Gays on TV

Until recently, the subject of homosexuality was nearly taboo on television, but gay characters and gay-themed programs have experienced a surge in popularity in the past few years. In 2004, prime time was crammed with 20 sitcoms, dramas, and reality shows that featured gay and lesbian life. Some critics found this distressing, while gay activists felt the change was long overdue. Either way, the manner is which television has dealt with the issue of homosexuality provides an interesting view into the way the industry works.

Before the 1970s, gay characters were invisible on network television. Then in 1972, ABC presented That Certain Summer, a made-for-television movie staring Hal Holbrook as a divorced gay man who has to explain his lover (Martin Sheen) to his son. Several advertisers withdrew their support because of the controversial subject, but this movie opened the door for other rare exceptions that dealt with homosexuality in an open way. Billy Crystal played a supporting character who was gay in the sitcom Soap from 1977 until 1981. In the 1980s it became avant-garde to include gay supporting characters in ensemble casts, a trend that continued well into the 21st century in programs like ER and NYPD Blue.

The 1990s saw several milestones in the depiction of gays and lesbians. In 1991, two women characters on L.A. Law shared the first same-sex romantic kiss on prime time. (The first gay-male romantic kiss on prime time occurred nine years later, on Dawson’s Creek.)  Some gay activists say that the truly groundbreaking moment on network television occurred in 1997, when the main character in the sitcom Ellen went public with the news that she was gay. (At the same time the star of that program, Ellen DeGeneres, revealed that she was a lesbian.)

Other activists say the turnaround point was in 1998, with the debut of Will and Grace, a sitcom about a gay man and a straight woman who are roommates. Will and Grace featured a lead character who was subtly gay and supporting characters who were wildly flamboyant. Its popularity led the way for a crop of new shows with gay lead characters. One of the most popular of the new shows was Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, which debuted on the basic cable network Bravo in 2003. Queer Eye was a reality program that featured five gay cast members with an innate sense of style making over straight men who were fashion-challenged. Its huge popularity turned all of the cast members into stars. NBC, Bravo’s owner, also showed some episodes of this program.

The broadcast and basic cable networks, however, were cautious about presenting the sexual aspects of homosexuality. As one expert in the area pointed out, “A lot of the concerns or the discomfort that people feel about what they identify as gay is often associated with gay sex. So whenever any sort of intimacy is shown of gay people, it makes people uncomfortable.”1  Broadcasters also worried that programs depicting gay and lesbian sex might invite FCC fines, so only subscription-based pay cable would take a chance on them. (The FCC does not control pay cable for indecency—it reasons that if consumers are offended, they can simply stop their subscription.)

Pay cable’s breakthrough program was Showtime’s Queer as Folk, which debuted in 2000. This sexually explicit drama dealt with provocative issues such as AIDS, promiscuous sex, drug use, and gay bashing.  Showtime also debuted a series in 2004 called The L Word, about a group of lesbians in Los Angeles, and HBO featured the explicit behavior of a biracial gay couple in Six Feet Under.

Several corporations are now considering all-gay cable channels for the United States. One such channel, PrideVision, has been operating in Canada since 2001, and the U.S. market is considerably larger. In fact, an estimated 6 to 7 percent of the U.S. adult population identifies itself as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. The purchasing power of this market segment is huge, accounting for nearly $500 billion in annual sales. The average income is about 8 percent higher in gay households than straight ones.2
Social scientists see this proliferation of gay-and-lesbian-themed television as reflective of society’s wider acceptable of homosexuality, but research suggests the programs affect, as well as reflect, audience attitudes. A Kansas State University researcher studied about 200 relatively sheltered rural Kansas college students and found that popular TV shows dramatically improved their attitudes toward and increased their acceptance of gays and lesbians.3  Perhaps most important, this programming is affecting conversations about sexuality in American homes. As one expert pointed out, “TV is really leading the way for America to talk about gay and lesbian issues.”4
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