Chapter 4:  CHRONICLE OF A SERIES: Public Television, Documentary, and the Political Heritage of P.O.V. in Hallett, K., Point of View: A Critical History of the Documentary Series P.O.V., 1997.


During the summer of 1988, American public television launched the premiere season of P.O.V. with anxious anticipation of its reception by both public television stations and their audiences.  Despite P.O.V.'s somewhat inconspicuous time slot and deliberate advance publicity, the series possessed the potential to incite explosive contention toward public television and at the same time attract critical acclaim for its innovative and confrontational programs.  Public television’s predicament in broadcasting this controversial documentary programming was not unprecedented.  P.O.V. was not the first series to air potentially volatile documentaries or to risk activating disproval of public television, but merely provided the focal point for the most recent examination of public television’s mission and policy.


P.O.V. resumed a well-established relationship between the institutions of public television and documentary production, an association that originated in the era of the predecessor of present-day public television, National Educational Television (NET) and has remained strong through the evolution of public television into its present institutional organization.  Although public television has historically distinguished itself as the most prominent broadcaster of documentary programming, the relationship between public television and documentary production has unquestionably been an uneasy alliance.   The nature of the relationship has continuously responded to changing internal and external forces.  Internal pressures--created as the result of the conflicting agendas of producers, funding agents, and public television stations, and external constraints--imposed by government regulation, budgetary allocations, the economy, and public opinion, continually impact on policy which influences documentary funding and programming.  The P.O.V. series, as one of the most recent outcomes of this process, sustains the tradition of continuity and change.


The issue of controversial programming, and its contribution toward public television’s mission has invariably been revived each time public television finds itself under political scrutiny.  Public television policy formulation is a struggle over meaning as coalition partners and governmental representatives variously define its mission at the level of practice.  The ideals which comprise public television’s mission--localism, unity, freedom of expression, balance and objectivity, diversity and quality--are subject to a multitude of interpretations that are often contradictory.  The manner in which each Administration has defined and applied these ideals has determined public television policy, and in turn, its documentary programming.    A survey of the history of documentary films on public television reveals that documentaries have taken a range of forms--from traditional didactic productions that have generated government approval and generous corporate support to less mainstream and even incendiary productions that have resulted in public controversy and criticism.  The documentary forms that public television chooses to fund and exhibit in each era not only circumstantially position it in terms of its economic and political environment, but also indicate the balance of power among its internal coalition partners.  Thus, the particular relationship between public television and documentary production and the documentary forms that predominate on public television in each era contribute to the assertion and expression of the prevailing institutional policy and political perspective.  As such, the P.O.V. series has revealed and expressed the public television perspective as it has been positioned within the present political and economic environment.


The P.O.V. series emerged as the outcome of negotiations between the coalition partners of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, independent producers, stations, and the Public Broadcasting Service.  It premiered on public television in an extremely conservative political era following several years in which political advocacy and point-of-view documentaries were all but absent from the PBS national schedule.  The coalition partners that collaborated in P.O.V.’ s creation came to the bargaining table with well-established positions that had changed little since the creation of public television.  However, the balance of power among the coalition partners was shifting due to escalating political involvement by the independent producers, increased accountability required by a critical U.S. Administration, and impending changes in institutional structure brought on by public dialogue concerning public television’s responsibility for diversity in programming.   P.O.V. is a unique cultural product of its time; however, the arguments for and against its creation are grounded in public television history.  The series emerged precisely at the definitive moment in which public television was facing substantial administrative transformation and public consciousness was being directed toward new social issues, but it inherited its role in the ongoing debate over controversial programming that had characterized the earliest days of educational broadcasting in which program production and exhibition were dominated by NET.

NET and the beginning of educational broadcasting in the United States

The idea for an American public television broadcasting network emerged in the post-World War II era, a period in which public concern over national unity was raised in response to the political threats of the Cold War, the Korean conflict, and McCarthyism.  A slagging economy triggered insecurities about the possibility of a secondary economic depression, and as a result the maintenance of a strong economy emerged as a pressing political issue.  The key to continued prosperity was thought to lie in the education of the adult population of the United States.  In the early 1950s, NET fulfilled the function of establishing national unity through adult education.  NET was a private organization created and funded by the Ford Foundation Fund for Adult Education to serve as a national program clearing house and exchange center for educational television stations.  NET was formally established in 1952, one year before the first educational television (ETV) station was licensed (Pepper: 22), and the same year that the FCC’s Sixth Report and Order reserved a portion of the UHF band for noncommercial educational stations nationwide (Witherspoon & Kovitz: 10).  The presence of NET facilitated the subsequent rapid entry of ETV stations onto the airwaves by providing programming appropriate for educational television.  


Two major ideals influenced the organizational structure and policies of NET-- the preservation of localism in program content and the unification of educational television stations through national distribution of programs.  Initially, the board of directors determined that NET should function as a regular program distributor rather than a clearinghouse.   In order to preserve the initiative and creativity of local sources, however,  NET provided funding for other institutional and independent producers rather than operate as a centralized program producer (Pepper: 24).  


The national distribution of programs proved to be impractical due to the technical limitations of the available delivery system.  The original NET “bicycle system” of program distribution, in which films and kinescopes were shipped through the U.S. mail from station to station on a prescribed route, proved to be extremely inefficient and dilatory.  Programs that addressed current political affairs were often hopelessly outdated before reaching all the ETV stations, and live delivery of national events were impossible under the NET system.  Because of these limitations, NET began considering electronic distribution as a viable alternative.  By providing timely delivery of current affairs programs and simultaneous delivery of live national events, NET hoped to create the “fourth network” of educational television stations that would unify the country through public awareness and education (Pepper: 30-34).


Program sources for NET remained completely localized until 1962, when the Ford Foundation announced a NET reorganization that would substantially influence its future operations.  NET was to become directly involved in program production at the rate of five new hours of programming per week, half of which would be public affairs, and the other half cultural.  By 1967, NET was the major ETV institution in the United States, dominating both program distribution and selection.   In addition to its in-house production, it  had become the principal outlet for independent documentary and educational productions (Pepper: 27-30).  


That same year, NET distributed the first live national television program to ETV stations, President Johnson’s State of the Union Address, under an experimental interconnection project called the Public Broadcasting Laboratory (Carnegie Commission, 1979,  317).  In reaction to the power of this media event, the Ford Foundation was stimulated to commission fifteen more simultaneous broadcast programs during the year.  Some of the programs addressed current political events, such as two live interview programs on Vietnam, and others examined the political process, such as Senate Foreign Relations Committee on Vietnam and Senate hearings on the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 (Pepper: 38-39).


The renewed emphasis on public affairs programming and the growing reality of electronic interconnection in 1967 allowed NET to produce and distribute some hard-hitting documentary programs that addressed current social and political issues. Programs in the NET Journal series that took a liberal view of the Vietnam conflict, such as Felix Greene’s Inside North Vietnam, and other programs addressing civil rights issues, such as Color Us Black, From Protest to Resistance, and Where is Prejudice? were refused air time by a number of ETV stations.  Although much of the censure came from Southern states, many ETV stations from all regions of the U.S. criticized NET for public affairs programming that was too liberal, anti-establishment, and often unbalanced (qtd. in Pepper, 112)
  There were also conflicts between NET and the affiliate stations over matters of language and the discrimination of taste, with the ETV stations accusing NET programs of  profanity and obscenity (Pepper: 114).


With the move toward centralized, higher quality production at NET came less dependence on the affiliate ETV stations for program material -- particularly since many of the smaller stations could not meet the higher production standards.  At the same time, the Ford Foundation restructured the station affiliation fee schedule, reducing the amount of financial support (and therefore control) that stations had over NET’s operations.  This ideological division between NET and the affiliate stations over controversial documentary programming eventually led to the complete deterioration of their association.  In fact, when the newly organized Corporation for Public Broadcasting began to look for an agency to conduct system interconnection management, the stations refused to support NET in that role, even though in many ways it was the natural successor to this responsibility (Pepper: 116-119).


As the primary provider of educational television programming from the 1950s until 1967, NET helped establish the goals and pioneered many of the processes which would later characterize public television.  NET was the first organization that attempted to develop a national presence for educational television, and was the only institution that successfully managed program production, acquisition, and distribution on the national level.  NET’s emphasis on public affairs and national events programming provided the initial impetus to develop a national system of interconnection of ETV stations.  However, NET was less successful in preserving local expression and control.  As NET became more centralized in its operation, it relied less on station input and support.  NET’s lack of responsiveness to station concerns over controversial documentary programming created an atmosphere of antagonism and distrust among member stations.  The stations’ opposition to NET as the interconnection agency paved the way for a more decentralized public television institutional structure than had existed with NET.  Thus, while growing demand for public affairs and national events programming facilitated the establishment of an interconnected national public television system, controversy over documentary programming forged an adversarial relationship between program producers and the stations, and influenced public television’s resulting institutional structure.

Public Television Programming During the Johnson Administration

 The major domestic emphasis of the Johnson administration, “The Great Society,” sought to rebuild national unity and prosperity through the “war on poverty,” guaranteed civil rights, and the democratization of education and culture.  Public television promised to be a major instrument by which “Great Society” goals could be realized, an idea expressed emphatically by E. B. White:

I think [public] television should be the visual counterpart of the literary essay, should arouse our dreams, satisfy our hunger for beauty, take us on journeys, enable us to participate in events, present great drama and music, explore the sea and the sky and the woods and the hills.  It should be our Lyceum, our Chautauqua, our Minsky’s and our Camelot.  It should restate and clarify the social dilemma and the political pickle.  (Carnegie Commission on Educational Television: 13)



President Lyndon B. Johnson appointed a privately-funded committee, the Carnegie Commission on Educational Television, to explore the possibilities for public television.  The Carnegie Commission’s report and recommendations, published as Public Television: A Program for Action, expanded the role of public broadcasting beyond mere provider of educational programming to the guarantor of a public forum which would enrich people’s lives in many spheres through diverse and relevant programming.  According to the Carnegie Commission, enlightenment would be offered by this centrally funded public television network through programming that expressed local, diverse, and innovative views:

Through the diversified uses of television, Americans will know themselves, their communities, and their world in richer ways.  They will gain a fuller awareness of the wonder and variety of the arts, the sciences, scholarship, and craftmanship, and of the many roads along which the products of man’s mind and man’s hands can be encountered.

Public television is capable of becoming the clearest expression of American diversity, and of excellence within diversity (18).


 Based on the Commission’s recommendations and with full support of the President, Congress enacted the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 (PL90-129) which created the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (Lashley: 30-31).  The law as passed did not unilaterally concur with the Commission’s recommendations, however, with the most significant change being the in the area of funding.  Due to industry pressures, a manufacturers’ excise tax on television receivers which would be made available to the Corporation through a national trust was omitted from the public law (“Public Broadcasting”: 820).  Thus, from its inception, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) was denied a guaranteed funding source.  Although the CPB was established under the Office of Education of the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, its budget submissions were to be made directly to Congress.  Dependent on discretionary funding, the Corporation was put in a position where it could be held directly accountable to the Congress for every aspect of its operation, including even program selection.  


Although not explicitly established in the original Carnegie report, the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 also indicated that to ensure decentralized control in public television, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting was forbidden to own or operate any station, network, interconnection or production facility.  Congress authorized the CPB to

 . . . assist in the establishment of one or more systems of interconnection to be used for the distribution of . . . programs so that all [public] stations that wish may broadcast the programs at times chosen by the stations . . . (PL 90-129)

In the years 1967-69, the CPB initially took responsibility for contracting interconnection in the interim while the selection of this interconnection agency was being determined.  NET placed and eventually lost its bid to fulfill this function, largely because its affiliate stations refused to support it in that role due to its past controversial documentary programming (Pepper: 173-258).  With the establishment of the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) as the interconnection agency, NET accepted a diminished role as program supplier
, although it still provided more than half of the programming for public television from the early years (Witherspoon & Kovitz: 30) continuing into the late 1970s (Zimmerman: 13). 


The liberal political climate of the Johnson era provided a supportive environment for the development of a diverse programming format that not only established the cultural, educational, and scientific nonfiction genres which came to be associated with public television (exemplified by The Great American Dream Machine, Masterpiece Theatre, Dance in America, and Sesame Street), but also introduced innovative programming to accommodate previously “underserved and unserved” audiences.  Minority interests were addressed in programs such as Soul, Black Journal, Realidides, Interface, and Villa Allegre, and previously ignored audiences were also offered specialized programming.  Over Easy, a program for senior citizens, as well as Electric Company and Zoom, for children, debuted in this era (Lashley: 48).  


Several programs which were produced by or had significant contributions from independent producers attained success during the late sixties, including The Great American Dream Machine, Woman Alive, Images of Aging, and Flick Out (Zimmerman, 12).  Flick Out, produced by WGBH, and a similar program, Image Union, produced by WTTW, pioneered the showcase series format for independent producers on public television.  The compensation to the individual producers by local stations, however, was negligible.  By capitalizing on the prestige that could be gained by independent producers from national broadcast access on public television, stations acquired broadcast rights for productions at fees often far below production costs--sometimes, under the guise of on-air competitions, free.  Furthermore, these showcase series tended to be scheduled in late night slots, diminishing their capability to attract even a meager audience (Zimmerman: 15).  


The supportive atmosphere of the Johnson era that fostered specialized and innovative programming on public television created new exhibition opportunities for independent producers.  The increased demand for programming within the system, however, was often countered by marginal compensation and limited exposure of independent productions.  Encouraged, although still struggling, independent producers began looking to public television as a major exhibition outlet.    

Controversy Over Programming During the Nixon Administration

Despite his endorsement for public television, President Johnson never achieved the promised long-term financing plan for the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (Powledge, 9), leaving public television vulnerable to financial deprivation and Congressional scrutiny.  As the Johnson era concluded, so too did the nearly unconditional political support for public television and its public affairs documentary programming.  In response to a hostile Nixon Administration and dwindling financial support by philanthropic organizations, public television instituted policies and practices during this period that severely restricted documentary programming and independent access.        


Controversy broke out as early as the fall of 1970 over a WNET documentary production, Banks and the Poor, which critically examined the American banking system and its differential attitudes toward customers.  Addressing the banking industry’s treatment of the poor, the program’s implicated some 133 government officials, including some CPB Board members and the Chair of the Communications Subcommittee (Zimmerman: 21), that were alledgedly associated with the banking industry via a scrolling list accompanied by Battle Hymn of the Republic.  PBS initially wanted to censure the program due to its controversial content and perspective.  PBS’s criticism of Banks and the Poor was that it was simplistic, unbalanced, and non-journalistic in its approach (Powledge: 12).  Hartford Gunn, newly appointed president of PBS, wrote to James Day, president of NET in December about the program:

All of this exercise leaves me with some questions and doubts.  Is the documentary format--the one person point-of-view with emotional cinema verite techniques--a useful one for the constructive solution or even understanding of the country’s or society’s problems?  Are there other formats that are more productive? (qtd. in Powledge, 38)


Another controversy broke out in the fall of 1971 over episode number 16 of The Great American Dream Machine, a WNET-produced news magazine program.  A ten minute segment of this episode involved interviews with three men who claimed to have been FBI undercover informants during the protest movements of the 1960s.  The documentary claimed that the FBI orchestrated retaliatory violence in various protest movements by hiring undercover informants to carry out terrorist activities that were attributable to the radical organizations.  PBS refused to air the program without significant changes which would give the program a more balanced journalistic perspective.  Because of the short notice, all of the required revisions could not be accomplished before the previously publicized broadcast date, and the program aired on PBS on October 6, 1971 without the FBI segment (Powledge: 39-41).  Although a two-hour panel discussion about the program which included both the original and revised versions aired on Behind the Lines only two days later (Powledge: 42-43), the incident motivated industry examination of how freedom of expression and balance and objectivity should be interpreted and enforced within public television.


The controversies over Banks and the Poor and the FBI episode of The Great American Dream Machine, as they were brought to the level of discourse in the various public television institutions, were used by PBS to further justify a project that had actually been in progress since June 1970--a policy statement of “Standards and Practices” (Avery & Pepper: 28).  Powledge (16) points out two possible motivations for PBSs excessive attention to this project, which was not mandated or even santioned by its by-laws or incorporation papers.  First, PBS instituted “Standards and Practices” in a desire to control the perceived radical producers at WNET whose programs jeapordized the support of governmental funding sources.  Secondly, “Standards and Practices” functioned as a means to communicate the professionalism and quality of public television programs.  Controversial programs which were “flagged” by PBS according to the “Standards and Practices” policies were not witheld from broadcast, but were made available “off schedule,” meaning that they could be distributed to receptive stations at their request (Avery & Pepper: 28-29).  Through the “Standards and Practices” policies, PBS bid for control of national program review, but this bid was met with resistance.  The various producing agencies refused to accept PBS as program reviewer or to incorporate PBS’ guidelines at the production stage.  As a result, the relationship between distributor and producer again was characterized by conflict and competition.


PBSs concern over the ramifications of controversial programming on governmental financial support were not unfounded.  The 1974 economic crisis in the United States, with its corresponding recession and rampant inflation, had a detrimental effect on the federal economy right at the time that public television was growing more dependent on federal funding.  At the same time, funding foundations for public broadcasting were also experiencing financial woes.  As an example, the largest philanthropic supporter of public television, the Ford Foundation, suffered severe financial losses during this period; the Ford Foundation Annual Report of 1974 reports that the value of Ford’s assets plummeted from over $3 billion in September 1993 to under $1.7 billion a year later (qtd. in Lashner: 1977). 


 In addition, public sentiment was growing increasingly critical of the Nixon administration due to the Vietnam War, a fact well-publicized by the activities of the counterculture and peace movements of the 1970s.  The President believed that public television was being unduly influenced by the anti-administration and elitist east coast politics, particularly in its public affairs programming.  His accusation was based on the fact that four of the seven major producing stations resided on the east coast
 (Lashner: 1976).  Although White House records indicate that his true intentions for public television was to withdraw all federal funding, he was advised against a universal attack on public television by then White House counsel, Antonin Scalia in a memo (NAEB: 34):

An attempt to cut back public broadcasting as a whole would be doomed to failure because of the strong support that medium receives, not only from education interests, minority groups, and liberals, but also from Congressmen whose districts contain stations which contribute to local education.

President Nixon vetoed the 1973 appropriation bill, which would have increased funding by more than 200%, and justified his veto by arguing that the national distribution of public affairs programming violated the mandate of localism in public television. 


 Thereafter, public television found itself under the close scrutiny of Vice President Spiro Agnew and the Office of Telecommunications Policy director Clay Whitehead, who collaborated to impose political accountability by referring to the Fairness Doctrine
.  Subsequent organizational changes in public television included the transference of funds from central producing facilities to local stations, which resulted in the deterioration of the relationship between the CPB and PBS.  The CPB Board, of which 11 of 15 members had been appointed by President Nixon, subsequently voted to discontinue CPB funding for all public affairs programs except Black Journal, rescind multiyear funding to the National Public Affairs Center for Television (NPACT), and to take over the responsibility of defining and determining professional standards for programming.  Consequently, the years 1972-76 were characterized by internal conflict between CPB and PBS, with PBS experiencing steady budget declines while local stations enjoyed increased financial support (Lashley: 52-53).  


Nixon’s reorganization of public television decentralized the funding process by decreasing financial support of the national production centers and increasing funding to the individual local stations through Community Service Grants (CSGs), which were awarded directly to local stations.  Although intended to be used primarily for program production and acquisition, the CSG’s were unrestricted and required limited accountability to the CPB (Lashner: 73).  As station managers funneled CSG money into other station needs, such as capital equipment and overhead, most were left with insufficient funds to meet the rising costs of program production on a local basis.


In response to local needs for programming, PBS instituted the Station Program Cooperative (SPC) in 1974.  According to Lashley, SPC created a marketplace of programming by providing a structure by which local stations could pool their program funds with others, sharing the cost of programming while maintaining local choice.  Program proposals were compiled by PBS, and made available to local station representatives on a yearly basis at a national Programming Fair.  Stations cast their votes for programs to create a “short list,” which were subsequently narrowed by a panel of station officials.  Those programs which survived the second screening and review comprised a substantial part of the national programming schedule (Lashley: 89-91).


While the Station Program Cooperative relieved some of the financial pressure that local stations were experiencing with programming costs while contributing nearly 50% to the program funds, this type of selection process did not bode well for independent producers.  Selection by committee tended to favor more mainstream programs and cheaper foreign imports while overlooking programs that were innovative or controversial.  By 1977, independents’ share of the program funds fell to its lowest point of four percent according to the Association of Independent Video and Filmmakers AIVF) (Aufderheide, 1983: 54).


The risk avoidance strategies adopted by public television to avoid Nixon Administration hostility were reflected in the drastic reduction of documentary and public affairs programming.  Further retraction of financial support by philanthropic organizations and administrative changes that diverted financial control and programming decisions to the stations created obstacles for both the funding and exhibition of independent productions.  As a result, independents lost ground during the Nixon years.

The Initiation of Independent Producers to Public Television Politics  


In spite of the limited opportunities for exhibition of independent work on public television in the mid 1970s, the professional community of independent producers began to undergo a social transformation.  Much of this transformation was due to technological advancements in the field.  For example, the proliferation of lightweight, relatively inexpensive equipment and the advent of video enabled producers to purchase and operate their own equipment without the support of institutions or a large production/editing staff.  As a result, many aspiring producers entered the field in this era (Feinstein: 8).  As the numbers of independent producers grew, the professional community was no longer characterized by isolated pockets of activity in specific cities on the east and west coast, but instead developed a regional presence, facilitated largely by the creation of regional film centers which were nurtured and supported by the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) “Regional Development” grants.  Several professional and trade organizations for independent producers were established in the 1970s, including the AIVF, the Boston Video and Film Foundation, and the Independent Media Producers Association of Washington D.C. (Feinstein: 25-26).


Although growing in numbers, independent producers still experienced restricted access to public television exhibition.  But the political coalition that was gained through the various regional and national professional organizations enabled the independents to voice their concerns about their treatment by public television and to negotiate a more active position for independents in the system.  In testimony to the Subcommittee on Telecommunications, September 7, 8, and 9, 1977, the AIVF suggested a move to production partnerships between stations and independents, and advocated public television policy that would provide clear procedures for access, collaboration, and information exchange between local stations and independent producers (Zimmerman: 16).  The issue, having been brought to public light, appeared in the recommendations for the future of public television by the second Carnegie Commission, convened in 1978 to provide a follow-up report to the first Carnegie Commission recommendations (168):

In recent years the system has heard complaints by independent producers about lack of access and attention.  We have heard them.  The goal of bringing new talent into the broadcast system requires the creation of formats balanced between the differing needs of producers and stations.  The Endowment might finance a Center for Independent Television, whose job would be to develop broadcast formats that can take advantageof the range of talent among independent producers.  .  .  The Center’s mission would include the establishment of fair selection procedures, financing, support in a variety of related services for and communications with independent producers in both radio and television.

This proposal appeared in the Public Telecommunications Financing Act of 1978 as :

(B)(i)  The Corporation shall establish an annual budget according to which it shall make grants and contracts for production of public television or radio programs by independent producers and production entities and public telecomunications entities, .  .  . a substantial amount shall be reserved for distribution to independent producers and production entities for the production of programs. 

However, in addition to the recognition of independent producers, the law issued a guideline for the definition and determination of programming by the CPB:

(g)(1)(A) facilitate the full development of public telecomunications in which programs of high quality, diversity, creativity, excellence, and innovation, which are obtained from diverse sources, will be made available to public telecommunications entities, with strict adherence to objectivity and balance in all programs or series of programs of a controversial nature; 


The new emphasis on diversity of programming sources appeared to have a positive effect on the number of independent productions distributed by PBS in 1978.  And, the grants to independents from the program fund increased steadily in numbers of grants and in dollar amounts awarded every year from 1974 to 1986 (Lashley: 76).  Much of the success of independent producers in this period resulted from the creation of the Program Fund by CPB, which established a proposal system for production support and pledged a substantial amount of the fund to be earmarked for independents (Aufderheide, 1983: 54).  Nevertheless, a close examination of the accounting system used by the CPB indicated that the gains to independent producers did not reflect the spirit of the Carnegie Commission report, or the 1978 Financing Act.  According to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (1981: 102), independent producers contributed 22.1% of PBS programming in 1978; 16.8%, however, came from the Children’s Television Workshop, leaving only 5.3% from all other independent sources.  The program-type breakdown provided by CPB for the same year is equally distressing; news and public affairs programs together constituted only 11.0% of PBS programming, with informational skills, cultural, instructional, and children’s programming each commanding higher programming percentages (Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 1981: 101).


On April 29, 1981, AIVF executive director Larry Sapadin announced to the House Subcommittee on Telecommunication, Consumer Protection, and Finance of the Committee on Energy and Commerce the creation of an anthology series for independent film.  The series, later titled Matters of Life and Death, was under production due to grants for the CPB’s Program Fund,  but Sapadin expressed concern that the CPB had subsequently held back financing for future independent projects.  In his criticism of the past performance of the CPB in allocating funds to independent producers for program production, he suggested strengthening the Program Fund with a mandate that designated at least 50% of the fund to independent producers for program production (140-141).   In his prepared statement to the committee, Sapadin testified  (146-147):

The CPB Program Fund has failed to reserve adequate funds for independent production as intended by Congress. . .

In the 1978 Act, Congress declined to set aside a specific percentage for independent production in the expectation that CPB would “take the necessary steps to increase the level of participation previously available to these smaller independent producers.” (Legislative History, supra).  CPB has defied Congress and abused its discretion.  AIVF urges the Subcommittee to amend [Public Broadcasting Amendments Act of 1981] to require that of those funds designated for program production, no less than half be reserved for distribution to independent producers, large and small, for the production of single-work and series programs.  This requirement should be made applicable to CSGs as well to promote the use of independent producers at the station level.  (House, 1981b, 147)

Despite the suggestions of the AIVF, the 1978 Act did not specify the specific 50% mandate, but was construed with imprecise language that left the apportionment of the Program Fund to independent producers at the discretion of the CPB: “Of the funds utilized pursuant to this clause, a substantial amount shall be reserved for distribution to independent producers and production entities for the production of programs” (PL95-35 at Section 396(k)(3)(B)(i)).


The initiation of independent producers into public television politics in the late 1970s and 1980s reflected a general trend in the negotiation of public television policy by its coalition participants.  As general Congressional and Administrative support for public television weakened, particular issues were taken up by the special interest groups who stood to gain direct benefits from policy change (Lashner: 60-62).  The Association of Independent Video and Filmmakers, as the largest organization of independent producers, regularly began to intervene at the legislative decision-making stage in order to promote policy that provided a secure position for independent producers in public television and ensured fair play in allocation of program funds and recording procedures in regard to independent production.  The modest advantages gained for independents during this era, however, were quickly lost with the next presidential election.

The Crisis of Public Television and Documentary Programming during the Reagan Administration

The Reagan administration ushered in a new era of political conservatism which supported supply-side economics, government deregulation, and drastic cutbacks in government spending.  Public broadcasting was only one of many federally funded programs that experienced funding cuts under the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981 , a broad budget bill that organized a multitude of entitlement programs into a single financial package which was promoted as the major deficit-reducing measure of the Reagan administration.  Reagan’s first-draft budget reduced funds appropriated for public broadcasting by 100%, with a default plan to phase out all funding in five years (Wicklein: 29) if the first plan met fierce Congressional resistance.  Eventually, the Public Broadcasting Amendments Act of 1981 rescinded the 1983 CPB appropriation of $172 million to $137 million, a 25% cut.  The Act also created “enhanced underwriting,” and charged the CPB to explore alternative (non-federal) financing (Lashley: 59).  Unfortunately, the budget austerity of Reagonomics was also felt by many of public broadcasting’s traditional financial supporters; the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities were both targeted for 50% cuts (Aufderheide, 1983: 53).


The drastic budget cuts for public television during the Reagan administration led the network to increased dependence on corporate support.  By 1985, corporate underwriting more than doubled the financial support received from CPB, $55 million compared to $23 million (Aufderheide, 1986: 40)  In response to the growing reliance on corporate support, measures were taken to increase the value of public television as a business tool.  The financial support of public television programming became more attractive to corporations because of enhanced underwriting, which permitted companies to exhibit logos and credits that often were thinly concealed displays of corporate public relations.  Corporate underwriters had a primary interest in targeting one particular segment of the public television audience -- white, educated, relatively affluent, and conservative viewers who prefer cultural and conservative public affairs programming--and to associate the corporate name with highbrow interests.  PBS acknowledged the emphasis on this elite audience segment in their own public communications.  Dale Rhodes, director of audience research at PBS, described the upscale qualities of the public television audience at the annual meeting of the National Association of Public Television Stations (NAPTS) as having:

. . . a significantly higher exposure to print, cable TV and FM radio: broader personal horizons, and more personal communications with others, more hobby and travel activities, and more contemporary activity” (qtd. in “Not All the Beat Was Down at the PTV Conference”: 74).

This emphasis on the highbrow interests of an elite audience resulted in the development of many “high culture” programs and series, exemplified by Exxon’s Great Performances and Mobil’s Masterpiece Theatre .     


Increased corporate support of programs was also followed by increased corporate editorial control over program content, which in many cases directly represented the specific interests and perspectives of their corporate underwriters.  Wall Street Week, underwritten by Prudential-Bache Securities, and the documentary Air Force One, underwritten by Boeing Company, Air Force One manufacturer (Wicklein: 32-33), represent programs produced about corporate special interests.   In addition, many of the programs were produced with direct involvement of, and/or a reviewing by, representatives of the corporation, such as Great Performances and Masterpiece Theatre.


Reagonomics also initiated another important trend in public television financing -- the increased reliance on viewer contributions for funding.  Although public television had persistently defined its audience as fragmented and diverse, station managers recognized that the check-writing constituency of their audience, i.e. public television members, tended to be educated, affluent, middle-aged and white.  Accordingly, ratings indicated that public television audiences tended to be program specific in their viewing habits.  Therefore, as public television became increasingly dependent on viewer support, station managers selected programming that catered to the preferences of their present and potential membership (Lashner: 103).  The resulting program line-up, particularly during pledge-a-thons, was criticized as bland by some critics, elitist by others.    
In addition to the influence of financial supporters, public television programming was also subject to political pressures.  The CPB Board during the Reagan years, a majority of which were Reagan appointees, became highly politicized.  For example, Sonia Landau, board chairperson and head of Women for Reagan/Bush in the 1984 political campaign, stated publicly that she considered the CPB to be a federal agency (Aufderheide, 1986: 40).  On at least one occasion, she succeeded in willfully interferring with the open solicitation process by attending a review panel of the Program Fund, all the while making her opinions explicit (Wicklein: 31).  The highly political stance of the CPB board and its close connection with the Reagan administration created an atmosphere in which programming decisions were made in anticipation of the board’s and the administration’s reaction.  Program decision makers at all levels of public television, stunned by the devastating budget recision and a blatantly hostile administrative attitude, learned to avoid programming documentaries that were critical of the administration, exposed social problems, or took controversial positions.



Another factor in the transformation of public television programming in the 1980s was the growing proliferation of cable television.  Whereas in 1965 only 2.4% of American homes had access to cable television, by 1985 that number had increased to 41.1% (Head & Sterling: 107).  The public television community followed the expansion of the new cable industry with both anticipation and apprehension.  On the one hand, the rapidly growing number of cable television stations and the subsequent need for programming promised to become a new source of exhibition for independent producers.  On the other hand, the presence of cable television and its multiplication of available stations dramatically increased the potential for diversity of programming, a role that had initially justified the formation of public television and had perennially served as the major rationale for its continued existence.


Cable television, in fact, did not realize its potential as an exhibition outlet for independent producers or as a source of diverse programming.  Instead of programming with original productions in diverse and innovative areas, cable television rapidly replicated the existing broadcast offerings with syndicated programs, reruns, and old movies.  Unfortunately for public television, some of the areas that cable television colonized were the non-political, cultural and educational programming niches that proved successful for PBS in the 1980s.  Thus, the Discovery Channel and later the Learning Channel concentrated on nature and travel documentaries, Arts & Entertainment and Bravo offered cultural and artistic performance programming, C-Span and CNN targeted public affairs, and Disney and Nickelodeon scheduled children’s programming.  According to Bruce Christensen,  NAPTS president, cable television encroached on public television in two ways: 1.) public television viewers were increasingly being courted by cable channels, and 2.) cable stations were outbidding PBS for programs originally produced with seed money from the CPB and traditionally destined for PBS (Harris: 43).


By the late 1980s, the constraints that the administration, the CPB, and the emerging television environment had placed on public television culminated in a crisis point that resulted in extreme competition between the its various coalition participants and provoked considerable public inquiry and discussion about its future.  There was more uncertainty than ever about the validity of public television’s mission and its ability to fulfill that mission.  Surrounded by criticism from both the left and right, public television retrenched from its earlier defensive posture and began to actively recreate its public identity and redefine its mission.

The Mobilization of the Independents and New Strategies for Documentary Exhibition


Despite public television’s recognition of independent producers through the Public Telecommunications Financing Act of 1978, opportunities for independents during the Reagan years rapidly diminished.  The progress made by AIVF political advocates toward securing more broadcast access for independent producers initially resulted in the development of two anthology series that showcased the work of independent producers.  Matters of Life and Death and Crisis to Crisis, which were developed during the late 1970s and premiered in 1981, did not survive the hostile political and economic climate of the Reagan era.   Matters of Life and Death survived only one season before it was on the chopping block, due at least in part because of its irregular scheduling by PBS.  Describing the series programs as inconsistent in style and quality, PBS programming executive Suzanne Weil opted to broadcast the individual programs in different time slots.  Thus, some installments were scheduled during prime time; others were granted less desirable time slots.  Matters of Life and Death executive producer Lewis Freedman saw this inconsistency in programming as a major obstacle to attracting and holding an established audience and the primary cause of the series’ demise (Aufderheide, 1983,: 54-55).  Although Crisis to Crisis had the advantage of regular series scheduling, it was cancelled in 1983.


Despite the intense financial pressures placed upon the CPB by the Reagan administration, there was at least an atmosphere of cooperation with independent producers that pervaded the CPB’s public pronouncements concerning accountability to the Public Telecommunications Financing Act of 1978.  In his prepared statement to the House Subcommittee on Telecommunications, Consumer Protection, and Finance, Robben F. Fleming, president of the CPB, announced two measures that had been instituted by the Corporation to ensure fair dealings with independents.  The first was the creation of the Program Fund, which was dedicated to direct support of programming.  The second was an expanded effort to notify independent producers of potential CPB grants and contracts related to production or acquisition of programs.  The third was the initiation of review panels for evaluation and advisory purposes representing diverse interests that were drawn from the outside (House, 1981a: 16-17). 


In an era of decreasing public funds, diminishing general support, and increased pressure to satisfy audiences, the CPB was compelled at least to attempt to accommodate independents.  The strategy developed by the CPB to satisfy the mandate for independent productions, however, was hardly one that the independent producing community could support.  The CPB satisfied the letter of the law and still retained authority over programs by dedicating the largest single portion of the Program Fund into production funding for four “superseries” -- Great Performances, American Playhouse, Frontline, and Wonderworks.  These series were funneled through the major producing public television stations and consortia, which relieved some of the financial burden of production costs (Aufderheide, 1983: 53).  The series format, with its executive producer and centralized production facilities, allowed tremendous thematic and quality control over individual programs and guaranteed more consistency in programming.  The series format was also instrumental in attracting and maintaining audiences, an important consideration to the stations in an era of increasing accountability to ratings.  Stated succinctly by former Matters of Life and Death producer, Carol Brandenburg at the November 1984 seminar at Global Village documentary panel, “The basic problem you can’t get around is that series are basic to public television” (Tajima, 1985: 22).   


The new superseries format proved to offer few prospects for independents.  Because the superseries were not accountable to the same “request for proposal” system and procedures that governed the open solicitation of Program Fund money, the calls for submissions for the superseries were criticized by independents as inadequate to non-existent (Aufderheide, 1983: 56).  Independents, especially those who had few ties to the working professionals within these institutions, were out of the information loop.  In addition, the series format virtually precluded productions that had sprung from and were built around a producer’s point of view on a particular issue or phenomenon.  The chances for controversial documentaries to be broadcast on the superseries were further limited by the cultural and arts formats of Great Performances and American Playhouse.


The discouragement of independent producers over diminishing prospects for individual, creative nonfiction work to broadcast on public television dominated the American Film Institute (AFI) conference, “The Future of Documentary Film,” which was held in New York City on January 16, 1982.  There was major agreement at the conference that documentary was in a state of crisis; however, there was much discussion about whether the crisis was primarily political, or essentially aesthetic (Linfield: 12).  Although much of the discourse at the conference centered around issues of evolving documentary aesthetics, there was surprisingly limited discussion which addressed strategies for solving some of the more structural problems that independent producers faced -- issues of access, marketing, distribution, and funding (Linfield: 14).  The pessimism of the conference reflected the predicament of the independent producing community. 


At the next AFI conference, held in April of 1983, the prevailing mood had changed significantly.  The conference, co-sponsered by The American Film Institute and the CPB and built around the theme of the status of independent documentary, functioned as a platform upon which the community of independent producers began to mobilize and establish a united political stand in response to recent CPB decisions concerning programming and funding.  A document was prepared and circulated by the AIVF which contained several political proposals to improve access of independent producers to public television (Spencer: 24).


With the support and feedback from the community of independent producers gained from the conference, AIVF immediately began to prepare for the 1984 Congressional hearings for public broadcasting reauthorization.  AIVF held a public hearing in New York and one in San Francisco in October of 1983 to generate a political plan of action which would be presented at the public broadcasting hearings.  AIVF also persuaded representatives from the CPB, NAPTS, and PBS to meet and try to reconcile their respective positions pursuant to the Congressional hearings (Spencer, 24).  Central to the AIVF’s platform was an interpretation of the Public Telecommunications Financing Act of 1978 which offered an official definition of “independent producer” and further clarified the language in the 1978 Act regarding the mandate to support independent producers, and a demand that the CPB comply with the mandate concerning independent production.  At the subsequent hearing of the Senate Subcomittee on Communications on March 26, 1984, Lawrence Sapadin, executive director of AIVF, was joined by Julie Motz, president of Hudson River Film and Video and Loni Ding, representative for the Western Coalition for an Independent Voice in Public Broadcasting, to present the political platform of the newly formed National Coalition of Independent Public Television Producers (NCIPTP).
   Sapadin steadfastly reiterated his arguments before the House Subcomittee three years earlier concerning the transgressions of the CPB in reporting procedures that assigned independent status to producers who had neither editorial control nor stake in the financial success of a program.  He again demanded that the CPB be held to the spirit of the 1978 Act by allocating 50% of the Program Fund for independent productions (Senate, 1984: 80-83).


Perhaps the most definitive outcome of the testimony and prepared statements of representatives of the Coalition, however, was the linking of issues concerning independent producers and those of minority producers in public television.  According to Sapadin:

The proper role of minority production on public broadcasting is to provide a voice for the many communities and constituencies that are underrepresented (or unrepresented) in the mainstream media.  CPB’s current production funding practices are not fulfilling that important public function adequately.  (Senate, 1984: 82)

In her prepared statement to the Subcommittee, Ding provided a rationale for the alliance of independent and minority producers within the public broadcasting field:

This concern is in recognition that whatever obstacles and inadequacies independent productions and independent producers face, the problems are compounded for minority programs and minority producers.  Minority producers are usually independents. Quality minority programming tends to be independent productions . . . (Senate, 1984: 89)


Although much of the criticism of this newly formed coalition was directed toward the CPB, it was the organization of public stations (NAPTS) that directly opposed the proposals of the independents.  In his testimony at the same hearing, Bruce Christensen argued that:

The proposals of some independents--certainly those associated with the recommendations presented by the National Coalition of Independent Public Broadcasting Producers--undermine the fundamental legal and program responsibility of licensees for management of public television.  Requirements that 50% of funds be reserved for productions from a particular source (‘independents’) or that a 30% of ‘goal’ be set for a particular type of program (‘minority’), would directly involve governments in the content and editorial of programming.  They would be antithetical to the distance in program decision-making between government and broadcaster.  Any requirements of this sort would be counter to the careful and deliberate balance established in 1967, between the private Corporation for Public Broadcasting and the federal government.  (Senate, 1984: 51) 

In addition, the NAPTS argued that the inclusion of editorial control within the Coalition’s definition of “independent producer” compromised the authority needed by the stations to comply with the established mandate given to the public television stations which requires “objectivity and balance” in their programming (Senate, 1984: 52).  Speaking for the CPB as well as the NAPTS, Christensen added that government-mandated requirements for content and program source undermined the ability of the CPB’s Program Fund to promote quality and diversity in their program support.   Supported by the written statement of Sherry Jones, an independent producer associated with the Frontline series (Senate, 1984: 97), the NAPTS suggested that independent and minority producers were being adequately served through superseries and co-productions with public television stations.


Despite the efforts of the Coalition to attain a better position for independent and minority producers in the public television system through legislative influence, the recommendations were not reflected in 1985 Budget Reconciliation Act.  However, through the course of private meetings and public hearings, the Coalition had negotiated an agreement with CPB to meet three times yearly to discuss the funding policies and practices of the CPB as they related to independent producers (Spencer: 24).  Independent and minority producers had discovered that they were much more effective in advancing their cause as a unified coalition.  The issue of fair funding for independent and minority producers and broadcast access for their productions gained validity and became a familiar topic with legislators through the efforts of the Coalition.  


However, although the issue itself was gaining ground in its centrality to public television policy, independent producers believed that the practices remained relatively unchanged.  Coalition representatives held that the thrice yearly meetings with CPB and PBS were unsuccessful in making any changes in public television policy.  According to Marlon Riggs, what was intended by independent producers to be a forum for discussion and negotiation rapidly emerged into a ritual process by which : . . . Program Fund officers politely listened to, and politely rebuffed nearly every suggestion offered by the Coalition” (1988: 28).  The strained relationship between public television officials and independent producers and concern over the future of point-of-view documentary served as the focus of  “Reflexions: The Documentary in Crisis,” a conference sponsered by the Association of California Independent Public Television Producers (ACIPTP)
 and San Francisco’s Film Arts Foundation in May of 1985.  PBS executives who attended the conference suggested strategies by which documentaries which radically depart from the “objective and balanced” journalistic tradition could be edited for general public television viewing.  The independents reacted with hostility, bitter resignation, and anxiety over what they considered to be an impossible and stagnant state of affairs (Johnson: 62).   

The Campaign for the ITVS and the Creation of P.O.V.

After several unsuccessful years of negotiation, it became clear to the Coalition that its differences with public television officials could not be reconciled through informal, nonbinding negotiation.  The contention was over interpretation of the section of the Public Telecommunications Financing Act of 1978 which addressed independent production.  Both groups stubbornly held on to opposing definitions of “independent producer” and “independent production,” and each organized their arguments around mandates set out by the two Carnegie Commission reports.  Operating under the premise that public television’s management of independent productions could only be changed at the level of policy, the independent producing community considered circumventing negotiation at the level of public television administration in order to change the public television funding structure at the legislative level.  Introduced and circulated among Coalition members in the Spring and Summer of 1986 by ACIPTP (Riggs, 1988: 28), this new initiative came to be known as the Independent Program Service.


The Independent Program Service (IPS) proposal suggested that a separate fund be created from within the CPB Program Fund for the sole purpose of providing both financial and operational support for independent producers. The IPS would exist as a separate entity within the public television system, unlike other program funding policies to date, but would be created from existing Program Fund monies.  As a consequence, the discretionary authority of CPB would be severely reduced by the IPS proposal.  Perhaps because of the threatening nature of the IPS proposal, public television officials, and particularly representatives of the CPB, suddenly became more willing to negotiate with the Coalition and exhibited a more conciliatory attitude in their regular meetings.


With the knowledge of the new initiative for IPS, the focus of the Coalition/CPB joint meeting scheduled April 25, 1986 centered around strategies to grant more production money and air time for independent productions.  This time, the proposals came from representatives of public television rather than the independent producers.  One of these proposals, announced by the Program Fund’s associate director of public affairs programming Joshua Darsa, was the serious consideration of a previous Coalition suggestion that mini-series be created through thematically similar independent submissions to the Open Solicitation Process (Tajima, Aug/Sep 1986: 4).  At an informal session after the same meeting, Coalition representatives were presented with a proposal for a PBS series for independent productions by Marc Weiss (Tajima, Aug/Sep 1986: 6) which would later be named The American Documentary.


Despite encouragement over CPB’s positive response to Weiss’ proposal, the Coalition continued efforts toward the creation of the Independent Program Service.  In a statement supplied to the Senate Subcommittee on Communications concerning the Public Telecommunications Act of 1988 on November 12, 1987, the Coalition made no mention of the conciliatory effort made by the CPB and PBS to accomodate the concerns of independent producers in recent negotiations.  Instead, the Coalition further defined its strategy by linking the concerns over independent production with minority issues:

Independent producers, recognized by the first Carnegie Commission as an important resource but never brought in until 1978, now have 10 years of their own struggling with vague or inadequate language.  It’s time to recognize Independent Producers as full partners in public broadcasting.  It’s time to set aside a defined place and defined funding for independent productions.  It’s time to create the National Independent Program Service, as it has been proposed by the National Coalition of Independent Public Television Producers.  This mandate would support and make full use of the commitment of independent producers to excellence and diversity . . .

It’s also time to bring in and regularize funding for minority-targeted programming.  We are calling for the creation of a set of minority program services based on the existing Black, Hispanic, Asian, Pacific Islander, and Native American consortia.  (Senate, 1988a: 29)

As the pressure for an Independent Program Service from the Coalition intensified, public television representatives offered The American Documentary series as evidence of public television’s willingness to accommodate the needs of independent producers as a result of their joint meetings with the Coalition.  The CPB disputed Coalition claims of unfair treatment with a list of procedural changes that had been made in response to independent producer demands.  In addition to assurances that independent producers were being included on all review panels, that all major series were being required to contract the services of independents, and that measures were being taken so that independents were given priority in the Open Solicitation process, the CPB rebuttal also stated that:

We have, and will continue to experiment with different formats to package independent productins, i.e. Matters of Life and Death, Crisis to Crisis, The American Documentary, etc. (Senate, 1988a: 81).


Initially christened The American Documentary to identify its association with other PBS series such as The American Experience, American Masters, and American Playhouse, the series was renamed P.O.V. in order to address two major concerns--the marketability of a documentary series to general audiences and the implications of point of view documentary programming on the mandate for “balance and objectivity” in public television programming.  According to founder Marc Weiss, the name was changed in response to an informal survey that revealed the very use of the word “documentary” in the title would have a negative influence on viewership.  Secondly, the new series title clearly revealed that personal perspective, not journalistic standards, drove the individual titles within the series (Thomson, 1988: 4).


As a product of negotiation between public television representatives and the independent producing community, the P.O.V. series was constructed to facilitate the interests of both groups.  While the independent producers were primarily concerned with maintaining editorial control, public television representatives advocated a process that would maximize station acceptance, audience size, and financial efficiency.  With the various goals and interests in mind, an editorial board composed of representatives from CPB, PBS, the consortium stations, additional smaller stations, and the independent producing community was created.  According to Julia Reichert, veteran independent documentary producer and member of the board, disagreements between the various board representatives over initial format and program selection were rational and ultimately resolvable (Thomson, 1988: 4).  Initially, the major issue of negotiation was the determination of the general theme of the series; the independents preferred a format that showcased the stylistic diversity of contemporary documentary productions, whereas the stations preferred a focus on “quality”  (Thomson, 1988: 4).  The resulting format loosely incorporates both standards in program selection.   


The format of P.O.V. replicated the superseries approach that had become a successful public television model in such series as American Playhouse, Wonderworks, Frontline, American Masters, and The American Experience.  Presented by the consortium of WNET, WGBH, KCET, and South Carolina ETV which provided the principal funding for the series, P.O.V. received negligible direct funding from CPB, amounting to only $185,000 in 1988 (Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 1988: F-11).  Programs were to be acquired in finished or nearly finished form, which allowed each independent producer to maintain editorial control over content and treatment and at the same time guaranteed program delivery on schedule for stations.


With a recognition that the series format was essential to regular and sustained viewership, the P.O.V. series was strategically scheduled in Frontline’s 10:00 pm time slot during its summer hiatus in order to take advantagage of an established documentary viewing audience.  Stations were strongly encouraged to accept the entire series for broadcast, but previews and on-line consultation by P.O.V. editorial committee and staff were also available to station programmers (Thomson, 1988: 6).  The point-of-view format of the series was emphasized in the opening title sequence.  In addition, each program was introduced by a filmed statement by the producer that provided context and motivation for the documentary (Thomson, 1988: 4).

 


Despite of the addition of P.O.V. to the public television national schedule and the independent producers’ apparent success in participating in the conception and operation of the series, the Coalition continued to lobby for the Independent Production Service.  At the hearing of the Senate Subcommittee on Communications on the Public Telecommunications Act of 1988 on March 15, 1988, Coalition representative Lawrence Sapadin failed to acknowledge P.O.V., although the series was well into the production stages.  Concentrating on the definition of “independent producer,” public criticism of public television for its lack of innovation and diversity in programming, and transgressions against fair play with independents by the CPB, Sapadin continued the pressure for the IPS (Senate, 1988b: 187-195).  And again, the creation of the P.O.V. series was offered as evidence of public television’s commitment to and support of independent producers, this time by Bruce Christensen, President of PBS (Senate, 1988b: 47).


After nearly two years of development, the P.O.V. series premiered on July 5, 1988.  Twelve independent documentaries, gleaned from a submission list of 550, aired to receptive critical and audience response.  Yet on November 7, 1988, less than two months after the broadcast of the premier season of P.O.V., the Independent Television Service (ITVS) was created by The Public Telecommunications Act of 1988.

Conclusion

Public television policy has historically developed in response to its political, economic, and cultural environment;  public television programming reflects its coexistent policy.  The external influences of governmental regulation, financial support and popular acceptance shape programming through authoritative mandate and the selective distribution of resources for program production and exhibition.  Internal competition over benefits and advantages by public television’s coalition partners further defines program choices.  Because of the decentralized structure of public television, the goals which have developed that support its mission are often conflictual.  Public television programming must constantly mediate between its needs to remain within the bounds of popular taste, to satisfy the interests of major financial supporters, and to distinguish itself from commercial television.  This is particularly true for controversial programming, such as documentary productions, that have the potential to incite ideological conflict and heated public debate.  The P.O.V. series developed and survived precisely because it fulfilled a public television mission, satisfied the interests of actively participating coalition members, and addressed a cultural demand for alternative perspectives on television.


The establishment of the P.O.V. series was certainly advantageous for independent producers.  Given the controversial nature of many of the P.O.V. programs and the associated problems that were bound to accompany them, however, it is also presumed that the P.O.V. series had to satisfy the interests of public television in order to make it worth the risk.  Clearly, in the years between 1983 and 1988, public television successfully managed to avoid the problems associated with highly controversial documentaries by creating the superseries format--a format that gave public television optimal control over content and treatment and diverted editorial responsibility to the consortium stations.  Public television’s willingness to reconsider a series for independent documentary productions was primarily a response to the growing political power wielded by independent producers, and in the end, a last ditch effort to deflect the Independent Program Service proposal.


 In order to satisfy the interests of the CPB, PBS, and the stations, the P.O.V. series was designed to be advantageous to public television management.  As a series format which was funded and managed by a major station consortium, P.O.V. required minimal direct financial support from the Program Fund. The decisions concerning controversial or unpopular material were, as a consequence of the funding and management structure, deflected away from the CPB.  In order to be advantageous to PBS, the series was strategically scheduled in Frontline’s regular time slot to encourage audience continuity.  Stations were also offered special services by the P.O.V. staff to aid in promotion and public relations.


Although public television representatives offered P.O.V. as evidence that the Independent Program Service was unnecessary, the series aired too late to have much influence against the creation of ITVS.  P.O.V.’s premiere season aired months after the Coalition initiated its lobbying efforts for the ITVS.  In fact, because the legislation that established the ITVS was enacted shortly after P.O.V.’s first well-received season, the searies may have actually facilitated the creation of the ITVS by providing a successful model for  independent programming.  The Coalition, rather than accepting the P.O.V. series as a token concession to independent producers by the CPB, were further encouraged by its success to advocate an independent program  service.   


The P.O.V. series reinstituted the controversial, hard-hitting documentary forum reminiscent of early NET productions that originally created the impetus for a public television system.  In an era of eroding programming niches due to the colonization of nonpolitical documentary forms by both cable and network television, the inclusion of point of view documentaries in the public television schedule served to strategically differentiate the program fare of PBS from its commercial competitors.  The fact that PBS broadcasts programming that cannot be accessed anywhere else has always been a major justification of its continued existence as a federally funded entity.  In this context, P.O.V. provided tangible evidence of the unique and innovative programming that only a public television system would and could provide.


In terms of the cultural climate of the United States during the development of the P.O.V. series,  timing was crucial to its success.  P.O.V. , like all public television programming in the late 1980s and early 1990s, emerged at the apex of a highly conservative political and cultural atmosphere that promoted the traditional and narrow ideologies of the elite as the answer to the country’s political and financial crises and prospered during an era in which there was growing political awareness.  At the end of President Reagan’s term of office and the beginning of the 1988 Presidential campaign initiative, the failures of Reagonomics on American society became more newsworthy and public sentiment became more cognizant and critical of the social problems created by the policies of the early 1980s. In addition, American culture was becoming influenced by, and supportive of, cultural diversity.  The independent documentaries within the P.O.V. series functioned to express this shifting cultural climate by providing critical points of view and contributing to the celebration of cultural diversity.    


P.O.V.’s introduction to the American media milieu occurred at the convergence of specific societal, institutional, economic, and political forces that facilitated its adoption and shaped its ultimate structure. Its emergence in the late 1980s delineates a definitive moment in which American public sentiment was undergoing transformation, national politics were being directed toward new issues,  and the internal balance of power among the public television coalition partners was being fiercely contested.  The P.O.V. series was developed and broadcast because it had the potential to fulfill the interests of both public television and independent producers in an era of open contention and highly volatile relations.  However, P.O.V.’s ultimate achievement of those interests remains variable.  Although the series did create a broadcast outlet for independent productions, it was too limited in size and scope to solely satisfy the needs of the large community of producers.  P.O.V. also proved to be an unsuccessful token concession to independent producers in lieu of the ITVS.  An unintended (and unexpected) consequence, the series instead facilitated the passage of ITVS by confirming that a venue designated exclusively for independent productions could be a viable and marketable series.
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�	Lee Frischknecht, former director of Station Relations, NET, in a personal interview with Robert Pepper, November 27, 1973, Washington, D.C.	


�  NET later merged into WNET New York, the largest public television station in the metropolitan New York City area.


�	Lashley lists the seven major producing centers for public television as CTW (New York), WGBH (Boston), WNET (New York), WETA (Washington, D.C.), WTTW (Chicago), KQED (San Francisco), and KCET (Los Angeles) during the years 1970-73.


�	The Fairness Doctrine, as part of the 1934 Communications Act, required that major or significant sides on controversial issues of public importance be given overall balanced treatment by broadcasters. 


�	NCIPTP, originally formed by the alliance of the Western Coalition for an Independent Voice in Public Broadcasting, a west coast organization, and the AIVF, a New York-based organization, presently represents 96 different media arts organizations in the United States and the interests of more than 10,000 independent producers nationally.


�	The ACIPTP was another positive outcome of the initial public hearing in San Francisco organized by AIVF’s Lawrence Sapadin in 1983.
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