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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Coming Out of the Television

LGBT-themed Made-for Television Movies as Critical Media Pedagogy

David Randolph Craig
Doctor of Philosophy in Education
University of California, Los Angeles, 2014

Professor Douglas M. Kellner, Chair

Since the early 1970s, an important but under-examined subgenre of Made-for-Television
Movies have foregrounded critical LGBT concerns, including coming out, parental custody,
HIV/AIDS, gays in the military, and hate crimes or featured affirmative LGBT representations.
These programs, often highly-rated and critically-acclaimed, were nonetheless sites of political
contestation from social conservatives and LGBT activists. Through the lenses of critical media
pedagogy, critical cultural studies, and critical media industries studies, this dissertation conducts
a critical cultural history of LGBT TV movies. This history includes critical case studies of
twenty seminal LGBT programs featuring original interviews with the producers, executives, and
writers responsible for their pedagogical design. The evidence reflects how these programs
helped frame these concerns, educate audiences, and advocate on behalf of the LGBT
community. This research further suggests how progressive pedagogues and media producers

might collaborate to help address other social issues through the use of critical entertainment.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In 1972, ABC aired That Certain Summer (1972), an original, made-for-television movie
that featured a gay man in a committed relationship who is rejected by his teenage son for being
gay. The program appeared less than three years after the Stonewall Riots, a landmark event in
LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender) movement in the U.S., and a year before the
American Psychological Association declassified homosexuality as a mental disorder. The
program also featured no affection between the same-sex characters, and the protagonist
struggled with being openly gay. The program was the target of a backlash from both religious
groups and gay activists, and a number of ABC affiliates refused to air the program.
Nonetheless, That Certain Summer was seen by more than a third of the television audience and
garnered numerous Emmy Awards.

Since That Certain Summer, dozens of LGBT-themed TV movies have featured
narratives that foregrounded critical concerns shared by the LGBT community, including
parental custody (Two Mothers for Zachary [1996]), LGBT youth (Consenting Adult [1985]),
AIDS (A4n Early Frost [1985]), gays in the military (Serving in Silence [1995]), transgenderism
(Normal [2003]), and marriage equality (Wedding Wars [2006]). A few programs were more
genre-driven fare and less issue-oriented but nonetheless featured affirmative LGBT narratives
and characters. Some programs were docudramas based on real-life events, whereas others were
adaptations of LGBT literature and theatre, including Gods and Monsters (1998), As Is (1985),

Tales of the City (1993), and Angels in America (2003).



LGBT TV movies have often garnered extraordinary ratings, critical acclaim, and
numerous awards. In 1985, An Early Frost attracted 34 million viewers, while also receiving 14
Emmy nominations. In 1995, Serving in Silence was seen by 20 million viewers and received
Emmy and Golden Globe awards. In 2003, HBO’s Angels in America was seen by eight million
viewers, which was “enough to fill every seat in the original Broadway theatre every night for
twenty-two years” (Edgerton, 2009, p. 144). The program was nominated for more Emmy
Awards than any other program in television history at the time.

In addition, LGBT TV movies have often been the site of political contestations across
the political and cultural spectrum. The New Right, comprised of a coalition of evangelicals,
Catholics, and conservatives, has often fought against any LGBT visibility. Evangelical
preachers, like Reverend Jerry Falwell and Reverend James Dobson, convinced their followers to
engage in a backlash against networks, including advertiser boycotts, to protest these programs.
These protests resulted in millions in lost revenue, the loss of subscribers, and, in the case of
PBS, the elimination of funding for American Playhouse (Lowry, 1997).

In addition the Right, LGBT scholars and activists targeted these programs for a variety
of reasons, including their normalizing influence, lack of diversity, and limited representation of
same-sex affection. This backlash reflects the complex and conflicted nature of the LGBT
community. Unlike other identity-based communities, the LGBT community comprises multiple
identities, including gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender, and represents tremendous diversity,
including all races, classes, ethnicities, and religious backgrounds.

The unique nature and diversity of the LGBT community informs the structures and

strategies engaged by the LGBT social movement to secure full citizenship for LGBT citizens.



While the movement predates the landmark Stonewall Riots, since the 1970s, two distinct
currents have emerged, the Gay Rights Movement and the Gay Liberation Movement. The
Rights-based Movement has proven more successful than the efforts at achieving gay liberation.
According to Seidman (2011),
Aside from brief periods of social upheaval between 1969 and 1973, and the early years
of the AIDS crisis, when ACT UP and Queer Nation seemed to promise a renewed politi-
cal militancy, a liberationist politic has been the exception in postwar American gay and
lesbian movements...And, from roughly the mid-1970s, when gay liberationism and
lesbian-feminism were consigned to the social margins, gay and lesbian politics have
been about identity normalization, rights, authenticity, and social integration. Today,
nearly every influential US national lesbian and gay organization — the Human Rights
Campaign, Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, and even the left-leaning
National Lesbian and Gay Task Force — has adopted the political vocabulary and agenda
of normalization. (p. 520)
Nonetheless, despite its diversity and internal division, since Stonewall, the LGBT community
has seen tremendous success, in spite of a potent backlash from social conservatives, including
the political and religious Right, and the debilitating impact of the AIDS crisis. This success has
taken the form of increased legal protections and rights, including the right to serve in the
military. Most notably, marriage equality has rapidly become more widely accepted and legally
approved. In addition to the federal government, seventeen states now recognize gay and lesbian
marriages. Along with these rights, LGBT citizens have experienced profound shifts in the
cultural acceptance and increased visibility of affirmative LGBT lives throughout media.
This dissertation considers where there is some correlation to be drawn between these
LGBT TV movies and the success of the LGBT social movement. In addition to the
proliferation of dozens of these programs on television over the past, by foregrounding the

concerns of the community or featuring progressive representations, did these programs advocate

on behalf of either the gay rights or gay liberation movements? In addition to other LGBT



political, cultural, and media efforts, can LGBT TV movies be credited with at least some of the
success of the LGBT social movement?

To address these questions starts with consideration of prior research into TV movies
and, more specifically, LGBT movies. Since the early 1970s, over 3500 TV movies have been
produced; however, Rapping’s Movies of the Week (1992) represents the only critical monograph
on the subject along with a few articles and essays that have been written about the format or
individual programs. What little scholarship exists reflects how these programs are “consistently
the most misunderstood and maligned genre of television” (Edgerton, 1991, p. 114). Todd Gitlin
(1982) claimed that, “these programs make less of an impression than series, for they don’t stay
long enough to inspire sustained identification” (p. 335). Gomery (1982) condemned broadcast
TV movies but commended cable TV movies for featuring social issues. Rapping has described
how some TV movies have operated progressively and critically in culture; nonetheless, she has
confused these programs with “movies of the week™ and disregarded cable TV movies since they
“lacked the centrality” of broadcast television movies (p. 147).

In light of this confusion, I propose the following operational definition of television
movies: self-contained narratives of varying lengths originally produced for television. As self-
contained narratives, television movies are critically distinguished from television series that
feature perpetual storylines; however, the movies may get sequels (e.g., Tales of the City, More
Tales of the City [1998], and Future Tales of the City [2003]). These programs may appear in
the course of a single night or multiple nights, which are referred to as “mini-series” or “limited
series.” In addition, these programs were originally designed and produced for television rather
than film, which is a vital distinction greatly affecting the content, development, production, and

marketing of these programs; however, some television movies have secured theatrical



distribution before their television premieres, including PBS’ Longtime Companion and
Showtime’s Gods and Monsters. Furthermore, the title “Movie of the Week,” or MOW,
represented a broadcast television programming strategy that included both original, made-for-
television movies as well as syndicated feature films.

In addition to the misunderstanding surrounding television movies, LGBT scholars,
historians, and activists have typically considered LGBT TV movies in limited, conflicted ways
that often failed to account for their ability to educate and entertain. A number of LGBT media
scholars have conflated LGBT movies and LGBT-themed movies. The former primarily feature
LGBT protagonists and were designed for gay audiences, whereas the latter may or may not
feature LGBT protagonists but nonetheless feature LGBT subject matter and are typically
designed for mass audiences that might also include LGBT viewers. As a result, LGBT scholars
and activists have often criticized LGBT-themed programs for using gay subject matter to
entertain straight audiences and for not featuring enough same-sex intimacy, affection, or sexual
conduct. These critiques have been limited to only a few programs and rarely accounting for
their production or popular or LGBT reception. While these programs may have been too gay
for the New Right, for these gay scholars and activists, these programs were often deemed not
gay or queer enough.

In contrast, LGBT media historians considered the production, text, and reception of a
few of these programs. Although primarily focused on feature films, Vito Russo’s The Celluloid
Closet (1985) included a few TV movies in his remarkable history of gays in Hollywood. LGBT
TV historians Stephen Tropiano (2001) and Stephen Capsuto (2000) looked more broadly at

LGBT television but included a number of LGBT TV movies, as well. In particular, Capsuto



conducted exhaustive archival research about these programs that revealed how these programs
were often sites of contestation during production.

Existing scholarship has failed to account fully for the diverse history of LGBT TV
movies. Nor has this scholarship considered how these programs may have operated as moral
and political pedagogy education, whether for mainstream or LGBT audiences. Nor has this
scholarship considered how these programs have helped advocate, reflect, or frame the concerns
of the LGBT social movement.

To frame these concerns, the conceptual basis for this dissertation considers multi-
disciplinary theories, starting with theories of critical media pedagogy. Critical pedagogy is a
movement that combines education praxis and critical theory to engage issues involving power,
hegemony, and representation (Giroux [1999], Kellner [1995], Sholle [1994]). While the field of
cultural studies represents multiple traditions, a more critical cultural studies is inherently
political and investigates how media and culture represent forms of domination and resistance.
Consequently, critical media pedagogy considers how media educates audiences around
concerns about ideology and identity.

In addition to critical media pedagogy, other complimentary theories are included that
further explain how these programs may have operated as education and engaged in advocacy in
support of the movement. Theories of new social movements based on identity have described
the practice of framing to promote the movements’ concerns for mainstream audiences. In
addition, communication and education scholars Walter Fisher (1985), Jerome Bruner (1986),
and Martha Nussbaum (1997) have theorized how narratives are vital to human communication,
help us construct our reality, and are capable of transforming attitudes about lives lived at the

margins.



Collectively, these theories suggest how these programs may have helped frame, educate,
and /or advocate on behalf of the concerns of the LGBT social movement, whether gay rights or
gay liberation. However, while these theories may speak to pedagogy and advocacy, these
theories would not account for how this pedagogy was possible, especially in the television
industry, which is beholden to conservative corporate and commercial interests. Nor would
these theories identify who was most responsible for their pedagogical content as well as their
production, promotion, and exhibition.

To address these concerns, this research engages with multiple methodological and
perspectival approaches, including more rigorous critical cultural and production studies research
strategies. As recommended by Kellner (2003), a more holistic and diagnostic critical cultural
studies practice should include consideration of production, text, and reception. Production
includes a political-economic analysis of the various networks, including their material interests
and structures, as well as the financing and ownership of these programs. Production also
investigates the conventions and formulas of these programs, which would include a mix of
docudramas and literary adaptations as well as comedies and melodramas. Textual analysis
includes deep readings of the narratives, ideologies, representations, and performances in these
programs. Finally, reception includes their audience and industrial reception, namely ratings and
awards, popular reception from mainstream and LGBT critics, and critical reception from critical
or LGBT scholars and historians.

Still missing from this Kellnerian approach to critical cultural studies is critical
consideration of the role, agency, and strategies conducted by media creators operating within

media industries. In Critical Media Industries Studies (2009), authors Havens, Lotz, and Tinic



set forth a research agenda that compliments a Kellnerian critical cultural studies approach. In
addition to original interviews and production ethnography, these research strategies include:
[g]rounded institutional case studies that examine the relationships between strategies
(here read as the larger economic goals and logics of large-scale cultural industries) and
tactics (the ways in which cultural workers seek to negotiate, and at times perhaps
subvert, the constraints imposed by institutional interests to their own purposes). (p. 247)
These complimentary practices would account for the critical struggles by cultural workers over
ideology, narrative, and representation at the level of everyday media production. These
research strategies can help account for how media professionals inform the critical value of
these programs throughout the entire cycle of producing, including development and promotion.
In light of these theories and methodologies, this dissertation conducts a critical cultural
history of LGBT TV movies since the 1970s. This history considers how these programs
reflected and framed the concerns and strategies of the LGBT social movement. In addition, this
history includes a critical comparative analysis of these programs to other forms of LGBT media,
namely feature films and television series. Also included are critical case studies that analyze the
political economy, production, texts, and commercial, critical, and cultural reception of twenty
seminal LGBT programs that appeared throughout this history. In addition to documentation,
these case studies feature original interviews with twenty-six producers, programming
executives, and screenwriters who contributed to the critical success of these programs. For
some programs, multiple interviews were conducted to triangulate interviewees’ accounts.
This research is informed by my life and career as a gay man, LGBT TV movie producer
and executive, and LGBT media activist over the past four decades. LGBT TV movies have
proven seminal to my development as an openly gay man. As a producer, | have insider

knowledge about the critical media production of TV movies. In addition, through my network

of professional relationships, I was afforded access to these respondents and able to secure



privileged information. However, my identity, career, experiences, and background also risk
potential bias. In light of my heightened subjectivities, I have included exhaustive data to
support my claims and conducted this expansive historical account and featured multiple case
studies. The appendix features my autoethnography, which provides further details regarding my
identity as a gay man as well as my professional experience as a TV movie producer, LGBT
media activist, and clinical communications professor.

This dissertation includes five chapters plus a list of programs and references. Chapter
Two begins with a literature review, including a survey of critical TV movie scholarship before
looking more specifically at LGBT TV movie scholarship. After the literature review, the
chapter describes the multidisciplinary theories that help frame this research, including critical
media pedagogy, new social movements, framing practices, and multiple theories of narrative.
These multiple theories, in turn, suggest a multiple methodological and multi-perspectival
design. This design includes critical cultural analysis of the history of LGBT TV movies to
account for their political, social, and cultural realities.

In addition, Chapter Two includes critical case studies of a twenty seminal LGBT TV
movies, including: Consenting Adult, An Early Frost, As Is, Longtime Companion, And the Band
Played On (1993), Tales of the City, Serving in Silence, Any Mother’s Son, Two Mothers for
Zachary, Anatomy of a Hate Crime (2001), Wedding Wars and Angels in America. These case
studies analyze, with some variance in depth and scope, the production, content, and reception of
these programs. This analysis features historical documentation and original interviews
conducted with twenty-six producers, programming executives, and screenwriters who were

critically involved in the production of these programs.



Chapter Three surveys the critical cultural history of LGBT TV movies, which has been
divided into five eras: Liberation, Backlash, Counter-Backlash, Culture Wars, and Post Wars.
These eras reflect significant turns in LGBT history in the wake of larger political currents in the
culture, the AIDS crisis, and the emergence of new media technologies including cable
television. Within each period, the concerns and strategies of the LGBT social movement are
described along with a brief survey of other LGBT media from that era, primarily feature films
and television series, followed by a survey of the LGBT TV movies in that period, including
critical case studies.

Chapter Four includes a summary and discussion of the political economy, production,
programming, production, producers, texts, and reception of LGBT TV movies. This discussion
includes their complicated financing and ownership of TV movies and the diverse commercial
logics of commercial, public television, broadcast, basic cable, and premium cable television that
have distributed these programs. In turn, these material conditions informed the rhizomatic
structures and management practices of networks and their commercial and critical programming
strategies. The term “rhizomatic” refers to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980) conception of those
cultural processes that feature non-linear and multiple points of entry, complicated networks of
relationships, and complex, hierarchical structures. Caldwell (2013) borrows this term to
describe the industry as “a series of dense rhizomatic networks of sub-companies held at a safe
distance, loosely structured to flexibly adapt to new labor markets, new digital technologies, and
consumer unruliness” (p. 161).

In addition, this chapter includes discussion of the critical alliance forged between the
multiple types of producers and programming executives, amongst others, who operated with

varying degrees of critical agency and who contributed to the critical success of these programs.
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Finally, this chapter concludes with discussion of the expansive and rhizomatic nature of TV
movie production, which includes the phases of development, production, and promotion.

Within each phase, there are multiple creative practices that allow for these alliances to engage in
commercial strategies and critical tactics, which may not always be mutually exclusive.

Chapter Five concludes the dissertation by providing an overview of the entire study, a
summary of the results, and a discussion of how these addressed the research questions. Also
included are the limitations of this research and recommendations for further research. Finally,
this chapter concludes with discussion of the larger implications of this research for the theories
and practices of social movements, critical cultural and media production studies, as well as

critical media pedagogy.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review, Theories, and Methods

Introduction

This chapter combines a literature review with a discussion of the theories, methods, and
procedures used to address the following research questions: Did LGBT TV movies educate
and/or advocate on behalf of the LGBT social movement? If so, how was this possible, and who
was most responsible? The literature review surveys the critical scholarship about TV movies in
general and LGBT TV movies in particular. The theory section explains my multi-disciplinary
approach, which considers the theories of new social movements, framing, narratives, and
critical media pedagogy that inform my research. These theories also inform the multiple
methodologies, research strategies, and perspectives | engaged. These methodologies include a
critical cultural analysis of the history of LGBT TV movies along with critical case studies of the
production, content, and reception of twenty seminal programs. The methods described include
historical research, critical content analysis, and original interviews with twenty-six of the
producers, executives, and screenwriters who were most responsible for the critical value of
these programs.
TV Movies

As neither feature film nor television series, made-for-television movies are critically, if
not also ontologically, challenged. Film critics and scholars have often ignored these texts or
treated them as failed films that were originally financed, designed, and produced as features but
then premiered on television. When these programs are recognized, scholars have a tendency to
“frame the made-for-TV movie within an agenda set by the movie business” and as “byproducts
of the motion picture industry” (Edgerton, date, p. 124). Conversely, television scholars have

traditionally privileged the series format from television, which represents the medium’s most
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unique properties and most popular format. As a result, TV movies are often overlooked or
treated as an after-thought in critical and media history scholarship. These problems are further
exacerbated by the complex, rhizomatic, and little-studied material conditions, structures, and
logics of television movie production, which will be considered in this study.

In light of these concerns, television movies are, according to media scholar Gary
Edgerton (1991), “consistently the most misunderstood and maligned genre of television™ (p.
114). Despite the 3500 original, made-for-television movies and mini-series that have aired since
the early 1970s, scholar Elayne Rapping (1991) has produced the only single critical monograph
about these programs. Otherwise, what little scholarship exists surrounding TV movies has often
been limited to a small number of programs. These programs have often been misunderstood
due to their unique combination of form, content, and medium, resulting in a conflation of these
programs with docudramas and confusion of these with the network programming strategies
known as “movies-of-the-week.” Furthermore, what these critiques typically lack is a more
diagnostic, multi-perspectival approach, as advocated by Kellner (1995, 2001).

In Inside Prime Time (1983), media scholar Todd Gitlin conducts one of the most critical,
if contradictory, assessments of television movies. In reference to the content and narratives of
TV movies, Gitlin lauds these programs for taking chances with topics typically foreclosed to
series. He further describes how these programs most often include docudramas, which he
describes as “motion pictures based on fact” that often include social issues, e.g., race and
environmentalism. Among the “rare historical docudramas,” Gitlin includes numerous highly-
rated and critically-acclaimed programs, including Roots (1977), Holocaust (1978), and The
Missiles of October (1974). Gitlin even commends the execution of Bitter Harvest, which was

based on the true story of a farmer who discovers his cattle are being poisoned, as a successful
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social issue film that “was moving, understated, sharply directed, and well photographed — in
short, one of the best of the breed” (p. 354).

Nonetheless, Gitlin still considers these programs with disdain, critiquing their style and
making unproven claims regarding their function and reception. In terms of aesthetics, Gitlin
suggests that, “what stands out about most docudrama is how unexceptional they really are” and
how they are “special events made routine.” Gitlin professes deeper artistic appreciation for, by
contrast, television procedural cop and legal dramas, e.g., Hill Street Blues. Gitlin suggests that,
for networks, these programs operate as “just another set of predictable interruptions in the series
stream” that provide these networks with “relief from the steady stream of series” (pp. 335-336).
Without any evidence, Gitlin claims that, “these pictures no doubt make less of an impression on
society than series, for they don’t stay long enough to inspire sustained identification” (p. 335).

As one of the few production ethnographies of its kind, Gitlin offers a rare insight into
the role of programmers; however, he holds these executives in as much contempt as their
programs. Gitlin describes how TV movies include “prestigious exceptions” that have been
championed by executives, which would suggest the critical agency of programming executives.
Yet, in the same essay, Gitlin dismisses these same executives: “When less-passionate executives
like Wilson [the programming executive on Bitter Harvest] feel twinges of social conscience,
they can buy indulgences with heartwarming stories of non-Hispanic people struggling to
overcome handicaps” (Gitlin, 1983, p. 159).

In her review of Inside Prime Time, Rapping (1985) charges Gitlin with elitism and
failing to consider the value and function of the industry from multiple perspectives, including
production, programming, content, and reception. Rapping notes that Gitlin “presents his entire

study, not from the point of view of audience responses or network executives' political values,
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but instead from the point of view of the writers and producers who create the stuff” (p. 17).
These perspectives, according to Rapping, afford Gitlin only a limited understanding of how
these programs and this industry operate within broader culture. As Rapping claims, “If you
want to know how TV gets to be TV, you couldn't do better than Gitlin. But if you want to know
what it really means socially and politically, you almost couldn't do worse” (p. 18).

More notably, Rapping accuses Gitlin of dismissing the complex and contradictory
ideological content of television’s fictional entertainment -- in this instance, both series and TV
movies. Rapping finds this all the more curious since Gitlin had previously identified the
ideological framing conducted by television news. Rapping cites TV movies as an example,
claiming that these are the most progressive formats on television, noting that “[t]hese movies
may lack the stylistic innovation Gitlin so admires, but they do occasionally present images of
oppressed people engaging in collective, successful struggles against corporate and state
institutions” (p. 18). Rapping’s criticism of Gitlin reflects the backlash against cultural and
media scholarship engaged in by numerous feminist and queer scholars since the 1970s.

Newcomb and Alley (1983) identify television as a producer’s medium and conduct an
interview with multiple producers, including the producing team of Richard Levinson and
William Link, who also wrote most of their projects. This team has been responsible for “highly
acclaimed movie-length television dramas dealing with complex and often controversial social
issues” (p. 129), including the gay-themed That Certain Summer. Levinson and Link refer to
themselves as “self-conscious producers,” which suggests that these writer-producers may see
their work through a more critical lens (p. 134). Nonetheless, despite producing a number of

“serious telefilms,” like Gitlin, these producers “express personal doubts that single programs . . .
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can change social attitudes” (p. 136). Unlike Gitlin, they qualify their opinion as “personal
doubts.”

Film historian Douglas Gomery shares similar concerns with Gitlin regarding TV movies.
In his essay about Brian’s Song, Gomery lamented that the film “boils down the complex issue
of race relations to a competition between two individuals” (p. 91). He criticizes the film for
reducing the female characters to non-liberated, “perky” housewives, even though they are
relatively minor characters in the story. In addition, he objects to the way the NFL franchise is
presented as a small group of humane owners and managers, rather than using this opportunity to
conduct a larger, cultural critique of the corporate ownership of sports franchises. Gomery’s
exhaustive critique of the programs’ critical failings, while limited to his own subjective textual
analysis, fails to account for not only the program’s mass appeal but also its industrial acclaim,
including a Peabody Award, eleven Emmy nominations, and four Emmy Awards.

Furthermore, Gomery uses this program to critique the entire format of TV movies.
Gomery suggests that Brian’s Song “pioneered the ‘disease-of-the-week’ subgenre of the
docudrama form; now regularly we expect disturbing stories of rape, stalking, kidnapping and
drug addiction as routine narrative cores, providing ammunition for those who loathe TV to
further denounce the medium.” While deriding these broadcast programs as purely for-profit,
inexplicably, Gomery commends cable television movies for taking on more ““serious social
commentary” (p. 96).

As Edgerton (1991) suggests, it is fundamental to understand that these programs are
“products of TV,” which would account for the economic and industrial conditions in which
these programs are produced. Furthermore, in contrast to Gomery’s contempt for the medium

and format, Edgerton claims that, “The best made-for-TV movies of any year . . . are as
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meaningful to their viewers within the dictates of television as any theatrical motion picture is to
its audience within the separate context of cinema” (p. 125). Similarly, former CBS and HBO
programming executive John Matoian claimed that television movies function for people
“looking for windows into behavior (Silverman, date, p. 169).” These comments suggest that
television movies may operate more meaningfully in culture than either Gomery or Gitlin claim.

Other scholars have examined similar television movies with more consideration of how
these may have operated pedagogically. In her essay on the mini-series Roots, Fishbein (1991)
claims, “Roots seemed to have had a genuinely humanitarian influence on its audience” (p. 272).
She refers to media effects research that showed how the program “either reinforced audience
preconceptions or performed a pro-social, humanistic and informational role for viewers” (p.
274). As with Edgerton and Matoian, Fishbein further alludes to how audiences make meaning
from these texts, claiming, “Haley and the makers of the miniseries use Roots to conjure with, to
provide a viable mythology to enable a modern audience to find rootedness in a troubled world”
(Fishbein, date, p. 282).

As previously mentioned, Rapping’s The Movie of the Week: Private Stories, Public
Events (1991) is the only monograph to focus exclusively on television movies. Rapping
considers the critical production, content, and reception of these entertainment texts, and
concludes that these programs operate more critically and powerfully than suggested by these
other critics. As Rapping notes, television movies

[o]perate in a unique way as discursive sites upon which representations and ideologies

of “the family” are struggled over first in the text itself and then in the larger public

sphere of social and political relations, by virtue of the form’s special position among

popular narrative texts and its intertextual relations to other discursive structures — news

broadcasts, media critique, formal and informal gatherings in which the movies and their
topics are discuss. (p. xvii)
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Like Gitlin and Newcomb, Rapping recognizes the critical agency of producers, programmers,
writers, and other culture workers. She writes, “There are in fact, writers, producers, directors
and performers who have their own agendas and varying levels of power to enforce them.” Like
Newcomb and in contrast to Gitlin, she recognizes how the “left-liberal slant of creative people
in television” has informed the more progressive, ideological content contained in television
movies (p. 149).

Rapping’s analysis suggests that these programs also operate as critical pedagogy.
According to Rapping, “It speaks to the power of this genre, to educate and to move viewers
against the grain of what seems to be the dominant value system even in these most reactionary
of times” (date, p. 44). Furthermore, Rapping reflects on how TV movies operate as discursive
sites of political and cultural contestation. Rapping notes, “TV movies remain an intriguing
communicative arena within which meanings and values that affect us as a nation are struggled
over and defined” (p. 150). More broadly, she recognizes that entertainment can operate as both
an escape “and as a form of understanding and coming to terms with harsh social reality” (p. 7).

Rapping’s contribution to this dissertation cannot be overstated. While Rapping focuses
more on women’s and family movies, she does mention a few LGBT TV movies, including 4n
Early Frost. Rapping further suggests that “it is possible to intervene in positive ways in the
development of national consciousness while working in a commercially, politically
conservative industry and using the dramatic techniques of Hollywood narrative” (p. 119). In
consideration of how these programs operate critically and pedagogically in the culture, Rapping
also considers these programs through multiple perspectives, including production, content, and

reception.
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Leading educational scholars Garcia and Yosso (2008) may be the only education
scholars to have contrasted feature films with an original TV movie. The authors considered
how two inner-city school dramas, Half Nelson (2006) and Freedom Writers (2007), portrayed
minorities as poor, violent gang members. According to the authors, these films continued a
long Hollywood tradition that had white teachers helping to lift inner-city, minority students out
of poverty. In contrast, HBO’s original movie Walkout (2006) featured a tale of self-
determination by the Latino/a community and more realistic portrayals of minorities. The
protagonist, student activist Paula Cristosomo, led the East L.A. High walkouts by thousands of
Mexican-Americans in 1968 to protest educational conditions. According to Yosso and Garcia,
“Walkout demonstrated how teaching history in all its complexities lead to empowerment” (p.
181). The movie’s Executive Producer, Moctesuma Esparza, based the film on his own
experiences as a student who participated in these protests. Along with his partner, Katz,
Esparza has produced numerous TV movies featuring Latino/a and minority topics. Their work
reflects a larger tradition of television movies that have included numerous critical and counter-
narratives (Craig, 2014).

In the past decade, television movies have waned in popularity and cultural value.
Within the turn towards media industries studies, contemporary scholars (Perren [2009], Smith
[2009]) have focused on the industrial structures and commercial logics rather than content,
reception, and effects. Nonetheless, Smith (2009) confirms that television movies help to
produce large audiences and Emmy recognition that both raise awareness of the network and
brands it for television viewers. From this observation, we understand that the commercial
logics of these programs are not limited to their advertiser appeal but also popular and critical

value.
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Media scholarship about LGBT TV movies has also offered conflicted and contradictory
consideration of LGBT TV movies, especially of their critical value. Vito Russo’s The Celluloid
Closet (1985) represents a seminal history of gays in Hollywood, especially in feature films,
although Russo includes a few television movies. Unfortunately, Russo’s book only extends to
1985, just before he died of AIDS, which limited the scope of his project. Nonetheless, Russo’s
description of That Certain Summer includes a brief description of the content, the backlash from
gay activists, and a few details about the critical production. The latter discussion of production
was based on interviews from the screenwriters discussing their battles with the network over
dialogue; however, no account was given from the network executives’ perspective.

Based on the few TV movies featured in his account, Russo concludes that LGBT TV
movies operate as problem films about gay people for straight audiences; this opinion is shared
by other critical scholars, including Gross (2001) and Walters (2001). In his description of the
feature film Making Love, Russo claimed that the film “focused on coming out as a family
program, an approach it shares with made-for television movies . . . television films like
Consenting Adult and An Early Frost subtly say that there are no homosexuals, only a
homosexual problem” (pp. 276-277). Russo further concludes that, “most television movies are
made by liberal heterosexuals who mean well but are limited in their efforts by the demands of
the medium” (p. 277). As Edgerton confirms, Russo considers these programs through the
structures and forms of feature films rather than taking into account their unique production and
reception within the medium of television.

LGBT media historians Stephen Capsuto (2000) and Stephen Tropiano (2002) continued
Russo’s work but focused on television with an emphasis on television series. Their analyses

sometimes include considerations of production and occasionally feature interviews with the
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producers or screenwriters. Furthermore, while operating from a less critical, queer, and rigidly
ideological lens, these scholars still consider describe how these programs have operated to raise
visibility and inform audiences about the lives of LGBT people.

Both scholars include TV movies in their analysis, although not exclusively and with
varying levels of inquiry. Their critical considerations of these texts are far more detailed and
empirically-based than other critical scholars. Most notably, Capsuto’s scholarship includes
exhaustive archival research, including internal network notes and memos, about the production
of a number of these programs. Capsuto features some of the only accounts of the critical
production of these programs from the view of producers and network executives. Like
Rapping, Capsuto’s scholarship has proven invaluable to this dissertation.

In Up from Invisibility (2001), communications scholar Larry Gross provides an
expansive understanding of how media has increased LGBT recognition in culture throughout
the twentieth century. However, Gross considers most forms of LGBT representation to be
limited, engaging in a form of “mainstreaming” that ignores difference to support the dominant
ideological and stable positions of heterosexual society. Gross also advocates for more
oppositional forms of representation, especially those counter-narratives produced by the LGBT
community. According to Gross, “the most effective form of resistance to the hegemony of the
mainstream is to speak for oneself, to create narratives and images that counter the accepted,
oppressive, or inaccurate ones” (p. 19).

While Gross acknowledges that gays have been members of the Hollywood production
community, Gross considers television to be “the most insular and undemocratic of the media,
largely unavailable to most minority groups” (p. 20). He further claims that “television

producers are not looking to please gay and lesbian people; they are merely trying to avoid
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arguing with them afterwards” (p. 51). Unfortunately, Gross does not conduct any empirical
research to support these claims, speaking neither to the openness and agency of LGBT
television workers nor those who support the concerns of the LGBT community.

Gross views LGBT media through a more critical and queer lens. Operating from
multiple fields, critical and queer scholars often privilege a more subversive and liberationist
approach to sexuality and sexual identity. In contrast to most LGBT media historians, who
engage with more empirical evidence, including archival research, to support their claims,
critical and queer scholars engage in critiques of popular cultural through a more ideological
lens, often informed by Marxist literary criticism as well as feminist and gender studies. As
Green (2002) points out, “while not all scholars of sexuality identify themselves as ‘queer
theorists,” queer theory exerts a formidable influence in the study of sexuality nonetheless
powerfully reshaping the language, concepts and theoretical concerns of contemporary academic
production” (p. 521).

In his estimation of gay representation on television, Gross states, “[ A]lthough the right
wing has attacked the networks for what it considers overly favorable attention to gay people, in
fact, gay people are mostly portrayed and used in news and dramatic media in ways that
reinforced rather than challenged the prevailing images” (p. 82). While Gross acknowledges that
the Right would prefer less (and less favorable) LGBT visibility, Gross’ criticism suggests that
these representations are simply not gay, or rather, queer enough.

Gross does mention a number of television movies, sometimes positively. For example,
Gross acknowledges That Certain Summer as a “breakthrough,” one of the first LGBT television
movies to feature a gay-affirmative coming out story (p. 81). However, like Russo, Gross claims

that LGBT TV movies represent problem films about gay people for straight audiences. Gross

22



cites another critic, William Henry, who argues that in most television, “homosexuality thus
becomes not a fact of life but a moral issue . . . defined almost entirely by their ‘problem’”
(1987). Like Gomery, Gross claims that these programs belong to what Gross pejoratively refers
to as the “problem-of-the-week™ genre of TV movies (p. 83).

Similarly, with respect to HIV and AIDS, Gross claims that most gay characters are often
reduced to victims, “objects of pity” in TV (p. 143). These programs feature almost exclusively
on the individuals, rarely having the support of a larger community, “alone and abandoned,
unless and until they are taken back into the bosom of their family” (p. 146). Gross concedes
that these TV movies are preferable to the same depictions of those with AIDS in TV series
where they were often portrayed as “villains — real or imagined,” including “those who
carelessly, or worse, deliberately place others at risk by continuing to practice unsafe sex, or
health professionals who, through negligence or malevolence, infect their patients” (2001, p.
141). With this comment, Gross suggests that TV movies about AIDS may feature at least more
positive, if pitiable, gay characters.

In addition, Gross objects to the failure of the television movies to depict same-sex
affection. In his critique of Serving in Silence, his one observation was that the program featured
only a tepid kiss. Gross does not describe the program’s narrative about a highly-decorated
officer who sues the Navy to keep from being discharged for being a lesbian. Nor does Gross
account for the fact that the program aired shortly after the political debacle that led to the
regressive “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” military policy denying LGBT soldiers the right to serve
openly in the military.

Like Gross, Walters (2001) considers the rise in LGBT visibility, including media,

although her focus is limited to what some scholars have coined The Gay 90s. Walters also
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expresses concern that, even with greater visibility, these representations are limited by their
homo-normativity and a kind of “thoughtless assimilationism” (p. 17). However, Walters does
concede a point made by LGBT historian John D’Emilio -- namely, that any visibility of LGBT
characters is valuable because it disrupts the usual pattern of heterosexuality on television. She
further admits that a more queer or sexualized representation risks reducing “difference to
another sexy commodity” (p. 18). As for television, Walters acknowledges that “there is no
avoiding the reality that this contemporary story of gay visibility has been told more consistently
on television than in popular film” (p. 27). Walters concedes that, in contrast to film, television’s
ability to be seen in the privacy and convenience of the home can unintentionally and more likely
result in straight people encountering LGBT representations.

Like Walters, Becker (2006) also considers the rise in LGBT visibility in the 1990s, more
narrowly focusing on television series. Becker claims that “throughout its first four decades,
television virtually denied the existence of homosexuality” (p. 3). In contrast, much like the
myth that the LGBT social movement began with Stonewall, “relegating earlier periods to
darkness and invisibility.” Walters at least concedes that important LGBT cultural work has
occurred prior to this period in time (p. 23).

Walters does include a number of LGBT TV movies. Like Gross, she critiques the
majority of these programs for failing to capture the LGBT community and for a lack of same-
sex affection. Walters conducts a comparative analysis of two television movies that featured
lesbian families engaged in and losing custody battles. In the case of Two Mothers for Zachary
(1999) and What Makes a Family (2001), Walters critiques these programs for their depiction of
a more fluid sexual orientation, where the protagonist’s lesbian identity is “an unfortunate

occurrence resulting from the chance encounter with romance in the feminine form” (p. 222).
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Nonetheless, she commends What Makes a Family for at least depicting a supportive gay
community.

Like Gross, Walters’ position towards LGBT media, including TV movies, reflects a
more critical, queer, ideological, anti-assimilationist position; however, by the end, Walters
claims her position has shifted. More specifically, she acknowledges that, while the LGBT
representations on TV may have rendered “harmless, and innocuous, similar to straights and
denuded of politics, sexuality, difference, something else often slips through or past the
homogenizing gates of the culture factory” (p. 296). She concedes that greater visibility may
translate into tolerance and then acceptance. She references another LGBT scholar, Bronski
(1998), who makes the distinction between making LGBT lives visible versus making our lives
public, “which entitles the individual to the rights and responsibilities of citizenship” (p. 299).

While Walters is concerned with the depictions of lesbianism in TV movies as perhaps
too casual and fluid, LGBT scholar Christopher Pullen would arguably herald this development.
In Gay Identity, New Storytelling and the Media (2011), Pullen considers how recent television
and new media feature new storytelling with “narrative progression where gay men and lesbians
reject imposed mythic identities of the past and create, new optimistic, and self-focused
constructions” (p. 13). This includes more iterative constructions of sexual orientation and
identity that are not limited to their dyadic formations as gay-straight. According to Pullen, this
“opposition per se is problematic, as it reinforces power relationship, and queer identity remains
peripheral” (p. 7).

Along with other forms of media, Pullen cites a number of television movies that have
contributed to this new storytelling, including Tales of the City and Angels in America. Both

programs featured more diverse and fluid representations of sexual orientation that include the
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possibility of further transformation and mobility. In addition, Pullen considers the cultures of
production and progressive agency of those who helped craft these new narratives. Although his
research is limited given its focus on screenwriters, Pullen alludes to the collaborative nature of
media as well as the “veiled support of homosexuals” from within media institutions like the
BBC (p. 25).

For storytellers and media producers, these conflicting critiques can become untenable
with regard to the creation and production of LGBT narratives. For example, LGBT critics and
activists often complain that these programs feature LGBT characters as victims or villains. At
the same time, the same critics, along with other activists, have complained that these programs
featured hagiographic depictions of the perfect gay or lesbian. In addition to these
contradictions, these critiques privilege the text of production, which limits our understanding of
how these programs operated in culture. For example, as argued here, a number of these
programs contain narratives deliberately designed and produced as gay problems for straight
audiences, with both commercial and critical motives.

LGBT TV movie scholarship has been sparse and contradictory, featuring conflicting
accounts of the critical value of these programs. In contrast to critical scholars, LGBT media
historians have more frequently accounted for the full circuit of production of these programs,
including production, content, and reception. Similarly, LGBT TV historians have also
accounted for how TV operates differently from other media. Although these historians have
often considered the critical cultural value of these programs, they have also operated from a

more equivocal, less ideologically-rigid position than the critical and queer scholars cited here.
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Theory

As demonstrated in this literature review, there is no historical account of LGBT TV
movies that analyzes their multiple and diverse topics or how these operated in culture, whether
as education, entertainment, or advocacy. To address these questions requires a multi-
disciplinary approach that considers LGBT TV movies through the lens of s