Chapter Three

“Why Isn’t It TV?  Post-Network Television Economics and Evaluating HBO Texts”

Amanda D. Lotz

British television scholar Charlotte Brunsdon presciently anticipated the quandary that the U.S. based premium cable network Home Box Office (HBO) would present when she titled a 1998 essay, “What is the ‘Television’ of Television Studies?”.
 Brunsdon’s essay attends to the diversified approaches through which scholars have studied the medium, and indicates a multiplicity of foundational definitions of television.  Throughout a relatively brief history, those studying television have defined their object of study in variant ways, primarily focusing on aspects of texts, audiences, and institutions.  The emphasis on this triumvirate results from the coterminous turn toward studying television as a popular media form alongside the rise and refinement of the theory and methodology of British Cultural Studies.  The epistemological foundations of cultural studies’ approaches to studying television emphasize the intersection of texts, audiences, and institutions in order to understand the complex process of message creation and transmission, spanning the theoretical terrain from political economy to polysemy.  

Most discussions of HBO emerging in relation to the network’s rise to preeminence in original series production highlight textual content.  The exaltations of HBO’s programming excellence, evident in countless journalistic television critics’ columns and in the postmortem of Emmy and Golden Globe award shows, highlight the excellence of HBO series and films (See Zurawik; Levin; Pennington, Grego 1999).  Broadcast networks then retort, complaining that they too could achieve such textual greatness, were it not for the regulations that straightjacket their content capabilities (See Lowry; Bednarski; Carter).  HBO now brands its network with the strategic and contrary slogan, “It’s Not TV, It’s HBO;” an attempt to differentiate the network’s brand by distancing HBO content from stereotypic notions of television as a “low art” form providing the “least objectionable programming”—assumptions heavily weighted with cultural capital that affords assessments of higher quality to forms with less accessibility.  But the network imbeds much more in this slogan, and if we shift the emphasis from texts to institutions, HBO apparently (although likely unintentionally) acknowledges the shifting terrain of television as an industry, technology, and art form. 

If considering questions of institutions and political economy, the slogan “It’s Not TV; It’s HBO” means something quite different than a textual emphasis indicates.  In the context of the late 1990s and early twenty-first century, this slogan is not as contradictory as it first appears, and acknowledges a major definitional question those who study “television” must begin to assess; primarily, what is “television”?  Throughout the decade from approximately 1985 to 1995 the U.S. television industry experienced a major institutional reconfiguration that substantially altered the industrial context that had been in place since the origin of network broadcasting; a structure established as early as the late 1920s by U.S. network radio.  Some scholars and industry workers have described this as a transition to the “post-network era.”  This changed environment results from a confluence of forces including: the success of cable and satellite transmission as additional means of program distribution; the emergence of new broadcast networks (FOX, The WB, UPN) that increased competition for audiences; a reconfiguration of ownership as conglomerated media empires bought up and created broadcast and cable networks (AOL-Time Warner; Viacom; Vivendi Universal; The Walt Disney Company); the development of new technologies that changed consumer access to and control over content (VCRs, Internet/TV hybrids, digital cable, DBS, “interactive” television, PVRs); an environment of decreased regulation that altered standard practices and institutional relations; and the creation and exponential growth of cable networks that further eroded broadcast audience share.

These shifts characterize the post-network era and modify programming, distribution, and economic practices of U.S. television at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  The new revered storytelling role HBO offers U.S. culture indicates the need for complex critical frameworks acknowledging contemporary variations addressing what is “television.”  If we simply define television as that which enters homes and public spaces through television sets, HBO is indeed TV; however, this assumption does not acknowledge that HBO operates on an economic model radically different from what has been and is still the norm for U.S. television.  Various components of the subscriber-based economic model, particularly the function of programs and measures of program success, vastly differentiate HBO from advertiser-based networks.  Defining television requires attention to more than its texts and distribution form, but also to the economic models at the core of U.S. television’s art/commerce nexus. 

Many of the foundational pieces of television theory and criticism (the MTM: Quality Television anthology among them) were written during the “network” era, an industrial environment characterized by three network competitors whose programs needed to draw a minimum HUT level (homes using television) of thirty to remain competitive.  The contemporary environment features vastly different competitive features as the most widely-viewed series now draw only twenty percent of viewers, a cable network can be the most viewed with two percent of the audience, and a subscription-based cable network to which, at most, thirty percent of U.S. viewers subscribe can become the dominant source of critically-esteemed programming.  Such features make readily apparent the need to revisit theoretical foundations such as television’s role in creating a “cultural forum,” its hegemonic capacity, and other assumptions of “broadcasting” and “television.”  A relevant debate also develops as a result of contested aesthetic criteria and notions of quality, both within the American context and when transposed into the global arena.

From an institutional perspective, addressing this situation requires asking questions about how industrial factors contribute to programming possibilities.  Depending on how one defines television, HBO can be argued as “not television,” but as a type of programming provider emerging from a specific institutional context with particular constraints and abilities.  This chapter queries what is HBO in the context of the varied understandings of television made possible in the post-network era?  I employ this inquiry in order to establish how HBO’s economic structure as a subscription-based service contributes to (but does not determine) its programming possibilities.  Amidst these institutional questions I also consider how the post-network competitive environment affects the contested status of television aesthetics and notions of quality (somewhat bifurcated among critical and popular criteria); and conclude by acknowledging some of the consequences of these shifts, likely raising more questions than I answer, but advocating the need for scholarly conversations that do more than aggrandize HBO’s textual productions.

If It’s Not TV, What Is HBO?

The economic structure of HBO differs substantially from that of broadcast and basic cable networks and greatly contributes to altering its programming possibilities.  HBO, like sister network Cinemax and competitor Showtime, is a subscription-based service.  These networks air no commercials, instead funding their programming through a monthly fee paid by those who subscribe to the network.  In May 2001, HBO’s subscription base equaled approximately thirty-three million subscribers (of a television universe estimated at 102.2 million households), most of whom paid ten to fifteen dollars per month for the service (“Database”).  Subscribers who obtain the network through the analog cable lines that have dominated transmission until recently commonly receive a single version of the HBO network.  Since the mid 1990s, however, opportunities have increased greatly for those purchasing digital cable tiers or who contract with Direct Broadcast Satellite providers such as DirecTV and EchoStar.  These subscribers often receive an HBO “Multiplex” package that consists of eight to twelve HBO channels: HBO, HBO Plus, HBO Signature, HBO Family, HBO Comedy, HBO Zone, and HBO Latino, as well as both East and West coast feeds of each channel, which allows for increased flexibility in time of viewing while not adding to the program options.  Many customers receiving the HBO multiplex package pay no more than basic HBO subscribers, with fees mostly variant at the level of the MSO (multi-systems operator).

In developing the multiplex package (currently called “The Works”), HBO increases its value to subscribers without substantial additional cost to the network.  In general, these alternative channels provide HBO with outlets to repurpose its original programming and counter program itself.  Such a niche strategy is valuable because of the diverse interests through which HBO appeals to subscribers.  HBO Plus (formerly HBO2), advertised as “It’s about Choice,” primarily serves as a counter program channel, offering original series opposite films on the main channel and vice versa.  HBO Signature (formerly HBO3) follows the trend toward niche targeting by sex, and HBO promotes it as “Entertainment for a Woman’s Heart, Mind, and Spirit.”  HBO Family features programs for children, specified as programming that provides “Safe, Commercial-free, Entertainment.”  Similarly, HBO Comedy features comedy “…All the Time.”  HBO distributes the final two channels less widely, including them more among HBO’s International range of channel offerings.
 HBO Zone, ambiguously promoted as “Freedom of Speech, Sight, and Sound,” addresses a young, urban and African American audience with more emphasis on music and Black performers, sort of an HBO version of MTV.  HBO Latino then specializes in “Innovative Programming for Today’s Latinos.”   

The addition of multiple HBO channels may appear to greatly increase the value of an HBO subscription (eight channels for the price of one), but these channels primarily expand the range of opportunities to watch the same programs available with the single channel subscription.  HBO recognized the possibility of repurposing programming earlier than the media empires, which began spreading original-run series over commonly owned broadcast and cable networks in 2000 (for example, airing Once and Again first on ABC, then on Lifetime later in the week).
  HBO’s first multiplex experiments began in 1991, and yielded significant benefits for HBO and MSOs.  The premium networks began multiplexing in order to reduce “churn,” the number of subscribers who cancel the service, a figure cited at sixty percent annually for HBO as recently as 1998 (Higgins).  Churn is to HBO what Nielsen ratings are to broadcast networks; the network’s profitability depends on reducing churn in order to spend less on promotions to entice new and additional subscribers.  Early multiplex experiments in 1991 (of just two additional HBO channels) reduced customer complaints about HBO’s cost from thirty percent to twenty-two percent, and surprisingly and more importantly, reduced complaints about repeated content from fifty-two percent to thirty-five percent (Moshavi).  This second figure provided a paradox, as multiplexing actually increases the venues for repeats, but offers viewers two other programs at any given time, perhaps reducing their experience of finding content already viewed on HBO, and decreasing a primary cause of churn.   

HBO leads subscribers to believe they are offering additional services by appealing to viewers’ sense of value.  Indeed, this primarily benefits the network with the appearance of goodwill, while not requiring substantial additional production costs.  In fact, the unconventional nature of HBO programming, in both theme and length, has made their material difficult to distribute in traditional second-run markets.
  Consequently, the additional HBO channels provide an outlet for programming likely to otherwise collect dust in an archive. 

The Subscriber-based Economic Model

The multiplex strategy provides a slight variation in standard practice for HBO; however, the network’s primary distinction results from subscription base.  Functioning as a subscription service radically alters HBO’s financing/programming relations from the standard advertiser-based system in two ways.  Most obviously, it eliminates advertisers from the equation, which many point to as the determining factor in explaining the distinction of HBO’s programming.  Advertiser-supported television is built on the notion of selling audience members to advertisers, so that the programming serves as the lure to ensure the audience’s presence for commercials.  Subscription-based services simplify the sales process by eliminating the advertisers.  Here viewers purchase the programming, paying directly for content (rather than indirectly through elevated product prices).  The purchase of a network service rather than particular show (as in Pay Per View), however, adds complexity to this transaction.    

An advertiser-based model has dominated U.S. television, although the power of advertisers in the program creation and distribution process has shifted throughout history.  Advertisers now have much less day-to-day input on the content of the series in which their commercials appear than they did in television’s first decade, but they remain present through the self-censorship invoked by the “standards and practices” and programming divisions of many networks.  In most cases advertisers do not need to verbalize or micromanage their relationships with advertiser-supported networks to make their wishes known; although such cases do emerge, as in the cancellation of advertising commitments for the coming-out episode of Ellen.
  Networks are very cognizant of the reality that advertisers will pay more for certain types of audience members, with a premium placed on those ages eighteen-to-thirty-four, who are college-educated, and earn a yearly household income in excess of fifty thousand dollars.  Consequently, much of a network’s decision to “green light” series or scripts results from their perception of, or focus group data about how content performs with this most valued demographic group.  Advertisers do not have to call networks daily or monthly for their preferences to be known.  Daily network operations have internalized many of advertisers’ perceived values, creating great self-imposed censorial power.

The elimination of advertisers from HBO’s funding equation affects their programming in fairly obvious ways, at least theoretically.  A subscription-based service reduces the level of institutional gatekeepers, instead passing increased importance to the preferences of subscribers.  HBO subscribers acquire their value by virtue of their willingness to subscribe, rather than their particular demographic features, so the mission for programmers at HBO requires the creation of programming of such distinction that consumers are willing to pay for it.  HBO’s concern remains with quantity, they seek to entice as many people as possible to purchase subscriptions, although how many or what type of viewers watch specific content takes on decreased importance.  Theoretically, programming decision-makers at HBO are less likely to have external forces (advertising and management) quash their ideas and projects in an attempt to steer programs toward the mainstream.  This context enables the network to take more significant programming risks, and also explains the industrial reputation HBO has for allowing creative talent great leeway in following their vision and designing programming unlikely to appear on a broadcast or basic cable network.  

Eliminating advertising content also offers the network programming capabilities very significant to its textual development.  HBO series are radically different from broadcast and basic cable series because the narrative dictates episode length and development, deviating from the inflexible twenty-three or forty-six minutes of narrative time, with specifically prescribed commercial breaks that require some sort of narrative climax.  The time difference may seem insignificant, but the seven-minute disparity (an additional twenty-five percent of narrative) marks a clear distinction between an episode of Friends and one of Sex and the City.  In many cases this additional narrative time allows for more substantial character and story development, and contributes greater story or character depth.  The elimination of commercial breaks allows HBO series to develop according to a structure dictated by the narrative, rather than the need to take commercial breaks at specified intervals.  This too frees writers to create distinctive programs.  Tom Fontana, Writer and Executive Producer of the HBO series Oz explains, “When you don’t have to bring people back from a commercial, you don’t have to manufacture an ‘out.’  You can make your episode at a length and with a rhythm that’s true to the story you want to tell” (Meisler 45).  Finally, if a story is thirty-two minutes in length, it can remain the length needed to best tell the story because of HBO’s flexible program schedule (anyone who has tried to record HBO series with a programmed timer can attest that HBO operates on a time standard all its own).  Broadcast and basic cable series must be altered to fit the time slot, regardless of the detriment to the story.
 

An even more defining feature of the differentiation provided by HBO’s subscription base results from fundamental differences in the function of programs and measures of programming “success”; a variation resulting from HBO’s need to sell a network instead of individual programs.  In the case of subscription services, the network must attract consumers and compel them to purchase a monthly subscription.  As HBO Chairman Chris Albrecht explains, “Unlike broadcast and broad-based cable networks that are defined by their audiences, HBO is defined by the things that it puts on its air;” which industry journalist Allison Romano summarizes as, “It’s not just about viewers tuning in.  It’s about their paying up” (Romano 13). Although consumers base their decision on the value of the programming, there is a key and significant difference in the programming emphases of subscriber-based and advertiser-based networks.  A network such as NBC must sell viewers each and every day (at least during sweeps months) on a schedule full of programs.  A few isolated hits, such as Friends and E.R. spread across the schedule on a Thursday night can lead some viewers to watch other NBC shows out of habit, but having one strong night only marginally benefits the network’s overall program schedule. 

In contrast, subscription-based networks can profit with only a few isolated programs that lead subscribers to maintain the service.  Here, the network is not exceptionally concerned with how often or what the individual subscriber views, so much as that each subscriber finds enough value in some aspect of the programming to continue the subscription.  In my case (representative of nothing, but illustrative nonetheless), I subscribe primarily to view original series such as Sex and the City, Oz, Six Feet Under, and The Sopranos.  I watch a Saturday night movie on occasion, and saw Wit and some of Band of Brothers, but access to four or five series that combined offer only about ninety hours of new programming each year is enough to justify my annual expenditure of approximately $150.  However, consider all the programs I do not usually watch … boxing, Inside the NFL, Curb Your Enthusiasm, The Mind of a Married Man, many concerts, most films. 

Additionally, subscribers do not expect a full day’s worth of new programming in order to derive value from subscription services in the same way broadcast networks have traditionally provided new programming throughout the day.  This also contributes to repurposing opportunities and the ability of networks such as HBO to allocate greater funding to a few programs, rather than spreading that same program budget over the diverse and multiple needs of a broadcast network.  Consequently, the success of the individual program matters much less to HBO than it does to NBC, nor is HBO particularly concerned with the demographic specificity of who watches particular programs.  I recently inquired about the gender percentage of Sex and the City’s audience and was told that HBO does not even gather such demographic information because they do not sell their audience to advertisers, while the demographic profile of advertiser-based network series can determine survival or cancellation.  The ability to use the subscription fees of boxing fans to help finance original series, and the fees of those subscribing for original series to buy movie rights creates a radically different economic situation, and consequently, programming environment for subscriber-based services.  

This configuration allows the network to create programs with distinctive voices and clearly demarcated “edges” (Curtin and Streeter; Curtin).  A subscription service endeavors to create programs that people talk about (and consequently subscribe to see), more than it seeks to air programs that are widely viewed, but about which there is not a lot of “buzz.”  Their strategy is most successful if programs have excessive edge so that many different audience groups can find the one show that hails their interests most precisely, regardless of having little interest in the rest of the schedule.  Mark Edmiston observed this phenomenon in the magazine industry, noting that, “as you get narrower in interest, you tend to have more intensity of interest: the person is more likely to pay the extra money” (Ohmann, Averill, Curtin, Shumway, and Traube 137).  Put another way, in their text on the economics of the television industry, Bruce Owen and Steven Wildman describe a primary challenge for mass media industries such as U.S. television as “a trade-off between the savings from shared consumption of a common commodity and the loss of consumer satisfaction that occurs when messages are not tailored to individual or local tastes” (151).  The subscriber-based network approaches this dilemma quite differently than a traditional broadcaster because viewer interest is measured by their purchase of the network rather than of specific programs.  Consequently, the subscriber-based network is most successful if it provides a variety of programs, each tailored to a specific “individual or local taste,” while advertiser-based networks most often seek to “plane” the “edge” of programs, making them acceptable to as large a group of the most desired demographic group as possible.  

Further, it is important to remember that HBO exists as just one arm of the conglomerated media empire AOL-Time Warner (See Jaramillo).  Curtin and Streeter have emphasized media industries’ construction of economies of scope as a characteristic of the post-network era.  AOL-Time Warner utilizes HBO to reach a certain segment of the audience and return profits, but broadcast networks, a variety of cable nets, the Time Warner cable distribution system, AOL’s internet customer base, film studios, magazine and book publishing, record labels, retail outlets, and sports teams also buoy the conglomerate. 

I argue that this differentiating feature primarily makes HBO “not TV” and provides it with opportunities for programming experimentation less available to those networks that must stake their fate on each and every episode of each and every show.  In constructing an industrial explanation for some of HBO’s differentiation it is important to acknowledge that the institutional arrangements do not mandate the programming situation so much as they contribute to composing an environment enabling some experimentation.  I would argue it is also the case that broadcast networks likely constrain their own creative process through self-censorship to an extent in excess of what is needed; so that while HBO’s subscription-base may enable it to explore non-traditional programming forms and themes, much of this is possible for advertiser-based networks as well, but self-determined adherence to established norms blocks the pursuit of forms that defy conventionality.  Broadcasting & Cable editor P. J. Bednarski smartly replied to broadcast network whining about their inability to compete with The Sopranos by opining that it is not so much the violence and language that separate HBO’s approach, but that if the series aired on a broadcast network the basic series premise of a “dramatic series about a guy's family business, his eccentric partners, his unrelenting mother, his wise children and his long-suffering wife in suburbia,” would be altered so that: 

Tony would be handsome and in his late 30s.  His wife would be gorgeous and working (architect? pediatrician?), the kids would be wisecrackers (and the daughter would be a sexpot), and Tony's mom would be annoying mainly by doting on him, not by psychologically torturing him. …  Homes would be stylish.  Clothes would be current.  Weight would be perfect.  And what you'd have, more or less is a typical television show. (Bednarski, 24)

In other ways, HBO’s need to attract subscribers requires it to clearly brand itself as a programming source that offers formats and content unavailable elsewhere.  This explains the network’s emphasis on a generalized slogan that recognizes both the diversity of fare offered by the network, but also, its lack of availability on other networks.  In establishing this differentiation it is important that HBO executives seek for creative talent to give their series voices that are clearly distinct from that of advertiser-based network programming.  To date, this has been an easy task because of the lack of innovation evident on broadcast networks.  As long as these programming outlets recycle and combine formats and themes, or derive programs in variation from existing successes, it takes little for HBO to appear as a clear alternative in programming content. 

The Post-Network Era and “Quality” Television

The dilemma an anthology collection such as this faces then, lies in determining how to compare notions of aesthetics across discrepant competitive environments and contexts.  Can a valid comparison between MTM Enterprises’ productions in a network era of advertiser-based competition and HBO’s subscription-based service in a post-network era even be made?  Does this amount to “comparing apples and oranges” because of the radically disparate economic relations of an independent production company who sold content to three broadcast networks and that of a subscription-based, cable service whose entire subscriber universe is roughly equivalent to the percentage of the viewing audience drawn by a series in the network era?  What biases go unexamined in non-problematically accepting the MTM product as that of the highest quality, as notions of aesthetics and both “Quality” (as defined by Feuer et al. in MTM: Quality Television) and quality (as a conventionally used) remain under-theorized and contested in television scholarship and viewing?  Finally, if we do entertain the comparison between MTM and HBO, what is the effect of validating this particular notion of quality, and how do the differences in economic base and competitive environment affect assumptions about cultural capital, the foundations of broadcasting, and television’s contribution to the public sphere.

In every semester that I teach U.S. television history I invariable dissolve into an esoteric and poststructuralist diatribe on the meaning of language and words when the unit on 1970s television arrives.  When is “Quality” not quality; and how does one suspend knowledge of how the English language commonly defines quality to talk about a specific terminological use?  MTM Enterprises was certainly able to produce distinctive textual products that featured specific aesthetic features, but equating this programming with a term commonly used to denote excellence conceals the complexity behind evaluations of aesthetics and values in textual and production features.  Further, the use of “Quality” as the terminological distinction has offered the MTM series an unearned status as aesthetic standard bearers, particularly in U.S. criticism. 

The MTM: Quality Television anthology stands as one of the most thorough assessments of American television aesthetics because of the under-theorized nature of this area, likely revealing a reticence that results from the complexity of making determinations of value for a medium operating in a commercial system that has until recently offered very restricted routes of distribution.  The MTM: Quality Television anthology sets forth a very specific aesthetic standard, a distinction of “Quality television” that requires capitalization and quotation marks.  The anthology reintroduced a discussion of television quality and aesthetics somewhat dormant since widespread popular press discussion in the 1950s, and provides a work many subsequent authors cite and apply; however, its vagaries introduce much uncertainty in applying its attributes or conceiving of a sequel to the work.
  Consequently, I query some of the assumptions made by the editors of this volume in accepting the distinction of “Quality” articulated in MTM: Quality Television.  I posit that the original work was significant for its time, but ultimately not rigorous enough to serve as an aesthetic model (nor do I believe it intended this contribution).  Too many assumptions about critical versus popular assessments of value go uninterrogated in accepting this standard when a crucial need exists for complex assessments of the relationships among demographics, textual features, and popular and critical pleasures.  

The adoption of MTM and this version of “Quality” seem arbitrary in relation to the contested and varied use the term quality has had in the discussion of television content, particularly outside of the U.S. context.  Unquestionably, HBO has offered “groundbreaking, critically-acclaimed, smash-hits” in their recent original programming, but much research asking questions about why this programming has been critically-acclaimed, what features make it groundbreaking, and whether such features amount to the establishment of aesthetic criteria must be explored.  A substantial literature approaching such questions exists, although remains relatively ignored by U.S. television scholars (Brunsdon, Screen Tastes; Mepham; Mulgan; Kerr; Schroder; Corner, Harvey, and Lury; Ellis).  Considering how policy debates and theory building in Britain during the late 1980s and early 1990s can be applied to creating more sophisticated examinations of U.S. textual products offers more significant advance than recycling attributes of the products of a production studio with a historically and institutionally specific context.

Yet another set of voices relevant to discussions of quality in the U.S. commercial system are those who arguably have the most significance in determining value in a commercially based television system: the public or viewers.  This group can be divided in various ways.  At some times, viewers have united and offered their support for particular series, and even adopted the terminology of quality, as in the establishment of Viewers for Quality Television (VQT).  Founded in 1984 (coincidentally the same year as MTM: Quality Television was published), VQT functioned first as an activist group and lobbied for the renewal of Cagney and Lacey and Designing Women, then instituted annual awards, but disbanded in December 2000 (Brower).   


Another means by which the public confers distinctions of value is simply by watching series, and here we must consider Nielsen Ratings and TV Guide’s “People’s Choice Awards” as additional measures of value.  Popular consumption has not been central or even relevant to aesthetic standards established in film and literature, however, the voice of the “masses” must be considered in relation to television aesthetics because of the degree to which it is impossible for series to exist without popular support.  The significance of this measure was likely more imperative in the network era, as the competitive dynamics of the post-network era make possible the continuation of series with audiences much smaller than those required in the network era.


I provide this review of literature on quality beyond the MTM: Quality Television anthology to establish the contested nature of television aesthetics and the partiality of MTM as a standard.  Although some compelling reasons for using the MTM standard in evaluating HBO’s textual product do exist, the criteria offered by Feuer et al. must be recognized as limited and disputed.  Adopting this version of aesthetic criteria is problematic because of the radically different institutional contexts created by both historical variation and the discrepancy of advertiser-based and subscriber-based services.  The MTM: Quality Television criteria made room for popular audience opinion by recognizing the need for programming to be “double-edged,” but this is not the case for HBO.  In fact, HBO thrives by defying program standards that appeal to the mass audience, and succeeds by exploiting limited access as the means to acceptance as high (or at least higher) elite art. 


In revisiting the oft-understudied area of television aesthetics at the beginning of the twenty-first century, academic critics must reconsider television’s cultural function as it emerges in the niche, narrowcast environment of the post-network era.  In many ways the post-network era makes a diversity of programming and aesthetic standards available by reducing the audience size necessary for success.  Consequently, series that were cult hits, or narrowly popular in the network era may now be commercially viable.  However, this alters the coherence provided by texts in the network era, a time during which broadly shared programming could be argued as indicative of cultural trends or struggles.     

What Hath HBO Wrought?  Rethinking “Television” and “Quality”

In sorting out the questions I raise about the effects of institutional relationships, varied competitive environments, and the complicated and contested notion of television aesthetic quality it is necessary to raise even more questions, questions about the foundations of U.S. television and broadcasting, and address, for better or worse, the changing role of television in U.S. culture.  Most specifically, what are the implications for foundational theories of U.S. broadcast media that the programming of highest aesthetic value is not available to the mass audience? 

Ultimately, many valuable reasons exist for assessing HBO as a form distinct from television.  There is some legitimacy to the complaints of broadcast network executives that the discrepant institutional restrictions and economic bases make HBO a derivative of the television industry, rather than representative of its core.  But this problem of HBO’s classification is more a symptom of a need for the evolution of norms and theories than a problem in itself.  The U.S. television industry is unlikely to ever resemble its network era form again, and the contemporary condition may be just a stop along the way to a currently unknown future status quo.  Regardless, these shifts require discussion of changes in programming and its aesthetic value that account for variation in the larger institutional context.  Inattention to the radically different context of production and distribution render meaningless assertions of the late 1990s as a “Golden Age of Drama” comparable to the 1950s (See McGrath).  Addressing institutional features may not be central to textual analyses, but we must acknowledge the relevance of these features in a way that makes comparisons in various contexts problematic, introducing an important level of complexity to critical work.  I do not mean to suggest that the institutional resolutely determines the textual, but it provides a significant factor that evaluations too often under-emphasize.      

In my mind this chapter serves as a caveat more than a critique.  In connecting the “Quality” television produced by MTM and distinctive narrative and visual forms produced by HBO the majority audience is sacrificed (or at least overlooked), as are many of the foundations of U.S. broadcasting.  I am not so naïve as to believe that the potential of U.S. broadcasting as a democratizing form was ever fully or nearly accomplished, as commercial imperatives always have taken precedence over the “public interest, convenience, and necessity.”  But I do not think I am being nostalgic in expressing a concern about the consequence of “the best” television being created only once a subscription service creates an economic barrier to access.  Have we not simply reinstated the distinction between main floor (premium cable), balcony (basic cable), and those who cannot afford to enter (over-the-air reception)?  Perhaps this is inevitable, in which case my criticism is of the lack of attention to these consequences in popular journalism and academic evaluation.  How precious we (me, and my upper-middle-class, educated, disposable-income spending compatriots) are, with our talk of The Sopranos, and denunciation of Jerry Springer, JAG, and Survivor.  

The notion that different television forms carry varying cultural capital is not a new development (as the audience researchers whose respondents recount their PBS viewing can attest); but access to those shows so widely-touted as of highest quality has not been limited by an economic barrier in the past.  While I do not contradict the assertion of HBO’s distinctive content, I am critical of the absence of discussion about the implications of this shift in terms of cultural policy in popular journalism, and unquestionably recognize a central place for such discussions among academic assessments.
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� The essay expands her Encyclopedia of Television entry on “Television Studies.”


� For example, HBO Latino, HBO Comedy, and HBO Zone are not available through the DirecTV service I receive.  They are available in Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands, but the DISH Network features Comedy and Latino.  The local cable MSO offers the same range of channels I receive on satellite, but only offers either East or West Coast feeds, instead of both as available on the satellite.


� Original-run repurposing begins in the late 1990s with Law & Order: Special Victims Unit and Once and Again in 1999, but the practice expands significantly in subsequent seasons.


� In August 2002, HBO created a new executive position of Vice-President of Program Distribution, which suggests a new emphasis for the network on maximizing syndication opportunities (Grego 2002). 


� A more recent and relevant example can be found in the FX series The Shield, which arguably comes closest to replicating a HBO style series on an advertiser-based network.  Despite presenting a cutting-edge depiction of a somewhat rogue police force with high production values (akin to an HBO series), many advertisers pulled out of sponsorship agreements out of fear of being connected with controversial content—although it is the controversial nature of the content that draws viewers comparable to that of the HBO audience.


� This model does have a downside.  The irregular lengths make it difficult if not impossible to sell HBO series in conventional second-run markets.  Syndication, a crucial profit market for broadcast series, is excluded as an option.  HBO has been able to gain additional profits though VHS and DVD rental and sale.


� Various scholars have applied notions of “quality” television based on the MTM: Quality Television essays; see Radner; Collins; and Williams.





