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Introduction

The American television industry underwent its deepest and most
lasting changes in the middle years of the 1950s, a period represented in
the traditional television literature as the transition in prime-time pro-
gramming from the “Golden Age” of live drama to the rise of Hollywood
film series. The shift in dramatic formats was only one of many program-
ming changes in the mid-1950s: prime-time programming also shifted
from New York to Hollywood, from anthology programs to continuing-
character series, and from the dramatic model of the legitimate theater
to that of genre-based Hollywood entertainments. The program changes
of the mid-1950s cannot be attributed simply to shifting public tastes or
the exhaustion of particular program genres, but underscore fundamen-
tal changes in the way in which prime-time entertainment programs
were produced, sponsored, and scheduled. For example, the structure
of network TV advertising underwent fundamental change in the mid-
1950s, from the typical pattern of a single sponsor licensing a program to
the present arrangement of many sponsors purchasing simple commer-
cial insertions in programs licensed by networks.

The programming changes of the 1950s represented a repudiation of
the aesthetic values promoted by prominent television critics and
writers earlier in the decade. Via journalistic reviewing, technical
handbooks, and general sociological criticism, writers on television in
the early 1950s constructed an unusually explicit and widely shared nor-
mative aesthetics of television drama. To these critics and writers, the
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program changes in the mid-1950s signaled a retreat by the industry
from an earlier commitment to aesthetic experimentation, program
balance, and free expression. The filmed series, which replaced the
autonomous teleplay of the anthology series, challenged the growing
prominence and prestige of the television playwright and fundamen-
tally altered the role of the television critic. In the eyes of many critics,
television’s debt to the legitimate theater in distinction to the motion
pictures was renounced, and with it television drama’s allegiance to the
aesthetics of theatrical naturalism.

The economic and programming trends within the TV industry
climaxed at the end of the 1950s, giving American television a relatively
stable set of commercial structures and prime-time program forms. In-
deed, it was not until the rise of satellite-delivered cable services and
proliferating independent stations in the mid-1970s that the rela-
tionships among prime-time audiences, advertisers, and networks con-
structed in the 1950s began to erode, bringing network television its
present prospect of sustained economic crisis.

The extraordinary public controversy in 1959-60 over the rigging of
TV quiz programs marks a logical end point to the period under study in
two ways. First, the direct results of the quiz show scandal reinforced
the economic and programming trends established earlier in the de-
cade. Second, the public controversy over quiz show fraud provoked
wider debates over the fundamental responsibilities of the television in-
dustry regarding program balance and freedom of expression. The spec-
tacular public airing of TV’s dirty linen at the end of the 1950s not only
provided a forum for prominent television writers and critics to voice
their general disenchantment with the medium, but also provoked in-
dustry leaders to offer a new public rationale for the American system of
commercial broadcasting.

The new industry self-definitions highlighted at the end of the
decade provided strikingly different roles for the television writer,
critic, and audience and signaled larger changes in the position of televi-
sion in American cultural life. The disjunction witnessed within a few
years between the critics’ celebration of network television’s Golden
Age and their scorning of a “Vast Wasteland” describes not only a shift
in TV’s program forms and economic practices, but also marks a new
cynicism about the commercial imperatives of American television, the
quality of federal regulation, and the cultural prestige and aesthetic
legitimacy of the medium.
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The present study is indebted to the reinvigorated scholarship in film
and television history of the last fifteen years. The British film historian
Edward Buscombe argues that one imperative of a revisionist television
historiography “is [to] pose the question of whether things could have
turned out differently. Was the evolution of American television into its
present form an inevitable process? To answer this question adequately
would require a history of television which goes beyond the mere
recording of the various technical, economic, and aesthetic develop-
ments, beyond merely noting that certain events occurred.” Pointing to
the fundamental social choices taken regarding American television, in-
cluding the dependence upon advertising support, the dominance of a
specific set of fiction/entertainment styles in programming, and the
definition of the private home as the nearly exclusive arena of viewing,
Buscombe notes that these choices often remain implicit and unex-
amined in conventional accounts of the medium.'

Uncovering the logic and consequences of these broad social choices
regarding U. S. television requires a wider perspective than generally
deployed in the traditional literature, and tracing the threads of con-
tinuity and change in program forms and business practices in American
television presents unique challenges to the historian. From its origins
in the scientific laboratory, commercial television has borne the marks
of the distinct and competing interests of electronic manufacturers, net-
works, and broadcast sponsors. A history of the commercial exploitation
of television technology needs to recognize the shifting interests and
alliances among the would-be architects of the medium. Four contexts
offer avenues of historical inquiry: relations among the distinct sectors
of the television industry (including equipment manufacturing, pro-
gram production, network operation, and television advertising); long-
term changes in the advertising and marketing strategies of American
business; long-term changes in the motion picture industry; and the his-
tory of federal broadcast regulation. A history of television must there-
fore be in part a history of industrial giants like RCA and AT&T, as well
as of Madison Avenue advertising agencies and their corporate clients,
and of the major Hollywood studios. Attitudes toward television within
these various groups have always been pragmatic and changeable, and
an examination of their activities in the medium is likely to yield an ac-
count more varied and complex than often supposed.

One special task of the television historian lies in tracing the indus-
try’s peculiar relation to the state, including the U. S. Congress, the
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federal courts, and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), an
independent regulatory agency set up in 1934. Due to television’s ap-
petite for space in the electromagnetic spectrum and the technical pro-
perties of the portion of the spectrum it occupies, the allocation and sta-
tion assignment powers of the federal government are qualitatively
different for television than for radio broadcasting. Regulatory decisions
regarding visual standards and spectrum allocations in the 1930s and
1940s not only set up the still-prevailing technical specifications of
American television, but also shaped the terms of entry and competition
in the television industry for decades to come. Charting the commercial
fortunes of the competing players in the 1950s’ television industry
therefore requires an appreciation of federal action (and inaction) going
back to the 1930s, especially as it concerned such “merely technical”
issues as visual standards and frequency allocations.

Attempts by broadcast historians to organize television programming
into coherent chronological segments have largely confirmed the
significance of the late 1950s as a transition between distinct television
eras. In so doing, however, many historians have uncritically reproduced
the critical prejudices of 1950s’ partisans of the Golden Age. Due to the
specific circumstances in the 1950s, the aesthetic defense of live televi-
sion was largely elaborated by journalistic critics, who also typically
served as general reporters and commentators on the medium, a ming-
ling of roles that led to wishful thinking about the television economy
and mistaken predictions about the future of television programming.
Few attempts have been made to reexamine the aesthetic and ontologi-
cal claims these critics proposed in defense of their program pref-
erences.

Unpacking the aesthetic and material contexts for television criticism
in the 1950s presents some special problems of historical research. The
transient nature of television programming and the loss or inac-
cessibility of original program material make thorough analysis of
specific programs, series, formats, and genres difficult. Likewise, the dis-
tinct economic interests involved in prime-time television—producers,
sponsors, advertising agencies, and networks—are neither monolithic
nor static, resulting in contentious and unstable relations of power
within the industry. Similarly, the relations of these participants to other
interests inside and outside of broadcasting—affiliates and independent
television stations, movie producers and exhibitors, TV equipment
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manufacturers, federal regulators—are also complex. The difficulty of
relating TV's programming changes to its economic history has en-
couraged a personalist bias in television historiography, where program
changes are accounted for by the preferences of specific producers or
network leaders. Although such historical constructs as “the Weaver
era” or “the Silverman years” may have a broad utility, they obviously
assume a great deal about the structures and processes of an industry
putatively dominated by such “great men.”

This study attempts both a reconsideration of the critical consensus
surrounding television’s Golden Age and a historical analysis of the
economic and regulatory ground upon which such programming briefly
flourished in the 1950s. It draws upon the extant primary materials—
television programs, business documents, the congressional and regu-
latory record, the trade press—as well as upon the extensive secondary
literature on American television. The historical writing on American
television ranges from a handful of synthetic accounts of TV program-
ming to a larger number of specialized works from various social science
perspectives. One weakness of American television historiography has
been the isolation and mutual impoverishment of these strands.

Most important among the general histories is the work of broadcast
historian Erik Barnouw. His three-volume history is broadly conceived,
well researched, and properly skeptical. However, Barnouw’s reliance
upon a resolutely narrative historiographic design and his unabashed
critical sympathies with the creators and critics of Golden Age program-
ming make his account of 1950s television occasionally veer into
polemic, more a piece of the times than an analysis of them. More recent
general histories of American television include those by Christopher
Sterling and John Kittross, and Harry Castleman and Walter Podrazik.2

The myth of television’s Golden Age has been remarkably enduring in
television literature, perhaps due in part to the paucity of reference
works on the medium’s programs and the difficulty of access to the great
majority of television’s programming past. The shallowness of the
reference literature on television authorship reflects and perpetuates
the popular image of an anonymous telefilm assembly line churning out
undifferentiated programming for network moguls. For example, only a
single book, written by two British historians, addresses the role of the
director in American television. Our knowledge of the circumstances of
television production, however, has been strengthened recently by a
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number of published interviews with production personnel, including
works by Richard Levinson and William Link, Irv Broughton, Tony
Verna, Horace Newcomb and Dick Adler, and Franklin Schaffner.
Sociologist Todd Gitlin’s Inside Prime Time (1985) also profits from ac-
cess to a great many industry figures in its account of commerecial televi-
sion in the 1980s. A clearer picture of the production process in televi-
sion has also emerged through the exhibitions and catalogues of the
Museum of Broadcasting, which have addressed specific creative ca-
reers, broadcast networks, and production studios in American televi-
sion. American History/American Television: Interpreting the Video Past
(1983), with articles by fourteen historians, marked the growing serious-
ness with which television history is viewed from outside the traditional
field of broadcast studies.?

Perhaps with even greater effect, various scholars in the field of film
studies, addressing issues of authorship, genre and textual analysis, have
recently challenged conventional accounts of American television. The
valuable standard anthology on television criticism, Horace Newcomb’s
Television: The Critical View, now in its fourth edition, has been chal-
lenged and supplemented by more theoretically and textual analysis-
based readers. The first of these, the 1983 anthology Regarding Televi-
sion: Critical Approaches—An Anthology, joined historical research with
work in feminist and psychoanalytic film theory and signaled the grow-
ing interest among film scholars in television studies. Following the in-
creased presence of television studies at cinema conferences and in film
journals like Screen, Cinema Journal, The Quarterly Review of Film
Studies, and Jump Cut, several anthologies of television theory by film
scholars and others were produced in the mid-1980s, including Televi-
sion in Transition: Papers from the First International Television Studies
Conference (1986); High Theory/Low Culture: Analysing Popular Televi-
sion and Film (1986); Studies in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to
Mass Culture (1986) and Watching Television (1986). Signs of the
maturing of this interest include Channels of Discourse: Television and
Contemporary Criticism (1987), containing essays enlisting recent film
research in semiotics, narrative theory, psychoanalytic theory, and
feminist criticism and John Fiske’s likewise synthetic Television Culture
(1987).

Interest in television studies in Great Britain anticipated and par-
alleled recent work in the United States. Journals of film theory such as
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Screen, Screen Education, and Framework (and more recently the jour-
nal Media, Culture and Society) have published work on television since
the early 1970s, and the British Film Institute has published a number of
pioneering television monographs, dossiers, and books over the past two
decades. These works and others from Britain were crucial in integrat-
ing television studies with contemporary research in ideology, semi-
otics, cultural studies, and historiography and have had a great impact
on American writing on television. From another context, the critical
anthologies edited by John Hanhardt and Peter D’Agostino, while
primarily concerned with artists’ video, are both broadly conceived and
theoretically inclined, indicating a reconsideration of the traditional
boundaries between art-world video and broadcast television.®
Cinema-influenced research on specific television genres has also
revised traditional ways in which American entertainment television has
been conceived. Perhaps because the daytime serial or soap opera has
seemed a propitious site for work from cinema and literary studies ad-
dressing feminism, textual analysis, and reader-oriented criticism, the
genre has received the most sustained scrutiny from the field of film
studies. Other recent critical works influenced by film studies, literary
criticism, and American studies have examined comedy as a tele-
vision genre.®
The historical analysis of the business of entertainment television has
lagged behind that of cinema in the United States, although it has prof-
ited from the contributions of economists, political scientists, and legal
historians who have turned their attention to specific aspects of the in-
dustry. A central concern in this literature has been the relation of
federal regulation to economic competition in network television, and
case studies and dissertations addressing specific technological in-
novations, network operators, and historical periods provide valuable in-
sights into the nature of economic change in the industry. Although this
specialized work has so far made little contribution to more synthetic
histories of American television programming, the renaissance of film
history in American academia in the 1970s provides signs of a revitaliza-
tion of the writing and teaching of television history. Evidence of the in-
creasing sophistication of historical writing on American television
brought from film studies can be seen in the work of Douglas Gomery,
Robert C. Allen, Nick Browne, Edward Buscombe and others. In addi-
tion, the 1980s brought debates over methodology and historiography to
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center stage within the traditional field of communications, witnessed in
the Journal of Communication and the founding of a new journal, Criti-
cal Studies in Mass Communication.”

While the recent television scholarship is encouraging, the often-
proclaimed importance of television in our daily lives and political cul-
ture makes imperative a fuller understanding of how the program forms
and social institutions of American television came about. The present
volume modestly undertakes part of that enormous task. I have tried not
only to provide a detailed account of the economic development of the
American television industry through 1960, but also to suggest a context
for this tale of critical euphoria and disillusionment. If much of the
Golden Age critics’ theorizing now seems tendentious and their anti-
Hollywood biases constricting, their wider critique of the public service
performance of commercial television as the industry was assuming its
mature place in American culture remains compelling. Regarding the
often-claimed intrinsic virtues of live versus film television drama, for
example, I remain agnostic, and likewise skeptical of the unqualified
aesthetic superiority of “Studio One” over “The Untouchables,” or of a
typical Rod Serling script for “Playhouse 90 over one written for
“Twilight Zone.” Such positions would have been heretical to the
powerful New York television critics of the 1950s. In any event, I am less
interested in righting their critical prejudices than in uncovering the
economic and cultural context for their writing and tracing their own
role in the economic and regulatory battles in the early television in-
dustry. The larger goal is to suggest that the development of Ameri-
can television, and specifically the era of network hegemony which
stretched from the mid 1950s to the mid 1970s, was not “natural” or in-
evitable, but indeed the result of specific economic and political forces
and structures with complex determinants.

NOTES
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Tower in Babel (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966); vol. 2: The Golden
Web (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968); vol. 3: The Image Empire (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1970); Christopher Sterling and John Kittross,
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Debating Television

The 1950s is generally seen as the formative decade of American
television, when the medium moved from its scientific origins to its
place as a ubiquitous consumer good, developed its unique program
forms and production practices, and discovered its regulatory con-
straints and commercial potential. The 1950s marked the medium’s
period of most rapid growth, surpassing even that of radio broadcasting
in the 1920s. The 1950s, particularly the second half of the decade, also
saw an increasingly acrimonious public debate about the nature of com-
mercial television. The public controversy was accompanied by an im-
pressive accumulation of congressional and regulatory reports, inves-
tigations, and rule-makings. Surely this was television’s crucial decade.

However, appearances are misleading. The years in which the broad-
est social choices about TV’s application were determined, especially
that of commercially supported broadcasting to the private home in the
place of other commercial and noncommercial uses, were the 1930s and
1940s. Controversies over technical standards and frequency alloca-
tions, economic concentration, and commercial practices—issues over
which much industry, legislative, and regulatory ink was spilled in the
1950s—all had roots in struggles and decisions made before 1953. In-
deed, despite the prodigious amount of congressional testimony, inves-
tigations, and reports, actual legislative action in the 1950s relating to
television was insignificant. Likewise, despite study groups, special
reports, and extended rule-makings by the Federal Communication



16 Fifties Television

Commission concerning television, few regulatory issues in the industry
were recast in the middle and late 1950s. A series of critical social
choices defining the applications of television technology—from its
broad task of delivering commercially supported entertainment to the
private home, to the specific regulatory decisions on visual standards,
spectrum allocations, and channel assignments—were all made in the
1930s and 1940s.

The development of commercial television was not technologically
determined in the sense of awaiting a specific technical invention or in-
novation. The history of the commercial exploitation of television is a
story of patent battles, corporate strategies, and regulatory decisions
rather than one of technological breakthroughs that took industry,
government regulators, or the general public by surprise. In this regard,
television represents a very different case from that of radio broadcast-
ing in the 1920s. Broadcasting was, as the president of RCA put it, the
“surprise party” of radio. But the history of commercial television is the
story of the deliberate shepherding of a technological apparatus by
powerful established interests in electronic manufacturing and broad-
casting. As the vice president of Philco, James H. Carmine, remarked in
1945: “Probably never before has a product of a great new industry been
so completely planned and highly developed before it was offered to the
public as has television.”

What seems unanimous among the competing architects of commer-
cial television was their wish to avoid what they saw as the mistakes of
the early radio industry. The newly formed Television Broadcasters
Association (TBA) asserted in 1944 that its “prime objective. . .is to
avoid any repetition of the errors that marked radio’s beginnings in the
roaring '20s.” In 1950 NBC network head and television pioneer Sylves-
ter (Pat) Weaver argued that “Whereas in radio we had to find our way
through hit or miss methods, we now have a pattern we believe will en-
able us, with great economy, to do a tremendous job in television
without too much experimentation.”

Particularly disturbing to the leaders of the emerging radio industry in
the 1920s had been the large number of amateur and other noncommer-
cial broadcasters, as well as the situation in radio manufacturing, where
weak patent and commercial barriers to entry failed to prevent the pro-
liferation of what one RCA official derided as “mushroom manufac-
turers.” Before the 1927 Radio Act helped erect barriers to competing
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broadcasters, operators of the large commercial radio stations saw the
airways crowded with amateur, philanthropic, and publicly supported
rivals. The leaders of the nascent television industry were determined to
avoid such competition in the new broadcast service. As early as 1928,
RCA, in applying for a commercial television license, told the Federal
Radio Commission that “only an experienced and responsible organiza-
tion, such as the Radio Corporation of America, can be depended upon
to uphold high standards of service.”

The sometimes bitter rivalry between amateurs and early commerecial
broadcasters in radio provoked-amintense debate in the 1920s about the
proper social uses of radio broadcasting, a debate which leaders in the
emerging television industry did not wish to see repeated in connection
with television broadcasting,

It is striking that major researchers in the early development of televi-
sion did not necessarily have broadcasting as their goal. AT&T invested
$250,000 in television research in 1924 in the hope of developing the
video telephone; the British experimenter John Baird began a series of
television demonstrations in 1926, and many experimenters in England
and the United States worked on large-screen television in motion pic-
ture theaters. With the exception of theater television, which did
receive significant industry attention in the late 1930s and 1940s, alter-
native, nonbroadcast uses of television did.not receive general public
recognition or debate after the 1920s.

In contrast to the wide-ranging debates of the 1920s over the social
uses of radio, the debate over the applications of, and economic support
for, television broadcasting was narrow and muted. Notable exceptions
include a 1933 article in Forum suggesting a system of pay-per-view or
receiver license fees in order to “ensure that the abuse of television for
commercial purposes is reduced to a minimum.” The broadcast critic
Gilbert Seldes, noting the lack of public debate over the uses of televi-
sion, in 1938 warned that “twenty years from now will be much too late
for complaints.” Ten years later Bernard Smith in Harper’s agreed, argu-
ing that “patterns of operation will soon become so rigidly fixed that
neither the American people who own the channels nor the Congress
which represents us will be able to do very much about it.”™

As Seldes and Smith feared, reasonable hopes of significant change in
the industrial structures of television brought about by congressional or
regulatory action had faded by 1950. At the same time that the public
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debate over the proper role for television was muted, federal regulators
were preoccupied with other issues. As the historian Robert Stern noted
in 1950, the FCC was so occupied with the technical aspects of televi-
sion “that there has been little time or attention devoted to questions
relating to who should be given the use of television facilities, under
what conditions and for what purposes.™

The debate over the social uses of television was narrow and timid
compared to that which had taken place over radio broadcasting in the
1920s. This is apparent in the differing attitudes toward broadcast ad-
vertising in the two media. When AT&T began broadcasting adver-
tisements in 1922, the move provoked protests from listeners, amateur
broadcasters, other radio firms, and from Secretary of Commerce Her-
bert Hoover, who directed broadcast regulation until the Radio Act of
1927. The Federal Radio Commission in its 1928 Annual Report reflec-
ted the reservations about the use of radio for advertising: “Broadcasting
stations are not given these great privileges by the United Stites govern-
ment for the primary benefit of advertisers. Such benefit as is derived by
advertisers must be incidental and entirely secondary to the interests of
the public.”®

The record of television as an advertising medium is very different. As
Sponsor, a trade journal for broadcast advertisers, pointed out in 1948:
“Radio had been operating all over the nation for years before advertis-
ing entered the field. This is not, of course, true with television. Stations
have commercials during the first week of operation.” There were few
serious objections in the popular press to television advertising on the
ratio model. Likewise, federal regulators of television never seriously
questioned its use of advertising. A 1965 FCC report concluded that
since the 1930s the commission took it for granted “[t}hat the basic
television structure and the programming provided the American home
would be paid for by advertising revenue.”

Instead, the debate over television advertising remained concerned
with narrower issues of appropriate advertising strategies for the new
medium. Proponents of television advertising in the 1930s and early
1940s urged sponsors and broadcasters to adapt radio advertising for-
mats to the new visual service. Other observers, less sanguine about the
public’s acceptance of televised advertising, pointed to advertisers’
repeated failures in attempts to exploit theatrical motion pictures for ad-
vertising, either in the form of advertising shorts shown in movie



Debating Television 19

theaters or in direct promotional tie-ins with theatrical features. The
sceptics argued that television’s aesthetic analogies belonged with mo-
tion pictures, and feared the television audience would resent the pres-
ence of advertising. A 1942 book on television worried that “the eye,
trained by motion pictures, might not tolerate advertising on the
screen.”® Debates about the suitability of television advertising turned
on notions of the demands on its audience, and it is telling that specula-
tion on television aesthetics in the 1930s and 1940s was found chiefly in
the debates regarding advertising strategy within the commercial trade
press, not in the critical community or as part of a general public discus-
sion of the medium.

Philip Kerby, in his 1939 Victory of Television, warned potential
television advertisers that “Experience gained through radio will be of
little avail. . . . In television, it is doubtful if the audience sitting in a semi-
darkened room and giving its undivided attention to the screen will
tolerate interruptions in the program.” Kerby, like Seldes in a 1938
Atlantic magazine article, argued for indirect, “goodwill” broadcast ad-
vertising for television, where sponsors refrained from interrupting pro-
gramming with direct sales pitches.®

The critical distinction for many observers in the early debates over
television advertising was the different demands of television and radio
for audience attention. Seldes-wrote of television in 1938: “The thing
moves, it requires complete attention. You cannot walk away from it, you
cannot turn your back on it, and you cannot do anything else except lis-
ten while you are looking.” Irving Fiske wrote in Harper's in 1940 that
“Television, like the motion picture or the stage, and unlike the radio,
requires complete and unfaltering attention.”?

Television’s unique demands on the attention of the broadcast au-
dience made some observers cautious about the prospect of television
taking radio’s place in the home. In 1935, RCA Chairman David Sarnoff
pointed out:

Television reception is not, cannot be, like sound reception. Today,
radio is used as a background for other entertainment, or by the
housewife who ... listens to the music, while she goes on with her
work. Television can never be like that, because not only will it re-
quire close attention on the part of the onlooker, but it will also be
necessary for the room to be somewhat darkened....[L]is-
teners . . . instead of roaming around as they do now while enjoying a
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program, will have to sit tight and pay close attention to whatever is
being thrown on their screen. But will they want to do this?...I
don’t know. . .."

Such fears about the rigors of watching television persisted in industry
debates into the 1940s; an article in Fortune argued in 1939 that “Con-
sidering the necessity for close attention from the viewer, it is doubtful
that there will ever be more than a 25 percent coverage of the available
audience, except in very special cases.” One executive warned a group
of industry leaders in 1945 that “It is not yet known how many hours a
day people will be interested in watching television.”*?

The debate over the commercial utility of television turned on differ-
ing conceptions of the home as an arena for broadcasting and a market-
place for electronic hardware. Those most involved in planning tele-
vision's commercial development—the electronics manufacturers and
the commercial broadcasters—defined television simultaneously as it-
self a consumer product for the home and as an audio-visual showroom
for advertisers’ consumer goods. Following the model of the radio indus-
try in the 1920s, RCA and the other major manufacturing and broadcast
interests in television aimed their marketing strategies directly at the
housewife and the family. One analyst in 1945 cautioned that “retuning
a television set is far more difficult than a standard broadcast set.
Women may not like the mechanics of television tuning.” He also won-
dered anxiously if “the father of the house would be willing to have the
lights turned out in the living room when he wants to read because
his children want to watch a television broadcast of no interest to
him.”"?

The chief concern of leaders of the new television industry, however,
was the challenge of integrating television programming into the
routines of the housewife’s daily chores just as radio had done. The
development of commercial television in the model of radio broad-
casting—widespread receiver sales to the private home, programming
supported by direct advertising—was seen to depend on the housewife
as “household purchasing agent” and target of advertising messages.
Given television’s special demands on the audience’s attention, the cen-
tral question became, according to Lyndon O. Brown, “the degree to
which housewives would drop their housework to watch television dur-
ing the daytime.”"*
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The possible conflict between television's perceptual demands on
spectators and its tasks as an object and agent of consumer sales in the
home was addressed by CBS in 1945. While acknowledging the prob-
lem of “eye fatigue” for television viewers and the fears of some observ-
ers that television in the home would disrupt the housewife’s routine,
CBS pointed out that radio broadcasters had adapted daytime program-
ming to serve as “background activity” to household chores. Granting
the special demands on the television viewer, CBS argued: that “tele-
vision’s daytime programs, however, can be constructed so that full at-
tention will not be necessary for their enjoyment. Programs requiring
full attention of eye and ear should be scheduled for evening hours
when viewers feel entitled to entertainment and relaxation.”*® In more
elaborate form, Richard P. McDongh, the manager of NBC's script divi-
sion, in 1948 called for the replication of radio’s daytime programming
strategies in the new medium:

[T)he daytime serial appeals mainly to women, and one of its virtues is
that day after day the housewife may agonize with her favorite
heroines . . . and yet never miss one lick of her housework. . .. [S]he
can work in practically any room in the house and get her entertain-
ment as she works. With television, the appeal is to the eye as well as
to the ear. . .. [T]he audience must watch a television play in order to
receive full enjoyment. And if the housewife does that for too many
hours each day and for too many days each week, the divorce rate may
skyrocket, as irate husbands and neglected children begin to register
protest. Perhaps the answer will lie in the evolution of a new kind of
television drama, a combination of the radio and television forms in
which, although visual aids are used, clarifying lines of dialogue would
accompany them in order to keep that portion of the audience which
is unable to watch the program aware of what is transpiring.'®

Significant in these trade debates over television advertising is the
way in which they echo earlier arguments in the debates over radio in
the 1920s. The 1920s’ debates over broadcast advertising, however,
were part of a larger public forum on the social role and economic basis
of broadcasting, where the alternatives of public support, license fee,
and philanthropic systems of broadcasting were seriously and widely
discussed. On the other hand, discussion in the 1930s and 1940s of the
prospects of television advertising was generally confined to tactical
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arguments within the industry and was not part of a larger public debate
over the general social role of television.

Just as CBS called for a reconciliation of television’s attention de-
mands with its task as sales agent in the home by constructing programs
“so that full attention would not be necessary for their enjoyment,” the
opposing analogies with radio and motion pictures were realigned to
serve the existing broadcast model. The leaders of the broadcasting in-
dustry urged potential television advertisers to attend to the aesthetic
analogies with motion pictures. An RCA executive told a group of
businessmen in 1944: “How can you prepare yourself for the coming of
television? I recommend that you begin to study its use right now by ex-
amining the methods employed by the motion picture to convey ideas.
The motion picture producers are experts in the art of visnal selling.” A
contemporary trade journal told its readers: “Go to the movies; analyze
everything you see in the picture, every product, be it dress, real estate,
transportation; think of it then as if you were trying to sell it. Study your
reactions to the pictures of automobiles, food, women’s fashions or
men’s fishing rods. Does-the picture show them persuasively, with sales
appeal? If it does, then memorize the particular technique as far as
you can.”!?

Where some observers saw a conflict between television’s aesthetic
and perceptual analogies with motion pictures and its role as sales agent
in the home in the radio model, the dominant interests in the new televi-
sion industry succeeded in linking the two views in an instrumental way.
They suggested a synthesis of radio’s programming philosophies and
merchandising goals with the persuasive tools of Hollywood filmmaking,
ensuring that the new medium would not shirk its sales-making respon-
sibilities in the general economy.

The chief alternative to television as advertiser-supported, network-
distributed programming to the home in the 1930s and 1940s was large-
screen theater television. Irving Fiske argued in Harper’s in 1940 that
“[t]he entire basic premise that television’s place is in the home is in it-
self open to doubt.” According to Fiske, “[t]elevision’s growth need not
depend on the extent to which it finds acceptance in the nation’s
homes.” John R. Kirkpatrick, president of Madison Square Garden, told
Variety in 1939: “I think the future of television is in the theater and not
in the home . . . television will be the biggest boon to the theater that
ever happened.”®



Debating Television 23

Several Hollywood studios pursued significant research and invest-
ment in theater television, an interest that peaked in the late 1940s.
Paramount and Twentieth Century-Fox were both part owners in the
American Scophony Corporation, whose British counterpart had de-
monstrated successful theater television on an eighteen-foot screen in
London before World War II. Fiske wrote in 1940 that “American
theater executives have been encouraged by the British experiments to
declare that television, within the next decade, would become a perma-
nent feature in all our motion-picture theaters.” An executive of RKO
outlined the economic possibilities of theater television in 1944: the
United States had 18,000 theaters with 11,700,000 seats (one for every
twelve Americans), and the U.S. box office took in six times the total
national revenues from radio advertising each year. Fiske argued that
with the introduction of theater telvision, “the problem of how televi-
sion is to be paid for will have quietly solved itself.”!®

RCA was also active in research and promotion of theater television
during the 1940s. In 1941, the company projected large-screen televi-
sion images on-a theater screen via a coaxial cable from its studios at
Radio City. An RCA brochure announced at the time: “Theater televi-
sion has great promise. . . . It heralds the linking of playhouses in the na-
tion into television networks that can transform every village theater
into a Madison Square Garden or a Metropolitan Opera House.”?

RCA was involved with two different systems of theater television, the
first using electronically produced images projected directly on a large
screen and the second using a small electronic monitor and a 16mm film
camera and rapid film processor that transfered the television images to
conventionally projected 16mm film in ninety seconds. Kodak and Du-
Mont Laboratories also worked on film-based projection systems in the
1940s. Paramount’s vice president for television argued in 1948 for the
film format for theater television, pointing out that it allowed editing
and flexible scheduling, as well as the possibilities of theater networks to
distribute film programs.®*

Theater television also triggered early discussions between the radio-
electronics giant RCA and the motion picture studios. An RCA prom-
otional brochure that accompanied its 1941 theater television demon-
stration reported that “David Sarnoff, looking to the possibilities for
cooperation between television and the motion picture industry, fore-
sees each able to stimulate the other, with this resulting in an enlarged
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service to the public.” In 1948, both Twentieth Century-Fox and War-
ner Brothers were working with RCA on theater television, and in 1949
Sales Management reported that Sarnoff had proposed a partnership
with MGM’s Nicholas Schenck.?

The overtures by RCA in the 1940s were apparently not warmly
received by the major studios, who were making their own plans and in-
vestments in television. Business Week wrote in 1945 that “the motion
picture industry is squaring off with radio broadcasters for a fight to the
finish over television.” In 1944, Arthur Levey, president of American
Scophony, argued, “We may be witnessing the opening skirmishes in
warfare between great corporations for the domination of the giant new
industry, television.”?

By 1952, however, it was clear that theater television was to play only
a small role in the application of television technology. The equipping of
movie theaters never reached more than 1 percent of the nation’s
theaters, in part because the FCC refused to authorize exclusive broad-
cast channels for high-definition theater television use. Theater televi-
sion operators were faced with either duplicating over-the-air program-
ming available free in private homes or leasing AT&T long lines whose
costs were usually prohibitive.

By rly 1950s ercial applications of theater television
consistéd of little more than special business presentations and oc-
casional closed-circuit telecasts of prizefights and other athletic events.
Theater television has_maintained to the present its marginal relation-
ship to broadcast television.™
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Regulation of the
Early Television Industry

The structures of the 1950s television industry arose not only out of
the general debates about economic support for the medium, but also
out of a series of specific regulatory decisions by the federal govern-
ment. Indeed, the FCC rulings on television standards and frequency
allocations from 1941 to 1952 were the most important determinants of
the economic structure of the subsequent television industry. In par-
ticular, the FCC decision to locate television service on the limited very
high frequency (VHF) band (channels 2-13) set the terms of television
service and network competition in the mature industry. Three econo-
mists examining American television in 1974 concluded that “Perhaps
the most significant event in the history of television regulation was the
creation of an artificial scarcity of VHF licenses. The effect of this policy
has been to create a system of powerful vested interests which continue
to stand in the path of reform and change—particularly change involv-
ing in creased competition and viewer choice.”

The regulatory decisions involving television, culminating in the
FCC’s Sixth Report and Order in 1952, played a major role in shaping an
industry whose economic structures and routines would remain substan-
tially unchanged for twenty-five years. It was not until the growth of
cable television, spurred by satellite distribution in the mid-1970s, and
the subsequent proliferation of alternate distribution technologies in
the 1980s that the basic rules of prime-time television were challenged.
When analyzing the changes that did occur in television programming
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and industry economics in the 1950s, it is important to recognize the en-
during forces set up in earlier years.

To a striking degree, the technological and commercial structures of
American television are the product of a single company, the Radio Cor-
poration of America. RCA assumed this position not chiefly through its
network subsidiary, NBC, but instead through its commanding patent
and manufacturing position in radio and television equipment. RCA was
created in 1919 as a manufacturing patent pool by the dominant makers
of radio equipment; through a series of licensing agreements from
1920-23, RCA controlled virtually all radio manufacturing patents in
the United States. A 1923 Federal Trade Commission investigation
concluded that the patent and marketing practices of RCA violated anti-
trust laws, illegally gaining the company a patent monopoly in radio
receivers. In 1928, a federal court ruled that RCA had used its radio
patents in violation of antitrust laws. Despite specific language in the
1927 Radio Act enjoining violators of antitrust laws from holding broad-
cast licenses, the Federal Radio Commission voted 3-2 not to invoke
sanctions against RCA/NBC, ruling that the antitrust violations resulted
from activities in radio manufacturing, not broadcasting, and so were nat
at issue. Around the same time, a civil case against RCA’s patent
agreements resulted in consent decrees signed in 1932 and 1935. De-
spite the decrees, RCA’s patent control over basic AM receiver manu-
facturing patents survived substantially intact; a 1939 RCA publication
boasted that “practically all domestic manufacturers of broadcast re-
ceivers operated under RCA licenses.?

The patent position of RCA in VHF television was even stronger than
the one it enjoyed in AM broadcasting. Television research in the 1920s
at Westinghouse, General Electric, and other members of the RCA
patent pool was consolidated at RCA in 1927, and the company main-
tained the largest research staff in television through the 1930s. In 1932,
the president of NBC told writer Alfred Dinsdale that when the Radio
City complex in New York was completed in 1934 its studios would be
designed to accommodate both television and radio. Dinsdale wrote
that “It is, therefore, not difficult to deduce that . .. RCA expects televi-
sion to be in a form acceptable to the public by the time Radio City is
ready...and...that... RCA intends to be the prime mover in the
development of television . . . and to control it commercially. . . .3

Although RCA’s early schedule for commercial television proved op-
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timistic, by 1940 it estimated its accumulated research expenditures on
television at $10 million. The only major competing patents in VHF
television were awarded to independent inventor Philo Farnsworth.
Because his patents were indispensable to RCA’s own television plans,
Farnsworth was able to extract unusual concessions from RCA. In the
cross-licensing agreements signed with Farnsworth in 1938, RCA
agreed to pay continuing manufacturing royalties, an anathema to the
company. RCA’s vice president reportedly wiped tears from his eyes as
he initialed the agreements.*

Despite a 1939 FCC legal staff memorandum that noted that RCA,
with the new Farnsworth patent licenses, had acquired complete patent
control over VHF television receivers, the commission’s standards and
allocation decisions of 1941 and 1945 located television service in that
part of the spectrum where RCA’s patent control was strongest. The
FCC’s decisions, according to the legal historian Bernard Schwartz, set
television standards that “could only be met by equipment manufac-
tured under the RCA and Farnsworth patents. Despite warnings by its
patent staff that this could lead to an RCA patent monopoly over televi-
sion, no patent questions were permitted by the FCC during the pro-
ceedings and no testimony whatever was adduced respecting patent
control of television equipment under the standards to be promul-
gated.”®

Manufacturing profits in postwar television equipment sales were ex-
tremely high, especially through the early 1950s. Indeed, it was gen-
erally predicted before the war that the only profits to be had in com-
mercial television for a number of years were to be in manufacturing,
not broadcasting. RCA itself, announcing its plans in 1938 to unveil
commercial television, predicted that television networks would oper-
ate in the red for five to ten years. Because of chronic overproduction
and price-cutting in postwar radio receiver manufacturing, profit
margins on retail television set sales were significantly higher than those
in other sectors of the industry. Such manufacturing profits were impor-
tant to the NBC and DuMont television networks in the first years of
network expansion.®

In 1947, RCA bought from Farnsworth the rights to sublicense televi-
sion patents and retain royalties. According to an FCC staff memoran-
dum at the time, “This placed complete patent control in RCA of
receivers for black and white transmission of television broadcasting
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stations pursuant to FCC technical standards. After RCA’s purchasing of
these sub-licensing rights it soon realized a complete monopoly in the
business of licensing others to manufacture and sell broadcasting
recéivers.””

By 1949 RCA had eighty-seven licensing agreements with virtually
every domestic manufacturer of television sets; RCA received royalties
of 3.5 percent of the wholesale price of all receivers. Fortune wrote in
September 1948 that “It is difficult to dodge the profane thought that
RCA stands to make a pile of money out of the television industry.” The
rapidly expanding U.S. electronics industry owed much of its spec-
tacular postwar growth to television equipment sales. In 1940, the
American electronics industry had $500 million in sales; by 1950, the
total was $2.5 billion, $1.35 billion of which represented sales of televi-
sion receivers. RCA’s gross profits in 1950 were four times those of
1940.8

If the stakes for RCA were high, the regulatory contests over televi-
sion standards and frequency allocations frequently pitted the company
against most of the other television manufacturers and broadcasters. In
the regulatory battles over visual standards and frequency allocations
from 1941-52, the chief victor was RCA—as manufacturer, patent
holder, network operator, and station owner. The victories in these early
years would shape the television industry for a long time to come.

From the late 1920s, the federal government had encouraged experi-
mental, noncommercial television broadcasts while declining to fix
technical standards for the number of scanning lines in a television
image, the frames-per-second rate, or the synchronization system. Un-
like AM radio where a single basic transmission system permits listeners
with various types of receivers to receive signals from any sufficiently
powerful station, in television, transmitters and receivers must employ
identical standards for any coherent image to be received. The prospect
of competing and incompatible television systems in the hands of the
public convinced the industry and the FCC of the need to establish con-
sistent technical standards for the entire industry. There danger was,
however, that premature Tixing of technical standards that encouraged
significant consumer investment in a particular system would create
problems of obsolescence. Therefore, the trade-off debated in the
television industry in the 1940s was between the benefits of immediate
commercialization under prevailing standards or postponed develop-
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ment of an improved system. The costs and benefits of immediate com-
mercial development of television were not evenly distributed within
the industry, however, and the debates over the merely “technical”
issues of standards and frequency allocations became signals and in-
struments of corporate self-interest, and for this reason the debates over
such technical issues in the 1940s are a valuable record of economic in-
terests within the television industry at the time.

After the Farnsworth patent agreements of 1938 gave RCA a com-
manding patent position in television manufacturing, the company
began pressing the FCC to set technical standards and allow commer-
cial television broadcasting. At an October 1938 RCA board meeting,
David Sarnoff revealed plans to introduce television to the public at the
1939 World’s Fair. In the same year the RCA-dominated Radio Man-
ufacturers Association (RMA) proposed a 441-line, AM sound television
system to the FCC for approval. In response, the FCC set up a three-
member Television Committee to examine technical standards and
commercialization. The first report of the committee in 1938 recom-
mended against fixing technical standards and wrote that “considerable
patience and understanding must be used at this time” regarding tele-
vision’s commercial development. The second report of the Television
Committee in 1939, however, was more sympathetic to the RCA-RMA
proposals, noting that “It may be that the time is fast approaching when
pioneers must secure a return not only on their huge investment but also
must secure remuneration for operating expenses.”®

Following hearings held the previous month, the FCC in February
1940 voted to allow commercial broadcasting beginning in September,
but declined to set technical standards for television. At the time, RCA,
DuMont, and Philco were each broadcasting using different and incom-
patible standards. In approving a “semicommercial” basis for television
broadcasting while refusing to set technical standards, the FCC, accord-
ing to Chairman James Lawrence Fly, “begged the industry to move on
in a technical research program. We begged them not to fix the stan-
dards, not to let them become frozen.” An FCC press release of March
23, 1939 warned that “Television is here to stay but conceivably
present-day receivers may for practical purposes be gone tomorrow.”
The commission’s 1939 Annual Report explained its decision not to fix
standards: “Nothing should be done which would encourage a large
public investment in receivers which, by reason of technical advances



Regulation of the Early Industry 33

when ultimately introduced, may become obsolete in a relatively short
time. Loss to the public by premature purchase in a rapidly advancing
field might in a relatively short period exceed many times the present
total cost of research.”*®

Despite the commission’s warning against premature public invest-
ment in television receivers, RCA seized upon the February 1940 ruling
as the starting gun in the race for the commercial exploitation of televi-
sion. In March, the-eompanylaunched what Commissioner Fly called a
marketing and promotional “blitz-krieg” to sell receivers under the
RMA standards-the FECE had declined to-éndorse. RCA cut receiver
prices 30 percent; offered liberal credit terms and rebates to owners of
existing sets and held sales meetings with 450 large retailers in an effort
to boost sales. The company placed full-page advertisements in the New
York daily press, promising “Thrilling dramas and plays. Exciting boxing
bouts. History making parades. Spot news events . . . thrills, excitement,
action,” at a time, as Commissioner Fly pointed out, when its television
receivers were capable of receiving but a single station, broadcasting
two to three hours a day."

The industry was sharply divided over RCA’s promotional efforts.
Fortune wrote in 1943: “By getting off to a fast start and attempting to
sell as many television sets as possible, RCA, it appeared to the industry,
was grabbing for power and control of television too. RCA . . . felt that its
research and leadership naturally gave it that privilege.” RCA President
Sarnoff had threatened to withdraw from RMA if its Television Commit-
tee delayed decisions on standards and commercialization, and a Feb-
ruary 1940 letter from RCA to the RMA Television Committee dis-
turbed other members of the trade group. In the letter, RCA argued that
since 441-line receivers were already in the hands of consumers, any
suggestions for technical changes carried the burden of proving a
“substantial improvement.”'? Alarmed by what it viewed as RCA’s pre-
emptive move to establish de facto standards, Philco resigned from the
RMA panel and the remaining members voted, against RCA and Farns-
worth, to reexamine the 441-line standards.

Faced with a divided industry and preemptive moves by RCA, the
FCC in March 1940 voted to reconsider its earlier approval of commer-
cial television broadcasting, calling RCA’s promotional activities “con-
trary to the public interest by unduly retarding further research and
development” in television. Press response to the new FCC action was
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stridently critical; the New York Herald-Tribune called the commission’s
move “absurd ... utterly unsound.” Within two weeks three different
resolutions critical of the commission were introduced in Congress, and
in April 1940 Chairman Fly was called before a hostile Senate Com-
merce Committee. One senator told the commissioner that the FCC's
actions had thrown thousands out of work in the television manufactur-
ing industry and had cost the industry $20 million. Meanwhile, Allen
DuMont accused Sarnoff of contradicting his own engineers regarding
the expense of adapting the RCA sets to possible improved standards. In
his testimony, Sarnoff admitted the possibility that new standards might
quickly make the RCA TV receivers useless, but pointed out that in that
event consumers would still be left with a fine AM radio receiver as part
of the appliance."

In the battle over television standards in 1940-41, RCA lost the open-
ing battle and won the war. At the 1940 Commerce Committee hearings
Sarnoff Taid out the terms of reconciliation with the FCC: “If Chairman
Fly and his commissioners would sit down with the industry, we can
forget these technicalities and hearings and lock the engineers and ex-
ecutives up in a room and tell them to stay there until they come out
with an agreement.”"*

This closed-door, consensual model of regulatory decision making
had been established in broadcasting’s earliest days with the National
Radio Conferences set up by Commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover
before the 1927 Radio Act. Chairmian Fly was reportedly under pressure
from the White House, which feared that in the upcoming 1940 election
campaign the Republicans would charge that the commission was hold-
ing up television, and the FCC was eager to demonstrate cooperation
with the industry after the spring of 1940. The vehicle selected to
replace the discredited RMA television panel, the National Television
Standards Committee (NTSC), substantially endorsed the earlier RMA
standards, according to Philo Farnsworth.'® The new NTSC standards,
which still substantially govern American television, increased the num-
ber of scanning lines to 525 and called for the use of FM sound. The
NTSC standards were submitted to the commission in March 1941; in
May the FCC approved the standards and set the opening of commer-
cial broadcasting for August 1941.

The television standards approved in 1941 and largely unchanged
since do more than define the visual quality of television images. The
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standards also fix the system of electronic synchronization and the fre-
quency bandwidth for television service. While television engineers
and the commission itself have readily admitted the possibilities for im-
provement of the visual and electronic qualities of the NTSC standards,
earlier FCC fears have proven prophetic that any set of standards, once
endorsed with large public investment in receivers, would discourage
technological improvements in American television. As a consequence
of the early FCC endorsement of the NTSC standards and its subse-
quent reluctance to challenge established investments, U.S. television
remains technologica]]y inferior to other international television
standards. Relative to radio and other uses of the electromagnetic spec-
trum, television has an enormous appetite for spectrum space or
bandwidth. One trade-off of spectrum space is visual quality; as the
number of scanning lines in the image increases (or the number of
frames per second increases), the demand for bandwidth also rises. In
the 1920s, television experimenters worked in the narrow standard
broadcast band with systems of sixty lines or less. It was soon clear that
television with acceptable visual quality would have to be moved into
the more spacious and less-explored high frequencies. Even so, the
allocations the FCC made in 1941 for eighteen channels of NTSC-
standard television consumed more than 36 percent of the total usable
spectrum. The even higher frequencies, the ultrahigh frequencies
(UHF) above 300 megahertz (MHz), were labeled experimental and
considered by many engineers in the 1930s to be commercially un-
usable.'¢

It was in the VHF band below the much larger UHF area of the spec-
trum that RCA placed its plans for television service. The fiercest and
most critical battle in the history of television regulation was fought over
whether television should be located in VHF or UHF, or a mixture of
both. RCA’s interests were clear: its manufacturing patents were not
fully operative in the UHF portion of the spectrum. It was RCA’s
specific patent commitment to VHF television that caused the company
to pursue an allocation plan bitterly opposed by much of the rest of
the industry.

FM radio was another issue never far from the calculations of RCA
and other large radio manufacturers and broadcasters when the battle
over television allocations was joined. The broadcast historians Erwin
Krasnow and Lawrence Longley summarized the fears provoked by FM
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broadcasting: “The development of FM posed a triple threat—to the
dominance of established AM stations and networks, to RCA’s hopes for
quick post-War development of television, and to RCA’s patents.” The
power of the two major networks, NBC and CBS, was very strong in AM
broadcasting; an estimated 97 percent of the total nighttime broadcast-
ing power in the nation was affiliated with one of the networks by the
mid-1930s. The broadcast critic Charles Siepmann wrote in 1946: “Only
a miracle, one might say, could save us from the projection of present
trends into an indefinite future. But a miracle has happened. Radio has a
second chance.” The miracle, radio’s “second chance,” was FM broad-
casting. Despite demonstrations by FM’s inventor and tireless promoter
Edwin Armstrong in 1933 and 1935, the FCC did not authorize com-
mercial FM operation until 1940, when it assigned thirty-five channels
from 43-58 MHz to the new service. Despite wartime delays, by 1944
there were forty-seven FM stations on the air and an estimated 500,000
receivers-imrthe hands of listeners. In additton, FM broadcasters had set
up high-fidelity, Tow-cost networks using direct-broadcast relays, elim-
inating the need-for AT&T Tong Tines.”

Krasnow and Longley title theiraccount of the subsequent contradic-
tory actions of the FCC in relation to the new radio service “smothering
FM with commission kindness,” and an understanding of the FCC'’s puz-
zling actions depends on an appreciation of the relationship of FM radio
to television. As an article in Fortune noted in 1943: “There is still a big
broadcasting group that seems ready to use television as a counter in
corporate strategy to hem in FM in the spectrum to maintain the status
quo in radio.” In 1940, Paul Porter, then chief counsel for CBS (in 1944
he became chair of the FCC) explained: “If there is to be a conflict, as
there appears to be, in the allocation problem with respect to television
and FM, it is the opinion of the Columbia Broadcasting System that pref-
erence should be given to the new public service of television rather
than an additional system of aural broadcasting.” The conflict between
FM and television was a commercial, not an engineering, one, although
some participants sought to obscure their larger interests in the regu-
latory decisions regarding FM and television. Edwin Armstrong viewed
the preemptive television marketing moves of RCA in 1940 as an at-
tempt to foreclose FM radio’s location in the spectrum permanently.'®

In spite of the early success of FM on the low band around fifty MHz,
the FCC asked an advisory panel, the Radio Technical Planning Board,
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to study the merits of shifting FM up to the area around a hundred MHz.
In 1944, the board voted 25-1 against the proposed shift, arguing that
not only would existing FM equipment be made obsalete at an es-
timated costof $75 million to set owners alone, but also that transmitters
for the proposed high band were not yet available. Nevertheless, the
FCC voted in May 1945 to-shift the FM service, depending heavily on
the classified wartime testimony of a Signal Corps engineer, K. A. Nor-
ton, who argued that tropospheric interference on the existing FM band
would harm FM reception. There was scant engineering support for
Norton’s claims, and no witness argued that FM listeners in the lower
band were actually troubled by such interference. In a subsequent hear-
ing at the FCC, Norton was pressed on his 1944 testimony to the com-
mission: “But you were wrong?” “Oh, certainly. I think that can happen
frequently to people who make predictions on the basis of partial infor-
mation. It happens every day.”'® More puzzling than Norton’s casualness
or the commission’s credulity was its subsequent decision to turn over
the supposedly unreliable, interference-prone channels fifst over to
television and eventually to police and fire emergency services.

The frequency shift was devastating to FM radio. The higher frequen-
cies prevented the use of direct-relay networks, and the FCC’s “single
market plan” for FM cut allowable transmitter power by as much as 97
percent, shrinking the FM broadcaster's coverage. Under the re-
gulations FM became an adjunct to the commercially monopolized and
technically inferior AM system. Also in 1945, the FCC rescinded a 1940
requirement for two hours a day of original FM programming; in that
year, 80 percent of FM applicants were AM station operators, primarily
from the same market. It was not until 1961 that the number of FM
licensees regained the level of 1948.2°

In 1949 W. Rupert McLaurin offered a charitable view of the FCC'’s
FM radio actions, arguing that if the FCC “had recognized the future
importance of FM, the FM allocation would have been more generous.”
A 1948 Senate Commerce Committee investigation hinted at other ex-
planations of the FCC's actions. One FCC staff member admitted alter-
ing a commission report that refuted Norton’s testimony but told the
committee he was unable to recollect which superior ordered the
changes. Other witnesses recalled that during oral arguments in front of
the commission, Armstrong was repeatedly interrupted by Chairman
Porter, who at one point broke into Armstrong’s testimony with the com-
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ment “I do not think it is profitable to discuss it further.” Senator Charles
W. Tobey, who led the congressional probe into the FCC’s FM policies,
concluded: “The Commission could not stand close inspection for the
last ten years . .. a lot of us here . . . know some of the misalliances that
the Commission has had with certain radio interests. The bit was in their
mouth and they ‘geed’ and ‘hawed’ for many in the industry.”*

The television industry lineup on the issue of the FM allocations shift
presents one striking anomaly. Most manufacturers and AM broadcast
interests favored the shift; FM broadcasters and set manufacturers and
most industry engineers opposed the move. However, reversing its posi-
tion on the 1940 FCC allocation for FM, RCA, at least in its public pro-
nouncements, joined the FM interests in opposing the shift. The reason
had nothing to do with RCA concern for the health of FM radio and
everything to do with its plans fortelevision. Krasnow and Longley con-
clude in their account of the regulation of FM radio that “[a]lthough the
FCC's policy was suggested and justified on purely technical grounds,
the potential economic effects were quite clear to most participants,
and, in fact, largely defined involvement in the dispute.”As Telescreen
Century reported in 1945: “Another consideration not highlighted, but
of no small importance, is the fact that most of the patents useable in the
lower frequencies are privately controlled. Those in the higher frequen-
cies are Government-owned.” The privately controlled patents in VHF
television were owned by RCA, and for RCA, the allocation stakes for
television were more compelling than the threat to its interests in AM
radio networking and station operation from competition from FM.*
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UHF, the Television Freeze,
and the Network Monopoly

Pressed by increased spectrum demands by military and other
government users during World War II, the FCC began a set of general
allocation hearings in 1943, a process that led both to the shift of FM
radio and the setting of postwar television allocations in May 1945. The
critical issue in the television hearings (and for RCA, in the FM hearings
as well) was the role of UHF. As early as 1940, CBS proposed a color six-
teen-MHz channel television system, using patents not controlled by
RCA. CBS told the commission that by 1941 all manufacturing rights
would be available to the industry in a nonrestrictive pool. In its original
allocations rulings for commercial television in the VHF band in 1941,
the commission urged the industry to experiment with high definition
and color television on the much larger UHF band set aside for televi-
sion experimentation.'

The battle over UHF television reached center stage in the allocation
hearings of 1943-44. In the fall of 1944, CBS pressed a high-definition
black and white system on the UHF band employing 750-1,000 scan-
ning lines. The UHF band offered the possibility of higher-definition
monochrome and color broadcasting, both then precluded from the
VHF band because of their bandwidth demands; more significantly, it
offered the possibility for sufficient numbers of conventional six-MHz
channels to support the FCC'’s goal of a “truly nationwide and competi-
tive service.” CBS’s motives in proposing its UHF system were not to
maximize broadcast (or network) competition through freer market
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entry in the UHF system. Instead, CBS's sixteen-MHz channels would
have allowed only twenty-seven UHF channels versus the eighty-two
channels possible UHF under the standard six-MHz bandwidth. CBS
Vice President Adrian Murphy told the commission: “I would say that it
would be better to have two networks in color” instead of the four or
more networks possible with narrower bandwidths in UHF.2

The television industry was split on the question of UHF in the 1943-
44 allocation hearings. Those with significant interests in VAF manufac-
turing, patents, and broadcasting—RCA, Farnsworth, General Electric,
DuMont—supported the immediate commercial expansion of VHF ser-
vice and opposed the proposed shift to the uncrowded UHF band. In
favor of a complete move to UHF were Zenith, Federal Telephone and
Radio (IT&T), Westinghouse, CBS, ABC, and Cowles; this group was
considered the “comparative newcomers to television.”

It was its calculations over UHF tetevision allocation that lay behind
RCA’s anomalous public position opposing the FM radio shift at the
same time. RCA was certainly not interested in encouraging a rival radio
service to its enormous manufacturing, patent, and broadcast interests
in AM radio, but it feared the precedent of reallocating any set of exist-
ing frequencies. Those arguing the shift of FM radio appreciated the im-
plications of any FCC actions for the future of television. RCA’s Vice
President and Chief Engineer O. B. Hanson told the Senate Commerce
Committee in 1943: “If television or FM services should be shifted to a
higher portion of the spectrum, the designs based on present allocations
would be completely obsolete.” RCA took an acute interest in the
FM allocation hearings; Business Week reported that RCA executives
“poured thousands of words into the record, backed up by reams of ex-
hibits, extolling the qualities of television in its present location.” RCA
told the commission it had spent $15 million on television development
and was willing to spend “another $10 million if the Commission will
reaffirm its present standards.” From RCA’s position, engineer K. A.
Norton’s FCC testimony about the dangers of interference in the FM
band around fifty MHz threatened VHF television because it occupied
the same area of the spectrum and would presumably be even more
vulnerable to such interference. Norton's testimony, according to Busi-
ness Week, was “considered a damaging blow to television in the present
radio space ... Norton's data supports [sic] the contention of the Col-
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umbia Broadcasting System that television should be moved to the ul-
trahigh frequencies (above 300 mc[megacycles]).™

According to Fortune in 1946, “up to this time, the proponents of low-
frequency [VHF] television had looked at CBS principally as a gadfly.
Now they began to view it as a saboteur.” The position in favor of im-
mediate commercial expansion on the VHF band, according to an
earlier article in Fortune, was “supported strongly by the business-sales
side of the industry . . . with a strong economic and patent interest in the
present area of the spectrum,” that is, RCA. Consistent with its position
against the FM shift, RCA argued that a shift of television to the UHF
band would make existing VHF transmitter and receiving equipment
obsolete. In response, CBS, in publicity promoting a shift to UHF,
quoted Walter H. Johnson, vice president of Marine Midland Trust, in
support of UHF: “True, this policy imposes an immediate penalty on
certain big companies who have been out in front in this field, but after
all, that is the penalty of leadership and one which, in the long run, I
think will be more than recompensed by the following of the program
which you sponsor.”

Zenith President Eugene F. McDonald supported the CBS position in
a May 1944 press release that argued: “Until standards are fixed for a
television that is worthy of public support, money paid out for a televi-
sion receiver is money thrown out a window.” CBS executive Paul Kes-
ten told the FCC in the allocations hearing of 1944 what he claimed was
“often said behind closed doors, . .. [that the] present television stand
ards are simply not good enough to put television over as a real public
service or even as a going enterprise. . .. [A] majority of our indepen-
dent affiliates do not believe present television pictures are good
enough to be viewed for more than one hour without eyestrain, or good
enough to sell sets in large quantities....”®

Unfortunately for CBS, the only strong supporter of UHF on the com-
mission during the allocation heMFly,
who resigned in the fall of 1944 before the hearings were completed.
The broadcast historian John M. Kittross viewed the 1945 allocation
hearings of the FCC as the last chance to move television to the UHF
band without enormous problems of obsolescence and resistance from
entrenched broadcast interests.’

A central argument of RCA and others who supported VHF television
was the possible delay entailed in setting up a postwar UHF television
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system. The premier issue of Television in the spring of 1944 noted that
the huge defense expenditures of World War II had pushed production
in the radio manufacturing industry up 1200 to 1500 percent since April
1942. Television continued: “The question now arises what to do with
these facilities after the war, for the demands of aural radio alone will
not be sufficient to keep many of them going. Only television offers the
promise of sufficient business.” ®

An RCA executive in 1944, noting employment in the radio industry
of 308,000 people, warned that the market for radio sets could sustain
such levels no longer than one year after the end of the war. Meanwhile,
proponents of UHF conceded that the shift of television service to the
higher band would mean a delay of one to two years. Television
editorialized in 1944: “Both the government and industry are counting
heavily on television to absorb a large number of veterans after the war.
How will this be possible if television is delayed for even one year after
the peace?™ More important, proponents of immediate postwar VHF
development could point to the critical role it was widely expected to
play in fueling postwar-economic growth. Even Chairman Fly, an oc-
casional RCA antagonist, wrote in a 1942 letter: “I think it quite likely
that during the postwar period television will be one of the first indus-
tries arising to serve as -a -cushion -against unemployment and de-
pression.”°

Not surprisingly, it was RCA, with its huge investment in VHF televi-
sion, that most vigorously pushed the economic arguments for the im-
mediate development of television. In the last two years of the war, RCA
executives argued the importance of immediate postwar VHF television
to businessmen and advertisers. One RCA executive told a group of
businessmen in 1944 that “Obviously, the postwar problem is not one of
production. . . . It is one of demand and distribution. . .. Television has
the power to create consumer demand and buying of goods and services
beyond anything we have heretofore known.”"!

Another RCA executive, speaking to a group of advertisers in 1944,
elaborated: “We believe that television is the only tool that can increase
consumer purchasing of all products to a point that is sufficient to pro-
duce a satisfactory national income. ... Television has the power to
create in the minds of the people a greater desire for merchandise than
they have for their hoarded cash.”'> RCA was able to enlist in its
arguments against UHF television—and its promise of higher-quality
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and more competitive television—the widespread and potent public,
government, and business fears of depressed business activity after
the war.

RCA executives also responded to the issue of the possible obsoles-
cence of VHF television; C. B. Jolliffe, formerly the FCC’s chief en-
gineer and in 1945 vice president in charge of RCA Laboratories, told a
trade group that “The bugaboo of quick obsolescence in television has
been over-emphasized. Of course, there will be obsolescence; that is the
only way the industry can grow. ... It isn’'t characteristic of American
enterprise to wait. . . . In America, we like to enjoy a new product or ser-
vice as soon as it has been developed to a point where we can under-
stand and use it. Then, when it has been refined, it is the custom to
replace the old with the new. That is how America developed the
greatest economy the world has ever known. And that is how we shall
continue to thrive.”**

In May 1945, the FCC approved a thirteen-channel VHF television
system along lines supported by RCA and the other VHF interests. RCA
prevailed in its argument that with VHF sets already in the hands of the
public the penalties of obsolescence were prohibitive, despite the fact
that in 1946 there were still only a hundred thousand receivers, half of
them in New York City. At the same time that it reaffirmed the modified
VHF allocations, however, the FCC also encouraged continued ex-
perimentation in the UHF band with an eye toward the possibility of an
eventual shift of the entire television service to the higher band. In its
May 1945 decision the FCC wrote:

The Commission is still of the opinion that there is insufficient spec-
trum space available below 300 mc to make possible a truly nation-
wide and competitive system. Such a system, if it is to be developed,
must find its lodging higher up in the spectrum where more space ex-
ists and where color pictures and superior monochrome pictures can
be developed through the use of wider channels. . . . It is obvious from
the allocations which the Commission is making for television below
300 mc that in the present state of the art the development of the
upper portion of the spectrum is necessary for the establishment of a
truly nationwide and competitive television system.

The FCC ruling, with its curious logic approving VHF allocations
while admitting their inadequacy, did not end the battle within the in-
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dustry over television allocations. By approving VHF licenses in the
short run while threatening an eventual move to UHF, the FCC’s 1945
allocation decision led many prospective VHF broadcasters to hold off
while awaiting the fate of color and UHF television. Paul Kesten at CBS
greeted the FCC's allocation report as at least a partial victory: “[T]he
facts in the FCC report on frequency allocations speak even more clearly
than the comments which accompany them. These facts strip the ad-
vocates of low-frequency, low-definition television of all hope that
television will remain at that level.”'®

According to the FCC’s Annual Report of 1946, 80 of the 158 postwar
applications for television stations were subsequently withdrawn by the
end of that year. In September 1946, CBS submitted a new proposal for
a modified UHF color system, and General Electric began warning
purchasers of its VHF sets that the receivers could become obsolete in
the near future. Meanwhile, CBS’s New York VHF station included the
following announcement in every broadcast: “We hope you'll enjoy our
programs. CBS, however, is not engaged in the manufacture of televi-
sion receiving sets and does not want you to consider these broadcasts as
an inducement to purchase television sets at this time. Because of a
number of conditions, we cannot predict how long this television broad-
cast schedule will continue.” In December 1947 there were still only
sixteen stations on the air and 185,000 receivers in the hands of the
public.'®

Ironically, given RCA’s earlier calls for immediate postwar television,
the industry faced a stalemate while the FCC considered the new CBS
petition for a UHF shift. In 1943, Fortune had hailed television as “one
of the brightest stars in the heaven of the postwar planners . . . the hope
and beacon of a great new industry”; in 1946, Fortune wrote that the
television allocation battle threatened to turn television “into the
biggest and costliest flop in U.S. industrial history.” The magazine
quoted a television executive who complained, “If I had sat down and
tried to think of some way to screw up this industry, I couldn’t have done
a better job than CBS has done.” A CBS executive admitted, “We found
ourselves in a barrage of abuse” from the rest of the industry, and the ac-
tions of CBS were viewed by many in the industry as a cynical device to
catch up with its broadcast rival NBC. Former CBS network executive
Worthington Miner told Franklin Schaffner in 1985 that it was CBS’s in-
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tention “to cripple television in order to enhance CBS’s position in
radio.”"’

NBC reacted to the regulatory and commercial uncertainty with plans
to scale back its own investments in television. As O. B. Hanson wrote
the NBC chairman in October 1945: “with the threat hanging over our
heads of a possible shift to some other portion of the spectrum within
three to six years, we must consider very carefully the extent to which
we wish to commit ourselves with the present television system.”'®

But change came with a new FCC ruling. The regulatory decision that
set off the explosion in television station applications and set sales was
the March 1947 FCC rejection of the CBS UHF color proposal. As the
1947 FCC Annual Report explained: “The Commission’s decision ser-
ved as a go-ahead signal for the expansion of black and white television
service on the basis of present rules and standards in the 13 channels be-
tween 44 and 216 mc now allocated for commercial television.” The
FCC reasoning relied heavily on the costs of VHF receiver obsoles-
cence attendant to a UHF shift, although the same argument had not
deterred its 1945 FM reallocation, when the number of sets in the hands
of the public was much greater. Also in 1947, the FCC rejected a peti-
tion from Edwin Armstrong and other FM broadcasters to restore a por-
tion of its original spectrum allocation, which the commission had
assigned to television’s channel 1 in 1945. Instead, the FCC assigned
the frequencies to emergency services. Within six months of the com-
mission’s rejections of the CBS UHF proposals and Armstrong’s FM
petition, FCC Chairman Charles R. Denny resigned to become an NBC
vice president at triple his commission salary. A Washington political
weekly described themood at the commiission at the time of Denny’s
departure: “A case of jitters has settled over the FCC. ... Substantially
the FCC is staffed in important positions by those he selected and who
are beholden to him for their jobs. The FCC is following policies largely
formulated by Mr. Denny and his appointees. Now he goes to NBC as a
Vice-President and General Counsel with a duty to advance the in-
terests of RCA——~The-utmost care on the part of the FCCand NBC will
be required or the whole will hiirstopen with a scandal of major
proportions.”?

RCA was the enormous winner in the FCC allocation decisions not
merely through its patent and manufacturing position in VHF television,
but also in its ownership and affiliation of VHF stations. NBC was the
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most aggressive seeker of VHF licenses; since the late 1930s Sarnoff and
other RCA officials urged NBC's radio affiliates to acquire VHF licenses.
NBC itself was by far the largest chain owner of early television stations.
In 1940, the FCC ruled that no television licensee could own more than
three stations; in 1944, NBC petitioned the FCC to lift the limit to
seven, and in May 1944, the FCC raised the limit to five, at a time when
there were only five stations on the air in the entire country. From 1948
to 1953, a majority of television stations in the U.S. were NBC affiliates 2

Network owned-and-operated stations in large markets were (and
are) extremely profitable, and their role was especially significant
before 1951, when all the networks were losing money on network
operafions. The most valuable VHF Ticenses are those in America’s
largest cities, and early applicants were often granted licenses without
FCC hearings. DuMont and ABC were also aggressive early applicants
for big-market VHF licenses. ABC followed a strategy of applying for
licenses on the higher-frequency channels (channel 7 and higher), con-
sidered technically and economically less desirable, and ABC was thus
able to avoid license hean_qggyhxleassemblmg, group of owned-and-
operated stations in the nation’s largest markets. By November 1947,
NBC, ABC, and DuMont had all acquired their limit of five stations.
CBS, its televisionhopes riding on the rejected UHF system, owned
only one VHF station at the time. The alternative for late-starters like
CBS and other non-network chain owners was to apply for VHF licenses
in less desirable markets or to “trade up” by buying out existing licen-
sees. All three networks followed this path through the 1950s until each
of the networks reached around 20 percent of the U.S. population
through its five owned-and-operated stations. Another consequence of
CBS’s late start in VHF television was the difficulty it had in finding
New York program production space, primarily leased Broadway and
off-Broadway houses; instead, it was forced to rely more than the other
networks on live remotes of sporting events and parades.?' The costs of
losing the UHF allocation battle were felt by CBS in many ways.

The FCC's 1945 allocation table, in addition to allocating television’s
place in the radio spectrum, also assigned television channels to specific
cities or markets. In order to avoid interference, the commission in 1945
mandated geographical separations of eighty-five miles for stations on
adjacent television channels and two hundred miles for stations on the
same channel. Under the plan, the largest 140 cities were assigned at
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least one channel: Chicago was assigned five channels, New York City
four, Washington and Philadelphia three each. The television industry,
recognizing the enormous market potential of the large eastern cities,
especially New York, put pressure on the FCC to increase the as-
signments in the largest markets. In May 1948, the FCC compliantly
reduced the adjacent channel separation to seventy-five miles and co-
channel separation to 150 miles, as well as reducing the number of low-
power community station assignments in New York City from three
to one.”

In reducing the channel separation, the FCC acted against the
recommendations of its own engineering staff. The subsequent Hoover
Commission Report on the FCC concluded that “Apparently the en-
gineers were convinced that the Commission was going to place seven
stations in New York, and as many stations as possible in other large met-
ropolitan centers, whatever the consequences might be. They either
wearied of warning the Commission or just were resigned to the prob-
able futility of pressing the point.” In any event, the new separation stan-
dards were disastrous; the commission heard testimomy-that-the Cleve-
land and Detroit stations, for example, interfered with each other within
two miles of the Detroit transmitter. In September 1948, six months
after its decision to narrow station separations, the FCC—faced with
four hundred license applications—announced a temparary freeze on
license approvals. As an article in Fortune chided: “There is something
stupendous about the size and proportions of this boner, likely to go
down as the engineering botch of the century.” Chronic poor com-
munication between the commissioners and the technical staff was ex-
acerbated in the late 1940s by high FCC turnover; at one point in 1948,
only one of the seven commissioners had served before 1946.2

The television freeze is much more than an illustration of the com-
mission’s technical or administrative weaknesses, however. As broad-
cast economist Stuart Long argued: “What happened during these four
years, particularly to the relative strengths of the four networks, pro-
foundly affected the final structure which would emerge in the industry.”
Economist Harvey J. Levin pointed out that “this so-called television
freeze operated inadvertently to entrench the first 108 VHF stations
with the choicest network and advertising affiliations and has left an
impact on industry structure and performance felt almost to this day."
The FCC freeze gave a windfall to early VHF station owners and
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to the two dominant networks, CBS and NBC at the expense of thelr
weaker competitors, ABC and DuMont.

“The term freeze is misteading. Although the commission suspended
license approvals from September 1948 through April 1952, the number
of VHF stations on the air grew from 50 to 108, the number of television
sets rose from 1,200,000 to 15,000,000, the percentage of homes with
television increased from .4 percent to 34 percent, and television’s share
of broadcast advertising leaped from 3 percent to 70 percent. As his-
torian Vincent Mosco argues, what was frozen as a result of the FCC'’s
action was not the expansion of the television industry but the ability of
the commission te-make-policy outside the formidable pressures of en-
trenched VHF tefevision interests. With sales of televisions running at
410,000 sets a month, manufacturers of VHF receivers were not unduly
concerned by the freeze, and the two dominant networks, NBC and
CBS, had an interest in prolonging the freeze.”

The licensing freeze was originally invoked to repair the faulty assign-
ment plan, a task expected to last only six to nine months, but in late
1948 the FCC announced its intention to reexamine the issue of color
television. The commission’s hearings on color television extended over
eighteen months and dragged on in the courts for three years; Allen Du-
Mont maintained that the entire color issue was a CBS red herring
designed to prolong the freeze to the ad‘vama‘g‘ of the two dominant
networks.28

And the freeze did benefit them. According to the economist Barry
Litman, the FCC freeze “assured CBS and NBC of an almost impregn-
able position in television much like the one they had achieved in
radio.” The dominance of the two networks during the freeze is striking:
of the 63 markets served by 108 stations during the freeze, forty markets
were served by a single station, eleven by two stations, eight by three
stations, and only three by four or more stations. As DuMont told the
FCC: “The freeze reserved to two networks the almost exclusive right to
broadcast in a all but twelve of the sixty-three markets which had televi-
sion service. 7 In 1948, Mutual, Philco, and Paramount dropped earlier
announced plans to_perate television networks, and the effects of the
freeze were nearly fatal to both ABC and DuMont, pus}nng the two into
cont_lnumg and escalating losses in network operations.?’

The FCC’s freeze on station licensing and its continued commitment
to the inadequate VHF band, more than any factor of economics or
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regulation, brought about the restricted competitive structure of net-
work television. In 1954, DuMont quoted 1949 CBS testimony: “It is
quite possible that the Commission’s allocation plan will as a matter of
political necessity permit the development during the critical formative
years of only two full nationwide competing networks.” Litman con-
cluded that “The Commission knew that powerful networks were inevit-
able in television, just as they had been in radio; yet it chose policies
creating a limited number of powerful stations which would eventually
mean a very few powerful networks.”?®

During the freeze, there were signals from a minority at the FCC that
a shift to an all-UHF system was still under consideration. The possibility
of a move to UHF terrified existing VHF station owners, the two domi-
nant networks, and set manufacturers. RCA engineer Alfred Goldsmith
in 1948 objected strongly to discussions of the various UHF proposals:
“nor should they even be publicized until that point of definite proof of
their usefulness has been reached. Above all, such untried ideas should
not become the subject of long and sometimes unhelpful hearings in
Washington.” Jolliffe told the Senate Commerce Committee in 1948:
“There appear to be some who would block the progress of television
with charges which misrepresent the purpose and leadership of RCA
and NBC in bringing television to the American people. One of these
misrepresentations is the assertion that all television should be moved
into the higher frequencies. fretus-make 116 mistake about this. If such a
move were made at this time, tt-would not-mean Tore television. It
would mean no television at all” The tone of RCA’s warning was
matched in a 1950 editorial'in Television, which called on the industry to
“strike out against the menace of socialism which is steadily creeping
into every phase of our economic life. . .. When men like Commissioner
Jones and Commissioner Johnson can talk in terms of ‘vested interests’
and ‘profits for the few, we have, right in the open, the kind of thinking
that can ruin our country. The very basis for free enterprise is profits.”?

Less threatening than a shift of the entire television service to the
UHF band were proposals to create all-VHF or all-UHF local markets
instead of intermixing VHF and UHF stations within a given area. These
intermixed markets handicapped UHF competitors against the en-
trenched VHF operators in the same area. In 1948, DuMont presented
a complex assignment plan that would have created high-power
regional VHF stations, providing at least five VHF stations in the top
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fifty markets in order to permit at least four national networks. Smaller
markets were to be assigned UHF stations. The commission responded
to this and other DuMont plans involving wide-coverage regional VHF
stations (the only way to allow wide network competition within the re-
stricted VHF band) with statements expressing the FCC’s commitment
to localism in broadcast licensing.*

Other FCC actions during the freeze also hurt the fledgling DuMont
and ABC networks. AT&T’s time charges for network interconnection, a
monopoly granted to the telephone company by the FCC, discriminated
against the smaller networks. AT&T charged a flat mileage rate, regard-
less of the number of affiliates connected; moreover, the rates for one
hour per day were almost as high as those for eight hours a day. Finally,
AT&T forced television coaxial cable users to rent additional radio long
lines, discriminating against DuMont, which had no radio network
operation. DuMont and ABC protested AT&T's television policies to the
FCC, which regulated AT&T's long-line charges, but the commission
took no action. The result was that financially marginal DuMont was
spending as much in long-line charges as CBS or NBC while using only
about 10 to 15 percent of the time and mileage of either larger
network.?!

The television freeze was ended in April 1952 with the FCC's Sixth
Report and Order, which generally maintained existing VHF assign-
ments and opened a large number of UHF channels, the great majority
of which were assigned in intermixed markets, where VHF licenses
were also assigned. Not surprisingly, RCA’s reaction was favorable, call-
ing the Sixth Report and Order “a large distillate of wisdom and sound
principle.” The Sixth Report and Order was optimistic about the eco-
nomic future of UHF stations in the intermixed markets, and the com-
mission in the 1950s consistently placed its hopes for diversity and com-
petition in network broadcasting in the development of UHF. Douglas
W. Webbink, a broadcast economist and later adviser to the FCC, called
the commission’s optimism regarding UHF an “illusion.” The econ-
omists Roger Noll, Merton Peck, and John McGowan’s 1973 Economic
Aspects of Television Regulation questioned the sincerity of the FCC’s
faith in UHF’s eventual parity with VHF service: “Such a belief seems
entirely without foundation. . .. "%

The two dissenting commissioners to the Sixth Report and Order had
no illusions about the economic problems facing UHF operators. Com-
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missioner Robert F. Jones in his dissent wrote that UHF station owners
“had better study astronomy to figure their balance sheets and buy lots
of red ink.” Jones later explained: “The allocation plan was designed
to cause the least disruption to the existing channel assignments of
these pre-freeze licensees...and gave each licensee a tremendous
windfall.”*

Under the 1952 allocation table, only seven cities received assign-
ments of four or more VHF stations. At the same time, UHFoperators in
intermixed markets found it difficult to survive against their entrenched
VHF competitors. The reasons were circular: UHF stations in inter-
mixed markets were unable to attract network and advertising af-
filiations given the low penetration of UHF-equipped receivers; without
advertising revenues and popular network programming, UHF oper-
ators were unsuccessful in attracting viewers or convincing the public to
purchase UHF receivers. Of the 1,319 UHF assignments provided in
the Sixth Report and Order, by 1956 only 363 construction permits had
been applied for and approved by the FCC; of these, moreover, 151
never went on the air and an additional 56 stations went bankrupt. In
the same period, by contrast, only 4 of 276 post-freeze VHF stations
went off the air. Without the marginal and financially precarious UHF
stations, a third network depending on VHF outlets could at best reach
only thirty-three of the top one hundred markets in the United States,
and a fourth network only seven.*

The grim situation of many UHF station owners in the 1950s led to in-
termittent congressional pressure on the FCC to do something about
the “UHF problem.” Less extreme than proposals to shift television en-
tirely to UHF were various proposals for “selective de-intermixture,”
that is, creating local markets of either all-VHF or all-UHF stations. The
experience of UHF operators in cities without VHF competition proved
that UHF was viable if viewers had incentive to purchase UHF sets and
networks and sponsors reason to affiliate with UHF broadcasters. In
1953, Senator John Bricker began a Commerce Committee investiga-
tion sharply critical of network practices, culminating in a report en-
titled The Network Monopoly. Established VHF station owners and the
two dominant networks responded sharply to congressional criticism.
Television warned that “Insiders agree that action must be taken quickly,
before the plight of marginal UHF operators inspires measures that can
harm the whole industry.” Elsewhere in the same issue the magazine
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editorialized sternly: “That many UHF stations will fold is a foregone
conclusion, and has been ever since the FCC decided to allocate U and
V stations within the same markets. Half of the UHF operators should
not have gone on the air in the first place.”*

Between 1953 and 1960, the FCC announced several plans for the
de-intermixture of thirteen markets, reversed itself, and eventually car-
ried out limited reassignments in only five markets. Congressman Em-
anuel Celler, chair of the House Judiciary Committee, who led a long in-
vestigation of monopoly problems in the television industry, concluded
in 1957 that “The inherent difficulty of correcting the original al-
locations error which gave rise to the present UHF crisis has been
aggravated by regulatory uncertainty, vacillation and lack of leader-
ship.” In his dissertation on television allocation policy, Kittross entitled
his chapter on FCC television regulation from 1952-59, “Inequality
Compounded,” and it is clear that by the early 1950s the FCC was un-
willing to mount any course of action that would seriously threaten the
interests of the entrenched VHF television industry.®

Escalating UHF station losses and low sales of UHF television sets in
intermixed markets continued through the 1950s, until the percentage
of UHF-capable sets manufactured declined to 5.5 percent in 1961. In
that year, President Kennedy’s new FCC chair, Newton Minow, began
to speak more assertively of de-intermixture. The eventual “solution” to
the UHF problem negotiated by the industry with Congress and the
commission in exchange for relief from threats of de-intermixture was
federal intervention in the market for television receivers, requiring
manufacturers to equip all television sets with UHF tuners. Webbink es-
timated the costs to consumers of the 1961 All Channel Receiver Act at
$100 million a year, in his view an inefficient form of subsidy to UHF
operators. In spite of the All Channel Act, UHF operator losses con-
tinued to mount, while most UHF assignments remained unused. It is
clear despite the wishful thinking of the FCC regarding UHF television
that the economic irrationalities of the 1952 Sixth Report and Order
were never completely overcome.*

The final element of the television industry’s mature structure is the
three-firm oligopolistic network structure set up by the demise of the
DuMont Television Network in 1955. Until 1951, every television net-
work, including NBC and CBS, lost money on network operations, as
distinct from owned-and-operated stations. The first years of television
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networking required large sums of capital difficult to generate solely
from advertising revenue. NBC and CBS could draw upon the enormous
accumulated and continuing revenues from their AM network oper-
ations and owned-and-operated radio stations. NBC and DuMont could
also draw from the high profits gained from electronic manufacturing
during the war and television equipment manufacturing through the
early 1950s. DuMont, however, was always seriously undercapitalized
compared to its larger network competitors. In 1938, after deciding
against a large public stock offering, DuMont exchanged 29 percent
ownership for a line of credit from Paramount Pictures. The deal with
Paramount probably hindered as much as helped DuMont’s television
plans. Allen DuMont claimed Paramount never put significant amounts
of money into DuMont after 1940, and Paramount’s own plans for televi-
sion often worked against DuMont’s interests. For example, Paramount
itself acquired television stations in Los Angeles and Chicago, and the
FCC in 1953 held (against DuMont’s protests and the judgement of the
FCC hearing officer) that Paramount’s interest in DuMont was controll-
ing; therefore DuMont was limited to three owned-and-operated sta-
tions. Paramount’s checkered antitrust history also probably hurt Du-
Mont in license hearings.®®

By the early 1950s, the previous super-profits in television manufac-
turing were disappearing under the pressures of price-cutting and over-
production. DuMont increasingly depended on revenues from its
owned-and-operated stations to cover the losses of its network opera-
tion. By 1951, half of the network’s revenues were coming from two
shows, “Captain Video” and “Cavalcade of Stars.”* In 1954, DuMont
sold its Pittsburgh station to Westinghouse for $9,750,000, and the
following year it ceased network operations.

The demise of DuMont Television Network was due principally to the
allocation and assignment policies of the FCCin its Sixth Report and
Order, which simply did not permit national competition of four major
networks. The Tinal blow to DuMont, however, was the 1953 FCC ap-
provalof the ABC-United Paramount Theatres (UPT) merger. As Long
argued, “This decision in effect sacrificed the DaMont network in order
that at least ABC might survive and prosper to offset the obvious
dominance which NBC and CBS had gained in the industry during the
freeze years.”** ABC’s merger with UPT brought the network an infu-
sion of $30 million and new leadership under UPT executive Leonard
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Goldenson. By the second half of the 1950s, in fact, it was the program-
ming strategies and procurement practices of ABC as developed by
Goldenson that provided the model for the rest of the televi-
sion industry.

The television industry’s structure attained its mature form during the
mid-1950s, and it remained relatively unchanged for the next two
decades.*! By 1953, approximately 50 percent of total television re-
venues and 45 percent of industry profits went to the networks. Despite
the tremendous increase in the number of television stations after the
freeze, the networks” share of television profits and revenues did not
greatly change through the next twenty years. The general continuities
in the structure of television industry in the 1950s, however, should not
obscure the economic shifts that did occur during the decade and which
brought with them thoroughgoing and traumatic changes in prime-
time programming,.
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Early Film Programming
in Television

The most basic questions about television—the formats and aes-
thetic forms of programs, the responsibility for program production, the
structures of distribution and sponsorship—were subject to both aes-
thetic speculation and commercial conflict in the first half-decade of the
medium. If by the mid-1950s critics spoke with increasing assurance of
the fundamental artistic strengths of the medium, it was due in part to
their sense of growing prosperity and stability in the television industry.
By the end of the decade, however, the critics” hopes for a harmony of
aesthetics and market forces in commercial television had turned
into a cynicism characteristic of more contemporary attitudes toward
television. An understanding of the current precarious position of televi-
sion in American intellectual life would profit from an appreciation of
the earlier hopes of critics of television, as well as the historical reasons
for the unmaking of those hopes.

The early years of television witnessed considerable speculation
about the appropriate forms and sources of television programming,
speculation informed by wider social and cultural attitudes toward con-
temporary culture and business life. Like the early debates over televi-
sion advertising, many of the arguments over the appropriate forms of
television programming, especially between live and film programming,
were poised between the competing models of radio and the meotion
pictures. John Western wrote in the Public Opinion Quarterly in 1939:
“About the only point on which program authorities are in agreement is
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the belief that film will fill a major portion of telecasting hours. Es-
timates range from forty to more than ninety percent.”

Parallel to the contemporary trade debates over television advertis-
ing, some commentators argued that the situation of the television
audience in the private home made full-length theatrical films unsuit-
able for television. C. J. Hylander and Robert Hardy, Jr., in their 1941
Introduction to Television argued that television and motion pictures
dealt with essentially different products because the television audience
could not be expected to stay at home for long programs. Western
agreed, arguing that “Most critics of television programs agree that the
one-hour dramatic program is too long for in-the-home entertainment.”

There was also early concern that the economics of advertiser-
supported television broadcasting to the home could not support the
program costs of Hollywood-style film entertainment. Bernard Smith in
Harper’s in 1948 offered some possible consolation for such fears: “Peo-
ple will look at and listen to television programs for the same reason that
they now listen to the radio: the television set is placed where it will
form a part of the living habits of the American people. They will accept
a much poorer Ievel of entertainment in their own homes than they will
demand if they have to leave the house or apartment to attend a
public performance.™

Notwithstarrding such hopes for diminished expectations on the part
of the television audience, many observers believed that the per-minute
program costs of even low-budget Hollywood material would be too ex-
pensive for the television market. A 1940 book on television argued that
“The expense to be faced is almost terrifying. Translated into terms of
running time on the screen, a motion-picture play may cost from $1,000
to $35,000 a minute, with $1,000 representing about the worst that the
public will tolerate. If we are to have every day a new television comedy
and tragedy lasting an hour and a half, the studio incurs an outlay that
dwarfs anything with which producers are familiar.”

NBC President Lenox R. Lohr voiced similar fears in 1940: “any plan
for recording programs with standard movie-studio techniques and
equipment appears doomed to failure, since the figures indicate that the
hope of bringing costs within practical limits is rather remote. If, by new
methods, costs could be cut to even one-tenth their present amount,
they would still be excessive for television purposes until a very large
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audience had been built up.” A private research report on television in
1948 endorsed the common belief that programs should be limited to
thirty minutes in length, argued that television’s intimacy precluded
both feature films and full-length theatrical works, and predicted that
television would revive vaudeville and variety formats.

Another problem foreseen in film programs for television was the ex-
pectation that the reuse of film material would have limited audience
appeal and commercial value. Western wrote that “Rarely does a movie-
goer see a film more than once. There is no reason to believe that the
looker will consent to see a telecine transmission more frequently. Af-
terwards, the film must be relegated to the vaults.” Lohr shared similar
doubts over the viability of film reruns, arguing in 1940: “It appears to be
inadvisable to broadcast most programs more than once. On the second
broadcast, the audience is likely to become hypercritical and to lose
interest.”®

Traditional historical accounts need to be revised that suggest a
mutual lack of interest and collaboration between the film industry and
the television networks in the early years of the TV industry. Despite
doubts about the viability of either feature films or original film pro-
gramming in the early years of the medium, the major Hollywood
studios followed events in the television industry very closely. Begin-
ning in the late 1930s, motion picture studios became active in televi-
sion research and manufacturing and made significant investments in
television production companies, broadcasting stations, and networks.
In the 1940s, Paramount, Twentieth Century-Fox, and Warner Brothers
were active in the development of theater television. As early as 1936,
Warner Brothers bought a 65 percent interest in Trans-American
Television and Broadcasting Company, a production firm. By 1944,
Paramount owned and operated television stations in Los Angeles and
Chicago; controlled a theater-television firm, American Scophony; held
a 29 percent interest in the DuMont Television Network; and controlled
significant patents on the television cathode-ray tube. Paramount ex-
ecutive Paul Raibourn sat on the boards of Scophony and DuMont
Television Network. By 1951, Paramount was syndicating film and live
programs from its Los Angeles st statlm-three stations.”

" Several major or studios expressed interest in producing original mater-
ial for television in the 1940s, at the same time RCA was showing its in-
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terest in producing or purchasing film material for the medium. The
radio manufacturer, eager to consolidate its interests in VHF television
to discourage the threatened shift of television to the UHF band, ap-
proached the major studios in the mid-1940s for production commit-
ments. In 1944, Arthur Levey, president of American Scophony, wrote
that RCA warned that studios that did not enter productions deals
would be cut out of the market when the network made its own
arrangements. Levey called for studio unity in the face of what he saw as
an RCA attempt to play one producer against another, arguing that
Hollywood was in a strong bargaining position with its experience in
visual communication, its control of talent and story material, and the
potential of more than six thousand movie theaters available for conver-
sion to theater television. In December 1944, Television magazine
reported that RCA was looking for telefilm production deals with major
studios, and that the company warned it would turn to independent pro-
ducers if frustrated.®

Several studios in the 1940s declared an interest in producing pro-
gramming for television. In 1944, the head of RKO Television Corpora-
tion told Television that his firm was interested not only in theater televi-
sion, but also in producing and packaging material for broadcast
television. In 1948, Fortune reported that RKO was “ready to produce
film for television as soon as sponsors and agencies decide what they
want.” George Shupert, director of commercial television development
for Paramount, in August 1949 saw “a new Klondike” for telefilm
producers.?

There clearly was a market for film programming in the early years of
television. For the new station operator, film programming was attrac-
tive not only because it was cheap to acquire but also because it required
few technical facilities and personnel compared to live programming,
“Some new stations do seventy-five percent or more of their program-
ming on film,” William I. Kaufman and Robert C. Colodzin reported in
1950. Furthermore, as Shupert noted, film represented the only
medium with which to reach all forty-seven television markets, less than
half of which were served with coaxial cable.'

While both Columbia Pictures and Universal-International set up
subsidiary telefilm production units in the early 1950s, most of the
television plans of the major studios remained unrealized. Some of the
problems for the studios resulted from actions of the FCC. Because the

—



Early Film Programming 69

advertising revenues in the early years of television were too small to
support original production by the major Hollywood studios, and were
less than the value of theatrical rerelease of existing features, the studios
investigated the alternate means of exploitation of theater television and
pay television. In these two services the FCC consistently moved
against the studio interests, refusing allocations or assignments for
either service throughout the 1950s. Paramount, one of the studios mov-
ing most aggressively into television, held out the longest for the alterna-
tive systems, in the meantime withholding talent and material from
broadcast television. In the spring of 1950, the FCC issued a warning to
the Hollywood motion picture studios-against withholding product and
talent from broadcast television, in what motion picture exhibitors de-
nounced as “a bullying statement.”"!

The studios had reasons to be cautious about supplying programming
for the new medium in addition to the still-unfavorable economics of
television program fees. Although the first of the federal antitrust con-
sent decrees separating the major Hollywood studios from their theater
chains was signed by Paramount in 1948, divorcement at all the studios
was not completed until 1959; in the meantime, the still-integrated com-
panies feared injury to their exhibition business by release of their fea-
ture films to television or by a precipitous move to telefilm production.
At the same time, threats of theater owners to boycott the theatrical
product of studios that moved too emphatically into television inhibited
some producers; the telefilm units of both Columbia and Universal-
International, for example, used casts and crews separate from theatrical
production in part to insulate the studio from such reprisals.'?

These constraints on the major Hollywood studios did not deter
smaller independent producers from entering the telefilm business. In-
dependent producers William Pine and William Thomas set up a
telefilm company, Telecom Incorporated, in 1944. In 1946, Television
reported “new companies forming every day” to supply television
stations. In 1948, the largest packager and syndicator of radio programs
in the country, Frederick W. Ziv, entered telefilm production, and Jerry
Fairbanks, Jr. became the first Hollywood producer to make a series sale
to television with “The Public Prosecutor” to NBC. By 1951, “hundreds”
of new firms were producing telefilms, led by independents such as
Fairbanks, Hal Roach, Jr., Walter Wanger, and Bing Crosby Productions.
These independent producers either packaged existing features films
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for television (“Hopalong Cassidy” was an early success) or produced
original material for television (such as the telefilm series “Roy
Rogers”). The sound stages and backlots of Hollywood’s “Poverty Row”
of B-film production companies and some of the major studios were
rented out to independent telefilm producers. In spite of this activity,
in 1952 there were only twelve substantial telefilm companies,
among them Crosby, Fairbanks, Roach, Motion-Picture TV Center,
Flying-A Production (Roy Rogers), General Service Studios, and Frank
Wisbar Productions.'®

Producing telefilm was an unstable business with special challenges
facing early participants. The television networks were regarded as hos-
tile to film programming, fearing it would loosen the network’s arrange-
ments with sponsors and affiliates by encouraging station managers to
make independent deals with advertisers and film producers. Because
networks controlled the most valuable prime-time positions available for
programming, syndicators of independent telefilms had to settle for
fewer markets and less desirable time periods, both of which meant
much smaller advertising revenues and license fees compared with
network-supplied programming. Furthermore, distribution costs in
placing telefilm programs in independent stations were high, requiring
a national sales force with the attendant imperative of supplying enough
product to obtain efficiencies of scale. Telefilm producers also com-
plained that advertising agencies were hostile to film programming; as
Newsweek explained: “Television had after all grown up in New York in
the care of executives who neither knew nor cared about film tech-
niques, an ignorance encouraged by advertising men unwilling to shift
East Coast power to Hollywood and dubious of receiving their fifteen
percent cut on shows turned out by movie magnates.”**

Commercial banks, accustomed to dealing with theatrical motion pic-
ture producers, were reluctant to lend to independent telefilm pro-
ducers; not until 1952 were commercial banks willing to discuss telefilm
financing, according to Television. The field was also very competitive:
in 1951, The Saturday Evening Post pointed to a pool of two hundred un-
purchased pilots produced for $10,000 each. Time in 1954 wrote that of
five hundred telefilm firms recently established in Hollywood, only
forty-six survived and only six made substantial profits. In 1951, Televi-
sion warned that it was difficult for independent producers to make a
telefilm series sale without at least thirteen completed episodes; in
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1952, it reported that some sponsors demanded twenty-six episodes
in the can, requiring a speculative investment by the producer of
$500,000. Finally, without a network sale, producers could not expect to
recoop their investment in less than two or three years.'

Few feature films of any vintage from the major studios were available
to television before 1955, and the available American theatrical films
tended to be low-budget and from minor studios. Another reason fea-
ture films wére lield in low e€steem in early television is suggested in a
1950 Sponsor article, “How to Use TV Films Effectively,” which advised
station managers and sponsors how to edit feature films for television
use: “Far from ruining a picture, expert editing can make it even better
for TV. Obviously, twenty-five minutes hacked indiscriminately from
any film will leave viewers confused and annoyed. How do you snip out
thirty percent of a carefully made product and have it make sense? First
eliminate all dark scenes that won’t show up on a TV tube, and then all
the long shots in which distant objects get lost.”®

There was also criticism within Hollywood of much of the early film
programming for television. In 1952, Newsweek quoted Fairbanks’s
complaints about the gold-rush atmosphere of the telefilm industry
where “everyone who could buy or borrow a little drugstore movie
camera announced himself as a TV-Film producer.” The magazine went
on the describe the scene in Hollywood:

Movie actors financed “pilot” shows which paraded their aging
charms—and which got no closer to the small screen than an advertis-
ing agency’s shipping room. Assistant directors and senior office boys
from the movie studios made the transcontinental trek to New York,
carrying bags full of scripts and shooting schedules and announced
they were “Hollywood producers. . .. ” [T]he Hollywood hills became
littered with dead and dying telefilm creators. Some of the casualties
were long-time motion-picture executives temporarily “at liberty”
who announced that they were available to bring their tremendous
“know-how” into TV films, “just for the experience.” One guess on the
number of pilot films turned out in Hollywood: 2,000."

Sponsor magazine wrote in 1953 of the unhappy experiences of many
advertising agencies that came to Hollywood for early television film
programs: “These top agencies somehow got the idea that they had
bought what constituted Hollywood. . .. They found out that what they
had bought in the main were a lot of out of work producers, directors,
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and writers—not the real genius that had made Hollywood a world
byword in entertainment.”*®

Faced with the speculative investment and slow payback of telefilm
production, most producers specialized in the low-budget, mostly
action-adventure genres, incliding the Western, crime and mystery,
science-fiction, and situation comedy. With a few exceptions, anthology
drama, which was becoming an increasingly important part of the net-
works’ live programming from New York in the early 1950s, was not rep-
resented in Hollywood telefilm. Frederick Ziv explained the reasoning
behind his launch of “The Cisco Kid,” the first television series sold by
his company: “It was obvious to all of us who had our fingers on the pulse
of the American public that they wanted escapist entertainment. . .. We
did not do highbrow material. We did material that would gp_peal\t'éfhe
broadest segment of the public. And they became the big purchasers of
television sets. And as they bought television sets, the beer sponsors
began to go on television. And the beer sponsors, for the most part, wan-
ted to reach the truck and taxi driver, the average man and woman. They
were not interested in that small segment that wanted opera, ballet
or symphony.”**

Furthermore, the small budgets of independently syndicated tele-
films were modest even by the standards of Poverty Row studios. Busi-
ness Week, in a 1951 article, “Hollywood Cameras Grind Out Film Fare
for TV,” described the routine at Louis B. Snader’s Telescriptions
studios: sixty-minute films were completed on shooting schedules of one
and one-half to three days; thirty-minute telefilms reached TV stations
five days after shooting was completed; and single performers would
shoot seven short television films in a morning and five more in an after-
noon of a single day. Roach’s telefilm studios by 1954 were consuming
more film stock than MGM, Twentieth Century-Fox, and Warner
Brothers studios combined, with a highly rationalized production pro-
cess and a staff of thirty writers: “It’s like the auto business,” Roach told
Time. Ziv recalled that “In the early days of television, we had to pro-
duce these things cheap. There’s just no questlon about it, and cheap is
the word: NIE__ne_Renswe but cheap.”’

Given these financial constraints and management attitudes, it was lit-
tle wonder among most television critics of the early 1950s that film pro-
grams in general enjoyed a poor reputation compared to network-
supplied live programs. Schedules of early television stations, both
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network affiliates and independents, contained a good deal of both
kinds of programming. Researcher George Bauer wrote that for the typi-
cal independent station, even in a large television market, “[a]bout sixty
percent of its programs are on film which are cheaper than live shows
and which it shows up to six times each.” Kaufman and Colodzin com-
plained of the role of film programming in most program schedules:
“Most of the feature films presently shown seem to have been scraped
from the cutting room or dragged unwilling from their musty cinema
tombs. They range in quality from mediocre to extremely bad. They
have, however, the unquestionable attraction of being cheap.”

The comparison of film versus live program formats became the cen-
tral element in the highly prescriptive critical discourse of television’s

Golden Age. Critics seized on weaknesses of the cheap, genre-based

thirty-minute te]efll_m_s- comparing them to tlle e big-budget sixty-minute
network spectaculars and dramas to support claims of television as an es-
sentially live medium. The aesthetic opposition of film and live program-
ming in the writings of television critics in the 1950s inevitably mingled
with more general attitudes toward the motion picture industry, New_
York versus California as production centers, the value of differing
dramatic styles, and arguments over television’s freedom from commer-
cial censorship. A common thread through the positions of most promi-
nent critics on these issues was the role of the television networks in
safeguardm_g artistic quality in the medlum——\‘""“ —

As widely reported in the trade | press, the television networks were
publicly cool to film programming in the early 1950s, fearful that af-
filiates would make independent deals with producers of film program-
ming and sell time directly to sponsors, cutting out the network entirely.
The self-interest on the part of the networks was often cloaked in the
endemic anti-Hollywood rhetoric of the time. In 1956, Bauer cited
“early network exponents of live television” who argued: “When
Hollywood gets its hands on anything, mediocrity immediately reigns.
The Hollywood touch. ...” Time magazine in 1954 quoted NBC Vice
President John K. West on film programming: “Keep it the hell off
the networks.”*

Radio and film actress Lucille Ball was approached by CBS to develop
a comedy series for the 1951 television season, and when Ball insisted
on doing the series on film, the network sold back its interest in the idea

to the actress.” CBS Vice President Harry Ackerman explained the net-
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work’s attitude: “We are primarily in the live TV business. We definitely
wanted to shoot ‘T Love Lucy’ live. But the sponsor made us go to film.
You can say that we went into the film business at the whim of the
sponsor.”

In The History of Broadcasting in the United States, Erik Barnouw
wrote that in 1953 “in spite of ‘I Love Lucy, the dominance of live pro-
duction was expected to.continue. David Sarnoff of RCA was said to be
determined that it should; so was William Paley of CBS.” The defense of
live drama by the leaders of CBS and NBC was undoubtedly encourag-
ing to those critics who argued for the special place of live drama in
television. In a 1952 New York Times article, “A Plea for Live Video,”
Jack Gould, probably 19505’ television’s most influential daily critic,
wrote at length against the use of Hollywood telefilm by the networks:
“The decision of television to put many of its programs on film has
turned out to be the colossal boner of the year. On every count—
technically and qualitatively—the films cannot compare with ‘live’
shows and they are hurting video, not helping it. . . . There is simply no
substitute for the intangible excitement and sense of anticipation that is
inherent in the performance that takes place at the moment one is
watching. ... To regard the medium as merely a variation on the
neighborhood picture house is to misunderstand the medium.” Gould
called the growing use of film in network schedules “a step backwards,”
and denounced the “dog-eared films that Hollywood is turning out for
television, the pedestrian little half-hour quickies that are cluttering up
the facilities of even the best of networks.”

The opposition between live and film programming was often
couched in network versus Hollywood terms by critics and by the net-
works themselves. As Gilbert Seldes wrote in the New York Times Maga-
zine in 1956, “It is ungrateful to bring up such things, but the lack of
pungent characters, of the excitement of discovery, all trace back to the
principle of playing it safe by imitating whatever has been successful.
This is the cynical method of Hollywood, which did more than television
to keep the people away from movie houses.” Television writer Rod
Serling spoke for many writers and critics when he argued in 1957:

It is ... unquestionable that in the golden days of live television’s as-
cendancy its filmed counterparts on the West Coast were pretty
much uninspired, formulated, hackneyed assembly-line products that
could boast fast production and fast profit, but little strain in the cre-
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ative process. Whatever memorable television moments exist were
contributed by live shows. Whatever techniques were developed that
were television’s own are live techniques. Whatever preoccupation
there was with quality and with the endless struggle against sponsors’
dicta, fears and endless interference existed in New York and
Chicago—not in Los Angeles.?®

Serling’s language was echoed in private and public statements by
network executives. The New Yorker quoted a 1953 memorandum from
the head of NBC, Pat Weaver, to his programming staff: “movies and
radio point the horrible path that looms before us. ... The conformity
and carbon copy boys are hard at work. This is not satisfactory. Televi-
sion must be the shining center of the home.””

The networks’ anti-Hollywood rhetoric reached a peak in 1955-56 in
response to complaints from telefilm producers and others that network
treatment of affiliates and advertisers had the effect of unfairly dis-
criminating against independent program producers. In hearings before
the Senate Commerce Committee, network representatives presented
the issue as one of defending television programming from the corrupt-
ing influence of Hollywood. An NBC submission argued that the inde-
pendent program producers in fact represented a lobby of Hollywood
film interests eager to unload a flood of telefilms and features on
television:

It was the networks which developed the facilities and skills
and undertook the financial risks of building a national television
service—not the film-come-latelys or the promoters with Hollywood
backlogs in their portfolios. While the networks were chalking up an-
nual losses of millions of dollars to develop the new medium, the film
interests withheld their product from it, and turned to television only
after it had been built by others. [If network commercial practices
were restricted] the accumulated product in Hollywood’s vaults—
most of it musty and out-dated—would hit television with the impact
of a tidal wave. The American public would literally drown in a
celluloid sea.?®

By the mid-1950s, however, the anti-film rhetoric of the networks was
seriously at odds with their own programming praetiees; by then less a
statement of principled program philosophy than a handy public shield
against competitive and regulatory threats. In any event, the networks in
the mid-19505 found it useful to enlist the rhetoric of critical defenders
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of live television for their own commercial battles. The informal alliance
of the early and mid-1950s between television critics and the major net-
works helped set the tone of public discussion of the medium in the age
of live-drama. The dissolution of the alliance in the second half of the
decade provoked bitterness and recriminations in a critical community
that felt betrayed by a medium and its commercial leaders.

The opposition of the Hollywood telefilm with the networks’ live pro-
grams was only one element in the critics’ hierarchy of dramatic pro-
gramming of the early 1950s. The complex criteria—live versus film, the
drama of character versus that of plot, an aesthetic of theatrical natur-
alism versus Hollywood genre and spectacle, anthology versus continu-
ing character series, sixty-minute versus thirty-minute programs, the
television writer as legitimate playwright versus motion picture studio
employee—all operated to reinforce the opposition between the net-
works and Hollywood. The critics’ prescriptive hierarchies were argued
simultaneously as products of inductive practical criticism and of deduc-
tive reasoning following from the fundamental aesthetic strengths and
demands of the television medium. Together, the two forms of argument
produced widely held and sharply defined assertions about television’s
proper program forms, assertions that defined artistic achievement in
the Golden Age of television.
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Live Television:
Program Formats and Critical Hierarchies

Aesthetic distinctions offered by television critics in the early
1950s were often argued on essentialist grounds. Gilbert Seldes’s 1952
Writing for Television was typical: “On the controversy on the merits of
live and filmed television programs, it is possible to hold that one is bet-
ter or cheaper or more effective than the other, but it is not possible to
maintain that they are identical. Common experience tells us that two
things produced by different means, under different material and psy-
chological conditions, will probably not be the same.™

According to many early writers on television, the essential tech-
nological feature of television versus the motion picture was the elec-
tronicTredinmm's capacity to o canvey a simultaneous distant performance
visually. In this regard, the medium was a unique synthe51s of the im-
nfediacy of the live theatrical performance, the space-conquering
powers of radio, and the visual strategies of the motion picture. In 1956,
Jack Gould wrote of live television: “Alone of the mass media, it removes
from an audience’s consciousness the factors of time and distan-
ce.... Live television . .. bridges the gap instantly and unites the in-
dividual at home with the event afar. The viewer has a chance to be in
two places at once. Physically, he may be at his own hearthside but in-
tellectually, and above all, emotionally, he is at the cameraman’s side.”
The critical feature of Tive television, according to Gould, is that “both
the player in the studios and the audience at home have an intrinsic
awareness of being in each other’s presence.” Seldes described this
metaphysic of presence in live television: “The essence of television
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techniques is their contribution to the sense of immediacy. . .. The ten-
sion that suffuses the atmosphere of a live production is a special thing
to which audiences respond; they feel that what they see and hear is
happening in the present and therefore more real than anything taken
and cut and dried which has the feel of the past.”

The opposition between film’s “feel of the past” and the immediacy of
live television created different putative audience paradigms for film
and live programs, in which viewers of a live performance were seen as
more highly involved than those of film programs. Gould argued in his
1952 article, “A Plea for Live Video,” that film programs on television
“lack that intangible sense of depth and trueness which the wizardry of
science did impart to ‘live’ TV. . .. The lasting magic of television is that
it employs a mechanical means to achieve an unmechanical end.” The
polemical linking of technological immediacy to more metaphysical
notions of authenticity, depth, and truth reached an apotheosis in
Gould’s 1956 essay, where he excoriated “the ridiculous conceit of film
perfectionists who think they can be better than life itself. . .. In their
blind pursuit of artificial perfectionism, the TV film producers com-
promise the one vital element that endows the home screen with its own
intangible excitement: humanness. Their error is to try to tinker with
reality, to improve upon it to a point where it is no longer real. In so
doing, they break the link between human and human. The viewer loses
his sense of being a partner and instead becomes a spectator. It is the
difference between being with somebody and looking at somebody.™

The linking of a technological essentialism in the service of a implicit
liberal humanism can also be seen in a 1952 text by Edward Barry
Roberts, script editor for “Armstrong Circle Theatre™: “More than prose,
more than the stage, more than motion pictures—oh, so much more than
radio—television, with its immediacy, gets ta the heart of the matter, to
the essence of the character, ta the depicting of the human being who is
there, as if under a microscope, for our private contemplation, for our ap-
proval, our rejection, our love, our hate, our bond of brotherhood
recognized.” Television script editor Ann Howard Bailey in 1953 de-
scribed the unique capabilities of the television camera for dramatic
storytelling and concluded: “As the—tefevision writer learns to look
within himself and those around him for the eternal and infinitely vari-
able human conflicts, he will learn how the television camera can serve
as the scalpel with which to lay bear the human heart and spirit.™
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If the metaphysics of presence was one element of the ontology of
television argued by early television critics, another was the medium’s
practical situation of production and reception. William I. Kaufman and
Robert S. Colodzin argued in 1950: “Unlike both the movies and the

theatre, television does not play to the mass audierce-—it plays to a
group of perhaps five or six peopleata time:™ The intimacy of the view-

ing group had implications for teleévision dramaturgy, directing techni-
ques, and-performanee-style-Kaufman and Colodzin explained that
“Emphasismust be on quick character development, on revealing close-
ups which make the lift of an eyebrow or the flash of a smile more impor-
tant than the sweep of an army. Dialogue must be carefully written and
sincere in tone because of the intimacy of the audience and the actors
and the constant scrutiny of the main characters of the play by an
audience which is practically ‘on top of the performers.”

Writer Donald Curtis elaborated on the special demands on the
television performer in a 1952 essay: “The actor in television must
visualize the conditions under which his performance is being viewed.
He is coming into a home and joining an intimate family group which
averages from two to six persons. There is no place for acting here. He
must ‘be’ what he represents. . . . The television camera goes inside of an
actor's mind and soul, and sends the receiving set exactly what it
sees there.”®

Broadcast critic Charles Siepmann in 1950 saw in television drama
the development of a new performance style, “not, as in the film, pre-
dominantly physical, but psychological —both sight and sound serving to
give overt support to the covert expression of the mind.” In an introduc-
tion to a collection of television plays, William Bluem observed that “In
some ways TV is the penultimate technological extension of the natural-
istic drama and its rejection of romantic superficiality in favor of the
inner revelation of human character. The entire theatrical movement
towards realism in acting and staging seems to culminate upon the small
screen, where it can work out its own absolutes of form and style.””

Like the prescriptions on performance style in television, commen-
tary on television staging and direction found a rationale for theatrical
naturalism in the concrete production and viewing circumstdnces of the
medium. As Seldes explained, “Every television program is in a sense an
invasion; you turn on your television set and someone comes into your
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living room, and you tune in one station or another according to whom
you want in your room at any particular moment.”

The early literature on television production constantly emphasized
the necessity for naturalist performances, frequent close-ups, and sim-
plified, naturalistic staging. A 1945 CBS publication explained that
“because viewers express a natural wish to ‘get a good look’ at a charac-
ter, producers should whenever possible use close-ups to introduce all
characterson a program.” In a 1946 article in Television, ABC executive
Harvey Marlowe argued that television drama had no need for elaborate
sets and that 80 percent of the typical television play would be shot in
close-up—. In 1950, Kaufman and Colodzin advised would-be television
playwrights that “[a] good television script must be simple to produce,”
with sets that are “few and inexpensive.” The cast “should be limited to a
small number of characters,” and “[s]pecial effects should be avoided in
instances where simpler methods would be just as dramatic.” An exam-
ple of a rigorous application of the reductive design of television’s theat-
rical naturalism was Albert McCleery's “Cameo Theatre,” in which
a small cast sat on stools on an arena stage without scenery, costumes,
or props. In his Best Television Plays 1950-51, Kaufman called the
McCleery program “pure television.™

For the TV playwright as well, the special properties of the television
medium seemed to support a new kind of dramatic realism. Paddy
Chayefsky wrote in 1955 that “lyrical writing, impressionistic writing
and abstract and expressionistic writing are appalling in television
whereas they might be gauged exciting in the theatre.” In his contribu-
tion to the 1952 anthology, How to Write and Direct for Television,
Chayefsky elaborated:

In television, there is practically nothing too subtle or delicate that
you cannot examine with your camera. The camera allows us a degree
of intimacy that can never be achieved on stage. Realism in the
theatre is a stylized business; what one achieves is really the effect of
realism. In television, you can be literally and freely real. The scenes
can be played as if the actors were unaware of their audience. The
dialogue can sound as if it had been wiretapped. ... The writer has a
whole new, untouched area of drama in which to poke about. He can
write about the simplest things, the smallest incidents, as long as they
have dramatic significance.'
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Television’s ability to bring intimate details of a performance to its
audience, along with the practical constraints of staging live television
drama, also Tedthe critics—to—suggest the most appropriate -forms of
dramatic structure for the medium. For Erik Barnouw, the structural
principles of early live drama on television meant that “The structure of
these plays related to circumstances under which they were produced.”
7 As a result there emerged “plays of tight structure, attacking a story
close to its climax—very different from the loose, multi-scene structure
of film.™™™ ' B

“Barmouw’s juxtaposition of the dramatic structures of film and televi-
sion was widely echoed in the early television literature. The same dis-
tinction was often cast in terms which opposed the drama of character to
the drama of plot. Edward Barry Roberts argued in 1952, for example,
that “the new playwriting i is founded on charactar. . .. The
most succes: MMM&CM{G séém 10 be those
whic;h_ do not have much plot.” Another script editor advised would-be
television writers in 1953; "Live TV is limited in scope: that is, it cannot
depend upon broad panorama, colossal montages, or the thrill of the
hunt or chase to help the limping script. Literally, the ‘words are the
thing,” and in nine out of ten TV shows, the climax depends upon what
the characters say rather than what they do."**

Seldes argued that television’s i;phhological immediacy gave the
medium an “overwhelming feel of reality™: “The resultis that television
can render character supremely well and it is not theoretical or idealis-
tic but very practical to say that it should not abandon its prime quality.”
Seldes wrote that until 1952, television drama seemed to be following
the theatrical model of a drama of character over one of plot, but warned
that “This may not always be true of television drama because the con-
ditions in which television is received make it a prime medium for com-
municating character, but as a lot of TV drama is being made in
Hollywood by people in the Hollywood tradition, the struggle for
character drama may be a bitter one.” Like the essentialist rationale for
naturalism in staging and acting in television, Seldes’s defense of charac-
ter drama derived from the technological and phenomenological prem-
ises of the medium: the casual environment and attitude of viewers at
home detracted from the effectiveness of complicated plot structures,
he argued. '
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Beyond the criteria of live versus film and character versus plot,
critics also placed the unique teleplay of the anthology series above
works in the continuing series and dramatic serial. Seldes called the
sixty-minute original teleplay in an anthology series the “top of the pres-
tige pyramid of all television drama.” The critic identified in the sixty-
minute original teleplay “something like a new dramatic form . .. slowly
emerging,” and in a 1956 look at the first ten years of television pro-
gramming Seldes found “the most honorable accomplishments of tele-
vision . . . in the hour-long play. ...

The thirty-minute program was consistently compared unfavorably to
the hour-long dramatic program on television. In 1955, Don Sharpe of
Four Star Productions compared the thirty-minute and sixty-minute
programs in an article in Television and concluded that “The half-hour
dramatization is primarily a stunt and frequently a trick.” For Sharpe,
“The viewerufthe fiour program is satisfied to sit and wait for something
to happen, as he would irr the tegitimate theatre.” But on the other hand,
argued Sharpe, “unless a thirty-minute show develops an almost im-
mediate impact . . . there is a good chance that many viewers will switch
channels or take the pooch for a strolt.” Vance Bourjaily wrote in Har-
per’s that “the half-hour show is too brief, and it is interrupted by a com-
mercial too soon after it begins, to be anything but a hook, a gimmick,
and a resolution.” Jack Gould argued that “the half-hour program with
the niiddle commerecial inevitably puts a premium on the contrived plot
and on action for its own sake. . . . there can be almost no characteriza-
tion and the emphasis is more on stereotypes than on real peopte.”"*

In sum, most prominent television critics of the early 1950s deni-
grated the program forms and dramatic values they associated with
Hollywood in favor of those they linked with the New York-based televi-
sion networks. The opposition is nowhere more stark than in the critical
perception of the differing roles for the television writer in the two con-
texts. Like the critical debates over the aesthetic proclivities of the two
media, the image of the writer was colored by long-standing cultural at-
titudes toward the motion picture industry. In the context of pre-
auteurist American film criticism, individual contributions by writers or
directors in the Hollywood studio system tended to be devalued by soci-
ological or belletrist accounts of Hollywood as a monolithic dream fac-
tory where faceless contract writers toiled in confining genres at the
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whim of autocratic and philistine moguls. The image of the serious
writer in Hollywood in mid-century American literature and popular
criticism was that of a figure compromising or renouncing the autonomy
and artistic possibilities available in other literary forms. These general
cultural attitudes toward the writer in Hollywood played an important
part in setting a tone for the debates over television program forms in
the 1950s.

Broadcast writer and critic Goodman Ace in a 1952 article, “The
Forgotten Men of TV,” characterized the expectations of writers in
Hollywood telefilms by citing an unattributed quotation from Lucille
Ball regarding the writers’ contribution to “I Love Lucy”: “We never see
them. We never discuss anything with them. After two readings we get
on our feet and throw the scripts away.” A 1954 article, “Writer Is a
Dirty Word,” described Ace’s trip to Hollywood, where, he wrote, “for
the most part, television writers, especially comedy wnters, are con-
sidered a necessary but evil part of the TV set-up. >

The employment situation and critical reputation of the writer in live
television drama were very different, although it took some time before
the TV writer earned the prominence associated with most accounts of
television’s Golden Age. An article in the premier issue of Television in
1944, for example, lamented that “The program end of television has
been an arid wasteland, almost devoid of imagination, showmanship,
and (what is equally important) any indications of a knowledge of the
nature of television. .. . The big bottleneck will be in good writers and
directors, artists and executives with imagination and showmanship who
understand their medium.” In May 1947 an article in the magazine was
still complaining;: “Capable actors are available, good original scripts are
not. . . . Perhaps it would be better for television to forego dramatic pro-
duction unless top scripts are available, for television will only suffer in
comparison to other media when mediocre productions are staged.”'®

The manager of NBC’s Script Department wrote in 1948: “Tele-
vision’s primary need is for material, and the one who provides that
material in a suitable form may bé said to be one of the most important, if
not the most important, person in the television picture—the writer.”
Charles Underhill, head of CBS television programmiing, in 1950 wrote
succinctly of the television programmer: “Greatest need: material. Solu-
tion: uncover young writers, woo Hollywood and Broadway writers.”
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Variety concluded that the development of writing talent suited “spe-
cifically for TV looms as the most necessary ingredient for programming
in 1950.”7

Seldes described the new market for television scripts: “For writers,
the turning point in television came somewhere in the early spring of
1951.” The number of Writers Guild of America members reported
working in television grew from 45 in February 1951 to 110 by the end
of that year. In 1952, Edward Barry Roberts, an NBC script editor,
wrote: “The centers of production are swarming with would-be televi-
sion writers. The competition is killing, although paradoxically there
aren’t enough really good writers to supply the demand. .. . Yet it is only
through good writing that television will grow, and fulfill'its potential
destiny as the most fascinating and the most important means ever
known of communicating information, entertainment and education. . . .
We are all waiting hopefully-and impatiently for the television artist-
playwrights to appear.”™®

The title “artist-playwright™ attached to the work of the writer in live
television drama suggests the importance and prestige frequently
associated with the new craft. In a June 1952 episode of the ABC public-
affairs program “Horizons,” entitled “The Future of Television Drama,”
producer Alex Segal argued that “I think TV eventually, if given time to
develop, if not rushed, and if not sidetracked, will do the wonderful
thing we always wished for, that of bringing the legitimate theatre into
the home in its final stage.” Most TV critics and many of the other creat-
ive personnel in television saw the writer at the center of television
drama. In 1952, Herbert Spencer Sussan, a CBS producer-director
called the writer “truly the creative artist” in television and described
the work of the TV director as “akin to the director of a symphony
orchestra, fusing many elements into harmonious unity.” Chayefsky
later recalled how the prestige associated with TV writing could ignite
the career of a young writer of live drama of the mid-1950s: “Right at
that time, it was a writer’s medium. Think of all those shows that were
done in New York—"Philco, ‘Studio One, ‘Kraft Television Theatre,’
‘Robert Montgomery Presents,” ‘U.S. Steel Hour'—all those other
weekly half-hour shows, perfect for writers. If you could come in at the
right time and do something that caught on, it was the beginning of a ca-
reer.” Indeed, the best known writers of television drama—Paddy
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Chayefsky, Rod Serling, Reginald Rose, Horton Foote, Robert Alan
Aurthur—came not from established careers in the motion picture in-
dustry but achieved first public notice through their work in
television.'®

The prominence and prestige accorded to writers in live television
drama—TV’s new artist-playwrights—were often contrasted with the
plight of writers working in feature films and filmed television. In 1957,
Serling compared the role of the writer in live and filmed television:

Probably most fundamental in any discussion of the differences be-
tween live and filmed television is the attitude reserved for their
creators. Itis rare in Hollywood that a filmed show will make anything
but a perfunctory reference to its author. Hollywood television took a
leaf out of the notebook of the motion pictures and shoved its authors
into a professional Siberia. The writer of the filmed television play was
never and is not now an identifiable name in terms of the audience.

This is in sharp contrast to the New York live television writer who
has been granted an identity, an importance and a respect second
only to the legitimate playwright. For this reason, it is rare that a “live”
playwright will write for filmed shows, despite that fact that, in the
long run, the half-hour film may bring him almost ten times the total
price of the live script.?’

Writers of live television drama often maintained a significant degree
of control over their material. Television writer Ernest Kinoy looked
back at the position of the television writer in the mid-1950s:

The general practice in live television of this time was to accept the
notion of the writer as the original instigator-creator of a particular
play. . .. This was picked up from Broadway, where the author is con-
sidered the man who has produced the work, who has done the thing
which is going to be presented. Therefore, you would, in most cases,
continue with it in a relatively respected position, along through the
rehearsals to the final presentation on the air. And your opinion was
sought and listened to with varying degrees of attention. But as a pat-
tern, the writer was considered to belong with his property until it was
finally presented.?

In addition to a measure of control from the completed script through
the production process, the live television writer was accorded a posi-
tion by critics and the public closer to that of the legitimate playwright
than the Hollywood contract-writer. Gore Vidal, who wrote seventy
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television plays over a two-year period in the mid-1950s, recalled a few
years later: “If you did a good show on ‘Philco,” you would walk down the
street the next morning and hear people talking about your play.” In an
interview in the New York Times in 1956, thirty-one-year-old Serling
pointed to television’s appeal to a writer interested in social commen-
tary: “I think that of all the entertainment media, TV lends itself most
beautifully to presenting a controversy. You can just take a-part-of the
probler, —and;using—just a small number of people, get your point
across.” > -

Serling is perhaps the best example of a young writer who achieved
prominence through a series of live drama scripts in the mid-1950s. His
first major teleplay, “Patterns,” was hailed by the New York Times as
“one of the high points in the television medium’s evolution,” and was
repeated in live performance on “Kraft Television Theatre,” the first
time a live drama was restaged for the medium. Within two weeks after
the airing of “Patterns,” Serling told an interviewer: “I received twenty-
three firm offers for television writing assignments. I received three mo-
tion picture offers for screenplay assignments. I had fourteen requests
for interviews from leading magazines and newspapers. I had two offers
of lunch from Broadway producers. I had two offers to discuss novels
with publishers.”?

Serling won a Peabody Award in 1956 and Emmy awards for his tele-
vision plays in 1955, 1956, and 1957. Vogue magazine described the
writer in 1957 as a “revved-up, good-looking playwright of thirty-two,”
and Cosmopolitan profiled Serling in 1958 as the most conspicuous
member of “a new class of millionaire writers in America.” Serling’s sud-
den success and visibility in the popular press was only one indication of
the cultural position of the television writer and the original television
play in the era of live drama. New York television critic John Crosby
wrote in a 1973 recollection:

Does TV generate that kind of excitement any more? Certainly not
over the author of a TV play. In the 1950s everyone was interested in
TV—the-educated and the featherbrains alike. It was new and we
were very innocent. . . . [ remember walking into “21,” a fairly sophis-
ticated beanery, one day in the 1950s and finding the whole res-
taurant buzzing with talk about another Rod Serling play, “Requiem
for a Heavyweight”. ... The important thing was that “Requiem” set
the whole town talking in much the same way Al Jolson used to do
when he’d walk out on the stage of the Winter Garden and knock ‘em
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dead in the 1920s. Television was the medium of the moment and it
attracted all the brilliant young kids. . .. **

The TV writer, then, stood at the center of the artistic promise of live
television drama, and many playwrights became widely reported com-
mentators on the medium and its programming in the rest of the decade.
For many television critics in the 1950s, the television playwright sym-
bolized the medium’s commitment to the live format and to the dramatic
forms to which they were fiercely attached. The rising debate within the
industry and in the popular press over the role of the television writer in
the 1950s therefore becomes one marker of a shift in general cultural at-
titudes toward the medium. Television writers were at once the objects
of, and often acute commentators upon, the enormous changes in com-
mercial television in the second half of the 1950s.
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The False Dawn of a Golden Age

The debates in the 1950s over suitable program forms for televi-
sion and over freedom of expression for writers in the medium were in-
separable from the fundamental question of who would control televi-
sion programming: the networks or the broadcast sponsors and their
advertising agencies. As in the contemporary debates over live versus
film programming, the commercial battles over program control often
were couched in terms of the public interest, program aesthetics, or
similar high-minded goals. In addition, the lessons of the network radio
industry of the 1930s had a complex and powerful effect upon the
debates as well as upon the outcomes of commercial battles within the
young television industry.

While RCA was launching its publlc relations campaign for the im-
mediate Jevelopment of postwar VHF television and approaching the
Hollywood studios Tor_early telefilm production deals, it also -en-
couragea advertisers and advertising agencies to_enter commercial
television. Ome RCA official told a group of advertising executives in
1944 that agencies risked their 15 percent commissions if they failed to
move promptly into television, warning them that sponsors might in-
stead negotiate directly with program producers. The RCA official
lamented what he described as a "lack of interest in the agency in the
business of television.” A 1949 U.S. Commerce Department report also
noted the reluctance of many advertising agencies to enter television;
given the still-small television audience and meager advertiser billings,
the medium was generally unprofitable for agencies faced with the high
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costs of servicing clients. Echoing RCA officials, the premier issue of
Sponsor in 1946 urged agencies to experiment in the still-unprofitable
medium in order to gain prestige, experience in programming, and the
privileges of early arrival. Chief among these privileges was a “time
franchise,” the control by the agency of a particular time slot in the net-
work program schedule for its client. One TV station manager explained
in 1953: “A good time spot is a property to protect and hold. Some ad-
vertisers have spent years getting outstanding spots on the air, changing
from relatively poor positions to better ones as they become avail-
able.”!

Although the networks encouraged advertising agencies to move into
the new medium, they were also fearful of repeating the pattern of net-
work radio of the 1930s, when the agencies gained substantial control
over network prime-time programming. Advertising executive Fairfax
M. Cone later explained that the networks had lost programming con-
trol to advertising agencies in radio before World War II, “and they
were determined not to let the same thing happen in TV.” An article in
Televiser in 1945, noting network opposition to outside program produc-
tion, concluded, “who’ll produce television is still any man’s guess.”

Despite network wishes to retain program control in the new med-
ium, the first few years of network television were marked by high levels
of direct sponsor involvement in the production and the scheduling of
programming. An advertising executive told the FCC'’s Office of Net-
work Study in 1960: “In the beginning television was completely in the
hands of advertising agencies like ours. That was essential to all pro-
grams because there was no money allocated for television and the ad-
vertising agency controlled the advertising monies of the country.” The
networks typically delegated program direction to an agency-employed
director who instructed the network technical director and crew. In
1947, Sponsor reported a shift in program production from the networks
to advertising agencies despite network wishes because of a shortage of
network personnel to keep up with expanding television schedules.
Television reported in 1949 that five of the ten most popular television
programs were produced in-house by a single advertising agency, Young
and Rubicam.?

After the FCC's rejection of the CBS UHF proposal in 1947, televi-
sion advertising advanced rapidly: in November 1947, Television
proclaimed television a serious advertising medium, no longer simply



The False Dawn 98

representing “a chance to experiment.” In spite of the FCC freeze on
applications for station construction from 1948-52, television audiences
grew quickly, and with increased circulation came higher time charges
for television sponsors and a change in relations between networks
and advertisers. -

By1950;the networks were attempting to regain program control.
Frank Stanton at CBS argued that the key to successful network opera-
tion in television would lie in control of popular programs, not in affiliate
transmitter power or coverage, as was the case in network radio. The
desire of CBS to produce and schedule its own prime-time program-
ming was explained in its 1950 Annual Report: “[P]rograms that have
been developed by CBS are owned by CBS; they can be scheduled at
times that are best for their own maximum growth; and once established,
they can be held at strategic points throughout the week’s schedule, in
time-periods that then become ‘“anchor-points’ in the winning of a great
network audience. Carefully placed throughout the schedule, these
anchor-points naturally attract other audience-seeking programs.”

There were similar moves at NBC. In 1954, NBC network head Pat
Weaver described the situation when he became network chief at the
end of 1949, determined to take programming control away from the
agencies: “The programming just had no direction. Programs landed
next to each other by mere chance with each agency building its own
show in a way that was aimed at nothing more than keeping its client
happy. There was no planned relationship of one program and another
or to the competition, and no particular attempt to create a lasting pat-
tern for the people at home.™

In a January 1950 article, “Packaging Returns to the Networks,” Spon-
sor discerned a trend from agency-controlled to network-controlled
shows. fhe network not only gained greater control over its program
schedule in order to create block programming (a succession of pro-
grams designed to maximize program adjacencies and audience flow
over a single evening) and counterprogramming (strong or complemen-
tary programs matched against those of another network in the same
time slot), but also ensured long-term network talent commitments to a
successful series or perfonner/Advantages for advertisers moving out of
direct program production and Ticensing, according to Sponsor, in-
cluded the stability of an established program with a ratings history and
the possibility of favored status from the networkin program scheduling
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and promotion. Another incentive for sponsors to abandon program pro-
duction were the steeply rising costs of the mediurg/An article in Spon-
sor in 1949 explained that television audiences were growing so rapidly
that costs-per-thousand (the sponsor’s cost of reaching a thousand
viewers) were actually declining, but in the early 1950s time and pro-
duction charges for sponsors rose even more sharply, encouraging spon-
sors and agencies to shift the risks of program development to indepen-
dent packagers and the networks. A 1952 Sponsor article reported that
the networks were curtailing their previous subsidies of program pro-
duction costs; the result was sharply higher sponsor charges. The end of
the FCC station freeze in 1952 also led to increased time charges for the
much-enlarged roster of network affiliates sold to the sponsor.” All these
economic forces encouraged the concentration of program control in
the hands of the networks in the mid-1950s.

Network attempts to wrest program control from sponsors and agen-
cies in the 1950s generally cast the advertiser in selfish pursuit of the
lowest cost-per-thousand in contrast to the broader interests of the net-
work, including “balanced” programming over the entire television
schedule. This opposition between narrow-minded sponsors and en-
lightened networks began in the era of network radio before World War
II, when programming was split between the “sponsored” programs
supplied directly by advertising agencies and the “sustaining” or un-
sponsored programs produced by the networks. In the 1950s’ battles
over program control in television, the networks could therefore enlist
earlier dissatisfaction with radio broadcasting. Like the arguments of
network executives against film programming, network attempts to
assert control over television programming were often couched in
public-interest terms. And like the debates over television aesthetics
and film programming, the battles between the networks and the agen-
cies over program control made for some curious bedfellows and much
subsequent bitterness.

Much of the rhetoric in the early debates over the control of television
programming is a legacy of the widespread criticism of network radio
in the 1930s and 1940s. In 1945, Ira Hirshman, vice president of
Metropolitan Television, told a conference on radio and business:
“I hope we will have the self-control and the sense of standards to
start television on a better path than that on which oral radio was
started. . .. The way that radio has. .. aimed at the least common de-
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nominator . . . is something which is not a compliment to our people.”®

The FCC'’s interest in the question of program control was initiated by
the chain broadcasting investigations of the late 1930s, which culmin-
ated in the famous “Blue Book” of 1946, Public Service Responsibility of
Broadcast Licensees: The “Blue Book” underscored the disparity be-
tween the mass-appeal sponsored programs and the unsponsored sus-
taining programs offered by the radio networks. Sustaining program-
ming, according to the “Blue Book,” had five features serving the public
interest: 1) su susta.mmg programs prov1ded ‘balance to the broadcast
schedule, supplementing the soap operas and popular music programs
that gained the highest ratings and readiest commercial sponsors; 2)
they allowed for the broadcast of programs which by their controversial
or sensmve nature were unsuitable for sponsorship; 3) they supplied
cultural pr programming f for minority audiences; 4) they provided limited
broadcast access for non-profit and civic organizations; and 5) they
made possible artistic and dramatic experimentation shielded from the
pressures of short-run ratings and commercial considerations of the
commercial sponsor, The rhetorical opposition between the censorious
sponsor in single-minded pursuit of maximum audience versus the more
enlightened, artistically innovative network is suggested in the language
of the “Blue Book”: “If broadcasting is to explore new fields, .. . it is
clear that the sustaining program must. .. have the fullest scope, un-
deterred by the need for immediate financial success or the imposition
on writers of restraints deriving from the natural, but limiting, preoc-
cupations of the sponsor.”™

The commission found network radio dominated by a small group of
large sponsors and advertising agencies that produced or licensed pro-
grams and negotlated with networks for air time. In the view of the FCC,
these sponsors had a natural fear of offending any members of their
audience. The “Blue Book” noted that “Procter and Gamble, probably
the largest sponsor in American broadcasting, has been described as
having ‘a policy never to offend a single listener.” The FCC report
quoted the president of the American Tobacco Company, another major
network radio advertiser, about his company’s programming philosophy:
“We are commercial and we cannot afford to be anything else. I don’t
have the right to spend the stockholders’ money just to entertain the
public.”*®

The control of radio programming by advertising agencies, according
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to the “Blue Book,” caused widespread frustration among radio writers.
The report quoted a 1945 Variety article that described a growing ex-
odus of writers dissatisfied with the commercial constraints of the radio
medium: “Radio script writers are turning in increasing numbers to the
legitimate field . . . as long as radio remains more or less a ‘duplicating
machine’ without encouraging_creative expression and without es-
tablishing an identity of its own, it’s inevitable that the guy who has
something to say will seek other-outlets.” With this evidence in mind,
the FCC encouraged the networks to assert greater control over radio
schedules to advance the public interest values associated with the net-
work’s sustaining programs. The “Blue Book™ concluded that “The con-
cept of a well-rounded-structure can obviously not be maintained if the
decision is left wholly or preponderantly in the hands of advertisers in
search of a market, each concerned with his particular half hour, rather
than in the hands of stations and networks responsible under the statute
for overall program balance in the public interest.”!!

There was ready evidence of the fear of controversy among early ad-
vertisers in television. Edward Barry Roberts advised would-be televi-
sion writers in 1952: “The sponsor will lay down the policy of what can
be written about, or, at least, what he is willing to pay for on his pro-
gram.” A 1951 article in Sponsor elaborted on the advertiser’s role in
monitoring program content: “Censorship is integral to the critical pur-
pose of creating good will, pleasant association, popular feelings of
gratitude. In the logic of the marketplace and the business man’s accent-
ing of the positive, the commercial side of American radio favors the gay,
amusing, harmless, neutral and avoids the sharp, acid, hateful. Typically,
the business man chooses to reflect and echo public taste as commonly
interpreted. In so choosing, he plainly censors the opposite values, has
no association with political, artistic or literary avant garde.”'?

Even the large “institutional” advertisers of television’s early years
kept a close eye on potentially troublesome program content. An exam-
ple is “Theatre Guild of the Air,” sponsored on radio since 1935 and
brought to television in 1953 by the U.S. Steel Company. According to
an article in Sponsor in 1955, the purpose of the program for the adver-
tiser was straightforward: to raise the company’s public image from its
poor reputation in the 1930s. Hired by U.S. Steel as a public relations ad-
visor, advertising man Bruce Barton told the company: “You are being
advertised whether you like it or not, because people talk about you. The
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only channel to the public which you can control is the one you pay for.”
Sponsor reported that “U.S. Steel believes it must have absolute control
if the public relations purpose is to be properly fulfilled,” and noted that
the company directly oversaw all aspects of “Theatre Guild of the Air,”
selecting scripts, supervising casting, and attending rehearsals. The
company’s preference, the magazine explained, was “for stories with
power but outside controversial areas. . .. Company and agency deplore
writer tendencies to be grim, look for endings with a lift.” Sponsor con-
cluded: “The client is never further away than the sponsor’s booth, right
down to show time.”"?

There were also external pressures on the television sponsor to “avoid
association with political, artistic or literary avant garde” in its programs.
Most significant and sustained was the systematic political censorship
and blacklisting of television personnel objectionable to the organized,
anticommunist Right. Inspired by earlier congressional investigations in
Hollywood and the increasingly anticommunist mood of the country,
political blacklisting in television began in earnest in 1950 with the pub-
lication by a small right-wing organization of Red Channels: The Report
on the Communist Influence in Radio and Television. The targets of the
report were not only Communist party members in the broadcast indus-
try, but also what Red Channels called the “dupes” and “innocents”
among the “so-called ‘intellectual’ classes.” The report singled out
several network-produced dramatic anthologies and explained: “Dra-
matic programs are occasionally used for Communist propaganda pur-
poses. . .. Several commercially sponsored dramatic series are used as
sounding boards, particularly with reference to current issues on which
the Party is critically interested: ‘academic freedom, ‘civil rights,
‘peace, the ‘H-bomb,’ etc. These and other subjects, perfectly legitimate
in themselves, are cleverly exploited in dramatic treatments which point
up current Communist goals.”**

Jack Gould said in 1961 that Red Channels “set off the most shocking
panic I've ever seen in my life.” An important ally to the Red Channels
group was Syracuse grocer Lawrence Johnson, who led a campaign
against CBS’s dramatic anthology series “Danger” by threatening its
sponsor, Block Drugs, with the prospect of red-baiting displays next to
the company’s products on Johnson’s supermarket shelves. The polit-
ically offending actors were removed from the program. Johnson’s tac-
tics of pressuring the television sponsor were effective because, as the
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historian Erik Barnouw pointed out, “Products sold through super-
markets accounted for more than 60 percent of broadcast revenue.
Manufacturers of such products were especially vulnerable to pressures
that threatened their place on supermarket shelves.”*®

Another early case establishing the power of the political blacklist in
television was examined in a three-part article, “The Truth About Red
Channels,” in Sponsor in 1951. Actress Jean Muir was removed from a
popular program by sponsor General Foods after right-wing pressure;
admitting it made no efforts to investigate the validity of the accusations
against Muir, the sponsor argued that the presence of charges itself was
sufficient justification for her dismissal: “Using her would have been
akin to sending out a poor salesman in an area where the salesman was
disliked,” General Foods explained.'®

These early and well-publicized blacklisting cases convinced many
industry observers that television sponsors were unreasonably sensitive
to such organized pressure groups, and some expressed faith that net-
work organizations would be in a stronger position to resist such pres-
sures. Max Wilk wrote in 1951: “When the sponsor stays on his side of
the curtain, currently the door to the studio, and allows his producers,
directors and writers to function unhampered by his amateur opinions,
television drama will improve overnight.” Paddy Chayefsky wrote in the
introduction to his published television plays in 1955 that “The advertis-
ing agencies are interested only in selling their client’s products, and
they do not want dramas that will disturb potential customers. This limits
the choice of material markedly. You cannot write about adultery, abor-
tion, the social values of our times, or almost anything that relates to
adult reality. .. . Downbeat-type drama is almost as taboo as politically
controversial stories.”’

Throughout the red-baiting and blacklisting that marked the televi-
sion industry during the 1950s, the networks generally succeeded in
presenting themselves as victims of, or at worst, reluctant partners in,
program censorship and restrictive employment practices. Pat Weaver
told a group of Dartmouth students on a 1955 NBC program, “Youth
Wants to Know™:

{T]he basic management groups in large part are very conservative
and . .. do not wish to associate the sale of their product with anything
controversial. . . . I know that we had trouble in getting certain shows
accepted by certain clients who took a line that we thought was not
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even liberal. ... Those of us who run communications know that
America is based on the sanctity of dissent, that anything which pres-
sures for uniformity or conformity is a block that is building a wall that
ends our whole way of life. I think generally speaking . .. the attitude
of management is one for dissent and for the unpopular idea and for
the use of controversial issues.'®

In addition to pressure from the organized Right, the live drama and
variety programs produced in New York by the networks were targets of
more general complaints in the-early years of television. Many of the
complajnts were couched in issues of program taste, often opposing the

“big city” sensibility of the networks New York programming to the
standards of the rest of the eountry. The friction goes back even before
commercial television operations were underway. Due to commercial
television’s abortive prewar start and its subsequent suspension during
the war, the only television broadcast service through the mid-1940s
came from a handful of New York stations. Lee DeForest in his 1942
Television Today and Tomorrow decried this dependence on New York
as a laboratory for early television programming: New Yorkers, accord-
ing to DeForest, were “too sophisticated to become television-minded.”
Nevertheless, DeForest optimistically predicted that the success of
television would cause a reinvigoration of family ties, spark an exodus
from the large cities in a massive suburban migration, and lead to “the
gradual razing of these ridiculous structures,” the urban skyscrapers.’
In a less speculative manner, the complaints of other critics about
network-produced, New York-based programming revealed a similar
antiurban animus. A 1951 article in Sponsor warned: “Off color jokes,
swish routines, city humor hits the small towns and suburbs with un-
pleasant impact, focusing reaction upon certain entertainers—and their
sponsors.” A 1955 book, Television Program Production, by Carroll
O’Meara, complained:

What is acceptable to broad-minded night club audiences in Manhat-
tan, Hollywood, or Las Vegas is rarely apt to be fare for admission in
homes in any city or town. . . . Jaded and liquored celebrants in a night
club will accept as sophisticated humor and wit what is actually noth-
ing but smut. ... What many entertainers fail to realize, actually, is
that the areas containing the bistros, night spots and bright lights are
only a minute segment of America. And yet, somehow, they insist on
broadcasting to the entire nation comic and other material which is
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definitely not acceptable in the average American home. . .. Our na-
tion consists of 160 million citizens, most of whom live in small towns,
go to church on Sunday, attempt to bring up their children decently,
and do not regard burlesque shows as the ultimate in theatre.”

Frequent targets for early moral critics of television were the mystery
and cnmeam:hology dramas_ lead by “Lights Out,” “Danger,” and “Sus-
pense”; the genre’s popularity reached a high point in 1950, when it
constituted approximately 50 percent of prime-time programming.
Concern over the purported violence and amorality of the programs
paralleled censorship campaigns in the comic book industry and a
general preoccupation with the threat of juvenile delinquency. Con-
troversy over violent crime showsand other “objectionable” television
programs became more pointed, however, in 1951 when a Democratic
representative from Arkansas, Ezekial Candler Gathings, called for a
Commerce subcommittee probe of “offensive and undesirable radio
and television programs.” Before the start of the subcommittee’s hear-
ings in June 1952, the television industry quiekly put together a manual
of censorship called the'l‘été'\?i?on Code. Television in November 1951
welcomed the prospective code in hopes of preempting federal inter-
vention, and an article in Sponsor, entitled “TV’s Hottest Problem:
Public Relations,” called for a concerted public relations campaign by
the industry in its “battle for respectability.”*

Representative Gathings said during the hearings: “There is such a
thing as leaning too heavily upon the constitutional free speech pro-
vision. . .. The radio voice and television screen and voice is [sic] a
visitor; it comes into your home.” While Gathings admitted that his
original target in the House resolution was violent crime programming,
other complaints against New York network programming were also
raised during the hearings, including offensive comedy routines and
revealing necklines during variety programs. The subcommittee’s report
of December 1952 commended the Television Code’s effect on crime
programs and television comedy, and Gathings noted with satisfaction
during the hearings that “the necklines of dresses are higher since the
Code was put into effect.”

If the programming most associated with the networks in early televi-
sion stirred criticism from political and social conservatives, the attacks
encouraged many television critics and writers to defend the networks
and their socially relevant, naturalistic live dramas from New York even
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more strongly. Various developments—the frustrations of radio writers
over sponsor censorship in 1930s’ radio, the widespread caution among
early television sponsors, the political panic set off by Red Channels, and
the conservative criticism of “big city” network programs—led many
writers and critics in the 1950s to look to the networks as the only guard-
ians of program balance, artistic innovation, and social relevance in
dramatic television.

Just as network leaders appropriated TV critics’ aesthetic rhetoric
celebrating live television for their commercial contests with program
producers, the networks enlisted uneasiness over advertiser censorship
in their battles with sponsors and advertising agencies. Pat Weaver, who
had been in charge of advertising for the same conservative American
Tobacco Company quoted in the FCC'’s “Blue Book,” described his first
actions as director of NBC television programming in 1949: “I brought
in some of the top ad-agency programming men to help me at NBC and
I told them, ‘Look, we ruined radio. Let’s not let it happen to television.
Let’s stage our own programs and just sell advertising time to the agen-
cies.” Weaver said in 1955 that while radio had been dominated by a
few large sponsors and ad agencies, television was too important a sales
medium to allow the same thing to happen.®*

Weaver’s career at NBC from 1949 to 1956 is identified with the net-
work “spectacular,” a large-budget, network-produced, specially sche-
duled live program of sixty minutes or more. The network spectaculars
were generally popular with New York television critics; in 1956, Jack
Gould wrote that the network spectacular “probably represents the
medium’s most significant single asset: its capacity to be extraordinarily
good. The bookish snobs who have tried to concoct an intellectual su-
periority out of a righteous refusal to watch television will have to find a
more persuasive dodge.” Besides displaying the network’s ability to
assemble talent and display production values beyond those of most
other television programming, the spectacular was also a network
strategy to gain leverage over the television sponsor in two ways. The
spectacular broke with the radio model of sponsorship by entailing a
production budget few television advertisers could consider for single
sponsorship. Instead, advertisers were invited as “participating” spon-
sors, sharing total time and production costs on a per-insertion basis,
with the advertiser buying a simple insertion without direct involve-
ment in the “editorial” content. Both the sponsor and the advertising
agency were cut off from direct programming roles, leading Sponsor to
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ask in the title of a 1954 article, “Are Agencies Earning Their Fifteen
Percent on Network TV Shows?” Weaver's extension of the new adver-
tising form, which he called “magazine advertising,” was resisted by
many television advertisers who resented the loss of program control,
sponsor identification, and the ability to reach a targeted audience and
by those who feared diminished commercial effectiveness due to adver-
tising “clutter.” The case for magazine advertising was strongest at
Weaver's NBC (where it was first introduced in the early-morning
“Today” show) because NBC, with more affiliates and higher time
charges than the other networks, feared the loss of small advertisers to
the ABC and DuMont networks.?

Few of the network spectaculars could be defended on a strict cost-
per-thousand basis because they were rarely rating smashes. Instead, an
NBC producer told The New Yorker that the spectacular operated “like a
loss-leader in a chain grocery to gain traffic. Pat [Weaver] knows how to
build up a network audience.” Weaver told the magazine that if pro-
gramming were left up to the sponsor and advertising agency, the result
would be the lowest-cost programming, which would hurt the entire
television industry, especially RCA’s set sales. In an interview in 1955,
Weaver said that although the network spectaculars were not profitable
in relation to advertiser time sales, “{t/hey are paying off as far as the
television industry is concerned, as far as the trade press, as far as the
selling of television sets,” arguing that the spectaculars convinced hesi-
tant consumers to purchase receivers. Weaver explained his program-
ming philosophy to the FCC’s Office of Network Study in 1960:
“Everyone in the country who is able to reach a television set, big
enough or physically capacitated to do it, should be viewing enough to
be influenced by the medium.”%

In a 1953 staff memorandum, Weaver outlined his strategy for attract-
ing the “light viewer” to television: “We must get the show that gets the
most talk in the coming season, that wins the Peabody award, that en-
ables me to keep carrying the fight to the intellectuals who misunder-
stand our mass-media development, and that can be profitably sold
without affecting any of our present business.” Weaver’s ability to evoke
the high-minded public relations value of network programming with
one eye firmly set on the bottom line earned him his characterization in
the industry, according to Newsweek, as television’s “humanist huck-
ster.” A talent agent told The New Yorker in 1954 of Weaver: “Program-
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wise, the guy is terrific, longhairwise, he’s great too. With Pat you can
think big even about a cooking show.”*

NBC’s Weaver was the most extreme example of the networks’ ability
to evoke (and in Weaver's case, hyperbolize) the rhetoric of television
reformers and critics in the service of network campaigns in the
economy of 1950s commercial television. Max Wilk quoted Weaver on
NBC'’s programming strategy of the early 1950s: “In that grand design,
entertainment was used to get the people to watch the realism and to
get caught by it, but the end would be that we would inform them, en-
rich them enlighten them, to liberate them from tribal primitive belief
patterns.”®

When Pat Weaver left NBC in 1956, Sponsor wrote that “his depar-
ture marked “the formal p period to an epoch of television: The era-when
big ideas and blg programming budgets were imperative to speeding up
set sales and getting TV as an advertising medium off the ground.”
However, NBC was eager to reassure those concerned at Weaver's
resignation that NBC'’s programming philosophy was unchanged. Mar-
tin Meyer, writing in Harper’s on Weaver's departure from the network,
optimistically noted that “NBC is dedicated to live broadcasting as the
true benefit and unique opportunity of television.”*®

The networks frequently linked the public values of program balance
and freedom of expression in the medium to the continued prosperity of
the network organizations, which would permit them to support special
programming and to shield the television writer from the pressures of
the commercial sponsor. Pat Weaver in 1955 asserted that because of
early unequal revenues of stations and networks in television: “The
stations are very profitable and the networks are not. . . . it has been our
plan with our affiliates from the beginning to try to ... set up patterns
whereby the networks had more strength and more prosperity in order
to do things that ought to be done with special programming.”*

In 1957, NBC executive Roger Kennedy warned of “the marks of
caution’s strangling hand” in television programming, but saw hope in
“greater ‘producer control,” insulated by purposeful network protection
from agency and client interference.” The key far creative freedom,
Kennedy argued, was the network’s commerecial advantage in neg-
otiations with SpOonsors: “Prosperity pourcd its surp]us mto advertising
budgets; network time was sold out; and sponsors were irappy to buy
what they could, on the network’s or station's terms. ™
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In 1955 and 1956, several observers of the industry were optimistic
about the prospects for continued diversity and experimentation in
television programming, especially in the field of live television drama.
George Wolf, in Advertising Agency Magazine, called the 1955-56
season “the most heralded year in the brief history of the medium,” after
earlier promising that the season “would be head and shoulders above
anything yet seen in the medium.” Wolf wrote that critics Jack Gould
and John Crosby, “astute observers of the television scene . .. see in the
new programming pattern the strengthening of the entire television
medium.”*

In 1956 CBS announced the launching of television’s first ninety-
minute live dramatic anthology program, “Playhouse 90,” voted in a
1970 Variety poll of television editors as the greatest network television
series of all time. Gore Vidal in 1956 compared the “youth and en-
thusiasm” of the television medium for writers to the “bored cynicism”
of Hollywood and the “rapacity and bad temper” of Broadway, and con-
cluded: “All things considered, I suspect the golden age for the
dramatist is at hand.” In a similar vein, Rod Serling introduced a collec-
tion of his television plays in 1957 with this judgment of the medium:
“Television today remains a study in imperfection. . . . Radio was around
for twenty odd years before it . . . ultimately wrote out a finis to its poten-
tial. Television hasn’t exhausted its potential or altogether found its
niche. But in the area of drama it has already far surpassed that of its sis-
ter medium.”

The optimistic predictions by critics and writers in the mid-1950s
would soon prove woefully misplaced. As CBS executive Charles Un-
derhill told the FCC just a few years later: “The golden age of television
was a golden age only in that it enabled us to learn, to experiment, to
develop, to be ready to go into the golden age which ‘Playhouse 90’
began to tap and which was cut off, and which really marked the demise
of good, live drama.” In the opening pages of The Great Time-Killer
(1962), former television writer Harold Mehling lamented: “Remember
how great television used to be? Remember how television excited peo-
ple, and how people talked about it. . . . The outstanding difference be-
tween television in the early 1950s and the early 1960s is that the young
model, while light-years from perfection, showed promise of attaining
decency. Today, grown-up television shows certainty of becoming a
major national scandal.”*
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The behavior of the networks in the late 1950s was a bitter revelation
for the partisans of live drama who had considered the networks perma-
nent allies in “the struggle for character drama” on television. It is this
disillusionment that produced the tone of betrayal and hyperbole in the
rising complaints of writers and critics in the late 1950s. If the years be-
tween television’s Golden Age and the “vast wasteland” are few in num-
ber, they measure a traumatic reeducation for many in the ways of com-
mercial television.
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The Economics of Television Networking

The story of the remaking of prime-time television in the late
1950s has the networks at its center: how they acquired power over af-
filiates, advertisers, and program producers, and how that power was
used and evidenced in prime-time programming. Changes in network
position and strategy, however, did not occur in a vacuum. Long-
term changes in the motion-picture industry and in American advertis-
ing altered their relationships with network television. Furthermore,
changes in other aspects of the television industry—station operation,
program syndication, foreign program sales, and federal regulation—
presented the networks with new opportunities and hazards.

Economic concentration in the television industry is in part a product
of the status of broadcasting as a quasi-public good with enormous
economies of scale. Less the costs of distribution, it costs no more for a
television station or network to reach (and therefore to sell to adver-
tisers) a hundred additional viewers or a million. Thus, large-market
television stations and the two dominant networks enjoyed an enormous
increase in advertising revenues as television audiences multiplied in
the early and mid-1950s."

Unlike most other media industries or in principle any free-market
business enterprise, however, there are special and formidable re-
straints on competition and free entry in television broadcasting. The
allocation and assignment policies of the FCC precluded anything but
extremely limited competition by limiting the number of valuable VHF
assignments in key markets. An additional barrier to wider network
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competition in television was created in the structure of program dis-
tribution, specifically the tariff schedule set up by AT&T for coaxial
cable service. The AT&T policies not only hurt the smaller ABC and Du-
Mont networks, but also discouraged the entry of new competitors by
discriminating against part-time and small-scale network users.?

Another spur to economic concentration in commercial television
was the vertical integration of television networks as both station owners
and network operators. Network prosperity was fueled by very high
revenues and profits of owned-and-operated stations in major markets,
and several analysts have argued that the situation of networks owning
and operating local television stations provides a striking analogy to the
vertical integration of the motion picture industry before the consent
decrees that separated studios from theater ownership. The FCC’s 1941
Report on Chain Broadcasting examined the issue of network ownership
of broadcast stations in radio and concluded that if the commission were
to consider the question anew without the long and firmly established
practice it might well have forbidden network ownership. The Barrow
Report came to the same conclusion.®

Potential abuses resulting from the vertical integration of station and
network include artificially high clearance rates (the percentage of net-
work programming “cleared,” or broadcast, by a local station) of owned-
and-operated stations, depriving audiences of worthwhile local or non-
network programming and violating the licensee’s responsibility to
program in the public interest; the ability of networks to manipulate sta-
tion compensation rates to network advantage; and the network’s power
to deny affiliation or otherwise retaliate against an owner of a chain of
stations who refused to sell one of its stations on the network’s terms. In
addition, the profits from station operation may give networks an unfair
subsidy in their program production activities, restraining competition
and depressing program prices. Confirming some of these assertions,
CBS admitted to the Senate Television Inquiry in 1956 the fact of
higher clearance rates for its owned-and-operated stations than for
other network affiliates, and that divestiture of its owned-and-operated
stations would cause CBS to curtail its network activities due to the
lost revenues.*

However, as the Barrow Report pointed out, by the mid-1950s the ex-
traordinary profits of CBS and NBC were not chiefly due to their
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owned-and-operated stations (ABC owned and operated stations in the
most lucrative markets of any of the networks, but earned only 5 percent
of the total network revenues for 1955). Instead, by the mid-1950s the
growing power and revenues of the networks derived from network
operations themselves, built on the economic exchanges with station af-
filiates, program producers, and advertisers. By 1954, the rate of return
on network operations exceeded that of the overall television industry.
In 1955, annual profits on networking represented 116 percent of tang-
ible investment; in 1956, with the demise of the unprofitable DuMont
network, joint network profits were 141 percent.®

To a large extent, the postfreeze profitability of the networks reflect-
ed the lessons learned and plans made by the networks during the
television freeze, particularly in network-affiliate relations. Central to
these plans was network access to affiliate time in major markets, re-
flected in station clearance rates. In many markets the balance of power
between networks and affiliates changed significantly after the freeze.
Because the FCC’s chain broadcasting regulations limited option time
(contractually guaranteed network access to affiliate airtime) to specific
segments of the broadcast day and prohibited exclusive agreements
with affiliates, individual television stations were able to affiliate with
more than one network. In 1952, during the freeze, only 36 percent of
U.S. stations had affiliations with a single network, and at stations with
multiple affiliations the overall clearance rate for programs of the
primary network was only 39 percent. A congressional survey of station
clearances revealed that in each case where a station rejected three or
more network programs, the station was in a one- or two-station market,
“where the stations enjoy a more secure position in relation to their net-
works and where they often have secondary affiliations with the
other networks.™

Owners of network affiliates in one-station markets demonstrated
their unique market power in several ways. A telefilm producer and syn-
dicator complained that spot advertising rates in one-station Toledo,
with 359,000 sets, were higher than those in the New York market of
4,700,000 sets. In addition, station owners in one- and two-channel
markets, a majority of total stations during the freeze, were able to ex-
tract commercial advantages in their negotiations with networks over
station compensation rates. According to the Barrow Report, before
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1952, NBC paid a 10 percent premium on top of the customary 30 per-
cent of gross advertising revenues to single-channel stations in impor-
tant markets. ABC, in a weaker competitive position with most of its af-
filiates also affiliated with one of the larger networks, paid local stations
up to 50 percent of gross billings in one- and two-station markets. An
ABC executive told a House subcommittee in 1952 that the freeze
operated to give affiliates significant power in clearance negotiations
with the network.’

The lifting of the FCC station construction freeze in 1952 streng-
thened the networks in dealings with affiliates by greatly reducing the
number of one- and two-station markets, bringing an end to what Pat
Weaver called “a rather unusual period in terms of station arrogance.”
In January 1953, Television predicted a healthy financial future for the
television industry under the new Republican administration and
forecast higher profits for networks with the extinction of one- and two-
station markets and the clearance problems they presented to the
networks.®

The period 1952-54 saw the fastest growth in the number of televi-
sion station licensees, which swelled from 108 to 380. The new station
owners on the UHF band did not share in the prosperity, however. De-
spite the hopes offered by the FCC in its 1952 Sixth Report and Order
for greater local service and wider network competition with the open-
ing of the UHF band, UHF broadcasters were unable to compete against
the VHF stations in the primarily intermixed markets the commission
set up. Of the stations on the air in 1953, 68 percent were established in
1952; together the new stations received only 6 percent of total televi-
sion revenues for a combined loss of $10,500,000. Sixty percent of the
industry losses were incurred by the new UHF stations, and from 1953-
56, more UHF stations left the air than began broadcasting. As the
Barrow Report dryly concluded about the failure of the UHF alloca-
tions: “The limited development of the UHF band has certain advan-
tages for the two leading networks because it restricts the potentialities
for competition between these networks and other network and non-
network sources.”

Revenues and profits in the television industry were distributed ex-
tremely unevenly, favoring VHF licensees over UHF operators, net-
work-affiliated over independent stations, and large-market over small-
market operators. In its professed desire to encourage localism, the FCC
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spread station assignments among 1,300 communities, precluding the
development of four-channel local markets necessary for wider national
network competition. The effect was to create a huge number of “phan-
tom” assignments, in markets so small as to be permanently unattractive
to commercial broadcasters. The Barrow study estimated that stations in
markets of less than fifty thousand people were likely to be unprofitable,
and by 1957, only 255 of the 1,300 assignments actually were in
use.'®

Network-affiliated stations captured a disproportionate share of tele-
vision revenues, making network affiliation a requirement for station
survival in all but the largest and smallest markets. Senator John W. Bric-
ker pointed out, for example, that in the Northeast, the seventy-three
CBS and NBC affiliates captured 65 percent of total revenue, leaving
only 35 percent for the remaining 335 stations, including those affiliated
with ABC and DuMont. In 1955, 86 percent of the profitable stations in
the country were affiliated with CBS or NBC; 71 percent of the inde-
pendent stations lost money. As broadcast economist Barry Litman con-
cluded: “having a network affiliation means the difference between pro-
fits and losses, life and death.” Kenneth Cox, special counsel for the
Senate Commerce Committee’s Television Inquiry, wrote in his 1957
committee report Television Network Practices that the value of network
affiliation to the television station operator was so great that the network
had a significant bargaining advantage with its affiliates."!

In every major area of negotiation with the postfreeze stations the two
major networks held decisive advantages over their affiliates. The basic
financial issues between network and affiliate included affiliate designa-
tion, the setting of station compensation fees (the station’s share of the
gross advertising revenues from the network’s sale of time in the local
market), the setting of the individual station’s advertising rates for net-
work and non-network (local or national spot) advertising, and the terms
of option time, which mandated network access to station airtime. Sub-
sidiary issues include the responsibility for distribution charges of the
AT&T coaxial cable link and the possibility of the station’s membership
in the network advertiser's must-buy list, which insured inclusion of the
local station in any network time purchase.

Although the networks claimed they offered broadly consistent com-
mercial terms and policies to their affiliates, both Representative Em-
anuel Celler’s House Judiciary investigation of 1956 and the Barrow
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Report in 1957 reported wide variations in network-affiliate commercial
arrangements. Likewise, a Senate Commerce Committee report in
1955 concluded: “clearly . . . the networks have no consistent affiliation
policy which they apply uniformly. Nor have they proven any rational
basis for past decisions to affiliate or reject affiliation with individual
television stations.” Both congressional investigations concluded that
the television networks favored affiliations with their existing radio af-
filiates in the same market, and also with multiple station owners, who
were sometimes able to use the power of their other holdings to
negotiate more favorable terms for a particular station.'2

In their negotiations with affiliates over the range of economic issues,
the networks also had the advantage of more complete competitive in-
formation because affiliation agreements were not publicly released,
even though the FCC collected the information. At hearings in 1955,
Representative Celler pressed the FCC to release the terms of network
affiliation agreements in order to strengthen the hand of stations in
negotiations; FCC Chairman George McConnaughey refused. The
Barrow Report similarly recommended disclosure of affiliation contracts
to avoid network discrimination among stations.!

The networks’ main goal in setting affiliate compensation rates and in
enforcing option time provisions was ensuring maximum clearance for
network programs. All three networks used sliding compensation scales
that rewarded higher clearance rates; the station’s share of advertising
revenues increased with the number of hours cleared for the network
every month. All three networks also demanded a minimum number of
“free” or uncompensated hours from affiliates each month before the
station received its share of gross revenues, a concession that was in-
creasingly valuable as advertising revenues increased sharply in the
1950s."

The two dominant networks also served as national spot representa-
tives for their owned-and-operated stations and many of their large-
market affiliates. In so doing, the networks had responsibility for setting
the advertising rates not only for the station’s network time charges, but
also for network television’s chief competitor, national spot advertising,
The Barrow study reported network manipulation of network and spot
rates to restrain competition to network advertising and to ensure high
network clearances. The report concluded that the networks “have by
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far the major role in network rate determination” in their negotiations
with affiliates. Until the FCC’s chain broadcasting rules in 1941, radio
networks forbade affiliates from discounting spot rates below network
time charges, and the Barrow Report cited numerous cases of CBS and
ABC pressure on television affiliates to keep spot rates at parity with
network rates. The report also noted many examples of network pres-
sure for higher station clearances when stations sought to raise their net-
work rates, often pressing for explicit commitments to specific clear-
ance levels."”

However, the most contentious feature of network affiliation relations
in the 1950s was the option time provision, which committed a station to
carry network programs a certain number of hours in each portion of the
broadcast day. The original FCC chain broadcasting regulations in 1941
outlawed the practice of option time, but, under pressure from the net-
works and Congress, the commission relented and voted merely to re-
strict the number of option time hours available, and to prohibit its en-
forcement against the programs of another network.

Kenneth Cox objected to the use of option time in television in light
of the very different market conditions reflecting channel scarcity and
production costs in television as opposed to radio. Cox argued that op-
tion time usurped the local station licensee’s responsibility to program in
the public interest and delegated programming responsibility to the un-
licensed and unregulated networks; that option time injured non-
network program producers and syndicators by preempting large
amounts of station time; that it restricted access of television advertisers
to station time except through the network purchase; and that the prac-
tice unfairly competed against nonaffiliated stations.'®

Emanuel Celler wrote: “That option time provisions do tend to curtail
competition cannot be doubted,” and argued that the practice restricted
the program choices available to the public. The Cox and Barrow
reports, Representative Celler, and Victor R. Hansen, assistant attorney
general in charge of the Anti-Trust Division, all raised serious objections
to the practice of option time on antitrust grounds. Hansen told the
House Judiciary Committee in 1956: “A good beginning point, ev-
idence thus far suggests, is the striking similarity between TV industry
structure and that movie pattern condemned in Paramount.” Cox con-
cluded that option time had “sufficient similarities” with the case of
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block-booking in the film industry “to justify the most careful considera-
tion by the Federal Communication Commission and the Department of
Justice.”"

The 1956 hearings of the Senate Commerce Committee’s inquiry into
television included testimony from some affiliates that option time ser-
ved to tie the network’s most popular programs to those of less appeal,
which the affiliate might otherwise refuse in favor of non-network pro-
gramming, The Cox Report concluded: “Since the option involves carry-
ing the weaker programs of the network in order to get its top-rated at-
traction, it produces results analogous to block booking.” The Barrow
Report concluded in 1957: “The option time arrangement has definitely
forced some programs on some affiliates that they would otherwise have
not accepted. . . . If this were not the case, of course, option time would
serve no useful function to the networks.”'®

The defense of option time put the networks in an awkward position.
While denying it had the effect of tying weaker, less desirable network
programs to the popular programs the affiliates wanted, at the same time
the networks protested that any restrictions on the use of option time
would be fatal to network operation. The Barrow Report pointed out
that the contractual provisions of the option time clause had never been
legally enforced by the networks because the networks feared a direct
legal test of the practice. Arguing that the analogy with block-booking in
motion picture distribution was persuasive, the report concluded: “Con-
sequently, there is at least a reasonable possibility of a court finding that
the option time practice constitutes a per se violation of Section 1 of the
Sherman Act.”"®

NBC President Robert Sarnoff told the Senate Commerce Committee
in 1956: “I think the existence of option time in the contract has a per-
suasive power. The fact that we may not invoke our legal rights is a mat-
ter of business judgment.” In a memorandum submitted to the commit-
tee, NBC argued that “Without option time, there would be no meaning
or substance to the affiliation relationship. And without affiliations,
there could be no networks.” In a CBS memorandum submitted to the
committee, a similar stark warning was raised against restricting option
time: “Either it or some equivalent tool is the keystone of network
operations. Without such a tool, networks cannot operate. It would take
the defection of only a few key stations in major markets to deprive a
network television advertiser of so substantial a part of his circulation



The Economics of Networking 121

that the program would not continue. . . . ” CBS warned that the erosion
caused by such defections by affiliates “would be fatal.” The Barrow
Report replied skeptically to the network claim, noting, “In many re-
spects, this erosion is synonymous with competition.”°

Whatever the specific contribution of the option time provision to
network clearance levels in the mid-1950s, the two dominant networks
were very successful in gaining access to their affiliates’ prime time.
Prime time from 7:00-10:30 p.m. was the chief target of the networks’
efforts, because more than twice as many sets were in use in those hours,
and there were also more viewers per set than at other times of the day.
Network clearance was positively correlated with market size, and
therefore station advertising revenue, according to the Barrow Report,
which reported an average of 92 percent prime-time clearance in the
top five markets. Kenneth Cox’s report to the Senate Commerce Com-
mittee pointed out that in the top forty television markets that con-
stituted 72 percent of the nation’s sets, the clearance rate was more than
97 percent of prime-time half hours.?'

The extraordinary profits of large-market television stations and of the
two major networks were special subjects of congressional scrutiny in
the mid-1950s, initiated by Bricker’s The Network Monopoly. The Cox
Report noted that the networks received 53-56 percent of the total
television revenues from 1948-53, with CBS and NBC getting 88 per-
cent of the total network share. Bricker’s report opened with the warn-
ing: “Two networks—Columbia Broadcasting Service and the National
Broadcasting Company—have an unprecedented economic strang-
lehold on the nation’s television industry. Effective competition is
stifled under this yoke of economic domination. The result is a private
monopoly.” In 1954, CBS, including its owned-and-operated stations
and its network operations, enjoyed a 108 percent return on tangible in-
vestment; NBC received an 87 percent return. Profits from the owned-
and-operated stations of CBS and NBC in 1954 were 370 percent and
297 percent, respectively, and returns from the two networks’ stations in
New York were between 1600 and 1800 percent. “By any standard,”
Bricker wrote, “such profits must be labeled exorbitant.” The Barrow
Report noted that CBS and NBC, while controlling 11 percent of total
television assets, received 43 percent of industry profits in 1955.2

The Senate Commerce Committee under Bricker convened alengthy
series of hearings on network competition and the plight of UHF station
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owners in 1954, and commissioned a staff report prepared by former
FCC staff counsel Harry M. Plotkin. The report called for requiring net-
works to affiliate in smaller, less profitable markets; restricting the
amount of network-controlled time on local stations in markets of fewer
than four stations; and the selective de-intermixture of VHF and UHF
markets. Plotkin’s report, together with minority staff counsel Robert F.
Jones's The Investigation of Television Networks and the UHF-VHF Prob-
lem in February 1955 and Bricker's 1956 Network Monopoly, implicated
the networks in the failure of the UHF operators and represented, ac-
cording to historian Stuart Lewis Long, the “high point in Congressional
criticism of networks.”?

In its published reply to Bricker’s Network Monopoly, CBS argued that
the public was not injured by the extraordinary network profits because
they did not pay television advertising costs, and that the issue of profits
was irrelevant to the public interest. CBS responded sharply to Bricker's
proposal to limit the service area of some large-market stations in order
to counteract the disproportion of television revenues, arguing that it “is
a conception at once impossible of enforcement and inconsistent with
the American principle of free competitive enterprise. It would, in ef-
fect, socialize television stations, among all American businesses, by
limiting their service only to an area which would permit their economic
survival—and no more.”*

An April 1956 article in Sponsor viewed three proposals to revise the
Sixth Report and Order’s allocation plan: de-intermixture of UHF and
VHF stations, expansion of the VHF band, or a shift of television service
entirely to the UHF band. CBS reportedly favored limited expansion of
the VHF band and opposed the move to the uncrowded UHF band,
arguing that too many stations would fragment television’s audience and
advertising support. The article reassured readers that the trade con-
sensus was that the FCC would take little action, and certainly not
threaten existing station operators. The same reassurance was conveyed
in an April 1955 Television article on the release of the Plotkin and Jones
reports, “The Word from Washington: Relax.”®

The scrutiny of network practices reached a peak in 1955-57, with
concurrent investigations by the Senate Commerce Committee (with
two years of hearings producing seven volumes of testimony consuming
3,500 pages); the Antitrust Subcommittee of the House Judiciary Com-
mittee (3,400 pages of testimony); a Justice Department suit against
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NBC in December 1956 concerning its station swap with Wes-
tinghouse; a joint Justice Department-FBI probe of “network practices
relating to the sale of network time and shows”; and the investigation by
the FCC’s Office of Network Study under Roscoe Barrow. Sponsor
reported in October 1957 that the Barrow Report was a “far more
serious threat to the networks than the recently-completed Con-
gressional probes and reports,” and a writer in Television in May 1957
described the fearful mood of the industry.?

In retrospect, it seems some industry observers overestimated the in-
clination of the FCC in the 1950s to take any action contrary to the
interests of the television networks. FCC commissioners George Mc-
Connaughey and John Doerfer in testimony before the Antitrust Sub-
committee of the House Judiciary Committee in 1955 defended high
network profits and dismissed them as a concern of the commission.
Doerfer also defended the controversial network practices of option
time and the must-buy provisions of sponsor contract. Doerfer’s reaction
to questions about network dominance and antitrust issues was: “Con-
centration does not bother me. . .. Somebody has to be dominant. Some-
body is big.”%

In November 1957, Television cited the prediction of communications
lawyer Leonard Marks that the FCC would follow the Barrow Report’s
recommendations to ban option time and must-buy lists as well as dis-
courage multiple ownership of television stations. Sponsor in January
1958 likewise predicted that a reluctant FCC would be forced to take
action following the Barrow Report, at least concerning option time and
must-buy practices. Two weeks later, however, the magazine reported
that the FCC had announced an open-ended set of hearings on the
Barrow Report in order to forestall congressional pressure for commis-
sion action in 195828

Representative John Dingle in 1957 denounced FCC Chairman
Doerfer, saying the commissioner had “demonstrated a penchant for
endearing himself to the networks and the big broadcasters—the peo-
ple, in short, whom the FCC is supposed to regulate.” In 1958, the FCC
in a 4-3 vote declined to ban option time on the grounds that it was
necessary for network operation. In February 1959, the Justice De-
partment’s antitrust head announced that the FCC’s own evidence es-
tablished the illegal status of option time under the antitrust laws, but
the Justice Department deferred filing legal action pending commis-
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sion action. Following the Justice Department’s announcement, the net-
works voluntarily dropped the must-buy provisions of sponsor agree-
ments and withdrew from affiliate representation in national spot sales,
thereby relinquishing the direct power to set stations’ spot rates. In
1963, under new leadership, the commission finally outlawed network
option time. Bernard Schwartz, who led a short-lived House Oversight
Committee investigation of the FCC in 1957-58, wrote in an analysis of
FCC performance in enforcing antitrust law in the television industry:
“It is largely because the Commission has not vigorously enforced antit-
rust policies that the networks have been able to acquire their present
position of dominance in broadcasting.”*®

In fact, the attention paid to the specific issue of option time as the
cause of high network clearance levels in the 1950s was largely mis-
placed. Despite the warnings from network leaders of the dire conse-
quences of federal tampering with option time, most investigators con-
cluded that the abolition of option time would have little effect on
network revenues or profits, or on network negotiations with affiliates,
program producers, and sponsors. The Cox Report concluded that op-
tion time was not essential for high network clearances on affiliate
schedules: “It would appear that as long as network service is main-
tained at present levels, a network affiliation will continue to be a valu-
able asset, if not absolutely essential to really profitable operation in all
but the largest markets.” The Barrow Report concluded that option time
was only one factor ensuring high network clearances, less important
than basic station incentives and the power of the network in affiliate
negotiations. Although the Barrow Report did call for the abolition of
option time, it also cautioned: “It would be misleading to state or imply
that any major changes in the structure of performance of the television
industry would occur, in the foreseeable future, as a result of the el-
imination of option time.” Schwartz concluded in 1959: “In reality, since
most affiliates are utterly dependent upon their affiliations, they are
completely tied to their networks, regardless of the formal terms of the
affiliation agreements.” *°

With the exception of a single disgruntled station operator whose af-
filiation contract was terminated by NBC in a dispute over clearance
levels and station advertising rates, network affiliates were publicly
unanimous in defense of network practices during the congressional
and regulatory hearings of the mid-1950s. Richard A. Moore, president



The Economics of Networking 128

of independent station KTTV in Los Angeles and leader of a group
challenging network practices in affiliation, program procurement, and
sponsorship, told the Commerce Committee in 1956 that “under the
status quo, affiliated stations, program producers, and many advertisers
must depend primarily upon the favor of network companies for their
economic prosperity or survival. It would be understandable, therefore,
if persons in that position refrained from taking a public position con-
trary to the position expressed by the network companies.”™!

The controversy in the mid-1950s over option time and network
economic power provoked the sharpest conflict between networks and
independent suppliers of television programming. Growing network
control of affiliate air time constricted the non-network market available
to independent producers. Because the networks were also producers
and licensers of programming, the independent producers argued that
practices like option time gave the networks unfair advantage in supply-
ing television programming to local stations. The networks replied that
because they viewed networks as more than mere program suppliers,
the public interest permitted a competitive shield for the networks in
the form of option time and similar restrictive practices. CBS President
Frank Stanton told the Senate Commerce Committee:

A network is an organic thing—that is, it is very much alive. It has to
be considered as an entity. The dangers of considering it only as a set
of disrelated parts to be juggled around any which way are most con-
siderable, and not everyone has successfully avoided them, by any
means.

Because of the importance and complexity of the issues we are
considering here, they cannot be dealt with quickly. Lunchtime
gossip, tablecloth arithmetic and inexpert speculations cannot suc-
cessfully deal with these issues, rooted as they are in the natural laws
that govern the electron, or the economic laws that govern how an en-
terprise can be successfully conducted.®

Richard Moore called for restrictions on network option time, point-
ing out that the practice was reluctantly allowed by the FCC in 1941
when all network radio programming was live, therefore justifying the
network’s special status as purveyors of interconnected live programs.
In television, however, a majority of network programs were on film,
Moore noted, so the justification of special network privileges in order
to support live broadcasting was weaker: “The more networks rely on
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film, the more they become simply competitors of other program pro-
ducers and distributors, but in a favored position because, under the
regulations, they have the right to force their programs upon the af-
filiated stations.” The Barrow Report similarly concluded: “Apart from
programs requiring simultaneous nationwide exposure, it is not evident
that the ‘need’ of the network for time options on behalf of its national
advertisers is significantly different in kind from that of the film pro-
ducer on behalf of the national, regional, or local advertisers that
purchase his program directly or through a local station.”*

Responding to such criticism, CBS argued in a legal memorandum
submitted to the committee that “a television broadcast service is much
more than a miscellaneous collection of programs. ... There must be
policy direction, continuity, variety and numerous other ingredients
which cannot be obtained merely by buying up the chance creations of
outsiders.” The leaders of NBC and CBS were eager to convince their
critics within and outside Congress that tampering with network busi-
ness arrangements would endanger the kind of television programming
celebrated by the industry’s most prominent writers and critics. The two
networks’ association with live anthology drama from New York pro-
vided them a handy shield from the complaints of other economic
groups challenging their commanding position in the television in-
dustry.

Many of the arguments offered by the networks invoked the aesthetic
privileging of live television in defense of their economic practices.
NBC President Robert Sarnoff quoted the FCC’s “Blue Book™ to the
Senate Commerce Committee in 1956 in defense of network program
procurement practices. Three CBS executives argued in an article in
Law and Contemporary Problems in 1957 that “{t]he only source of
nationwide live programming is the networks. . .. While film programs
may be and frequently are good, it is its live quality which is the real
magic of television.” In Network Practices, CBS's lengthy response to
the congressional inquiry, the network again echoed the critics’ rhetoric
in defense of live programming as “the real magic of television.” During
the congressional investigations the dominant networks attempted to
portray their critics within the industry as a group of frustrated Holly-
wood film producers who would do away with the programming
achievements of television’s Golden Age. An NBC memorandum sub-
mitted to a Senate committee argued that “If this film group should suc-
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ceed in undermining the network system, the great national service pro-
vided today by three intensely competitive networks would ultimately
be reduced to the lowest common Hollywood denominator. The wealth
of fine education and cultural programs available in the diversified
schedules of the networks would be replaced by a continuing flow of
stale and stereotyped film product.” Robert Sarnoff, after quoting critic
Jack Gould on the aesthetic value of live over film programming, told
the Senate Committee:

Today, television broadcasting is at a crossroads: one fork has color
signposts and points to programming created for the medium itself,
with emphasis on live service. The other fork follows a detour to a
reservoir of motion picture film, built up over the past twenty years. At
NBC we have carefully weighed the alternatives for the network and
our owned stations. We have decided that television’s future rests
along the route we now chart. We shall continue our emphasis on live
television, our fresh new programs designed for the medium, and on
the development of color. We believe this is the way to maintain
television’s momentum and vitality.*

Faced with regulatory challenges in the mid-1950s, the networks had
strong incentives to exploit the critical privileging of live versus film
programming in defense of their economic practices. This would be,
however, the last time the networks so passionately allied themselves
with the critical champions of television’s Golden Age. Within a few
years, relations between the networks and critics were utterly and
irrevocably transformed, with sometimes bitter results.
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The Hollywood Studios Move
into Prime Time

The distinct sources of network power reenforced one another in
the network negotiations with affiliates, sponsors, and program pro-
ducers. One of the chief issues concerning network option time, for ex-
ample, was its effect on the ability of independent program producers to
reach audiences with non-network syndicated programs. Likewise, net-
work control of affiliate prime-time meant that television sponsors could
reach desired markets only through network-distributed programs. The
networks used their economic power in networking, derived in major
part from the frequency allocation, distribution, and affiliation policies
of the FCC, to alter the terms of negotiation with their suppliers (the
program producers) and their customers (the television advertisers). By
the mid-1950s the networks enjoyed both a buyer's market in program
procurement (with monopoly power shared by three buyers of national
programming), as well as a three-firm seller’s market in national network
advertising. Network power affected not only the terms of industry
negotiations but also the forms of television programming and spon-
sorship in the 1950s. The manner in which the networks exercised their
new power in both arenas of the network economy—program procure-
ment and advertising sales—suggests the new outlines of the television
industry in the second half of the 1950s.

In the Hollywood film industry of the 1950s, the commercial calcu-
lations regarding television were affected by the general restructuring
of the motion-picture industry after World War IL. It had been clear
since the beginning of television that the feature film libraries of the
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major studios would be attractive to broadcasters. However, the timing
and terms of the films’ release to television depended on a number of
specific factors within the industry. Reacting to a severe downturn at
the national box office, the major studios slashed their fixed costs and
payrolls from 1948 to 1952; especially vulnerable were middle-level
performers and writers. In 1953, Newsweek reported somewhat hyper-
bolically that the only performers left on studio contract were a few big
stars and the lowest-paid players.'

Studio austerity also encouraged a shift to independent production. In
1949, 20 percent of the features released by the eight major distributors
were independently produced; in 1957, independent productions rep-
resented 57 percent of feature releases. The major studios brought in
substantial revenues through leasing their stages and back lots to inde-
pendent producers. The success of the CBS talent raids in radio after
World War II indicated the powerful tax incentives that impelled stars
and other talent to incorporate and take their income in capital gains.
The stars’ growing independence from the motion picture studios and
the rise of independent production in Hollywood not only made the
performer a producer-entrepreneur, but also increased the power of
talent agents in the industry. When film stars turned to television, the
long-term commitments they often demanded were difficult for adver-
tising agencies, individual sponsors, or independent producers to offer,
giving networks, the major studios, and a few large independent telefilm
producers an advantage in acquiring major Hollywood performers for
television.?

The competition from television and the other changes within the
film industry affected the various sectors of the motion picture industry
unevenly, reinforcing a shift of power from exhibitors to producer-
distributors in the 1950s. The part of the industry faring the worst in the
decade was exhibition, with thousands of motion-picture theaters going
out of business. Charles Skouras, the head of Twentieth Century-Fox, in
1952 predicted that 50 percent of the theaters in the country would
close, with particularly harsh effects on independent exhibitors rather
than on chain owners.?

Television in April 1951 outlined the incentives for motion-picture
studios to enter television programming, but also cautioned that the
seventeen thousand theaters in the United States still constituted the
producers’ largest market. Motion-picture producers took seriously the
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threats of exhibitors to boycott any studio that sold features to television
or moved too wholeheartedly into telefilm production. The threat car-
ried weight in the industry. But in 1951, Television noted prophetically:
“As was the case with talking pictures, Hollywood feels that once one
studio makes the dash for television, all the rest will immediately
follow trail.™

The interests and fortunes of motion-picture studios and exhibitors in-
creasingly diverged as a result of the growing appeal of the television
market and of the series of antitrust consent decrees that stripped the
major studios of their movie theaters. A stock analyst’s report on the
motion-picture industry in November 1952 predicted a financial upturn
for the studios, fueled by the appeal of color films, the promise of wide-
screen and 3-D formats, and more aggressive promotion of theatrical
films, including the growing use of television as a marketing medium. By
1953, the national box office had improved, but by then the structure of
the motion-picture industry was quite different from its pre-television
and pre-divorcement days. The total number of films produced in
Hollywood was much lower than in the 1940s (the number of films
released fell from 488 in 1948 to 253 in 1952); and, beginning in 1953,
the major studios increasingly concentrated on the big-budget spectacle
film in an effort to maximize return from the relatively fixed costs of ad-
vertising, promotion, and prints.®

Another incentive to the studios to make fewer, more expensive films
was the growing importance of the foreign box office, which en-
couraged the production of the more easily exported genres of adven-
ture and spectacle with internationally established stars. The new
strategy also favored adaptations of “pre-sold” material such as hit
Broadway plays and popular bestsellers along with narrowly released
theatrical runs at premium ticket prices. The introduction of Cinema-
Scope in 1953 was very successful for some major studios: between 1953
and 1956, thirty CinemaScope films grossed more than $5 million, an
amount that only a hundred films had captured before 1953. Twentieth
Century-Fox, the studio with the largest commitment to widescreen,
had a net revenue of $8 million from thirty-two films in 1953; in 1954, it
earned $16 million from only thirteen films.®

It was clear, however, that motion-picture exhibitors did not share
equally in the success of the big-budget Hollywood spectaculars; forced
to bid more fiercely for fewer films for a dwindling audience, exhibitors
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saw an increasing percentage of their expenses go to film rentals. By
1954, near the bottom of the box-office slump, only 32 percent of movie
theaters were profitable on box-office revenue alone. The historian Ern-
est Borneman summarized the effects of the consent decrees upon the
structure of the film industry: “As far as the individual exhibitors, who
might have been expected to be pleased now that they had at last ob-
tained what they had asked for, the whole situation had been altered by
the advent of television. Rightly, they now feared that the new pro-
duction-distribution companies, unhampered by any loyalties to their
one-time theaters or to any others, would now sell freely to television
networks, 16mm users, and other non-theatrical buyers, leaving the
theaters with a scarcity of films, an increase in competition, and an infla-
tion of rentals.”” Thus, one of the forces restraining the entrance of the
major motion-picture studios into television, the threat of exhibitor
boycotts of the studios’ feature product, was weakened in the mid-1950s
by changes within the motion-picture industry.

The attitude of the major studios in the early 1950s toward release of
feature films to television was consistent with the pragmatic viewpoint
expressed by Paramount treasurer Paul Raibourn in 1940: “When the
telecasters are ready to buy films and can pay what they are worth, we
will be ready to talk with them, but not for the mere glory of televison.”
David Selznick likewise stated the issue bluntly in February 1955:
“When television is willing to pay more than the amount made in re-
issues, then we'll go into television.” The rising fees for television pro-
gramming, especially after the lifting of the FCC station freeze in 1952,
increased pressure on the studios to sell off their vaults of existing
features.®

Talent guild contracts signed with the major studios in 1947 helped
delay the release of post-1948 features to television until well into the
second half of the 1950s. Release of pre-1948 features was another mat-
ter, however, and was the major concern to networks, sponsors, and sta-
tion operators in the mid-1950s. In June 1953, Sponsor argued that
although the federal consent decrees had ordered production and ex-
hibition separated, the studios still owned some of the most valuable
theaters in the country and were still dependent upon theatrical exhibi-
tion as their major revenue source; television release of theatrical
features was not yet in the studios’ best interests, the magazine argued.®

Sponsor predicted that the theatrical success of widescreen and 3-D
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would encourage the release of feature films to television. Twentieth
Century-Fox President Spyros Skouras told his stockholders in 1953
that “Up to this time, for our own sound business reasons, we have ref-
rained from disposing of these pictures to television stations. However,
with the advent of CinemaScope and other new techniques, it is an-
ticipated that the theatrical demand for motion pictures will be gen-
erally for pictures of the new types. The demand for the older pictures
will greatly decrease for theaters. Therefore, it is likely that these older
pictures will be made available to television.”"°

In 1948 and 1949, the British studios Rank and Korda made television
deals; foreign producers were less fearful of retaliation because their
films enjoyed poor theatrical release in the United States and they had
no production agreements with American talent guilds to suffer sanc-
tions. Republic Pictures, a member of the Motion Picture Producers
Association, defected from the withholding strategy when it sold its
features to television and announced it was withdrawing from feature
production, thus thwarting talent guild reprisals.'!

Pressure on the major studios to release features to television in-
creased in 1953 with the announcement of ambitious plans by a com-
pany called Vitapix to produce original telefilm and feature films for
television. The company, owned by a group of television stations, was
founded in 1950 to distribute features to television, primarily old Wes-
terns and sports films from minor studios. The group announced in 1954
that they would produce television features for subsequent theatrical
sales, creating a national “film network” for television. In September
1953, Vitapix President Frank Mullen told Broadcasting-Telecasting:
“The reluctance of some leaders in the motion-picture industry to make
their top quality product available to television broadcasters . . . is com-
pelling the broadcasters to enter the field of motion-picture production
for initial television release.” Sponsor reported that the company’s real
purpose was less to produce films than an attempt to position itself as a
distributor of features to television when the studios opened their vaults;
the company hoped to package features and telefilms to individual
stations. One aim of Vitapix's announcement, according to Sponsor, was
to pressure the major studios to open up their feature libraries for televi-
sion use with the threat of station operators entering film production
themselves.'?
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The possibility of new film syndication and feature package deals in
television obviously threatened the two dominant television networks,
CBS and NBC. Business Week in 1956 reported a network public
relations campaign against feature films on television, emphasizing the
networks’ commitment to live color broadcasting—a network monopoly—
coupled with a refusal to clear network time for feature films. In 1956,
Robert Sarnoff declared that feature films represented a “short road
with a dead end,” and warned of the television industry “surrendering”
itself to Hollywood as feature films displaced network programming.
Donald McGannon, president of Westinghouse Broadcasting, in Jan-
uary 1957 reported pressure from Sarnoff on NBC affiliates to boycott
feature films."

Network worries about feature films on television were based not
only on the possibility of the non-network distribution of film programs,
but also the special problems the networks faced in the television
market for theatrical features. Unlike the market in series programming,
for which, in the pattern established by the mid-1950s, the networks ac-
quired licensing rights at the script or pilot stage before the program
had a ratings history, theatrical features were known commodities with
box-office histories and predictable ratings in television. Moreover,
buyers of theatrical films for television, including the networks, often
were forced to bid for feature film packages that tied less attractive titles
to desirable films. Finally, acquiring feature films for television meant
negotiating with a few major studios in a relatively concentrated seller’s
market, very different from the buyer’s market for original series pro-
grams for television.

The cooling of the studios’ hopes for subscription television after
1955, given the repeated refusal of the FCC to license its commercial
use, also encouraged the release of features to television. In February
1956, Sponsor reported that Paramount, with continued major in-
vestments in pay television, was the only studio still holding out hopes
for the service. The widespread prediction that the diffusion of color
television sets was imminent and the fear that it would weaken tele-
vision’s demand for the stockpile of primarily black and white films
spurred the major studios in the mid-1950s to reevaluate the television
market for feature films. The timing of the release of film libraries to
television also may have been affected by other internal changes in the
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motion-picture industry. One analyst argued in 1957: “Hollywood’s
change of policy on marketing its films to television was accompanied by
shifts in financial control of the movie producing industry ... new en-
trepreneurs have entered the business with an eye on its television as
well as its theatrical market.”™

The trigger for the flood of feature films to television in the mid-1950s
was Howard Hughes's sale of the RKO film library. Business Week in
1953 reported a Hollywood rumor that Hughes was preparing to sell
eight hundred prewar RKO films for television, although the article con-
cluded that any major Hollywood-television feature deals were at least
two years off. In July 1955, Hughes sold RKO to General Tire and Rub-
ber Company for $25 million; in December 1955, General Tire sold the
RKO library of 740 features to C&C Television Corporation for $15
million. C&C renegotiated agreements with the Screen Actors Guild
concerning residuals and release dates (SAG had no sanctions concern-
ing continuing production in its agreements with the new owner), and,
beginning in June 1956, began a series of single-market television sales,
bartering features for local advertising slots, up to ten each day. In mid-
1957 C&C estimated its revenues from the RKO library to date at $25
million. By June 1956, four other major studios joined RKO in releasing
features to television; by 1958, the final three major studios had joined
them. In July 1956, Television reported that 2,500 feature films had been
released to television in the previous thirteen months as studios scram-
bled to license their feature libraries in order to avoid a feared buyer’s
market. In 1956, Columbia reported an income of $9,700,000 on its fea-
ture sales to television; Warner Brothers earned $15 million in televi-
sion sales that year.'®

The release of features to television in the mid-1950s at first seemed
to promise an alternative to network program distribution and spon-
sorship in television. In addition to the Vitapix plan to broker station
time and distribute feature film programming, National Telefilm Associ-
ates and Twentieth Century-Fox organized a feature film network, sell-
ing one-hour blocks of programming to national sponsors on 128
stations. Twentieth Century-Fox sold its library to National Telefilm
Associates for a 50 percent interest in NTA Film Network, which syn-
dicated feature films to 110 noninterconnected stations with ninety
minutes of cleared time a week for sale to national sponsors. In Novem-
ber 1956, Business Week speculated on the possibility of a studio-
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syndicator programming service rivaling the networks. Barter deals
were arranged between the studios and individual stations in some film
packages: MGM acquired 25 percent of the Los Angeles Times’s KTTV
in exchange for a seven-year lease of 725 pre-1949 features. According
to Sponsor, it was a model for other studios looking for television deals.
The next month the magazine reported the largest spot advertising tran-
saction in television history by Colgate for the KTTV feature slots.
MGM, in its stock-ownership swaps for television stations, made a
twelve-market deal in a single day worth $20 million, and arranged $37
million in sales by March 1957. By September 1956, MGM had gained
stock ownership in seven stations. In 1956 alone, 2,700 features were
released to television, two-thirds the total number of films made avail-
able in all the previous years.'®

An October 1956 article in Sponsor discussed the effects of the
release of more than three thousand features by that date. Feature films,
contrary to some trade predictions, did very well in the ratings, boosting
the number of sets in use and occasionally winning independent stations
higher ratings than their network affiliate competitors. However, the
new film programming did not, despite network warnings, bring about
either affiliate defections or permanent national networks for distribut-
ing feature films. Likewise, despite the eagerness of national sponsors to
support feature films in network prime time, networks refused to pro-
gram prime-time feature films in the 1950s, with the exception of The
Wizard of Oz as a CBS spectacular and some feature film programs of-
fered as specials on ABC. If the CBS-MGM Wizard of Oz deal was not, as
some predicted, a signal for the opening of the network prime-time
market for feature films, neither was the release of Hollywood features
the beginning of the end of network televison, as some of the apocalyp-
tic network presentations had suggested.'”

In 1957, Television reported that the flood of features had not dis-
placed thirty-minute telefilms as some in the industry had feared. The
biggest impact of feature films in 1950s’ television was not felt in
network-controlled prime time but in the affiliate-controlled afternoon
and late-night fringe periods, and the largest casualty was locally pro-
duced programs, especially children’s programming. Ralph M. Cohen,
the vice president of Columbia’s telefilm subsidiary Screen Gems (dis-
tributor of Columbia’s newly released feature product), wrote in 1957
that although the rating success of feature films had surprised and
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frightened some in the television industry, feature films would settle
down into merely one other source of television programming.'®

In the debates of the mid-1950s, the words film programming were
often used equivocally to refer both to feature films on television and
original television programming on film. The word Hollywood acquired
a similar generic meaning in the trade and critical debates over televi-
sion programming, blurring the distinct interests within the motion pic-
ture industry and their relation to television. Although many observers
at the time linked the two, the release of theatrical films to television was
distinct from the production by major studios of original programming
for the medium. Motion-picture exhibitors, for example, were less con-
cerned with the major studios’ production of telefilm because the low-
budget thirty-minute telefilms cast with largely unknown talent did not
compete directly with theatrical product in movie theaters. In 1944,
when RKO set up its telefilm subsidiary, RKO Television Corporation,
N. Peter Rathvon, the studio president, took pains to reassure the com-
pany’s exhibitors:

Motion-picture exhibitors are the customers and the only customers
of the major distributing companies. Exhibitor interests come first . . . but
this cannot be done simply by simply ignoring this new medium of
entertainment. . . .

We believe that the most suitable types of television pro-
grams ... will be far different in character from the feature motion
pictures created in Hollywood for theatical exhibition. . ..

Rather than stand aside while others preempt the field, it would
seem to be in the best interests of the entire motion-picture industry
that production-distribution companies should participate in televi-
sion, not only to protect themselves but the exhibitors as well, by
directing television programming into fields which would be far
removed from feature films created for the theater. .. .'

Despite such protestations of industry solidarity, the studios pursued
an increasingly independent path regarding the production of original
material for television, similar to their actions regarding the release of
feature films to television. The period 1952-56 has been called the
golden age of telefilm syndication for original programming, and at-
titudes toward telefilm among studio and network leaders altered with
the growing profits for film programming. The period was one of growth
and consolidation in the telefilm industry, marking the growing involve-
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ment of both the major studios in telefilm production and of the net-
works in filmed series licensing. The increasing appeal of film pragram-
ming in the mid-1950s resulted from several factors: 1) the recognition
of audience acceptability of telefilm reruns; 2) the growing value of af-
ternoon and late-night periods of both independent and network-
affiliated stations; and 3) the growing markets for telefilm programming
outside the United States.

Arguments over the reuse of film programs in television had been
perennial in the trade press since the beginnings of commercial televi-
sion. Frequent analogies to theatrical films suggested that few viewers
would be interested in seeing even a popular film program more than
once, and therefore the practical value of television films would be
limited to a single transmission. In 1952, Sponsor warned that estimates
of the future value of telefilm programming might be exaggerated. The
magazine argued that consumers and dealers of advertised goods would
object to reruns, and cited sponsor Blatz Beer’s cancellation of “Amos 'n
Andy” reruns because of viewer protests. The issue of reruns was not
merely one of ratings, Sponsor wrote, but of audience attitudes, pointing
to an industry consensus that reruns were perceived as unwelcome and
unacceptable by audiences and might provoke a powerful if intangible
negative response against the television advertiser.2’

By 1954, however, Sponsor noted that summer rerun ratings could in
fact exceed those of the originally aired episode; Nielsen reported that
only 2 percent of the average television audience saw sixteen of twenty-
one episodes a season, and that 64 percent saw fewer than three shows.
A telefilm producer argued in Television in 1955 that a telefilm series
could be reused endlessly in rerun cycles of three years, reflecting vastly
revised industry expectations about the commercial life of popular
telefilm programming.?'

Following the lifting of the freeze on station construction by the FCC
in the spring of 1952, the expanding television audience attracted new
sponsors, many of whom looked to film programming and to fringe time
for exploitation. In July 1952, Sponsor reported the decisive move of
Procter and Gamble, network radio’s largest sponsor, into filmed televi-
sion. Television noted a large increase in the scheduling of reruns on
weekday afternoon (stripping a single program at the same hour five
days a week) as daytime audiences increased and became more attrac-
tive to sponsors. In January 1956, Sponsor pointed to a large increase in
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such afternoon strip program sales, especially by CBS and NBC film syn-
dication arms.”

The same article in Sponsor pointed to another reason for the increas-
ing attractiveness of film programs: the rapid growth of the international
market for telefilms. George Shupert, head of ABC film syndication, told
the magazine that by 1957 the firm could expect from 20-25 percent of
its income from foreign sales. Foreign syndication was particularly at-
tractive to telefilm producers because, with a majority of production
costs already recouped through network licensing, such subsidiary
revenues represented mostly clear profit. Although F. W. Ziv set up an
international sales unit as early as 1953, it was in the late 1950s and early
1960s that foreign program sales exploded, and by then the networks
and large telefilm producers dominated a huge international market for
American television programming.?

The growth of the international market in telefilms both followed and
fueled a larger postwar shift by U.S.-based multinational corporations
and their advertising agencies into new foreign markets. For example,
the campaign in 1955 to establish commerecial television in Great Brit-
ain, although led by members of the British Conservative party, received
substantial assistance from the American advertising agency J. Walter
Thompson. As the historian Herbert Schiller points out, the expansion of
the American communications industry abroad in the 1950s and 1960s
was also encouraged by policies of the U.S. government. Foreign sales of
American programs were accompanied by major direct investments in
foreign companies and markets by U.S. television networks, equipment
manufacturers, and program distributors. The international TV market
was also spurred by flattening growth rates in the domestic markets for
consumer goods and television receivers in the late 1950s and early
1960s; by 1962, for the first time a majority of the world’s television sets
were located outside the United States.?*

The opening of the network market for telefilm in the United States,
with its promise of immediate capture of most or all program production
costs, together with the growing domestic and foreign syndication
markets and the increasing value of reruns, encouraged new telefilm
production in the mid-1950s. Subsidiary profits for successful telefilm
programs were also growing: George Bauer estimated the merchandis-
ing revenues in 1953 from products associated with just two programs,
“Hopalong Cassidy” and “Howdy Doody,” at $1,750,000,000. In 1955,
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Sponsor reported that Ziv's telefilm revenues were up 250 percent since
1953, and expected to rise 100 percent in 1955; Guild Films reported a
rise in revenues in 1954 from $500,000 to $1,700,000. In 1955, Sponsor
reported that Screen Gems almost doubled its sales in that year and pre-
dicted a 25 percent increase in overall sales for 1956 resulting from in-
creased network commitments, the use of syndicated film on daytime
strips, and the beginning of substantial export earnings. By the fall of
1955, the telefilm industry was consuming ten times the amount of raw
stock used by all theatrical film producers.®

The growing market for telefilms did not go unnoticed by the major
Hollywood studios. The studios were involved in television as far back as
the 1930s, although in his dissertation on television and the motion-
picture industry, Alan Larson concludes that most of the major studios
were merely “dabbling” in telefilm production until 1949, awaiting
larger television audiences and program fees. By 1952, Columbia
(Screen Gems), Universal (United World Films), Republic (Hollywood
Telefilms), and Monogram (Interstate Television) studios were telefilm
producers. Universal Pictures bought Decca Records, in part to acquire
a distributor for its telefilm programs. Business Week in 1952 reported a
number of studio-television links, but described the general mood
among the major studios as “watchful waiting” Nicholas Schenck, the
head of Loews, Inc., told the magazine that his attitude toward telefilm
production was to let others make mistakes first. The basic constraint on
the major studios was economic: Business Week reported that the major
studios “probably can’t make shorts for commercial sponsorship profit-
able now. . .. They will have to slash costs first,” the magazine argued.?®

By the mid-1950s, however, the growing market for film program-
ming provoked a rapid consolidation of the telefilm industry. The major
studios, after seeing independent telefilm producers F. W. Ziv, Desilu,
and Hal Roach, Jr., buy up studio lots for television production, quickly
moved into the market for original film programming. By 1955, MGM,
Warner Brothers (Sunset Productions), Twentieth Century-Fox, and
Paramount had joined Columbia in telefilm production. In September
1955, two large telefilm companies, Screen Gems and Television Pro-
grams of America, together responsible for ten network shows and nine
syndicated programs, announced a merger. A January 1955 Sponsor arti-
cle predicted that while the large telefilm producers would get larger,
the smaller firms would be bought out or go out of business, noting the
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purchase of United Television Programs by the Music Corporation of
America (MCA) for $1 million. According to Variety, the rush of the
major studios into telefilm production after the success in 1955 of “Dis-
neyland.” the first studio-produced major film series, caused “awe and
fear” among independent telefilm producers who worried about the
majors impact in syndication markets. Television Age reported in 1955
that the top twenty telefilm producers did 90 percent of the industry’s
business, with the remaining thirty firms “struggling for survival.” By
1956, according to the historian Barbara Moore, “few small syndicator
firms were left.”%

There is a tendency in the literature on 1950s television to cast ABC
as the engineer of the move from live anthology drama to the Holly-
wood-produced telefilm series in the late 1950s. Many accounts cite
ABC’s merger with United Paramount Theaters (UPT) in 1953, and the
ascension of UPT executive Leonard Goldenson to the presidency of
the network as responsible for bringing a new “Hollywood” mentality
into television. However, this personalist account may obscure the more
telling economic motives for ABC'’s special interest in telefilm and
overestimate the distinctions among the three networks by the end of
the 1950s. Whether measured by program schedules, programming
philosophies, or corporate personnel, basic differences among the three
networks since the mid-1950s are not substantial. The economic incen-
tives at ABC for turning to new program forms and sources in the mid-
1950s merely anticipated wider trends in network programming in
the 1950s.

Martin Mayer, after describing ABC in 1961 as “the industry leader in
matters of programming, selling and dealing with affiliate stations,”
wrote that “The rival networks, most of the advertising agencies, and the
staff of the FCC believe, rightly or wrongly, that the ABC influence has
tended to destroy what integrity the network business had.” Mayer
argued that “The other networks live with the tattered remnants of the
idealism that characterized the early days of broadcasting, while ABC—
certainly from the time of its purchase by Paramount Theaters in 1953—
has been strictly a business enterprise.”®® The distinction between a
profit-maximizing ABC and the high-minded CBS and NBC leadership,
a