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The political underwent a substantial metamorphosis during the 
latter third of the 20th century, when a new wave of the feminist 
movement successfully challenged the earlier, male-dominated 
meanings of politics. The political was now expanded to include 
gendered everyday practices, domestic settings and female bodies. 
This expansion was, in highly industrialized Western states, driven 
by the leading medium of television (TV). TV reception broadened 
the reach but also watered down the radical potential of feminist 
changes to political values.

The 1960s and the 1970s are seen by social scientists as a 
period of intense and unusually swift value change in the highly 
industrialized West. Theorists such as Ronald Inglehart, Helmut 
Klages, Henri Mendras and Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann diagnosed a 
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fundamental shift from materialist to postmaterialist values during 
these decades. Western societies, they argued, were now charac-
terized by a search for individual self-fulfilment, freedom and par-
ticipation, rather than the traditional values of financial stability, 
social respectability, duty and obedience (Inglehart 1977; Klages 
1992; Noelle-Neumann 1978; Mendras and Duboys Fresney 1988).

Theories about the reasons for this social transformation are 
extensive and varied, but they tend to have one thing in common. 
Despite a lack of relevant evidence, the presence of the new mass 
media, especially TV, is almost invariably named as a key factor 
(Albert 2011: 96; Kaelble 2007: 130; Noelle-Neumann 1977; Raithel, 
Roedder, and Wirsching 2009; Rödder and Elz 2008). It is certainly 
true that accelerated value change occurred during the ‘era of scar-
city’, in which TV occupied the leading place among mass media in a 
way it was never to achieve again.1 But can this simply be ascribed 
to coincidence, or is there a causal relationship?

The present chapter sets out to explore this question further. It 
is based on excerpts from an extensive study examining the effects 
of televisual entertainment on value change in the 1970s in Britain, 
West Germany and the USA, respectively. Using a wide range of 
sources, the study undertakes an empirical reconstruction of his-
torical reception processes in order to more accurately identify the 
influence of popular sitcoms on value change processes (Hodenberg 
2015). My sources extend far beyond the actual broadcasts of the 
show and include production files, press reports and reviews, 
interviews with and other documentation by people involved with 
the show at all levels, academic studies on the series, empirical 
audience surveys carried out by social scientists, viewers’ letters, 
interviews and fan websites. The results suggest that there was a 
pattern in how TV affected value change, whereby recurring series 
with high standing and extensive reach could use their platform 
to experiment with new, controversial values—but only after these 
values had first been ‘tried out’ by pioneering countercultural 

1 The ‘era of scarcity’ describes a period in which viewer choice was limited (TV meant up 
to three channels, and video did not yet exist) but in which the reach of TV was universal 
and its technical teething problems had been resolved. As a result, TV was a shared 
experience underpinning everyday sociability at home, at school and at work. This era 
of scarcity lasted in Britain, Germany and the USA into the early 1980s (cf. Ellis 2000: 39, 
46; Hodenberg 2015).
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minorities and then softened by producers to make them acceptable 
to the broad mainstream. Such broadcasts impacted the attitudes 
of viewers who were neither progressives nor traditionalists but 
sat somewhere in the middle.

In this chapter, I illustrate how this mechanism operated by a 
close study of gender-specific values in 1970s North America. The 
phenomenally successful sitcom All in the Family (CBS 1971–1979), 
which reached its peak in the era of scarcity often showcased new 
values connected with the changing role of women at work, in the 
family and in sexual relationships.2 The 1970s in the USA were 
characterized by a profound change in the relationship between 
the sexes, the progressive elements of which were accompanied by 
various forms of resistance. Within just a few decades, the number 
of working married women and women with university degrees had 
risen sharply. Women were more prepared to stand up for their 
expectations and political goals, for example, through the liberaliza-
tion of divorce laws and the right to abortion. Divorce rates were 
rising exponentially, doubling in the USA between 1963 and 1975 
(U. S. Census Bureau 1976: 2).

Entertainment TV played a role in this development, as the 
series All in the Family with its (anti)hero and heroine Archie 
and Edith Bunker shows. The US sitcom was based on a British 
format that was also bought by West German broadcasters (BBC 
1966–1975, Till Death Us Do Part; WDR/ARD 1973–1976, Ein Herz 
und eine Seele) and was adapted in each country to the respective 
national context. All three series featured a working-class family 
living in a modest terraced house in an area gradually being demo-
graphically transformed as more migrants moved in. In all three 
cases, the family was made up of a patriarchal ‘head of the house’ 
(Alf, Archie and Alfred, respectively), a downtrodden housewife 
(Edith, Else), a sexually liberated daughter (Gloria, Rita) and a 
progressive but financially dependent son-in-law (Michael). Each 
episode featured a heated argument, a dramatic device in which 
the anti-hero Archie set out to irritate his Left-wing son-in-law, 

2 I understand ‘values’ in Clyde Kluckhohn’s sense of ‘conceptions of the desirable’, that 
is, as attitudes perceived by contemporaries as acceptable, legitimate and desirable 
(Thome 2003: 6–7). Such values are often strongly gendered, although this was not always 
recognized by theorists at the time.
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Michael, and sometimes his daughter, Gloria, with tirades against 
progressive values and foreigners. The intention was to expose 
Archie’s opinions as laughably old-fashioned by confronting them 
with the values of the younger generation.

How did All in the Family depict the new choices and lifestyles 
available to women? How did it become a medium for negotiating 
new values in the ‘battle of the sexes’? First, I will examine the 
reach of the programme and its influence, or standing, in society 
as a whole. The next section then looks at the ideas or frames 
used in the series and their part in contemporary debates about 
gender roles, before reconstructing some of the show’s attempts to 
deliberately influence the mainstream agenda through targeted 
agenda setting. Finally, I will discuss the large proportion of the 
audience that was neither particularly progressive nor particularly 
conservative (the ‘transitional majority’) and the role it played in 
the embedding of new values through the mass media.

REACH AND STANDING
Compared to viewing figures for TV shows today, the success of 
All in the Family was phenomenal. It topped the A. C. Nielsen rat-
ings for five years in a row, and an average episode was seen by 
around 50 million Americans, a fifth of the total population at the 
time (Adler 1979: ix; Ozersky 2003: 67). Surveys show that in the 
summer of 1972, 95 per cent of all American teenagers and 99 per 
cent of all Canadian adults knew the series (Vidmar and Rokeach 
1974: 40). In 1973, 98 per cent of college students in Pittsburgh, 
97 per cent of high school students in rural New Jersey and 96 per 
cent of students in Illinois had seen the programme at least once 
(Leckenby 1981: 242; Stein 1973: 89–90; Thompson 1975: 66). In 
1974, when the show had been going for four years, 69 per cent of 
all adults in Atlanta and Chicago were regular viewers (Leckenby 
and Surlin 2012: 487). Teenagers were even bigger fans, with 80 
per cent of them showing an ‘almost every week viewing pattern’ 
(Thompson 1975: 67).

The network loved All in the Family because it attracted the 
most commercially interesting—because high-spending—demo-
graphic, namely young and middle-aged women. Fred Silverman, 
head of programming at CBS, spoke of ‘the best demographics a 
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network ever had. Just fabulous’ (Pasternak 2001).3 From 1972 to 
1976, All in the Family was the favourite TV show for women gener-
ally, but especially for those aged between 18 and 49. Commercial 
breaks were clearly aimed at female viewers and led to record 
takings. In autumn 1974, for example, the show was accompanied 
by ads for disposable diapers, lipstick and pan cleaners (Knilli 
1978: 154–157). The fact that the series exerted such a fascina-
tion on housewives and teenagers also explains why the daytime 
repeat runs were so successful. These were shown on CBS in the 
afternoons, first between December 1975 and September 1979 (TV 
Guide, 12 November 1977: 30) and then on a never-ending loop 
that still continues today. The sitcom’s loyal fan base of women 
and young people gave the series unique access to those two social 
groups that had been central to the development of the post-war 
mass consumer society. All in the Family’s success was particularly 
significant in relation to housewives, who traditionally tended to 
react late to social change because of their isolation at home.

Just as importantly, All in the Family enjoyed not only reach 
but also standing. Everyone involved in the show believed that it 
had a unique influence within society, which thus became a self-
fulfilling prophecy. The series featured constantly in American 
newsprint media, where contemporaries argued over the intentions 
of the series, especially its use of a racist, reactionary anti-hero to 
satirize social prejudices. The press came to be a forum for discus-
sions about the new values thematized in individual episodes. TV 
Guide, a magazine bought by millions, described the show as ‘the 
most influential television program of all time’ (3 September 1983: 
38), while the Washington Post spoke of ‘perhaps the single most 
influential program in the history of broadcasting’ (16 February 
1991: C1).

The sitcom’s standing could also be seen in political debates 
and museum exhibitions. During the 1972 US presidential elec-
tion campaign, thousands of people bought, wore or displayed 
‘Archie Bunker for President’ t-shirts, posters, badges and car 
bumper stickers. In 1978, Archie and Edith’s old armchairs were 
declared to be part of America’s national heritage and exhibited 

3 Unpublished archival holdings, University of California at Los Angeles Library: A. C. 
Nielsen Company, Nielsen TV/Nielsen report on television, Chicago 1971–1980.
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at the Smithsonian Institution in the Washington Mall. Dozens of 
senators and congressmen attended the exhibition opening, where 
they schmoozed with producers and actors. President Jimmy Carter 
took pains to stress that he was a fan of the show, declaring that 
he had been worried about missing an episode during the signing 
of the Camp David agreements (ABC Evening News, 19 September 
1978, Vanderbilt TV News Archive 55754). Moreover, conservative 
critics protested forcefully that the series was damaging society. All 
in the Family was at the centre of a hefty debate on self-censorship 
between the network giants CBS, ABC and NBC in 1975–1976, in 
the context of a proposed ‘family viewing policy’ designed to safe-
guard young people and children (Cowan 1979).

Interestingly, however, critics of the programmes tended to 
focus on topics relating to racism and sexuality. Media discussions 
of All in the Family showed only a secondary interest in questions 
of gender, although a study of audience reactions reveals that this 
was one of the areas where it had the biggest impact. The role of 
the housewife, working women, equal rights in marriage and taboos 
relating to the female body all played an important role in how the 
show was received by audiences.

FRAMING
The series provided frames, that is, vocabulary, symbols, catch-
phrases and fun patterns which became part of the repertoire of 
public and private value negotiations. Such frames were often 
strongly gendered, and they were effective, because they enabled 
viewers to express criticisms of friends or family in a humorous 
and inoffensive way.

The colloquial register of the time was sensitive to popular TV 
shows. The catchphrases from All in the Family—‘dingbat’, ‘meat-
head’ and ‘stifle yourself’—instantly entered America’s everyday 
vocabulary. The word ‘dingbat’, used by Archie derogatively when 
talking to his wife Edith, was actually an anachronistic insult 
dating from at least 1911. But the 1989 edition of the Oxford 
English Dictionary listed it as a neologism invented by the TV 
show. Statistics show that use of the words ‘dingbat’ and ‘meat-
head’, along with the name ‘Archie Bunker’, soared after the show 
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began in 1971, and this extremely high usage continued long after 
it ended in 1979.4

Other frames with a strong symbolic significance, such as the 
figures of Archie and Edith or their old armchair, also played a 
part in the context of private value negotiations. In some aver-
age American families, the sitcom came to have the function of 
a framing script for personal discussions. In Queens, New York, 
Joseph Eccles Jr (20) saw his mother as Edith and his father as 
Archie, while Joseph Sr (55) explained, ‘Archie typifies the way we 
think’. Forty-nine-year-old Kitty Eccles focused on Edith, saying 
‘I sympathise with her’. In small-town Klamath Falls, Oregon, 
63-year-old Louie Leroy Pastega, a grocery store owner, expressed 
admiration for Archie (‘he’s the boss…like me, huh?’), while his 
wife Jenny described her husband as ‘Archie Bunker in the flesh’ 
(Adler 1979: 234–237).

Such recognition effects were widespread. A reporter who in 
May 1971 browsed through the production firm’s archive of viewer 
letters concluded that the most prominent thread running through 
them was ‘the recognition, in a comedy series, of life as it is really 
lived’. He noted that letters from viewers typically compared the 
Bunkers with their own relatives, saying things like ‘my mother 
always did that’, ‘we could see a couple of our relatives in it’ or ‘I 
live with such people’ (TV Guide, 29 May 1971: 30–31). The preva-
lence of the recognition effect is backed up by empirical studies of 
the time. One study of 92 students from Pittsburgh in 1972 found 
that 51 per cent liked to compare themselves with the sitcom’s 
characters, while 20 per cent compared the latter with their family 
or friends (Stein 1973: 89). Nine years after the series had begun, 
609 teenagers at a middle school in Texas were asked ‘if they knew 
an Archie’. A total of 49 per cent of them said yes, with 26 per cent 
naming their father, 26 per cent another relative, 12 per cent a 
friend and 8 per cent a teacher (Mills 1979: 69–72).

Often, a specific purpose was fulfilled by these kinds of com-
parisons. Genuine conflicts could be depersonalized, while the use 

4 Google Ngram Viewer, graph of search results for titles published in the USA 
between 1969 and 2005 (no smoothing), http://books.google.com/ngrams/gra
ph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_
end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0 (accessed on 16 September 2019).

http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0
http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0
http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0
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of humour took the sting out of potentially hurtful remarks. ‘Giving 
an inoffensive frame to criticism’ was ‘the most obvious intended 
effect of such comparisons’, found a group of psychologists in a study 
of parent–child interactions. They also found, for example, that 
‘many parents in our interviews report having compared a televi-
sion character to a real-life person in the presence of their children. 
The television character cited most frequently in this respect is 
Archie Bunker’ (Messaris and Sarett 1981: 232).

The embodiment of the family tyrant, backed into a corner by 
modern life yet still holding fast to outdated notions of family and 
gender, Archie became a figure recognized across America. His 
famous armchair, which featured in each episode, epitomized what 
he meant to Americans (TV Guide, 10 February 1979: 36–37). It 
was the sacred throne from which Archie issued commands to his 
long-suffering family, and no one else was ever allowed to sit on 
it. Its symbolic meaning as a representation of fading patriarchal 
authority lived on in shabby armchairs across America, and even 
today, the heads of American households will often describe their 
armchair as an ‘Archie chair’, implying both the continued patri-
archal structure of the family and, through the ironic connotation, 
a willingness to listen to criticism. 
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‘Archie Bunker chairs’ often appear in family albums, either 
as museum visitors posing next to the original or as nickname for 
one’s own throne opposite the TV in the living room (e.g., on www.
flickr.com), while in the 2009 movie, Night at the Museum: Battle of 
the Smithsonian, Archie’s chair even features as the central prop. 
Ultimately, the frame offered by Archie’s chair served to facilitate 
the private negotiation of values in a humorous way in a world 
where it appeared no longer possible to hold unreflected patriarchal 
attitudes without incurring criticism.

Edith, too, was a much-used frame, like the terms her patri-
archal husband used to denigrate her: ‘dingbat’ in the USA, ‘silly 
moo’ in the UK and ‘dusselige Kuh’ (stupid cow) in West Germany. 
These words were a way of signalling her role as an unemanci-
pated, uneducated housewife. Right from the start, the American 
press described Mrs Bunker as ‘America’s most famous housewife’ 
and ‘the antithesis of women’s liberation’ (New York Times, 17 
May 1972). A family in Eugene, Oregon, used to call out ‘Edith!’ to 
signal to the spouse, ‘You’re talking too much’ (Los Angeles Times, 
22 July 1986: OC D6). A fan named Rick always responded to his 
wife, ‘“That’s the whole pernt Edith.” And her name is not even 
Edith!’5 The underlying purpose of borrowing these clichés from TV 
was to negotiate the delicately balanced gender hierarchy within 
the family.

It was Edith who invoked the strongest reactions from 
audiences—something that went almost unnoticed in the print 
media, which tended to focus on the supposed effect of the show 
on racism. Unexpectedly, audience surveys of the time showed 
that Edith was the most popular character in the series (Tate and 
Surlin 1975: Figure 1). Women were especially fond of Edith, and 
even younger women, who tended to identify more with Gloria, felt 
sympathy for her. Very few viewers disliked her, whereas Archie 
polarized audiences dramatically (Thompson 1975: 218).

It was women, in particular, who wrote to the producers in their 
thousands about Edith. One of the scriptwriters, Bernie West, said 
about these letters in 1974, ‘There have been a lot of statements 

5 Fan ‘Rick’ posting on forum http://forum.allinthefamilysit.com/read.php?1,5145,page=2 
on 5 August 2005 (accessed on 23 July 2012).

http://www.flickr.com
http://www.flickr.com
http://forum.allinthefamilysit.com/read.php?1,5145,page=2
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saying, as a woman, who is she? […] She’s too naïve, too dumb, 
too obedient and subservient to Archie.’ Even a group of nuns 
complained about ‘the way Archie treats Edith’. West’s colleague 
Mickey Ross added that a lot of correspondents also took issue with 
Gloria who just ‘sits around the house all day’. In response ‘to a lot 
of women lib type letters’, the head writers decided to let the daugh-
ter work in cosmetics sales (Ross and West 1974). Because adult 
women were the most important target group for TV commercials 
and were also the most loyal fans of the series, their interventions 
were taken seriously. As a result, the audience were witnesses to 
Edith and Gloria’s slow but steady emancipation.

In the seventh year of the sitcom, its head producer, Norman 
Lear, noted, ‘You could probably trace the whole women’s movement 
just following Edith Bunker[…]. She was dominated by Archie at 
first, but she slowly, gradually, became undominated’ (Milwaukee 
Journal 28 August 1977: 6). Actress Jean Stapleton observed, 
‘my character, Edith, has changed […] she’s smarter and more 
aware of women’s rights, and she even stands up to Archie now’ 
(TV Guide 12 November 1977: 29). Edith’s gradual liberation from 
Archie reached a turning point in the 1975–1976 season, when she 
decided to volunteer at the local old people’s home in defiance of 
her husband’s objections.

Edith’s development as a character was observed closely by 
audiences and led to heated debates. One discussion asked whether 
Edith should fetch a beer from the fridge for her husband or not, 
while another centred on the question of Edith working outside the 
home. The debate about the beer had its origins in an intervention 
by the United States Commission on Civil Rights, which had issued 
a critical report on the depiction of women and minorities on TV 
noting, among other things, that ‘the women in situation comedies 
still tend to be subordinate to the men in their lives[…]. Edith 
scoots into the kitchen to fetch Archie a beer and rarely fails to have 
dinner on the table by 6 p.m’. The Commission asked the body that 
licensed TV channels, the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC), to pay strict attention to whether or not the entertainment 
on their channels contained gender stereotypes. The FCC refused, 
saying that this would be a form of censorship (U. S. Commission 
on Civil Rights 1977: 23). Local papers came down firmly on the 
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side of the FCC, asking whether perhaps Edith should become an 
atomic scientist or Archie should get his own beer from now on? 
Ridiculous! (Gazette, Emporia, KS 9 July 1977; Nashua Telegraph, 
NH 16 December 1977: 4).

The broader context for this argument was a legal case 
about the depiction of women on TV, brought by the National 
Organization for Women (NOW) in 1976 against the FCC and the 
channel ABC.6 NOW was the largest organization in the women’s 
movement, establishing itself rapidly across the whole of the USA 
during the 1970s. Its regional groups fought valiantly but in vain 
for a change to the Constitution (the Equal Rights Amendment, 
ERA) that would have improved women’s legal rights.

But although the women’s movement may have been van-
quished in court, it triumphed in America’s favourite TV family. 
Eventually, Edith did, in fact, refuse to fetch Archie’s beer, and 
when he tried to pressure her into quitting her job in the old people’s 
home, she stood up to him with a defiant ‘I ain’t taking no orders’ 
before slamming the door in his face. This episode, broadcast in 
November 1975, changed Edith’s role for good. Not only had she 
got her way, she had also given up her housewifely existence for a 
job for which she now even received a wage.

The scriptwriting team had thought long and carefully about 
this radical change in the format. It meant that All in the Family 
would be taking a stand in the heated public debate on whether 
or not housewives should be happy with their lot—a debate that 
had raged since the publication of Betty Friedan’s bestseller, The 
Feminine Mystique, in 1963. A verbatim record of the discussions 
shows how the producers tried to predict how viewers would react. 
The idea of the episode was to show Edith’s frustration after her 
daughter and son-in-law leave home, with nothing to occupy her 
but the endless round of daily household chores. The scriptwriters 
were worried that viewers might be critical of Edith for neglecting 
her household duties, but after some debate, producers Hal Kanter 
and Norman Lear decided that 90 per cent of the audience would 

6 NOW argued that the FCC should withdraw the licence from TV channels that consist-
ently showed women as ‘serving their husbands and children’ and as ‘incompetent, 
dependent, over-emotional and irresponsible’, but lost the suit in April 1977. See 555 
F.2d 1002, NOW et al. v. FCC, Sl. O74-1853, D.C. Cir., 11 April 1977, S. 31.
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probably come down on Edith’s side. Further discussions ensued 
about whether Edith should get paid for her work, and whether she 
should work as a carer or in the office. Finally, the team decided 
she should have paid a job in a role with a social dimension, with 
Lear saying, ‘I love the two dollars an hour because she is not 
gonna continue indefinitely doing volunteer work which is a drag 
to women everywhere’ (Kanter 1975).

With this decision, the TV producers were reflecting ideas that 
had emerged from the (mainly middle-class) women’s movement—
that the freedom to develop one’s own personality was bound up 
with the right to a working life outside the home, and that voluntary 
work was a form of exploitation. But the producers didn’t want 
Edith to be too liberated. To avoid upsetting male fans, anything 
that sounded too radical was dropped from the script. Originally, 
for example, Edith had been given the lines, ‘I can’t spend the whole 
day just dusting and mopping and cooking’ and ‘The ring’s on my 
finger not on my nose[…]. I’m a human being not an animal’, but 
these were eventually taken out (Kanter 1975). Despite this, or 
perhaps because of it, viewers loved the episode. The studio audi-
ence met Edith’s moves against Archie with huge cheers, whistles 
and claps, a pattern that was repeated at subsequent tapings 
(Milwaukee Journal 28 August 1977: 6). And five years later, the 
fashion magazine Vogue (July 1980: 36) highlighted this particular 
programme in its obituary for Edith: 

[P]erhaps our attachment to Edith grew in those episodes when 
she tried to defend herself against him. In one sequence, Archie 
made fun of Edith for being […] a volunteer worker with the ill 
and elderly […] she was even so furious she told him she wasn’t 
going to ‘volunteer’ to put his dinner on the table.

Like Mrs Bunker, Vogue was not known for radical femi-
nism, but rather for cautiously embracing a slow evolution. All 
in the Family strengthened moderate, liberal feminists when it 
highlighted the perils of a traditional submissive role, but it also 
rejected the agenda of radical feminism. Edith did not complain 
about household chores and abuse, she never threatened divorce, 
she did not demand equal power or equal pay. This attitude can 
also be seen in All in the Family’s collaboration with a Los Angeles 
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pastor that resulted in a cheap 82-page book entitled Edith the 
Good that encouraged middle-aged women to explore their eman-
cipatory ‘options for growth’. In this self-help manual, housewives 
were urged to see their liberation not as a ‘battle of the sexes’ but 
a movement striving for the personal fulfilment of individuals of 
both genders. The author helpfully suggested piano lessons and 
assertiveness training for Edith, adding travel, education, career 
and crafts as other possible options. Thus, taking up the piano 
became a service to women’s liberation: ‘We are in the middle of 
a revolution that is slowly bringing about equal rights and equal 
opportunity for women […] and when one woman acts on her option 
[for growth], the revolution benefits because that one encourages 
the many’ (Marsh 1977: vii, xi, 1–5, 27–32, 65–70).

Edith the Good, of course, was miles away from more radi-
cal aspects of the American women’s movement like separatism, 
Marxism or political lesbianism. Like the sitcom, the brochure 
spoke up for a moderate kind of ‘self-help feminism’, where indi-
vidual personal development rather than collective activism was the 
key to success. This strategy was not limited to All in the Family. 
TV shows such as Mary Tyler Moore and One Day at a Time also 
promoted a ‘therapeutic feminism’ and thus selected ‘a particular 
variation of feminism from the available options’ for dissemination 
via mass media (Dow 1996: 82–83).

AGENDA SETTING
It was no coincidence that All in the Family promoted the more 
moderate aspects of the women’s movement. The producers of 
the show had an explicit policy of agenda setting, to which end 
they worked closely with specific pressure groups. Head producer 
Norman Lear aimed to ensure that the series was constantly sourc-
ing fresh material from the new social movements of the 1970s. 
He believed that the show could profit from the creative energies 
of critical minorities and made a particular effort to engage Black, 
homosexual and feminist staff. In this way, NOW found itself in a 
position where it could influence the show’s content. Lear was mar-
ried to the activist and feminist, Frances Lear (New York Times 11 
April 1980: A16), who introduced him to Virginia Carter, a physi-
cist and the ex-chairwoman of NOW in Los Angeles. From 1973 
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onwards, Carter was Lear’s right-hand woman and the ‘director 
of creative affairs’. Part of her role was to identify the most useful 
controversial subjects and liaise with the relevant pressure groups 
accordingly, while filtering out activists whose values were too radi-
cal for the show—a process that made Lear’s production company 
the first ever to employ a structured, long-term strategy with the 
express purpose of milking the ideas of countercultural and sub-
cultural minorities (Dyer 2012; Montgomery 1989: 42–43, 71–72).

Well beyond Virginia Carter, many of the team had close 
connections to NOW. After Edith’s screen death during the 1980 
season, the production firm donated $500,000 to the NOW’s 
Legal Defense and Education Fund to establish an ‘Edith Bunker 
Memorial Fund for the ERA and Women’s Rights’. This was at 
that point the largest corporate gift in the history of the women’s 
movement (New York Times 11 April 1980, A16). In addition, ‘Mrs 
Bunker’ Jean Stapleton became more and more of an activist. From 
1972 through 1975, she acted variously as a coordinator, communi-
cations officer and vice-president for the Los Angeles chapter of the 
NOW. Stapleton closely guarded her character, ‘never’ accepting the 
many invitations ‘to do Edith in the kitchen’ for commercials. She 
gave permission, however, to use her image in feminist magazine 
ads about women as second-class citizens.7

Not surprisingly, then, the series began to include feminist 
storylines. Virginia Carter emphasized that All in the Family had 
to offer ‘real entertainment’, but noted, ‘Once we got people watch-
ing, we could add the kind of content that would give substance to 
the plots’ (Dyer 2012). Some episodes were screened to experts and 
campaigners before they were broadcast, to test their impact and if 
necessary, revise the scripts (Newsweek 2 June 1975: 78–79). For 
example, Carter invited a midwife to explain the Lamaze ‘natural 
childbirth’ method to the scriptwriting team. Subsequently, a pro-
gramme featured a pregnant Gloria who demonstrated breathing 
techniques on screen and argued robustly with Archie over the 
role of the father during labour (Kanter n.d.). Another carefully 
prepared episode from 1974 featured Edith panicking over a lump 

7 Meeting minutes from June 1972, March 1973, October 1974, February 1975, March 
1975 and December 1975, XIV, subseries B, 169.36, NOW records, Schlesinger Library 
(Herman 2000: pts 3, 2).
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she had found in her breast. Forty million viewers watched as she 
proceeded to discuss the taboo topics of breast cancer and mastec-
tomy with the woman next door, and the regional branches of the 
American Cancer Society subsequently took calls from thousands 
of worried women. Soon afterwards, the series received an award 
‘for the fear-reducing message put across’ (Adler 1979: 256; TV 
Guide 4 May 1974: A5).

In 1977, the series featured an especially controversial episode 
in which a man attempted to rape Edith. Virginia Carter and the 
two scriptwriters, Bob Schiller and Bob Weiskopf, spent over a 
year working on the script with the Santa Monica Rape Treatment 
Center (Los Angeles Times 18 October 1981: E1). The collaboration 
also resulted in a manual and study guide used by local police and 
‘rape treatment centres’ all over the country. Carter was espe-
cially proud of this intervention (Dyer 2012; McCrohan 1987: 75; 
Montgomery 1989: 238), which was intended to show rape as an act 
of violence against women rather than the result of uncontrollable 
passion. In contrast to the stereotypical idea of a rape victim, Edith 
was neither young nor beautiful, and the storyline was deliberately 
shaped so that no one could blame her. Edith’s trauma and her fear 
of confronting both the police and the man who had assaulted her 
were intended to encourage women to report sexual violence to the 
police. They were also intended to show audiences that rape is a 
crime and encourage them to identify with the victim, rather than 
the aggressor. With this, the series was taking a clear stand against 
the usual depictions of rape in the 1970s TV, where the line between 
passion and violence tended to be blurred and where the victim was 
often shown falling in love with her rapist (Levine 2007). Instead, 
All in the Family was prepared to challenge its viewers, and in 
this it succeeded. The studio audience was ‘gasping and shouting’ 
during the taping, and TV critics assessed the sequence as ‘one of 
the most harrowing scenes of this or any season’ (Los Angeles Times 
13 October 1977: H1). Typical comments by viewers included, ‘I 
about cried when I saw that happen’, ‘that was tough’, ‘watching 
what happened to Edith is like watching it happen to your mother’.8

8 Fan statements on www.tv.com/shows/all-in-the-family/forums/most-controversial-
episode-306-237150/ (accessed on 30 January 2012).

http://www.tv.com/shows/all-in-the-family/forums/most-controversial-episode-306-237150/
http://www.tv.com/shows/all-in-the-family/forums/most-controversial-episode-306-237150/
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But this 1977 episode did not initiate the public debate about 
rape. All in the Family only jumped on the bandwagon of the anti-
rape movement that had been gathering steam throughout the 
decade. There had already been rape ‘speak outs’, a NOW National 
Task Force on Rape, a Feminist Alliance Against Rape from 1971 
to 1974, and a 1975 bestseller by Susan Brownmiller which argued 
that rape was a patriarchal plot to intimidate women (Levine 
2007: 210–211). While the sitcom accelerated the debunking of old 
myths (rape as an expression of sexual desire where the victim is 
to blame), it also deradicalized the feminist anti-rape discourse as 
it did not include broader criticisms of the patriarchy or mention 
rape within marriage.

Televisual entertainment was never a pioneer of the lifestyle rev-
olution. Rather, it followed in the footsteps of those who had already 
trodden a more innovative path (countercultural minorities who had 
experimented with new values in their everyday lives). TV was only 
prepared to foreground new values when these values had already 
been tested elsewhere and thus lost their initial shock factor. All in the 
Family’s breaking of the taboo on breast cancer and its introduction of 
the ‘Lamaze method’ of natural childbirth both followed this principle. 
American women affected by breast cancer had already begun to orga-
nize themselves into a ‘women’s health movement’ before the relevant 
All in the Family episode, while the ‘Lamaze method’ was originally 
developed in the 1940s and had become increasingly popular in the 
USA since 1959. Thus, when it comes to long-term attitudes, TV is 
not so much a trendsetter as a catalyst, disseminating and embedding 
a widespread acceptance of new values.

THE TRANSITIONAL MAJORITY
In communication research, it is axiomatic that individual media 
messages are not capable of altering attitudes or changing opinions. 
However, many findings confirm that media texts can strengthen 
existing attitudes and perceptions (Gauntlett 2005; Schenk 2007; 
Wickham 2007). In this view, TV could only be preaching to the 
converted. Yet at the same time, we see that TV entertainment 
could function as catalyst and accelerator for the embedding of 
new values. The new concept of the ‘transitional majority’ helps to 
resolve this apparent contradiction.
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The term refers to the vast majority of TV viewers who were 
neither convinced adepts nor adamant opponents of the lifestyle 
revolution. In the 1970s, the majority of people watching TV would 
have held a number of contradictory views simultaneously. Their 
values were becoming more fluid, and TV’s storylines and charac-
ters offered them frames and scripts for the negotiation of values 
in their personal lives, thus indirectly supporting and accelerating 
the lifestyle revolution.

Empirical social scientists of the time, however, were largely 
uninterested in ‘middle of the road’ viewers. Instead, because they 
wanted to show that changes in opinion could be directly caused by 
TV, they were especially interested in two opposing demographic 
groups; the ‘young progressives’, who applauded anything that was 
modern, and the ‘older traditionalists’, who wanted to keep moder-
nity at bay. Nearly all of the empirical surveys of audiences carried 
out in the 1970s were designed to measure either the intensifying of 
illiberal views among traditionalist Archie fans or the liberalizing 
effect of the series on those who admired Michael, the progressive 
son-in-law. But, in fact, researchers discovered that most viewers 
did not fall into either camp. Instead, they tended to hold contradic-
tory viewpoints about new values and lifestyles, veering between 
Archie and Michael and laughing at them both. A study carried out 
by CBS in February 1971 found that 20 per cent of viewers were 
‘Michael fans’, 19 per cent supported Archie and 61 per cent were 
somewhere in the middle (Klapper 1971: 9). An academic study of 
a rural, small-town audience in 1975 found that 16–18 per cent 
were racist traditionalists, 23 per cent were liberals and 58–60 
per cent were ‘moderate dogmatics’ (Tate and Surlin 1975: 3–6). 
Studies of the British and West German formats came to similar 
conclusions; in fact, in the UK and West Germany, the percentage 
of viewers who belonged to the transitional majority was 80 and 
75, respectively (Hodenberg 2015). Many respondents gave answers 
that simply did not fit with the simplistic design of the studies. For 
example, most viewers ‘liked’ Archie Bunker, but at the same time, 
they ‘disagreed’ with him. The traditionalist anti-hero Archie was 
popular, but so were his progressive opponents Michael, Gloria and 
Lionel (Surlin 1974: 38).

A survey on the subject of marriage provides a good example 
of the way in which the transitional majority functioned. All in the 
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Family’s format contrasted Archie and Edith’s static traditional 
marriage—the husband who rules the roost, the asexual housewife, 
the marriage bond ‘til death us do part’—with Michael and Gloria’s 
often heated relationship that was constantly negotiating modern, 
post-patriarchal ideas. In 1974, researchers asked 278 viewers 
in Atlanta and 225 in Chicago which marriage they thought was 
more of ‘a proper example for the way a husband and wife should 
treat each other’. On the Likert scale, where 1 equals ‘strongly 
agree’ and 5 equals ‘strongly disagree’, the Archie/Edith marriage 
model received 3.6, that is, it was generally disliked. But the aver-
age respondent, irrespective of region, race or income, also gave 
the Gloria/Mike model only 2.7–2.8 points which was a moderate 
approval at best (Leckenby 1975: 6–10; Surlin 1975: 5). The major-
ity, therefore, was still undecided. Most people were not content to 
accept the old values any more but were not yet open to the new 
ones. This was where TV stepped in.

By the 1970s, televisual entertainment was able to reach most 
viewers in the ‘transitional majority’ category, even groups that 
traditionally reacted slowly to social change: those living in rural 
areas, the uneducated, people with little interest in politics, old 
people, housewives and children. But to make the cultural revolu-
tion attractive to these groups, TV entertainment had to water 
down its presentation of new values to some extent. Commercially 
motivated producers with an eye on the ratings inevitably deradi-
calized new norms and values but were happy to set an agenda of 
moderate new values that were just about acceptable to the main-
stream. Producers carefully selected which values they wanted 
to promote and collaborated with countercultural pioneers whose 
experimentation had already begun to subvert certain traditional 
values.

CONCLUSION
If we consider the values associated with a change in the role of 
women in the USA in the 1970s, we can see that popular TV series 
like All in the Family played an active role in the acceleration and 
direction of value change. TV took experimental critiques of exist-
ing values from minorities and moved them into the mainstream, 
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while sanitizing the message, for example, by privileging moderate, 
liberal feminism. ‘Therapeutic’, self-help feminism was promoted 
at the expense of feminisms built on collective solidarity, collec-
tive protest or the fight against men or capitalism. The decision 
to privilege one form of feminism over another was partly made 
by members of the production team who themselves represented 
liberal activism, such as Norman Lear, Jean Stapleton and Virginia 
Carter. But the team was also reacting to audiences. The emancipa-
tion process experienced by the leading female characters in All in 
the Family was largely a result of thousands of letters from female 
viewers, and it was no coincidence that these viewers were also one 
of the most lucrative target groups for TV advertising.

Research tends to be dominated by the view that American TV 
in the 1970s and the 1980s followed the feminist wave but with a 
slight time lag, gradually introducing more confident and assertive 
women to prime time programmes (Dow 1996: 83; Gitlin 1994: 215). 
In one common narrative, TV is viewed as a simple mirror of social 
transformation (Bathrick 1984: 100; Spangler 2003: 103–120), while 
another argues that TV was reacting to the success of the liberal 
women’s movement by syphoning off the latter’s dominant values 
and staying silent as to potentially more radical interpretations 
(Dow 1996: xv–xvi; Taylor 1989: 1, 3, 16). Both narratives underes-
timate the role played by the medium in transmitting the message. 
TV was more than a mirror; it was an actor in and catalyst for value 
change to the point where it engendered a new understanding of 
the political.
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