August 17, 1976

Gay People on Television

Newton Deiter

This is the text of the statement made ata public hearing on sex and vi-
olence on television held in Los Angeles by the Subcommittee on
Communication of the House Committee on Interstate and Foreign
Commerce, and entered in the commitiee print of said hearing (Y4.In4,
94-140). Dr. Deiter was at this time a member of the Gay Media Task
Force, formed in the early 1970s by members of the National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force.

M. Chairman and members of the commitice, my namc is Newton Dei-
ter, and I am here to make a statement on behalf of the Gay Media Task
Force, an organization which was established to work on behalf of fair, im-
partial, and balanced treatment of the lifestyles of gay men and lesbians pre-
sented on television.

We, on the Gay Media Task Force, recognized that the approximatcly
20 million gay women and men in the United States, because they represcnt
a cross section of Americans, arc as concerned with presentation of sex and
violence on iclevision as arc other Americans. We are, at the same time,
concerned about first amendment rights guaraniced lo all people, including,
but not limited to, the writers, producers, directors and creators of television
programming.

Some years ago, the Honorable Newton 1. Minnow, former Chairman of
the Federal Communications Commission, referred to tclevision as a vast
wasteland. Since that time, we have obscrved that television has ceased, in
large part, lo serve the American public a dict of sugar-coated pap. 1t has
shown a willingness to deal with pressing social issucs, and to provide the
American public with a more realistic picture of the socicty in which they
live and the problems which plague that society.

Al first, this willingness manifested itsell in documentaries, primarily
limited to the Sunday “Ghetto Hour™ programming. Programs of this naturc
were later moved into television prime time. More and more, the creators of
tclevision drama and comedy have dealt with issucs of social relevancy in
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their material, and have, in our view, cnormously increased the three-dimen-
sional view of American life thus presented. It is our view that this sort of
presentation should and must continue,

We base this statement on our beliefl that tclevision has the potential for
being the most important educational medium the world has ever known. It
has the capacity to bring into the home a host of ideas, a view of the world
which may lie outside the personal experience of its viewers. In doing so, it
can providc its viewers with views of their fellow Americans as human be-
ings, which they may not otherwise be able to obtain.

A larmer in Maine, for cxample, may better understand the problems of a
ghetto dweller in the city, the problems faced by people who live in a world
he has never seen, and will, in all likelihood, never have the chance to see;
all through the common humanity which binds them both. In a simple, sub-
liminal fashion, ideas of peace, friendship and acceplances of differences in
people have been, and can continue to be, propagated by television creators.

There are those, today, who [eel that the pendulum has swung too far, and
that television has become far too graphic in its presentation of social issues
which it brings into American homes. In certain regrettable instances, this
may be so. We hold, however, that these occasional lapses of good taste and
judgment should not be permitied to cause blanket condemnation of so-
cially relevant programming and its creators.

There are those who feel that divoree, childhood pregnancy, prostitution,
the hell that is our penal system, denial of educational opportunity, racial
and religious prejudice, the moral question of abortion, the rights of women
to determine their own destiny, and the rights of gay men and women to lead
happy and productive lives, are not fit subjects to be brought into the Ameri-
can home. We do not agree with this contention.

We belicve that social evils are born of ignorance of conditions; that
many of these problems and situations do, in fact, exist in American homes,
and that the American public has the right to receive a fair and honest pre-
sentation of the socicty around them. We believe that those, who would ter-
minate social relevancy in television programming, are engaging in the
same sort of specious rcasoning which once banned sex education from
schools and the books of Hemingway and Salinger from library shelves to
protect American children from the vivid realities of the life for which they
werc being prepared.

Itis our belicl that television has the obligation to inform and 1o educate,
and that those who have been granted a licensc in the public interest have, in
fact, an obligation to present sensitive and emotionally charged material on
that medium,
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We believe that, up until a year ago, the television industry, on a national,
regional and local level, was making dramatic clforts to live up to the re-
sponsibilities the Communications Act requires ol them.

A little more than a year ago, the creators of television programming dis-
covered that an evening time linc has been drawn. Earlicr hours were re-
served for family viewing, a period of time, during which certain kinds ol is-
sues were banned from the airwaves. Prior 1o the time line, and afterward,
the rules remained unchanged, and sensitive or controversial subjects could
still be cxplored. All this despite the fact that children come home between
the hours of 3 and 4 in the afternoon and are free to watch the cvening news
shows, which frequently carry subliminal messages about excesses of hu-
man behavior which social psychologists have discovered, frequently, have
more negative cffects on children than dramatic prescntations.

Children, these professionals have found, draw a distinction between the
real as represented by news programs and make-belicve as represenied by
written dramas and comedies, and the effects of news accounts of murders,
such as the Manson slayings, of riots, of political corruption, coverups, and
sex scandals, and of the grim effccts of war, because they are real events,
have more capacity lo engender violence in children than do programs
which they recognize as mere representations of life.

The institution of family hour viewing created a problem for networks
and suppliers of products as well. The networks recognized that the Federal
Communications Commission could excrcise a large degree of moral per-
suasion by their granting or withholding licenses to network-owned and op-
crated stations, and was able to persuade the networks to self-censor the
products they atllowed on their airwaves.

Insofar as the sellers of program material—studios, production compa-
nies, and individual products—were concerned, they felt that they would
now have Lo sicer a safe course. They had to assure themselves that the prod-
uct which was being sold for viewing before 9 PM. would be safe and ac-
ceptable, instead of deciding whether a project had merit and was worth de-
veloping. Their thought processes had to change from, “Does the project
have merit?” to “Does this project have merit before 9 PM. or after 9 PM.7"

Obviously, if they developed a product that was adult in its approach,
they had 2 hours in which it could be presenied. IT, however, they developed
a product that was safe for family hour, they then had the possibility of all
three hours in which the product could be bought; therefore, the opportuni-
ties to sell safe products arc greater due to more flexible programming
scheduling,

The result was stultification. With fcw exceptions [writers] became cau-
tious in the presentation of their product to their buyers, the networks. Pack-
agers of shows already on the air assigned to the 8 and 9 PM. hour became
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far less adventuresome in the development of scripts for production. Con-
versation all over Hollywood revolved around, “What is acceplable for fam-
ily viewing?”

No onc really had the answers, Not the networks, writers, producers, no
onc. One network exccutive said, “Oh, it was simple to solve the problem.
We just told the producers to deliver just what they delivered before, excepl
pitch it lower for the whole family.” I don’t know if the members of this sub-
commitice know whalt that means, but the producer to whom the remark was
addressed confessed atter confusion,

Insofar as gay men and women were concerned, with the notable excep-
tion of one segment of producer Danny Arnold's Barney Miller; appearing
on ABC, no presentation of gay people, in any way, appeared during the 8 10
9 hours all last year. The neiworks indicate that they had no blanket prohihi-
tion against the portrayal of gay people, or situations involving gay pcople
during these hours, and that they would evaluate cach request for clearance
of this subject matter on a case-by-case basis.

On the surface, a fair standard; in actuality, producers selling product to
all three networks have told me that before 9 PM., the subject of homosexu-
ality or lesbianism in any way, shape or form is taboo. Since their livelihood
depends on delivering to the networks what they perceive the networks
wanl, in clfect, gay people disappeared from television during that hour, and
from other time slots, as well. We believe this to be in direct contradiction to
the obligation which television has to inform and educate its viewers. For
the simple fact is that Americans of all ages, in all walks of life, come into
contact with gay women and men every day of their lives.

Gay people tcach in schools, work in offices, are manual luborers, and
work in factorics, Gay people are, in [act, born into families and participate
in family life. Just as with Jews, blacks, Chicanos, and native Americans,
prejudice practiced against gay people arises from ignorance of the com-
mon humanity which is shared with the other 180 million people who live in
these United Siates.

We arc very troubled by the fact that the existence of more than 20 mil-
lion people, most of whom lead lives which are as productive and construc-
tive as those of other Americans, has been eliminated from one-third of the
hours available for network programming. This elimination, linked as it is
with the entire matter of a blanket prohibition against sex and violence in the
carly evening, seems (o us akin to using an atomic bomb (o destroy a fly. It
will certainly do the job, but the cost appears to be out of line with the de-
sired oucome.

There is, built into the American free enterprise system, and in particular,
television, a simple mechanism for showing one's displeasure with a prod-
uct or service. If one is dispicased, onc ceascs to buy or ta patronize; and, if,
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in fact, the overwhelming majority of the American viewing public wants
bland programming between 8 and 9 PM., it will very quickly make the net-
works aware of the fact by not watching programming that they believe has
an cxcessive display of violence, is blatantly sexually oriented, or is other-
wise olfensive.

Sell-policing and the intelligent use of the airwaves is a responsibility in-
cumbent upon the networks, and certainly, by law, upon the owners and op-
crators of individual television stations.

These stations that persist in presenting programming not in the public
interest, or oflensive in subject matter or content, to a majority ol their audi-
cnces, would soon find their licenses under assault from groups within their
own communitics. Sponsors who buy time in programming segments would
find, we believe, that if this programming were offensive, they would hear
from the consumers of their products, and would quickly remove commer-
cials [rom these programs. Since nctworks arc dependent on time sales for
their income, the economic pressure would be quickly felt, and program-
ming changes would be made.

We cannol believe that network personnel are unaware of this. They use
these same lools to cancel programs which are not accepted by the public,
and if they are able to do it very quickly, these tools can be used, also, to de-
terminc when viewers find programming content to be distasteful and un-
acceptable. To exclude subject matter by inaction and misdirection denies
the creators of television programming their right to explore, in the public
interest, all facets of American socicly in the last quarter of the 20th century.

As gay people, we do not ask that we be the recipient of special program-
ming, or that our concerns be given special handling. Just the opposite. We
ask, and, in [act, insist upon, fair prescntation of our lives, lifestyle, exis-
tence as Americans, in the same manner as that of any other minority group
or subcultural group.

I thank the subcommittee for its attention and am ready to respond to
questions,
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