get the humor weren’t inclined to give it. The show was canceled
after its third season in 2006.
So, was Arrested Development a sitcom? This question is really a question
about genre, or the categories we use to classify different types of programs. (“Genre” is French for “type” or “kind.”) Generic classifications
originated with literature, where epic poetry and novels represented different genres. (“Generic” is the adjectival form of the noun “genre.”) In television, different genres include the sitcom, soap operas, talk shows, and the
news, among many others.
This chapter explores the notion of genre in two ways. First, it revisits
Raymond Williams’s Television: Technology and Cultural Form, where Williams
describes those aspects of television that continued older media forms, as
well as those aspects that represented something new. His description
provides a useful overview of the different genres on U.S. television, but it’s
certainly not an exhaustive list. In fact, as the second part of this chapter
explains, an exhaustive list would be impossible because genres are constantly evolving. This second section provides a more thorough definition
of genre, as well as a means to identify different aspects of genres that
allow us to classify them.

4.1 Raymond Williams comes to America
Television: Technology and Cultural Form resulted largely from a trip that Raymond Williams took to the United States in the early 1970s. He was a Bri-
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tish literary scholar who had traveled to Miami for a conference, and when
he got to his hotel, he turned on the television. He was shocked by the programming he saw — not its content (which was relatively mild by today’s
standards) but by the way that U.S. television was structured. His book
consists largely of his attempt to reconcile the differences he observed
between British and U.S. television. Why does TV in each country look the
way it does? This chapter focuses on the first half of his answer, where he
examines the types of programs he saw, while the next chapter focuses on
some of his more important conclusions, especially his notion of “flow.”
For Williams in the 1970s, TV was still a relatively young medium.
Although it had been tested as early as the 1920s, it wasn’t until the 1950s
that it began to become popular. By the 1970s, it was no longer in its
infancy, but aspects were new enough that they piqued Williams’s interest.
He observed, for instance, that some of the programs he watched could be
traced back to earlier media forms that had originated with earlier media
technologies. “Many people,” he writes, “have said that television is essentially a combination and development of earlier forms: the newspaper, the
public meeting, the educational class, the theatre, the cinema, the sports
stadium, the advertising columns and billboards” (1974, p. 38). On the
other hand, other media forms were new: “[I]t is clearly not only a question of combination and development. The adaptation of received forms
to the new technology has led in a number of cases to significant changes
and to some real qualitative difference” (1974, p. 38).
News
In his book, Williams discusses both of these categories at length.
While some media forms had been around a long time, they had evolved
with radio and then television. Print news, for instance, made use of a
mosaic layout, with stories laid out side-by-side on the page. While readers
might generally read the headline story on the first page first, nothing prevented them from reading the stories in any order they wanted. Why not
turn to the sports section first, if that’s what they wanted? News on the
radio and then on television, however, was linear. Listeners and viewers
couldn’t choose the order in which they heard or saw stories — that
decision was made for them by the newscasters. Some changes were even
more subtle: because it provides moving images, Williams argues, television
gives us the illusion that we’re seeing events as they happen, without any
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Figure 4.1. The newspaper’s mosaic layout.
intervention from journalists. Of course, this is only an illusion: camera
operators choose where to place the camera (do they focus on the leader
giving the speech or the crowd? on the police or on the rioters?), while
journalists actively decide which details are important and which aren’t.
Fiction
On British television, two principal forms of fiction, drama and films,
had also undergone considerable changes. The changes in the makeup of
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the audience for drama were, in a word, dramatic. Before the advent of
the mass media, drama was reserved largely for Britain’s upper classes.
Film began to popularize drama (that is, it began to bring drama to the
people), a process that television continued. In fact, for the first time in
British history, according to Williams, the majority of people had ready
access to drama: “What had ordinarily been, in the theatres, a minority
art, was now a major public form. ... Or, to put it categorically, most
people spend more time watching various kinds of drama than in preparing and eating food” (1974, pp. 53–54).
Talk shows
Such changes weren’t limited to Britain. Williams describes variety
shows, for instance, as growing out of the quintessentially American form
of theater called vaudeville, with its traveling troupes of singers, magicians,
and ventriloquists, as mentioned in chapter 2. Where do we see such things
on U.S. television today? Late night talk shows, to name one place. David
Letterman, Jay Leno, Conan O’Brien — all of these hosts follow the patterns set by Johnny Carson, or Jack Paar before him: a monologue, followed by celebrity guests, followed usually by a musical number.
In fact, the roots of the late-night talk shows are visible in the early
TV program Burns and Allen, hosted by George Burns and his wife Gracie
Allen, who drew on their long history in vaudeville. Episodes would begin
with Burns’s monologue, which usually concerned his wife’s hair-brained
adventures. Burns would then cross the stage and enter a set that represented the living room of their home, and the rest of the story would play out
there.
Sitcom
In this way, Burns and Allen was also a prototypical sitcom. In that
respect, Williams thought that it (and programs like it) represented
something new. In cases like the news and drama, he writes,
there has been an adaptation of older forms to the altered technology and
the altered relations with audiences which television has involved. But there
are some other cases: for example, the evolution of ... the variety sketch
into ‘situation comedy’. In some of its forms this is essentially unevolved,
merely adapted. But in some very significant and popular cases ... an
effectively new form has been created and needs to be separately considered. (1974, p. 60)
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It is to those new forms that we turn our attention now.

4.2 So what was new about TV?
What’s useful about Williams’s observations is that much of what he found
to be new is stuff that we now take for granted. By taking it for granted,
however, we stop thinking critically about how it got to be what it is. Williams’s curiosity about television programming in the early 1970s can draw
our attention back to aspects that we would otherwise not think to examine.
“Drama-documentary” and reality TV
So what did he see as new? Williams was particularly interested in the
innovations television producers had made in the realm of drama and education. One genre he described was that of the “drama-documentary,”
where producers took their cameras and tape the everyday lives of “average” people. One of these programs was the 1973 series An American Family,
which aired on PBS. As he describes it, “This was a regular presentation
— as if in serial dramatic episodes — of the life of an actual Californian
family, in its various aspects and relationships. As it happened, the wife in
the family filed for divorce while the series was being made” (1974, p. 67).
The family’s oldest son also came out of the closet, becoming something
of an icon for the gay community in the United States. The show was
remarkable, according to Williams, for editing together “undramatic” shots
into “scenes,” which in turn gave the series a narrative. Not coincidentally,
television scholars frequently cite An American Family as the first reality TV
show (Landrum & Carmichael, 2002). What are Survivor, The Amazing Race,
or America’s Next Top Model if not a series of otherwise undramatic shots
strung together to create tension and drama for our viewing pleasure?
Some of the events depicted on An American Family would be repeated on
programs such as Jon and Kate Plus 8 on the cable station TLC, which followed the life of the Gosselin family: Jon, the father, Kate, the mother, and
their twins and their sextuplets. Jon and Kate Plus 8 was one of the highest
rated programs in U.S. cable history, in no small part because of the marital problems faced by Jon and Kate during the beginning of the 2009 season.
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Educational television
Williams observed another predecessor of reality programming when
he described “education by seeing.” In this case, the type of program that
caught his attention prefigured much of what we might see today on cable
stations such as the Food Network or the Travel Channel:
the language ‘lesson’ which is simply a half an hour in a foreign town,
listening to people speak while we watch them doing things and meeting
each other, in a whole social context; the natural history or geography ‘lesson’ which is in effect a televisual visit to some place where we can see as if
for ourselves, the presentation of some other way of life, or some work process, or some social condition. (1974, p. 68)

Television
Perhaps the most innovative feature of television, according to Williams, was television itself. The statement, he admits, seems tautological or
even paradoxical. Television offers a new form of esthetic experience.
Some producers pushed the limits of the “intrinsic visual experiences” that
television makes possible, although Williams is rather elusive in describing
what those experiences are (1974, p. 71). He gives some sense, though, in
his description of what he calls simply the “sequence,” or the short, selfcontained segment that we see in advertisements. There is something tremendously efficient about the “sequence,” as Williams understands it.
Sequences tell a story with a clear beginning, middle, and end. Take, for
instance, a typical sequence from The Electric Company, a program produced
by PBS in the 1970s that mimicked the format of a comic book (with short
segments telling complete stories) as it taught kids reading skills. One such
sequence begins with a very young Morgan Freeman sitting at a table playing cards with a woman. Freeman indicates that he is about to sneeze, the
woman says “sneeze!” and the word “sneeze” flashes on the top of the
screen. The tension grows as Freeman refuses to sneeze and the woman
becomes more insistent, with the word “sneeze” flashing at the top of the
screen each time she says it. Finally, in the end, she grows angry, he
sneezes, and the force of his sneeze knocks down the table and rattles the
window. Beginning, middle, and end, all in about fifty seconds.
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finite set of
conventions and
codes
infinite number of combinations or
programs

programs made up of combinations of conventions
and codes

Figure 4.2. The components of genre: conventions, codes, and programs.

4.3 How does newness come about?
How can we account for the evolution that Williams observed and the further evolution that has taken place since he published his book? The
notion of genre can help us here. The introduction to this chapter
described genres as the categories we use to classify different types of programs. The sections that followed provided examples of different types of
genres — news, variety shows, late-night talk show, sitcoms, reality television, and so on. When we watch any of these programs, we have an
instinctive sense of what genre it belongs to — no one watches a sitcom
and mistakes it for the news. Why is that?
A genre is a set of programs sharing the same conventions, or elements related to the narrative or content of a program, and codes, or elements related to the technical aspects of a program. Conventions include,
among other things, a program’s setting, its stock characters, its plot-lines,
its emotional effect, and its social values. Family sitcoms such as Everybody
Loves Raymond or King of Queens or even The Simpsons are typically set in the
home. Their stock characters might include the dumb-but-lovable hus-

54

conventions:
humor, stock
characters,
social values,
etc.
codes: ½ hour
length; laugh
track, 3camera setup,
lighting, etc.

Technology/Form

finite set of
conventions and
codes
infinite number of combinations or
programs

The Cosby Show, Big Bang Theory, Friends, Cheers,
How I Met Your Mother, anything from TGIF

Figure 4.3. The sitcom: conventions and codes.
band, the long-suffering wife, the smart daughter, and the goof-off son.
They are funny, rather than serious or suspenseful, and they frequently
promote traditional values associated with the family. Codes, on the other
hand, include program length, visual style, set (soundstage vs. location, for
instance), camera set-up, and daypart (daytime vs. prime-time, for
instance). Family sitcoms, to use the same example, are a half-hour in
length. Their visual style follows the conventions of continuity editing
(where different shots appear to flow seamlessly together). They are typically shot on a sound-stage using a three-camera set-up (rather than being
shot on location with a single hand-held camera). Their daypart is almost
always prime-time, rather than daytime (when we might expect to see soap
operas) or early afternoon (when we might expect kids’ cartoons).
One way to think about genre is through an analogy with language.
As speakers of English, we share a vocabulary of words and a set of rules
for combining them. Those vocabulary words function like conventions,
while the rules for combining them function like codes. Our vocabulary in
English is finite, as are the grammatical rules that govern the construction
of sentences. However, we can generate an infinite number of different
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sentences. In the same way, television’s conventions are finite, as are its
codes, but producers can generate a potentially infinite number of combinations.
Consider the sitcom. We can draw from its vocabulary of conventions
(the different stock characters, the different settings, the different types of
humor) and combine them using the grammar of codes (the half-hour program, the laugh-track, the three-camera setup) to generate a potentially
infinite number of different sitcoms: The Cosby Show, Laverne and Shirley,
Cheers, anything from ABC’s TGIF programming block from the late 1980s
and early 1990s, Two and a Half Men, Big Bang Theory, How I Met Your
Mother, and so on. We could perform the same exercise with hour-long cop
dramas (CSI:, Law and Order, NCIS, etc.), soap operas (Days of Our Lives, As
The World Turns, etc.) — the list is limited only by the history of television
programming.
So what’s the value of genre? What purpose does it serve? Genre
serves as something like a tacit agreement between producers and viewers.
Producing a new television program is a very expensive and therefore risky.
Genre helps producers (and the networks they work for) limit their risk. If
a program has proven that it can attract viewers, why not try to copy it and
reproduce that success?

4.4 Imitation and innovation
What genre allows producers to do, then, is to manage viewers’ expectations. They anticipate what viewers want to see and try to deliver it. At the
same time, they also appeal to advertisers who want to place ads in the
programs watched by the members of their desired demographic. In this
way, genre serves as a tool that allows producers to manage their relationship with the dual audiences of television, viewers and advertisers.
This relationship is the defining trait of the indirect economy of television, or the funding structure of U.S. commercial broadcast television
(as opposed to cable television, which is characterized by a different funding structure) where viewers pay for TV by paying for the products that
advertisers sell, but not for TV directly.
Producers adopt two main genre-related strategies for managing viewers’ expectations. The first, as the description above implies, is imitation,
when they follow a genre’s established conventions and codes. If they imit-
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distribution

production

How do producers
anticipate what viewers
want? How do they try to
give it to them?

reception

How do different
modes of distribution
(broadcast, basic cable,
premium cable, etc.)
influence the types of
viewers that producers
reach? How do
producers use genre to
reach those viewers?

What do viewers and
advertisers expect from
producers? What types
of feedback (ratings,
etc.) do they provide to
producers?

Figure 4.4. Genre through the lens of the circuit for media study, including questions to ask when analyzing genre.
ate too closely, however, they risk boring their audience. Their second
strategy, therefore, is innovation, when they deviate from a genre’s established conventions and codes. Innovation keeps things interesting, although
it’s entirely possible to be too innovative, which risks driving viewers away.
The problem with Arrested Development, following this line of reasoning, was
that it was too innovative and that many viewers didn’t recognize in it the
qualities they normally associated with sitcoms.
The trick, then, is to find a balance between imitation and innovation
to give people what they expect in a program but not to make them bored.
Producers have developed three devices to help them maintain this bal-
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ance. First is that of the program spin-off, where a character leaves a hit
program to star in another program. In some cases, the character is well
established, such as when Kelsey Grammer’s character Frasier moved to
Seattle from Boston when Cheers ended in 1993, which marked the beginning of the show Frasier. In other cases, characters are introduced in an
established program with the express intention of spinning them off, such
as when Laverne De Fazio and Shirley Feeney, who would become the title
characters of Laverne and Shirley, were introduced as friends of The Fonz on
Happy Days.
A second device is that of the clone, where producers model a new
program after a hit show, possibly on another network. In some cases, they
follow the hit show’s formula fairly closely. The cable network TLC, for
instance, launched the program Cake Boss in 2009. The program featured
Buddy Valastro, who ran a high-end bakery in Hoboken, New Jersey. During each episode, Valastro and his spirited employees raced against the
clock to bake and deliver elaborate (and expensive) cakes to average, everyday folks as well as the rich and famous. The show was a clone of the Food
Network’s Ace of Cakes, which premiered in 2006 and featured Duff Goldman, who ran a high-end bakery in Baltimore, Maryland. During each
episode, Goldman and his spirited employees raced against the clock to
bake and deliver elaborate (and expensive) cakes to average, everyday folks
as well as the rich and famous. In other cases, the producers added a twist.
CBS’s CSI: franchise has launched a number of clones this way, such as
NCIS, Bones, and Numb3rs, all of which change specifics related to characters’ roles or relationships but leave the premise largely intact: a team of
forensic technicians investigate crime scenes to reconstruct what happened
and catch the bad guys.
A third device is that of the recombinant, where producers combine
elements of two established shows or genres. Fans of shows created
through this approach often describe them as “X meets Y” or “one part
this, one part that.” A fan of Matt Groening’s science fiction cartoon
Futurama might describe it by comparing it to Groening’s more famous cartoon and one of the most iconic science fiction shows of the 1960s: “It’s
The Simpsons meets Star Trek.” Or fans of Survivor might describe it as “one
part reality TV, one part game show, one part soap opera, one part
drama.”
Recombinants also function at the level of genre. Perhaps the most
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successful generic recombinant has been the “dramedy” — part drama,
part comedy. Scrubs has used this formula well. On the one hand, it has the
characteristics of a medical drama like ER: it takes place in a hospital, it
features an ensemble cast, and its characters frequently deal with emotionally charged issues related to illness and death. It’s also shot with a single
camera, and its lighting scheme is natural rather than flat. On the other
hand, it has the characteristics of a workplace sitcom: it has stock characters such as the hero, the sidekick, and the boss who appears mean but is
secretly sensitive and caring. It’s frequently funny. It’s also a half hour long
and runs in prime-time with other sitcoms.
Recombinants can be risky, however. One of the most hyped flops in
the history of U.S. television was a recombinant called Cop Rock, which
combined the cop drama and the musical and ran on ABC in 1990. It was
created by Steven Bochco, who had had a string of gritty cop drama hits,
including Hill Street Blues and NYPD Blue. Cop Rock pushed the limits of
viewers’ willingness to suspend their disbelief. During a court scene, for
instance, the cop testifying on the stand would begin to sing, all without
breaking character or even acknowledging that singing in a court room is
unusual. The song and dance numbers were frequently elaborate, and
viewers soon stopped watching. The drop in viewer interest, combined
with the difficulty of finding actors with the necessary skills to perform in a
weekly musical cop drama, doomed the show, and it was canceled after
only eleven episodes.

4.5 Conclusion: Arrested Development and sitcoms
In this chapter we have considered television as a cultural form by examining the types of programming that have developed in U.S. broadcasting.
We have considered how network executives, television producers, advertisers, and viewers all use TV by focusing on one aspect of programming
that links them all, namely genre. In this way, we have also demonstrated
how a question like “Is Arrested Development a sitcom?” is deceptively complex. There is no one “right” answer to this question, as it might differ
depending on whether we’re looking at it from a producer’s perspective, a
viewer’s perspective, or an advertiser’s perspective.
In fact, the best way to answer this question would be to identify conventions and codes that characterize the program and decide which are
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Is Arrested Development a sitcom?
Yes:

conventions:
• humor
• use of stock characters
codes:
• half-hour length
• scheduled with other sitcoms

No:

conventions:
• serial structure rather than episodic structure
• long story arcs
codes:
• no laugh track
• hand-held camera rather than 3-camera setup
• “natural” lighting rather than “flat” lighting

Figure 4.4. Arrested Development and the conventions and codes of the sitcom.
the most important, depending on the concerns of the person whose perspective we’re considering. Producers and the network executives who
scheduled programming on Fox arguably cared more about certain codes
(in particular, the daypart) than than the conventions of the program, as
made evident by their choice to place the program in a lineup with other
sitcoms. For them, then, it appeared to be a sitcom. On the other hand,
average viewers, which is to say those who didn’t belong to the show’s core
fan-base, might argue that it wasn’t a sitcom because it didn’t follow the sitcom conventions that they recognized. Simply put, it didn’t match their
sense of humor. They didn’t find it funny, so it wasn’t a sitcom.
The key to answering this question is to make a clear argument about
which conventions and codes were the most important and why, and then
to back those claims up with specific, concrete examples. We can expand
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the types of evidence available to us by expanding our discussion of television as cultural form, in particular the practices of the U.S. television
industry, which will be the focus of the next chapter.

5

How Does Your Television Flow?
In the field of television studies, Raymond Williams is best known for the
idea of “flow,” which he first described in Television: Technology and Cultural
Form. The event that prompted him to write about flow took place after he
had taken an ocean-liner from Britain to the United States. After arriving
in Miami, he was exhausted, so he turned on the TV. A film was playing.
His story after that is rather incredible and worth citing at length. He
begins with a description of the cultural form of television in Britain, followed by his shock at the cultural form of television in the United States:
We are normally given some twenty or twenty-five minutes of the film, to
get us interested in it; then four minutes of commercials, then about fifteen
more minutes of the film; some commercials again; and so on to steadily
decreasing lengths of the film, with commercials between them, or them
between the commercials, since by this time it is assumed that we are interested and will watch the film to the end. Yet even this had not prepared me
for the characteristic American sequence. One night in Miami, still dazed
from a week on an Atlantic liner, I began watching a film and at first had
some difficulty in adjusting to a much greater frequency of commercial
‘breaks’. Yet this was a minor problem compared to what eventually
happened. Two other films, which were due to be shown on the same
channel on other nights, began to be inserted as trailers. A crime in San
Francisco (the subject of the original film) began to operate in an
extraordinary counterpoint not only with the deodorant and cereal commercials but with a romance in Paris and the eruption of a prehistoric
monster who laid waste to New York. Moreover, this was a sequence in a
new sense. Even in commercial British television there is a visual signal —
the residual sign of an interval — before and after the commercial
sequences, and ‘programme’ trailers only occur between ‘programmes’.
Here there was something quite different, since the transitions from film to
commercial and from film A to films B and C were in effect unmarked.
There is in any case enough similarity between certain kinds of films, and
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between several kinds of film and the ‘situation’ commercials which often
consciously imitate them, to make a sequence of this kind a very difficult
experience to interpret. I can still not be sure what I took from that whole
flow. I believe I registered some incidents as happening in the wrong film,
and some characters in the commercials as involved in the film episodes, in
what came to seem — for all the occasional bizarre disparities — a single
irresponsible flow of images and feelings. (1974, pp. 85–86)

His story is remarkable for a number of reasons, not least of which is
that he was a prominent scholar who was flummoxed by something that
most viewers familiar with U.S. television take for granted: commercials.
The value of his observations, however, is that they force us to step back
and watch television as if we’re seeing it for the first time. If we tune in to
a broadcast network such as NBC, CBS, or ABC, or if we turn to a basic
cable station such as Bravo, TLC, Fox News, or ESPN, programs and
advertisements wash over us as if they were one long, uninterrupted text.
Williams called this phenomenon flow, and for him, it was “the defining
characteristic of broadcasting, simultaneously as a technology and as a cultural form” (1974, p. 80).
A lot has changed since Williams wrote Television: Technology and Cultural
Form, however. Digital technologies such as DVDs, digital video recorders
(DVRs), and the internet have made programming available to us in ways
that Williams could not have imagined, and as a consequence, our viewing
habits have changed. In other words, television as a cultural form in the
United States has evolved as television technology has evolved. Is Williams’s notion of flow still valuable as a tool to understand TV, or have circumstances changed so much that we need to find a new way to describe
how TV is organized?
This chapter answers this question in two stages. After a brief history
of the development of the practice of flow, it describes the programming
techniques that network executives have used when planning their schedules. After that, it considers the impact of new digital technologies on these
techniques and on flow, a question taken up in more depth in chapter 6.
Can we predict what TV will look like in the future?

5.1 The principles of televisual flow
Williams was surprised by U.S. television because he was used to British
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television. Historically, Britain’s public service broadcasting model (as
described in chapter 3) approached scheduling in a different way than
commercial broadcasting in the United States. When the medium of radio
was still young, for instance, the BBC treated programs as discrete, distinct
units. Announcers would instruct listeners to dim the lights and prepare
themselves for a concert, just as they would if they were in the concert hall.
Programs weren’t scheduled at a regular time or even on the hour or halfhour: a concert might start at 7:05 and end at 8:20, with a couple of
minutes of silence before and after for people to set the mood. Not everyone responded well to this approach and the “high culture” that it
delivered. Over time, the BBC responded to listener and viewer demand
for more “popular” fare, eventually creating new stations and channels and
developing more regular schedules.
Commercial broadcasting in the United States adopted the model
we’re familiar with today much more quickly. It was in broadcasters’
interest to do so: they could sell more advertising if they could develop
audiences that were loyal to specific shows. By the time TV became the
dominant medium in the United States, networks had found a number of
ways to attract the dual audiences of television, viewers and advertisers.
One way, as the last chapter described, was through genre consistency.
Another was through scheduling and promotion.
The job of the network executive is to select and arrange programming to attract viewers and, as a result, advertisers. In the 1950s and
1960s, when most people in the United States had access to only three or
four stations, network executives developed a set of principles and
strategies that shaped their programming decisions. The first of these principles was the parsimony principle, or the idea that it was profitable to
use resources as efficiently as possible. If networks had already paid for
something, it was cheaper to find ways to stretch out its use than to create
new programming to take its place. Soap operas, with their stretched out
story-lines, illustrate this principle well. So do efforts in the 2000s by CBS
to recycle its weekday programming by replaying programs like CSI: and
NCIS on Saturday nights, when they were likely to attract a different audience than when they originally aired during the week.
A second principle is that of least objectionable programming
(or LOP), which is the idea that if viewers are tuning in without a specific
program in mind, they’ll watch whatever is the least boring, least offensive,
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etc. In the 1970s, before cable was widespread, there were only three
broadcast networks in the United States. Networks were doing well if they
could attract more than a third of the viewers at any given time, and LOP
functioned well when they weren’t playing their flagship programs. It still
functions to a more limited degree in contemporary U.S. television where
viewers have hundreds of channels to choose from, although viewers are
more likely to choose what’s “least objectionable” by turning to a specialty
cable network such as ESPN or the Food Network that reliably plays programming they enjoy.
A third idea is that of appointment television, or programs that
viewers go out of their way to watch every week and follow if their place
in a network’s lineup changes. Not surprisingly, programs that achieve this
status are some of the most profitable. In the 2000s, for instance, Fox forfeited any possibility of winning the race for ratings each fall because its
executives knew they could count on the loyalty of viewers for its big
spring programs, American Idol and 24.
Network executives’ goal in employing these principles is to use their
schedules to control both audience composition and audience flow.
“Audience composition” describes the demographics of the viewers watching a particular show or network, while “audience flow” describes how
viewers watch TV from show to show and from channel to channel. (Note
that this is not the same idea of “flow” described by Williams.) Where audience composition is concerned, executives want to attract their advertisers’
desired viewers, and to do that, they take genre and daypart into account
(see Figure 5.1). Programmers segment the broadcasting for scheduling
purposes, and these segments such as “daytime” and “prime-time” are
dayparts. They developed out of historical assumptions about the viewers
that networks wanted to attract, including social rhythms, cultural values,
and gender roles. For instance, executives believed that women were the
principal viewers during the daytime hours, and they scheduled programs
accordingly, relying heavily on feminized genres such as as soap operas and
talk shows. During prime-time, they believed that men were the principal
viewers, or at least that they were the ones making the decisions about
what to watch. This led them to schedule more “serious” programs such as
dramas in the evening. Whether executives’ assumptions about their audience composition were accurate is open to debate. What mattered,
however, was their perception.
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Time

Daypart

5:00–9:00am:
9:00am–3:30pm:
3:30–6:30pm:
6:30–7:00pm:
7:00–10:00pm:
10:00–10:30pm:
10:30pm–midnight:
Midnight–1:00am:

Early morning
Daytime
Early fringe
Prime-time access
Prime-time
Late news
Late fringe
Post late fringe
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Figure 5.1. Dayparts in the Central time zone.

5.2 The strategies of televisual flow
Network executives have also developed a set of scheduling strategies
designed to control audience flow. They are constantly aware of what their
competitors are doing, and they design their schedules with these strategies
— and their competitors — in mind. Their primary goals are to keep the
viewers they already have and to win over their competitors’ viewers.
Some of the techniques they use to accomplish this are one-off techniques
that they might employ during special events, or when their competitors
are running special programs. These include stunting, or arranging specific programs so that viewers have a one-time reason to watch them. This
often happens during sweeps, when ratings are the most important, for
example when a crime committed on one drama is solved by the detectives
on another and the characters cross over into each others’ programs.
Another technique is bridging, or running a program past its normal
stopping point. Sometimes programs run a minute or two over; sometimes,
as was the case in the early 2000s on NBC, “supersize” sitcoms last fortyfive minutes, rather than the normal half hour, the assumption being that
viewers will watch the show that follows because they have missed the
beginning of the shows being played by a network’s competitors.
Other techniques can be applied over the course of an entire season.
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These include lead-ins (putting a popular program before an unproven
program, on the assumption that viewers will tune in for the first and stick
around for the second), lead-outs (putting a popular program after an
unproven program, on the assumption that viewers of the popular program might tune in early and catch the first program, too), and hammocking (sandwiching an unproven program between two popular programs, on the assumption that viewers tuning in for the first and last programs will watch the one in the middle, too). Executives’ secondary goal is
to capture the leftover viewers who aren’t interested in their competitors’
programs. In some cases, executives recognize that their competitors have
strong programs. They might be the season’s big hit, or they might be a
one-time event like the Super Bowl or the Oscar Awards ceremony. In
those cases, executives turn to counter-programming, or scheduling
programs designed to attract the viewers neglected by other stations.
We can see a number of these strategies at work in the Thursday night
schedule of the U.S. broadcast networks from Fall 2008 (see Figure 5.2).
ABC, for instance, used Grey’s Anatomy, one of the network’s biggest hits, as
a lead-in for Life on Mars, an unproven program that ABC was just introducing. CBS used the same technique for Eleventh Hour, an hour-long science
fiction drama that would attract (or so CBS hoped) the same viewers as
CSI:, one of the most watched programs on U.S. television. NBC counterprogrammed its Thursday nights against ABC, CBS, and the CW, which
all offered dramas, by offering sitcoms, for those viewers who weren’t interested in dramas. The network also used hammocking to attract viewers to
Kath & Kim, which was new, as well as 30 Rock, which had begun to attract
a loyal audience but wasn’t yet enough of a draw to attract viewers on its
own. NBC led-out the night with ER, as it had done for the past decade
and a half.
How do executives measure whether their techniques have been successful? They rely on audience measurement, which takes two forms, ratings and shares. In the United States, Nielsen Media Research, whose
roots go back to the days of radio, randomly selects households in order to
have a representative sample of the U.S. viewing audience. Using diaries,
where viewers list what they watch each day, and people-meters, where
viewers press a button on a machine attached to their TV that measures
which channels are on, how long they’re on, and who’s watching, Nielsen
calculates two percentages. The first — the rating — measures the per-
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Figure 5.2. The Fall 2008 Thursday night schedule on U.S. broadcast television.
centage of all television households that are watching a given program.
The second — the share — measures a subset of the first, namely the percentage of households that actually have their televisions turned on that
are watching a given program. (Households that are not watching TV
when Nielsen takes its measurements are included in the rating, but they
are not included in the share.)
Nielsen provides measurements for both national and local markets. It
provides national ratings year-round but local ratings (for its 210 local markets) only during sweeps, or measurement periods during February, May,
and November, with a mini-sweeps period in July. Because these measurements are used to set advertising rates for the months that follow, networks
and their local affiliates are eager to attract as many viewers as possible, so
they play their best programming (and engage in a lot of stunting, as
described above). Historically, the sweeps system has had an unintended
consequence, namely the countless reruns that air during non-sweeps
months.
The exploding popularity of digital technologies such as DVDs,
DVRs, and the internet has begun to challenge executives’ assumptions
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In a market with 125,000 television households, 75,000 have
their TV set turned on, while 15,000 watch Lost. What is Lost’s
rating, and what is its share?
Rating:
number of households
watching a program
number of television
households in a market

=

15,000
125,000

=

12%, or a
12 rating

=

15,000
75,000

=

20%, or a
20 share

Share:
number of households
watching a program
number of households
with TV set turned on

Figure 5.3. How to calculate ratings and shares.
about how to schedule programming. At the same time, these technologies
have changed how we interact with television and, consequently, the flow
that Williams observed is less prevalent, as the next section and the next
chapter describe.

5.3 Flow in the digital era
A number of factors have begun to reshape the television industry and
with it the way it presents its programming. Digital technology is one, as
are the lifestyle changes digital technology has made possible. In a process
described as convergence, digitization is blurring the lines between
formerly distinct media technologies, making it easier to share content
across platforms — from cable to a DVR hard drive, and from there to a
computer, uploaded to a file-sharing website, where it’s downloaded by
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someone else, burnt to DVD, and watched on the set in someone’s living
room. People with increasingly flexible schedules (also made possible by
digital technologies) are in turn causing network executives to reconsider
their assumptions about dayparts and their desired viewers.
Before the advent of DVRs, DVDs, and internet file-sharing, scheduling was premised on the idea that most viewers would watch their programs when they aired. Of course, VCRs had made time-shifting, or
delayed television viewing, possible in the 1980s, but VCRs were not as
convenient as DVRs. When most people viewed their TV “live,” primetime was the most coveted daypart because the most viewers were watching. The value of prime-time has decreased, however, as more and more
people record their programs to view later (or wait until the program is
released on DVD to watch the entire season at their own leisure). By 2007,
17 percent of the viewing households in the United States had a DVR,
and 10 percent of the most desirable demographic, 18–49 year-olds,
watched all of their broadcast prime-time TV on their DVR (Steinberg &
Hampp, 2007).
The television industry has reacted to viewers’ changing habits in a
number of ways. Nielsen, for instance, has changed the way it measures
ratings and shares. It now offers “live-plus” ratings in addition to its “live”
ratings. It can now tell networks how many people watch their programs at
their moment of broadcast, three days after broadcast, and seven days
after broadcast. The difference can be measurable, and networks believe
that advertisers should pay for the extra viewers. Grey’s Anatomy, to give one
example, earned an 8.5 rating among 18–49 year olds when it was broadcast on January 15, 2006. Its “live+7” rating was 8.7 (Elliott, 2006), a small
but potentially valuable difference.
Networks themselves are also taking steps to give viewers reasons to
watch ads (and thus protect their main source of revenue). One approach,
which has yet to be perfected, has been to place interstitial programs,
or short programs that fall outside of the regularly scheduled program,
during ad breaks. Typically, networks produce a series of short episodes
that mimic well known genres, with each episode ending with a cliffhanger.
CBS’s 2006 Courier series is a good example. Each forty- to sixty-second
episode told the story of Iiro, a rugged adventurer who receives a mysterious phone call informing him that his wife and child have been kidnapped.
The seven episodes, which were sponsored by Pontiac, ran between Janu-

70

Technology/Form

ary 24 and February 1, 2006, and are now available for viewing on CBS’s
website.
Networks have also worked to recapture viewers who have migrated to
the internet by making their programs available there, with advertisements, of course. The most prominent commercial website making complete episodes available for online streaming is Hulu.com, which was
launched by NBC Universal and News Corporation in March 2008. Hulu
differentiates itself from websites like YouTube (not to mention illegal filesharing sites) by offering complete episodes and a high definition image.
The programs include commercial breaks, much as they would on broadcast TV, but usually with fewer ads. The creators of Hulu also encourage
viewers to embed video in the social networking sites they frequent, such as
Facebook. No longer are they trying to sell the largest number of viewers
to advertisers, as they did when network broadcasting was at its height in
the 1970s; instead, they’re selling viewers belonging to young, desirable
demographics who will share their programs (and the ads they contain)
with their friends. They hope that the word-of-mouth advertising provided
through social networking sites will be something advertisers are willing to
buy.

5.4 Conclusion: television in a post-flow world
In the 1970s, Raymond Williams came to the United States and watched a
movie on television that — shockingly! — had advertisements, and this
prompted him to think about the structure of broadcasting as flow. If he
were still alive and able to watch contemporary TV, would he recognize it?
And would he choose the term “flow” to describe it?
Probably not. Our options as viewers are now so numerous that we’re
unlikely to sit down and watch a program from beginning to end, without
interruption, advertisements and all. We have too many other choices, and,
multitaskers that we are, we tend to do many of them at once. With the
100 or more channels that most cable or satellite subscribers now receive,
we have back-up channels to turn to when ads come on the channel we’re
watching (and back-up back-up channels for when there are ads on the
back-up channel). If we miss an episode of our favorite show, it’s no big
deal — we can watch it from our DVR, or rent the DVD, or stream it
online, or even download it illegally, if we’re so inclined. What once was
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“flow” is now something much more staccato, more staggered, and more
in the viewers’ control.
The disruptive effects of convergent technologies deserve further
attention. The changes they have made possible are profound, and, not
coincidentally, the topic of the next chapter.

6

Is TV Still...TV?
Here’s a statistic: by 2011, 5.1 million U.S. households had broadband
internet and free, over-the-air television, but not cable or satellite (Spangler, 2012). It’s a small number (representing only about 4.4 percent of the
nearly 115 million TV households in the country), but it’s a growing trend.
People are abandoning cable and satellite in favor of internet video, both
legal (like Netflix) and illegal (like BitTorrent), leaving the television
industry in the lurch. Broadcasters had to contend with cable in the 1980s,
and cable and broadcasting had to contend with satellite in the 1990s, and
now, all three have to contend with the internet. What’s a TV network to
do?
The last chapter hinted at many of the changes that have shaped the
TV industry in the last two decades, made possible by convergence, or the
blurring lines between previously distinct technologies. DVDs, then DVRs,
and now streaming video have all grown in popularity because digitization
has made sharing across platforms so easy. This chapter examines how
convergence also affects media — especially TV — as cultural forms.
Viewers want TV to be easy — they want their shows to be available
whenever it’s convenient. They don’t want to be forced to follow the
industry’s rigid schedule. Nor do they want to watch commercials, if they
can avoid them. And networks want to give viewers what they want. Why
shouldn’t they? Without viewers, what kind of business would they have?
But they still need to make money, so they have to find ways to deliver ads
creatively or convince viewers to pay for the convenience they crave.
In fact, the changes that have taken place in the last decade or so are
part of a longer evolution within the television industry. The scheduling
strategies described in the last chapter developed when most people had
only three or four channels to choose from. It’s no surprise they had to
evolve. Amanda Lotz, in her book The Television Will Be Revolutionized
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(2007), divides TV history into three distinct periods: the network era
(1950s–1980s), the multi-channel transition (1980s–1990s), and the
post-network era (2000s–the present). During the network era, there
were three main, over-the-air networks: NBC, CBS, and ABC. It was during this time that Raymond Williams described the idea of “flow,” an idea
that is now largely obsolete. During the multi-channel transition, cable and
satellite broke the stranglehold of the over-the-air networks, and during
the post-network era, viewers have broken the stranglehold of everybody.
This chapter asks how we got from one era to the next, and what TV
looks like now as we operate in the post-network era. It describes the way
that the shift in control passed from networks to viewers and the impact
that shift has had on venerable ideas such as the television season. It pulls
Raymond Williams’s book into the present by asking, how did we get here
from there? And where are we going next?

6.1 What television’s shifts look like
So how did we get here? Recall how the TV networks started — they grew
out the the radio networks, the first of which was NBC. The radio networks had a virtual lock on the market, a position they occupied in part
because the U.S. government, through its decisions about policy, set it up
that way. NBC was owned by the Radio Corporation of America, which
was formed as a government-supported monopoly in 1919. Other networks struggled to compete, leaving only three — NBC, CBS, and ABC —
when TV came on the scene. They were able to maintain their dominance
because they were already well established and because they were the only
networks whose affiliates had licenses to broadcast TV signals when the
FCC stopped issuing licenses in 1948. The FCC instituted its freeze
because it found it had underestimated the demand for licenses and hadn’t
yet figured out how to avoid interference between stations. It ended its
freeze in 1952 when it issued its “Sixth Report and Order.” By that
point, however, the Big Three (and especially NBC and CBS) had consolidated their position in the market, and they broadcast on the most favorable frequencies. The barriers to entry for any potential competitors were
very, very high.
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Characteristic technology

Television

Distribution

Big Three networks & broadcasting bottleneck

Revenue

30-second spots sold at up-front market

Figure 6.1. The network era (1950s–1980s). (adapted from Lotz, 2007, p. 8, Table 1)
Network era
The network era lasted for about thirty years, until the 1980s, when
cable began to challenge the dominance of over-the-air broadcasting. Lotz
writes that the technology characteristic of this era was television itself,
unadorned, without remote controls, VCRs, cable, or any of the technologies we have come to expect in the years since. Families usually had one
TV and watched it together. To change the channel or adjust the volume,
someone had to get up and turn a dial.
Distribution during the network era was controlled by the networks.
Although there were some independent stations, producers had to go
through the networks (or, after 1967, PBS) if they wanted to reach a big
audience. Networks would not air programs unless they got to air them
exclusively (a set-up called network exclusivity), leading to what
Michele Hilmes (1990) calls the “broadcast bottleneck.”
This situation began to change with the introduction of cable, especially after satellite distribution expanded the number of stations people
had access to in the 1970s. As chapter 2 mentioned, cable first developed
in the 1940s and 1950s when entrepreneurs in small towns built antennas
to capture over-the-air signals from bigger cities nearby and then relayed
those signals into subscribers’ houses via coaxial cable. At that time,
however, what they could offer was limited by what they could capture on
their antennas. By the 1970s, however, networks like the Home Box Office
(HBO) began distributing their signal via satellite to local cable providers,
increasing what local companies could offer. Suddenly, local providers
could offer niche networks catering to viewers based on their age (Nickelodeon targets kids), race (BET targets Black viewers), gender (Lifetime
targets women), or interests (ESPN targets sports fans). New technologies
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Characteristic technology

VCR, remote control, analog cable

Distribution

Cable increases options

Revenue

30-sec. spot, subscription, experimentation with
alternatives to 30-sec. spot

Figure 6.2. The multi-channel transition (1980s–1990s). (adapted from Lotz, 2007, p. 8,
Table 1)
— cable and satellite — changed how the TV industry functioned and
how viewers interacted with programming and networks. In other words,
they changed the nature of TV as a cultural form.
Multi-channel transition
Cable took off in the 1980s, at the beginning of the multi-channel
transition. Lotz writes that the technology characteristic of this era
included not only cable but also the VCR and the remote control. What’s
important about these technologies is they all offered viewers more control.
The VCR made time-shifting possible, challenging networks’ control over
when people watched TV. The remote control made ad-skipping possible,
challenging the basic economic model of the U.S. commercial television
industry. Over-the-air networks also had to find ways to compete with
cable networks that had two sources of revenue, advertising and fees paid
by cable subscribers. Cable networks had an advantage over their over-theair rivals: they could charge less for ads because they got money from fees,
too, and they could reach their target audiences more effectively.
Post-network era
But even the cable networks would have to find ways to adjust in the
post-network era, where viewers exert more control than ever over what
they watch and when they watch it. Think of all the different technologies
we call “TV”: the flat-screen in our living room, our smart phone, our
laptop, the laptop of the person in front of us while we’re in class, and on
and on. Or all the different content we call “TV”: conventional genres like
sitcoms, YouTube clips, FunnyOrDie clips, DVDs of entire seasons
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Characteristic technology

DVD, VOD, portable devices, digital cable,
internet

Distribution

Content anywhere, anytime

Revenue

Multiple models: 30-sec. spot, integrated
advertising, branding, sponsorship, subscription

Figure 6.3. The post-network era (1990s–present). (adapted from Lotz, 2007, p. 8, Table 1)
watched in a row, streaming movies from Netflix, and on and on. Or all
the different activities we call “watching”: sitting in front of our flat-screen
engrossed in a movie, waiting in line watching clips about celebrities, flipping between channels when we’re bored, faking attention in large lecture
courses while we sneak sports highlights, and on and on. It’s for this reason
that Lotz describes DVRs, video-on-demand (VOD), multifunctional portable viewing devices, digital cable, and the internet as the technologies
characteristic of the post-network era. Here, too, we can see how our
changing relationship with technologies like smart phones, where we’ve
come to expect instant access to any content we want, has changed the
media as cultural forms. Our new viewing habits have forced networks and
advertisers to rearrange how they do business, and now we see, for
example, integrated advertising, branding, various forms of sponsorship,
and subscription-based models in addition to the 30-second commercial,
which hangs on stubbornly, even as it evolves.

6.2 The changing television season
One of the places where the give-and-take between viewers and networks
has had the greatest impact is the notion of the television season. The television season developed during the network era as a way to organize programming and, more importantly, ad sales. At the end of the spring, networks would establish their schedule for the fall and following spring. They
would present the schedule to advertisers during the up-fronts, or meetings where advertisers would buy a certain number of 30-second slots dur-
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ing the shows they thought would be successful. It was a way to limit risk
for both networks (who had a predictable revenue source) and advertisers
(who could get slots for shows before they were hits, and before slots got
more expensive). It also fixed the idea in people’s minds — both network
executives and viewers — that new programs would air in the fall and
spring, and summer would be filled with reruns.
A couple of strategies by companies looking to break into the television industry disrupted the structure of the season. For instance, in the late
1980s, Rupert Murdoch wanted to use his new Fox network to break into
over-the-air broadcasting in the United States. But Fox’s competitors —
the Big Three networks — already had well established followings. Its
strategy was to counter-program the Big Three, attracting the viewers they
neglected. It aired programs targeted at minorities, and — more important
in the context of the changing television season — it premiered a number
of shows (such as the soap opera Melrose Place) during the summer. If viewers were turned off by reruns, the network reasoned, why wouldn’t they
tune in to Fox, just for something new? Since then, the trend of new programming in the summer has continued. Viewers are looking for
something other than reruns. Hence the popularity of reality shows such
as Big Brother, which debuted in 2000 and has been a staple of CBS’s summer lineup ever since.
The fact that viewers want or even expect new programming yearround has challenged the season as a way for networks to organize their
schedule. It has made the up-fronts less important as the place to buy and
sell advertising. But it is not the only factor shaking up the advertising
industry. Another has been the introduction of local people meters by the
Nielsen Media Research. Recall from chapter 5 that Nielsen has historically used two technologies to measure what viewers are watching: paper
diaries (consisting of grids people fill in describing what they watch and
when) and people-meters (where viewers press a button on a machine
attached to their TV that measures which channels are on, how long
they’re on, and who’s watching). Both technologies measured national television audiences. Local advertisers relied on sweeps, when Nielsen would
measure all of the local markets four times a year, to help them negotiate
the rates they paid to local stations.
In the late 1990s, Nielsen introduced local people-meters, which
measured local audiences all the time, instead of only during sweeps. The
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company rolled them out at first in the country’s bigger markets, such
Boston, New York, and Los Angeles, and then gradually installed them in
smaller and smaller markets. Their use was controversial, especially among
the over-the-air broadcasters. One of the reasons NBC, CBS, ABC, and
eventually Fox liked the diaries was that people often waited until the end
of the week to fill them out. If they couldn’t remember what they watched,
they would write down what they thought they watched, which favored the
big networks whose shows were nothing if not recognizable. The big networks thought that local people-meters would reveal what viewers were
really watching, and they would come out behind.
So local people-meters threatened the big broadcast networks and
made sweeps less important. They weren’t the biggest threat to the TV
industry, however. No, a bigger threat, at least potentially, has been the
internet and the way it allows networks and advertisers to move away from
a sampling method of audience measurement (where Nielsen chooses
families who are representative of the broader viewing public) toward a
census (or direct measurement) method, where content providers
know exactly who is watching a show because they can track their internet
address.

6.3 Hulu and Netflix
The ability to track individual users’ actions as they click through the internet is called addressability. It has been one of the internet’s greatest
advantages, although it has not solved all the problems networks face.
Internet-based distribution of TV content solved a number of problems for a number of people. Consider that in 2010, about 115 million
U.S. homes had TV sets. Of those, 100 million had DVD players, while 43
million had DVRs. More than 20 percent of viewing was from DVR playback, meaning more than one out of every five hours of TV was watched
at some time other than when the networks aired it. Combine this with the
fact that 75 percent of U.S. households had high-speed internet, and it’s
pretty clear that the networks’ business models were threatened (Nielsen
Media, 2010).
It was in this environment that Netflix was born. The funny thing
about Netflix, though, was that its creators thought they were competing
with Blockbuster, the bricks-and-mortar chain of video rental stores that
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they would largely put out of business. When Netflix began in 1997, it was
essentially an on-line version of Blockbuster, where customers would click
through lists of movies and order what they wanted, one movie at a time.
It didn’t offer monthly subscriptions, where people paid a flat monthly fee
to have Netflix send them the next movie in their queue, until 1999, and it
didn’t offer streaming video until 2008.
Its decision to offer streaming video was a turning point. The cost of
mailing out DVDs with the iconic red return envelopes was about a dollar
per disc, or about $2 million per day. Streaming video cost only about 5
cents per download (Bond, 2011). So Netflix shifted its emphasis from disc
rental to streaming video, offering streaming-only subscriptions starting in
2010, an option that a third of its new customers took. By 2011, Netflix
had 27 million subscribers, which was more than Comcast, the biggest
cable company (Lowry, 2011). During peak hours, fully a third of U.S.
broadband internet traffic was from Netflix users (Albanesius, 2011)!
As chapter 5 mentioned, Hulu has been the response by the established players in the TV industry to the challenges created by streaming
video. Launched in 2008 by NBC Universal and News Corporation,
Hulu’s main purpose was to compete with YouTube by providing viewers
with legal access to high-quality versions of the shows they wanted to
stream anyway, all while making money from advertising (and subscription
fees, after Hulu Plus launched in 2010). The creators of Hulu had a clear
vision of TV’s future, one that took into account viewers’ desires for
instant access to all programs, wherever they were and whatever device
they were using (Kilar, 2011). Viewers, they thought, wanted fewer ads,
which Hulu was prepared to give them in exchange for something they
would be doing as a course of habit — promoting shows they liked among
their friends. People had shown how willing they were to share things they
liked through social networking sites, so why not make it easy to share TV?
At the same time, Hulu’s creators recognized that advertisers weren’t interested in paying to reach viewers who weren’t likely to buy their products.
(Why would they be?) They only wanted to pay to reach their desired audience, and addressability — the ability to track what viewers watched —
gave Hulu the ability to give advertisers what they wanted. With the introduction of Hulu Plus, a service that gave subscribers greater access to
Hulu’s library, Hulu even began to compete with Netflix. A win-win for
everyone — viewers, advertisers, and the networks producing programs —
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right?
In some ways, yes. Hulu claims that its ads are twice as effective as 30second spots on conventional network TV (Kilar, 2011). But gathering
information about viewers still poses a number of challenges. The census
(or direct measurement) approach, where websites track viewers’ internet
addresses, gives advertisers a sense of viewers’ habits as they move away
from conventional TV. The direct measurement approach can tell exactly
how many times an ad has been played, but it still can’t tell who watched it,
and if viewers set their browsers to delete cookies, or the bits of information that websites store on users’ own hard drives, a single person playing
an ad more than once looks like more than one viewer. And addressability
raises concerns about people’s privacy: who wants their internet service
provider to release information about them that links them personally to
the shows they watch (or, more broadly, the websites they visit)? That feels
like an invasion of privacy. And what about work places whose employees
watch Hulu at work (something they’d prefer workers not do anyway) —
would they want Hulu (or any other company) making money by mining
their computers for data? Of course not.

6.4 Battleground and Lilyhammer
So what do these changes mean for viewers? Consider Battleground, the first
scripted program produced exclusively for Hulu. Battleground premiered on
February 14, 2012. It was created by J.D. Walsh and told the story of the
staff running senatorial campaign in Wisconsin. It was set in Madison, and
it looked a lot like NBC’s The Office: one part sitcom, one part “mockumentary.” It was taped on location using a single hand-held camera with
natural lighting and no laugh track, and it borrowed the convention of the
“confessional” — where characters would address the camera directly and
explain their side of the story — from reality TV shows like Big Brother. It
was a half-hour long (well, 22 minutes) with space for ad breaks, and Hulu
made new episodes available each Tuesday. Its first season lasted thirteen
episodes.
Battleground was not Hulu’s first original series (it had already produced
a couple reality shows), nor was it the only new scripted show produced for
a streaming online service. Netflix premiered its drama Lilyhammer in 2012,
too. The show starred Steven Van Zandt (who played Sil on HBO’s The
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Sopranos) and told the story of a New York mobster who moves to Lillehammer, Norway (site of the 1994 Winter Olympics) to escape his former
life. It looked a lot like The Sopranos, although its violent themes were toned
down to account for the different audience it would reach on Netflix. It
premiered in Norway in January 2012 and on Netflix in the United States
a month later. In contrast to Battleground, the entire season of Lillyhammer
was available to viewers from day one.
The difference between how Battleground and Lilyhammer came to be is
telling. Netflix adopted a strategy that broke with what’s typical on conventional U.S. networks, releasing all the season’s episodes at once. Of course,
this strategy is in line with the rest of Netflix’s releases: viewers turn to
Netflix to watch complete seasons all at once, and Netflix doesn’t update
episode by episode. Hulu, on the other hand, does: people turn to Hulu to
catch the episode of their favorite show they missed the night before. Perhaps not surprisingly, Hulu took the same approach with Battleground. In
other words, in an attempt to do something different from what conventional television networks do, Hulu chose to mimic conventional television
networks.
What can we make of this paradox? TV producers — the people who
make the shows we watch — are still figuring out how to make TV work in
the post-network era. Battleground was not a hit, despite receiving decent
reviews in the New York Times and the A.V. Club. Worse yet, it’s tough even to
say how many people actually watched Battleground, although Hulu did list
it as its “78th most popular series” in April 2012 (McNutt, 2012). In other
words, no one has yet figured out the logic of the post-network era, despite
their efforts and experimentation.

6.5 Conclusion: is TV still TV?
The title of this chapter asks whether TV is still, in fact, TV. This is a
cheeky way of asking whether the technology we use to watch shows is the
same as the technology people used in the 1950s or 1970s or 1990s.
Clearly the answer is no. Nor do we as viewers use that technology in the
same way as viewers before us. The experience of TV is different now
than in the past. Our terms for the technology and how we use it have
remained the same (we still “watch TV”), but we should recognize that in
very concrete ways, what we mean when we say that has changed.
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Strangely, we’ve ended up where we started. The television industry,
or more accurately, the media industries, have yet to figure out the best
way to profit from the new, constantly evolving digital media environment.
They have yet to figure out how to turn TV in the post-network era into a
consistently profitable venture. Thus the media environment in the contemporary United States is at a crossroads, one where new ways to think
about and use the media are possible. Interestingly, this crossroads is much
like the one where Raymond Williams found himself in the 1970s, when
cable technology was just on the cusp of becoming popular and widespread. In the final chapter of Television: Technology and Cultural Form, Williams explored television’s transformative potential. In the final chapter of
this book, we will do the same.

7

If Television Weren’t TV, What
Would It Be?
Raymond Williams opens the final chapter of

Television: Technology and
Cultural Form with an observation that still rings true today, more than
thirty years later:
There can be little doubt that in the early 1970s we are already in a new
generation of communications technology, and that much of this is centred
on new forms of television. At the same time we are in a very contentious
and confused situation about the institutions and social processes of all
communication. (1974, p. 129)

This observation raised some important questions for Williams. What
would have happened if everyone using television technology — governments, networks, producers, distributors, viewers, and so on — had put it
to a different use? What cultural form might television have taken if the
inventors and policymakers responsible for it had made different decisions?
These questions might appear abstract, but they had — and have —
very real consequences. The “new generation of communications technology” that characterizes our contemporary media environment is digital,
and it blurs the lines between formerly distinct media technologies and
forms. Is YouTube a form of television? Does the internet change how we
interact with and experience information and entertainment? What does
“programming” mean in the era of technological convergence?
These questions aren’t merely about entertainment. Their answers
affect not only how we live our day-to-day lives but also how we decide the
rules that govern our interactions with each other. How do we gather
information about where we live, where we go to school, where we work,
and so on? How do we decide whom to vote for when it’s time to elect a
new mayor, governor, or president? And do we merely gather information,
83
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or do we also produce it in order for our voice to be heard, too? What
about people with less access to digital technology? Not only is the technology necessary to access the internet expensive for consumers (although the
price does continue to fall), but the technological infrastructure — the
cables that carry the internet to our houses and schools — is expensive for
companies that want to offer internet services. For that reason, quite a few
people have had to wait for access to the internet, including minorities,
people living in rural areas, and the elderly (Marriott, 2006; Peterson,
2006; Mohn, 2008).
Do these people have any less of a need for information? Do they
have any less of a right to express themselves by producing their own
media? These are the questions we can pose now, and they are in many
ways the same questions Williams was posing in the early 1970s. For Williams, the new technology was cable. For us, it’s the internet and all that
digitization makes possible. This chapter examines both by considering
how Williams’s answers in the 1970s shed light on the questions we’re asking today. Finally, it asks, what is the potential for television and other
media technologies in the future?

7.1 When cable was new
When he looked around in the 1970s, Raymond Williams saw a media system whose purpose was to generate profit for networks and producers.
Even the public service system in Britain had become more commercial
(and would continue to do so in the decades to follow). Was there room, he
asked, for an alternative form of television, one whose purpose wasn’t
necessarily the mass provision of entertainment?
Williams observed that while policymakers had long argued about the
best way to organize national broadcasting systems (the long-standing public service vs. commercial debate), the very fact that they could argue about
this at all revealed that there was nothing inherent about either system.
Nothing about the technology dictated that it be used in one way or
another. Therefore, nothing about the technology prevented people from
finding new ways to organize the media that didn’t derive from either the
public service or commercial models. Of course, the public service and
commercial models were very well established, which made it difficult to
find new uses for old technology. But what about new technology, where
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new systems had yet to develop?
Williams looked at the technology on the horizon and made a series
of predictions to round out his book. Some of them, to be fair, were not
realized. For instance, he predicted the development of “visual information systems” (1974, p. 136), although he stopped short of explaining
exactly what he meant. He also predicted the development of video telephony. He thought that it would move beyond what we would now recognize as video conferencing to much more widespread use. Perhaps he was
simply ahead of his time — while the technology is different, Skype and
similar services allow users to see the person they’re talking to.
A number of his predictions were realized, however. To make these
predictions, Williams took into account the technological and social trends
of his time and carried them through to their logical conclusion. Cable
technology, for instance, had come a long way since its inception. By the
1970s, the United States (along with other countries) had begun to launch
communications satellites, and Williams predicted — correctly — that new
cable networks would begin to distribute their signal from a centralized
location via satellite to local cable operators across the country. He also
predicted that video tape, developed in the 1970s, would grow in popularity:
[A]s the market is expanded it seems certain that there will be, in addition
to cheaper forms of video-recording of already transmitted television programmes, some production of specialised video-cassettes. There will be an
alternative, here, between cassette production and demand-cable librarycatalogue services. Meanwhile, movie cartridge projectors are being intensively developed. (1974, pp. 132–133)

Although his language is quaint (who now would talk about “demandcable library-catalogue services”?), it’s not a stretch to see video stores and
on-demand programming as examples of what he’s describing.
As he considered the development of television technology, Williams
also observed that a certain tension between opposing interests — those
that would decentralize media production and those that would continue to centralize it — was shaping the uses to which people put the
new technology. On the one hand, he thought that there was the strong
potential for the development of community-based media, a prospect that
he found very exciting. He thought that
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it would be wise to look again at the question which is still unresolved from
the earliest days of broadcasting: the relation between transmission and
production. In all current systems too few people are making the primary
decisions about production. The real need is for more independent production companies.... It would not be an easy system to devise and administer, but it is the only creative social course to take between the existing
monopolies and their new challengers. (1974, pp. 142–143)

Cable was one technology that had the potential to make communitybased media possible because nothing technological prevented viewers
from sending signals back to the cable provider. Williams envisioned a twoway means of communication (not unlike that of the radio amateurs in the
United States in the 1910s) that would allow people to produce and distribute programming that had value for their communities, even if other communities might not be interested. He saw similar possibilities for video
recording technology: public organizations could make production equipment available, perhaps on the model of public libraries, so that people
could make television that addressed their local issues, which might differ
from the issues that national or multinational companies found important.
Williams saw a moment of opportunity for community-based, participatory media because new media technologies such as cable didn’t yet
have well established cultural forms. In other words, people were still figuring out how best to use them, and they could still find ways to create a
decentralized communication system. Williams warned, however, that
national companies (or more likely, multinational corporations) could use
the expanded distribution capacity offered by cable and satellite to increase
their control over the centralized networks that had been in place since the
days of radio. It was not in the multinational corporations’ interest to
provide an outlet for local voices, since local voices would reach only a
small audience. For all of cable’s potential to offer a two-way system of
communication, the corporations controlling the technology had little
incentive to develop that potential and in fact had considerable incentive
to consolidate their position at the center of the media system.
With that in mind, Williams ends Television: Technology and Cultural Form
with a call-to-action:
We could have inexpensive, locally based yet international extended television systems, making possible communication and information-sharing on
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Standardization of equipment: Production equipment that meets the standards
imposed by the media industries is usually too expensive for nonprofessional media-makers.
Specialization of roles in professional production: Professional media-makers must
specialize in one aspect of media production. Therefore, professionally
produced programs require large crews. Non-professional mediamakes rarely have access to large crews and often work alone.
Access to networks of distribution: Non-professional media-makers have less access
to the networks of distribution, meaning that their programs are
usually viewed in a private context.
Figure 7.1. Factors that contribute to the professional/non-professional media-making
divide.
a scale that not long ago would have seemed utopian. These are the contemporary tools of the long revolution towards an educated and participatory democracy, and of the recovery of effective communication in complex
urban and industrial societies. (1974, p. 145)

People should work to realize those dreams, he argued, which would
require “information, analysis, education, [and] discussion” (1974, p. 146),
to which he hoped his book would contribute.
Did it?

7.2 The technology of participatory media
Whether Williams’s book contributed directly to efforts to make media
production and distribution available to a wider range of people is difficult
to measure. However, the 1970s, much like the 2000s, were marked by
efforts to broaden participation in the media.
Overcoming the historical divide separating professional media and
non-professional media (whether we call it “amateur,” “participatory,”
or “community”) has been and continues to be a difficult task. What
accounts for this divide? According to historian Broderick Fox (2004), one
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factor has been the expense associated with professional-quality equipment. Another has been the organization of the television industry itself.
People who participate in program production must specialize in their abilities: they have one job that they do well (working the camera, running
lights, editing video, creating sound effects, and so on), but only one. No
single person is able to perform all of the tasks necessary to create a show.
This mode of production works against non-professional producers, who
likely can’t afford to hire specialists for each of the tasks. Television networks have used these non-professionals’ perceived shortcomings — the
lower quality image from the less expensive equipment, the “amateur”
look associated with the do-it-yourself mode of production — as a reason
to deny them access to networks of distribution. The collective effect of
these factors has been the marginalization of non-professional media
forms and their relegation to the private (rather than the public) sphere.
Home movies (or videos) are called “home movies” for a reason — that is
the realm within which they have been produced and consumed.
In the past few decades, non-professionals’ access to the technologies
of production (such as cameras and sound-recording equipment) and postproduction (such as editing equipment) has improved. Williams wrote
about video tape, which was developed in the 1970s and became widely
available by the 1980s. Film was long the professional standard for production, but film stock was expensive, as was developing the image. Video,
in contrast, is much cheaper, and it can be viewed immediately after taping
a scene. Video tape technology has been constantly improving since the
1980s, when 8mm and Hi-8 camcorders were introduced. These camcorders were much smaller and lighter than their predecessors, and they
became a fixture in middle class American homes. By the mid-1990s, nonprofessionals could buy digital video and mini-DV recorders, whose
image quality was vastly superior to the analog 8mm and Hi-8 machines.
As computers became more capable of handling the massive files that
video produces, software companies like Adobe and Final Cut introduced
desktop editing programs that vastly simplified post-production. Prior
to these programs, non-professionals who wanted to take video and
rearrange its various scenes into a narrative had to connect two VCRs.
They would cue the source tape on the first and target tape (where their
movie would end up) on the second in order to dub from the source to the
target. If they messed up, they had to start again from the beginning.
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Adobe’s and Final Cut’s desktop editing programs simplified this process
by allowing moviemakers to import video directly onto their hard drive
and then edit it in a way that was similar to editing a word processing document.
However, until very recently, with the advent of video-sharing websites
like YouTube, non-professionals’ access to the networks of distribution has
still been largely blocked. What sets non-professional media apart from
professional, then, is a matter of convention or cultural practice. In other
words, we’re dealing with a question of television or media as cultural
form. So are there counter-examples that demonstrate different ways we
could approach non-professional media?

7.3 Public access cable
One such counter-example is that of public access cable, which began
as an effort in the 1970s to make good on cable’s apparent promise to give
local communities the ability to make programming that addressed their
specific needs. The late 1960s and early 1970s were marked by international efforts to fight poverty and bring about social justice for the world’s
less privileged. In the United States, for instance, the federal government
started programs like the Peace Corps and its domestic counterpart
VISTA (Volunteers In Service To America).
In this context, the goal of refashioning the media system to give more
people a voice seemed achievable to the American activists who shared
Raymond Williams’s utopian vision of cable. Such activists were disenchanted with the commercial networks, which they felt neglected their
needs and interests. They were also disenchanted with the non-commercial
Public Broadcasting System (or PBS), which was originally created to be
responsive to local communities. Building on successful Canadian models,
people like George Stoney convinced cable providers in large cities like
New York to provide them with access to a channel that they could fill with
community-produced programs. They met with limited success but
received a boost in 1984 when the U.S. Congress passed the Cable Television Act. This act formalized the relationship between cable providers
and the cities they served by granting cable providers local monopolies.
Because of the advantages this provided to cable companies (they had no
competition), cities were allowed to demand Public, Educational, and
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Commercial media

Alternative media

Goals

attract viewers to make
a profit

disseminate a message that is
different from that of commercial
media

Producers

large, well funded crews

typically smaller groups or individuals with less access to technology than commercial producers

Viewers

consumers

people with specific interests that
are neglected by commercial
media

Definition of
“success”

reach viewers who will
buy advertised products

reach viewers who will engage
with and act upon message

Figure 7.2. Differences between commercial and alternative media.
Government (or PEG) channels as part of their contract. Not only
would cable providers carry the programs that cities wanted to air on these
channels, but they would also make money available to city governments
to fund production.
One of the more important activist groups that took advantage of
public access cable was the Paper Tiger media collective, based in Manhattan, which began operating in 1981. It has operated continuously since
then, and its goal has been to critique the corporate media. Its first program consisted of media critic Herbert Schiller sitting in a set painted to
resemble the New York City subway, reading an issue of the New York Times
and explaining the corporate interests shaping each story. Its look is intentionally cheap, and at the end of each episode, the episode’s producers
hold up a paper sign listing how much the episode cost to make. The totals
are always small. Their intended message: “You, viewer — you too can
make a TV show!”
When Paper Tiger began, members of the collective distributed pro-
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grams to other public access stations by mailing video cassettes from one
place to the next. Later in the decade, they began to distribute their signal
via satellite, too. The collective’s goal was never to reach large numbers of
people. Instead, they considered a program successful if it reached people
who were willing to engage with the programming and its message.
Paper Tiger is a useful case study because it provides a tangible
example of other purposes that television might serve. Its episodes are not
entertaining. Instead, they are designed to make it possible for local producers to reach local viewers and discuss issues of shared importance. Paper
Tiger producers consider episodes successful if they motivate viewers to
take action to fight the injustices they perceive. As one of Paper Tiger’s
founding members explains, “the product was never the goal. It’s the process, of course, but more than the process, it’s the potential power that a
popular diffuse medium could possibly unlock” (Halleck, 2002, p. 7).

7.4 Online video: today’s public access?
The philosophy of public access cable left its mark on media activists,
although public access cable itself has faced many challenges since its heyday in the 1980s. With the advent of internet distribution for video, nonprofessionals have found and embraced a new outlet.
While the origins of the internet go back to the late 1950s, the internet as we know it now, where the primary mode of access is through pointand-click browsers such as Mozilla Firefox or Google Chrome, has only
been around since about 1993. Before that time, access to the internet was
largely through text-based terminals connected to larger computers running the operating system UNIX.
The widespread availability of internet video is an even more
recent phenomenon. In the late 1990s, internet video was limited by two
main factors. First was the speed of internet connections. During this time,
most people used dial-up internet, which connected at speeds too slow to
handle large video files. The second was a consequence of the first: in
order to create files that were small enough to send over a dial-up connection, people had to reduce the size and quality of the image, leading one
critic to complain that most content was “derivative and dull” and had to
be watched on “a tiny screen within a screen, with the action periodically
halted for ‘rebuffering’ or rendered herky-jerky by a slow or congested con-
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nection” (Walker, 2001, p. 64). Consequently, most videos became popular
by word-of-mouth as people emailed small video attachments to their
friends, who forwarded them to their friends, and so on.
Online video started to become viable in the mid-2000s when more
people had access to broadband internet, which connected at much faster
speeds and allowed the transfer of much larger files. By 2003, a number of
websites offering video were online, including atomfilms.com,
thebitscreen.com, ifilm.net, bijoucafe.com, and undergroundfilm.com,
although the most popular video website, YouTube, didn’t begin operating
until 2005.
While many of these websites offered alternative material that wasn’t
necessarily political, an important number did position themselves politically. People on both the liberal and conservative sides of the political spectrum felt that the large, conventional media companies were not representing their views fairly or were not giving them a chance to speak at all. The
liberal critique, at the risk of over-simplification, has followed these
lines: conventional media companies are fundamentally conservative;
because of their organization as commercial enterprises, they won’t critique “big business” because they would, in effect, be critiquing themselves.
More broadly, according to liberal critics like Robert McChesney (1999),
conventional media companies are loath to question the assumptions
underlying the capitalist way of life, which many liberal critics see as resulting in a society characterized by inequality. Such liberal critics have created websites like that of Independent Media Center, which was launched
in 1999 to provide news coverage of the World Trade Organization
protests in Seattle.
Conservatives, too, have felt neglected by the conventional media
companies, but, predictably, their objections are very different from those
raised by liberals. The conservative critique, again at the risk of oversimplification, has followed these lines: conventional media companies are
fundamentally liberal, as made evident by the fact that a disproportionate
number of journalists working for their news departments are Democrats.
More broadly, many conservative critics are concerned that because these
companies want to attract viewers, they’re willing to pander to the lowest
common denominator, relying on sex and violence to keep people watching. Such conservative critics have launched websites such as QubeTV.tv,
which began in 2007 as a competitor to YouTube when former aides to
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Ronald Reagan were upset that YouTube, as they saw it, had censored
conservative views by removing conservative videos.
However, much if not most content on video websites is non-political
in nature. The undisputed leader of online video, of course, is YouTube,
which was launched in 2005 by three college friends, who sold it to Google
for $1.65 billion in 2006. The most popular YouTube video between 2005
and 2006 was certainly apolitical: it consisted of two college students lipsyncing the theme song to the children’s cartoon Pokémon (Grossman,
2006–2007). By 2006, the most popular online video ever, on YouTube or
elsewhere, depicted a boy from Trois-Rivières, Québec, the so-called “Star
Wars kid,” “faking a light-sabre fight, using a golf-ball retriever in place of
the traditional Jedi weapon” (Moore, 2006).
This content seems to be in line with much of the content on public
access cable at the height of its popularity, although it would be difficult to
quantify how much content has been political or apolitical because so
much of it has gone uncatalogued. In this way, at least, it appears that
online video websites play a role in contemporary society similar to the
role played by public access cable in the 1980s. Does this mean that online
video has finally made possible Williams’s utopian dream of a decentralized, two-way communication system?

7.5 Challenges facing alternative media
While it’s clear that video-sharing websites like YouTube have made it possible for more people than ever before to produce and distribute their own
media, the media system in the United States remains centralized, as
broadcast, cable, and satellite networks maintain control over the vast
majority of the programs people watch. Of course, non-professional and
non-commercial producers define success differently than their professional, commercial counterparts, so the fact that non-professionals have
not replaced professionals does not necessarily mean that they have failed.
By many measures, in fact, they have succeeded. As media scholar Henry
Jenkins (2007) points out, YouTube has become an important site for citizen journalism: people who feel that their voice has been excluded
from public debate can now make themselves heard. The participatory
culture encouraged by YouTube (whose roots, Jenkins points out, go back
well before the advent of online video to the fan clubs that organized
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around cult programs such as Star Trek) has the potential to translate into
more lively civic culture. The 2008 presidential election bore this out: one
of candidate Barack Obama’s biggest online supporters was “Obama
Girl,” whose video “Crush on Obama” was viewed more than 10 million
times. Critics, on the other hand, portrayed his policies as resembling those
of the former Soviet Union by producing the “Obama National Anthem,”
whose visual and musical style, replete with faux-Russian subtitling, drew
heavily on conventions associated with Soviet propaganda.
However, despite what scholar John McMurria (2007) calls YouTube’s
“grassroots ethos,” or the appearance that it is a community where
anyone can participate, YouTube (along with the internet at large) is not
especially diverse. Describing a video called “Who Are You” created by a
frequent YouTube contributor from Ohio, McMurria writes,
a glance at the top 100 rated, viewed and [discussed] videos, and most subscribed channels reveals far less racial diversity than broadcast network
television. Most were US uploads with some non-US sports and Japanese
popular culture. Thus, rather than a “profoundly democratic” space, it is
perhaps more revealing that YouTube commentary on “the community”
has coalesced around musings from America’s heartland.

In response to McMurria, Jenkins writes,
We need to be concerned with the participation gap as much as we are
concerned with the digital divide. The digital divide has to do with access
to technology; the participation gap has to do with access to cultural experiences and the skills that people acquire through their participation within
ongoing online communities and social networks.

In other words, there is still work to be done to ensure that YouTube and
other non-professional media sites fulfill their promise.
Public access cable has faced important obstacles since its heyday, too.
The biggest of these resulted from the passage of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, which was designed to increase competition between
formerly distinct media industries such as cable and telephone. Technological convergence has led companies like AT&T to get into the business of
providing television, competing directly with cable and satellite. One
obstacle AT&T has faced has been the monopolies that cable companies
have had since the 1980s. As a result, starting in about 2006, AT&T star-
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ted lobbying state legislatures to pass “Video Competition” acts, which
would allow telephone companies to obtain state-wide licenses for providing cable. Cable companies have thus lost the monopolies they once had,
and city governments have lost their justification for demanding PEG
channels. Funding for public access stations has dropped precipitously, forcing many of them to shift their focus from cable TV to online video.

7.6 Conclusion: technology/form
Over the course of this book, we have asked a series of questions about
television. What is the value of a cultural studies approach to television?
What is the value of the distinction between television as technology and
television as cultural form? Why have different countries organized their
broadcasting systems along different lines? How does genre function in the
commercial system in the United States? How do scheduling and promotion promote (or interrupt) “flow”? How has convergence altered the structure and logic of the television industry? What alternative TV systems can
we envision?
This final chapter has addressed many of the key themes that have
structured our inquiry. On the one hand, technology is what we — network executives, producers, distributors, consumers, not to mention students — make of it. The commercial system in the United States
developed because of specific choices made by inventors, entrepreneurs,
and policymakers. However, despite the historical inertia of a system that
made little to no space for non-professional media-makers, people have
found ways to tell their own stories by making and distributing their own
media. They don’t have absolute freedom in what they make, as they are
always held in check by forces outside their control, such as the centralized,
commercial U.S. system. On the other hand, the actors within the commercial system don’t have absolute freedom, either, as they are always held
in check by people like the activists described in this chapter who want to
see the system function differently.
The purpose of this book, much like the purpose of Raymond Williams’s Television: Technology and Cultural Form, has been to encourage “information, analysis, education, and discussion” not only about television but
also about the media system that operates in the United States. Its lesson
has been that the system is dynamic, one that involves different players,
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and that when any one of those players changes strategy or approach, the
entire system evolves accordingly. Understanding the media system means
first of all understanding our place in it. With this book, we have established a starting point, and from there we will proceed.
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