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at all three networks well in advance 
because of the number of gay activists 
in the industry itself. Often actions such 
as network office occupations could be 
coordinated in response to a forthcoming 
offending TV episode before executives 
even knew the broadcast was planned.

This whole move to influence television 
content had begun back in 1972 when that 
perennial boogeyman of the right, Planned 
Parenthood, served as a consultant to a 
two-episode arc of Maude—the “Maude 
gets an abortion” episodes written by Soap creator Susan Harris—
designed to address concerns about skyrocketing world population 
numbers. Set in motion by The Population Institute’s move to enlist 
Hollywood’s help in spreading the population-control message, 
the Maude episodes promised to be some of the most controversial 
television aired by CBS. The network persuaded Norman Lear to 
shoe-horn in a satisfied mother character—who’s pregnant yet 
again—just to add balance to the pro-abortion stance the episodes 
took. (If anything, the self-satisfied idiot “Lorraine” and her bratty 
offspring likely struck many as a further argument for termination 
on demand, and was just as likely a tweak of the nose of the net-
work orchestrated by Harris and Lear.)*
The message was clear: Gays, minorities and pro-life groups all 
seemed to get somewhere with the networks, yet conservative griev-
ances were fobbed off with condescending letters. It was a pattern 
that conservatives, particularly religious conservatives, recognized 
from the political arena. It was only a matter of time before the vari-
ous right-wing elements left out in the cold coordinated their efforts 
and finally put the screws to the networks. 

A Nation (within a Nation) Awakes 
In the Internet age where a contrary opinion is a click away, it’s 
hard to recall just how isolated American communities were from 
one another, and how much suspicion and animosity that separa-
tion bred. Local newspapers echoed local sentiment, as did local 

messages in front of the viewers of several different shows, it also 
afforded them a certain “plausible deniability” when confronted by 
viewers angered by a specific broadcast.  

The following sponsor’s reply to a viewer’s complaint, quoted in 
Kathryn C. Montgomery’s book Target: Prime Time, gives you some 
idea of what concerned viewer’s were up against:

“…For instance, our commercial might be scheduled in Marcus Welby, 
but we would not know whether the show content involves heart 
trouble, diabetes or abortion.” In other words, get stuffed.

It was the very disingenuousness of this “our hands are tied” argu-
ment that would eventually galvanize Soap’s critics into action. Too 
often they’d seen advertisers call the tune when it came to televi-
sion content. It’s difficult to say now just what anti-Soap activists 
knew about network executives at the time. Still, you can imagine 
their reaction if they realized that ABC head Fred Silverman, the 
man responsible for defending Soap to its critics, was the same 
executive responsible for pulling the plug on several inoffensive, 
cornball shows such as The Beverly Hillbillies over at CBS just six years 
earlier, solely to cater to advertisers’ needs to attract younger, more 
affluent viewers. Though networks had recently instituted “open 
door” policies that invited advocacy groups to visit with executives 
to air their concerns, and the standards and practices people did 
their best to maintain “ongoing relationships” with them, the 
staunchest activists soon realized that nothing really changed.

More galling still, conservative viewers seemed to be the only ones 
not influencing programming. In the early ’70s, groups like Justicia, 
inspired by Cesar Chavez, successfully pressured networks to improve 
their depictions of Hispanics on television, in part by threatening 
the renewal of their broadcast licenses. As ABC’s West Coast Vice 
President Tom Kersey told Montgomery in Target: Prime Time, “One of 
our stations was worth between $35 million and $40 million.”

During the development of ABC’s 1972 TV movie That Certain 

Summer, gay rights groups including the Gay Activist Alliance began 
to test their own powers in the television market. In a detail fun-
nier than much of what passed for television comedy at the time, 
organizations such as the GAA often knew what was in the pipeline 

As a result of the 
controversy the 

Maude abortion 
episodes sparked, 
Montgomery points out 
in Target: Prime Time, 
Lear created a position 
at Tandem Productions 
tasked with dealing 
directly with pressure 
groups during the 
development of 
programming, defusing 
issues before they 
became big problems, 
and even using those 
groups as a sort of 
marketing force.

1977

MAY 25: The 
Unabomber strikes for 
the first time, wounding 
a security guard at 
Northwestern University.


