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2. CHOOSE A TELEVISION GENRE AND EXPLAIN 
HOW IT HAS CHANGED A ND DEVELOPED OVER 
TIME (USE THREE PROG RAMS FOR COMPARISON) .  
GIVE AN ACCOUNT OF W HY GENRES CHANGE AND  
WHAT STRATEGIES ARE USED TO CHANGE THEM.  

BY OLIVIA HENRY 

 

The first television sitcom (situational comedy) was Pinwright’s Progress in 1946 

(Guinness World Records, 2014). Since this time, sitcoms have changed, reflected and 

evolved alongside the sense of humour, interests and values of their audiences 

(Aaronson, 2000; Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010; Bednarek, 2012; Bosanquet, 2006; 

Gillon, 2011; Tucker, 1997; Tueth, 2000). It is for this reason that sitcoms throughout 

history may be analysed to better understand the culture at the time of broadcast. The 

Cosby Show, Will & Grace and Arrested Development are three sitcoms that reflect 

television’s experimentation with interpersonal relationships and the representation of 

minority groups on primetime television. 

 

Like all television genres, sitcoms follow a basic set of guidelines. The most traditional 

sitcoms are produced for a half-hour timeslot and filmed in front of a live audience 

(Aaronson, 2000). More recent sitcoms have instead added a laughter track in post-

production, or even omitted audience laughter completely (Aaronson, 2000; Stokoe, 

2008). The four to six main characters will be related or interact like a family (Aaronson, 

2000; Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010; Frazer & Frazer, 1993) and each character will 

have unique traits causing them to react to situations in specific ways (Aaronson, 2000; 
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Bednarek, 2012; Scharrer, 2001). In any given sitcom, the character traits are arranged 

in order to create “comic conflict” between characters and situations (Aaronson, 2000). 

Most sitcoms contain four types of individuals: one with an extreme opinion or point of 

view; another who is the polar opposite of the extreme character; a neutral, indifferent 

character; and a character with a similar perspective to the audience, or a ‘normal’ 

perspective (Aaronson, 2000). These various comic perspectives are tested in each 

episode, as the characters are placed in various uncomfortable or unusual situations. 

The resulting comic conflict stems from the various character interactions and reactions 

to the situations (Aaronson, 2000; Gillon, 2011). In addition, audience laughter results 

from the ways in which character reactions meet (or do not meet) the expectations of 

the audience (Aaronson, 2000; Gillon, 2011; Stokoe, 2008). This idea is effectively 

summarised by Aaronson (2000), as she describes the form of a sitcom as “essentially 

the same character joke told in a million different ways” (Aaronson, 2000). The sitcom 

is unique in that comedy programmes do not require a large budget or high production 

values to appeal to large audiences (Bosanquet, 2006). With these low budgets and a 

reliance on interpersonal relationships as a source of comic conflict, sitcoms are able to 

explore various social structures and the associated issues within familiar settings 

(Quimby, 2005). 

 

Throughout the 1950s and 60s, the most popular sitcom setting was the home of 

suburban, middle-class, white families (Tueth, 2000). Sitcoms such as Father Knows Best 

and The Brady Bunch showcased the “social ideal of the American Family” as audiences 

living in the post-World War II era aspired towards a life of promise and prosperity 
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(Tueth, 2000). This ideal often featured a house in a safe street complete with a wise, 

authoritative, bread-winning father; a nurturing stay-at-home mother and well-behaved 

children (Tueth, 2000). Over time, these values evolved as career women became more 

accepted, and urban living became a common setting on primetime television (Frazer & 

Frazer, 1993; Pugsly, 2007; Scharrer, 2001; Tueth, 2000). This transitional phase of 

sitcom history may be seen in the 1984 NBC sitcom, The Cosby Show (TCS) (Tucker, 

1997). This sitcom featured the Huxtables: an upper middle-class African-American 

family consisting of a physician father, lawyer mother and five children living in Brooklyn, 

New York (Tucker, 1997). It began airing at a time when minority groups were thought 

to be undesirable by producers (Tucker, 1997). Before TCS, newer, urban settings also 

introduced ethnic characters to highlight the diverse and chaotic urban environments 

where differences were “tolerated, or maybe not even noticed” (Tueth, 2000). Due to 

the short runtimes and limited opportunity for character development, these characters 

were often built on racial stereotypes that clearly separated these individuals from their 

mainstream counterparts (Bednarek, 2012). TCS was unique in that it was both popular 

and commercially successful on primetime television while avoiding traditional African-

American stereotypes or devaluing humour (Tucker, 1997). This unique portrayal of 

African-American characters has been attributed to the creator, Bill Cosby, who is 

described as having absolute control over the series, as well as playing the programme’s 

father, Cliff Huxtable (Tucker, 1997). TCS has been both criticised and praised for 

portraying African-American family in a fashion that is relatable to mainstream 

audiences. For instance, after a lengthy analysis of criticisms, Tucker (1997) discussed 



Olivia Henry  
a1210305 

MDIA 1004 
Broadcast: Television & Radio 

Tutor: 
Dr Sal Humphreys 

 

4 
 

TCS as reflecting “White cultural mores in blackface for the entertainment and comfort 

of the White middle class” (Tucker, 1997) while also acknowledging  

The universalizing effects of middle-class membership make skin 

colour, and, thus racial identity, irrelevant. Through television 

culture, Cosby and the Huxtables become role models that 

reflect and promote increased racial equality and harmony 

(Tucker, 1997). 

Regardless of how this portrayal was received, the series pioneered similarly successful 

shows produced by African-Americans, such as Fresh Prince of Bel Air and Martin 

(Tucker, 1997). 

 

Sitcom urbanisation and expansion of the definition of “family” was explored in 1990s 

with shows like Will & Grace (W&G) and Friends. Overall, traditional suburban family 

living became less popular as settings for television programmes (Tueth, 2000). In Fun 

City (2000), Tueth attributed this change to the increased popularity of urban living, as 

city crime rates reduced and suburbs became increasingly developed to resemble cities 

(Tueth, 2000). With this change in audience demographic, the television industry begun 

to portray city life as fun, with talk shows like The Late Night Show with David Letterman 

presenting New York city’s Times Square as a “playground for grownups” (Tueth, 2000). 

In addition, rather than exploring suburban family relations, sitcoms of the 90s featured 

family-like interactions between attractive, young professionals living in the city (Tueth, 

2000). W&G took these interactions a step further with the introduction of homosexual 

main characters. Following the controversial ‘coming out’ episode and subsequent 
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cancellation of Ellen in 1997-8 (McCarthy, 2001), it was feared that this signified the 

“death of gay characters in leading television roles” (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010). 

However, in 1998, the premiere of W&G aired featuring Grace Adler, an independent 

interior designer and her best friend Will Truman, a successful lawyer. The pair would 

be the perfect couple were it not for the fact that Will is gay (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 

2010). This unique construction of W&G characters allowed the series to experience 

success with mainstream audiences worldwide (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010; 

Quimby, 2005). This is because, although Will and Grace are not romantically involved, 

they routinely fulfil the conventions traditionally connected with couples. As a result, 

the audience is constantly teased with “delayed consummation”: the ingrained hope 

that Will and Grace will realise they are perfect for each other and fall in love (Battles & 

Hilton-Morrow, 2010; Kaveny, 2002). There are many occasions when Will and Grace 

are presented as a married couple, even with fulfilling the role of parents to their 

eccentric, immature friends Jack and Karen (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010). This is 

exemplified in many instances; for example, late in the series when Grace gets married 

(Quimby, 2005). The resultant change in dynamic of the original “family” (Will, Grace, 

Jack and Karen) is explored in the subsequent episodes. This family structure is 

epitomised in an episode featuring Karen’s negative response to Will and Grace’s 

‘divorce,’ causing her to run away; a reaction similar to a child of separating parents 

(Quimby, 2005). Upon finding Karen, Will and Grace are forced to comfort and assure 

her that they “will both still be there for her no matter what” (Quimby, 2005). While this 

ideal encourages the audience’s view of Will and Grace as a married couple, it may also 
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be seen to encourage a wider view of the concept of family. As Quimby (2005) stated, 

the interactions of these beloved characters may encourage audiences to understand 

… such definitions of family must include the wonderfully varied 

“lived arrangements of queer life” that, if taken seriously, can 

lead our culture to broaden its understanding of how love works 

to keep us together in ways that move us beyond the limits 

imposed by the definition of marriage – gay or straight (Quimby, 

2005). 

While these relationship dynamics encourage a change in public opinion of homosexual 

relationships, the series had shortcomings in regard to real homosexual relationships. 

Although Will’s character is often praised for not conforming to an overly flamboyant, 

stereotypical gay man, his character was also criticised for being presented as almost 

asexual (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010). Following these criticisms, creators introduced 

a love interest for Will. However, this relationship remained relatively sterile and 

appeared to be restricted to the boundaries of male bonding, rather than effectively 

portraying love and sexual desire in the same way as the show portrayed Grace’s 

heterosexual relationships (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2010). 

 

The concept of family, sexuality and the very definition of sitcom genre was challenged 

by programmes like Arrested Development (AD) in 2003 (Gillon, 2011). With the 

handheld camera, documentary-style filming, the omission of audience laughter, the 

narration by Ron Howard and the completely dysfunctional characters, AD became one 

of the more complex sitcoms to reach primetime television (Gillon, 2011; Poniewozik, 
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2004; Starr Seibel, 2004). AD features the wealthy Bluth family, who lose everything but, 

throughout the series, learn nothing from their experiences (Harmon, 2013). Unlike 

other ‘dysfunctional family’ sitcoms like The Simpsons, or Seinfeld, the concept of family 

is no longer based on love or individuals that care for each other (Poniewozik, 2004). 

This idea is exemplified by Michael Bluth (the apparent provider of the ‘normal’ 

perspective in the series) when he tells his son, “what we have is not a family. It’s a 

bunch of greedy, selfish people who have our nose” (Poniewozik, 2004). The idea of a 

normal perspective in AD is slowly abandoned throughout the series as the audience 

begins to understand the unique humour of AD. Traditional stereotypes and character 

roles are discarded as the audience realises Michael is just as delusional and selfish as 

the rest of his family (Aaronson, 2000). In addition, the traditional “same character joke 

told a million different ways” is altered in AD to include a combined style of humour 

described by Gillon (2011) as incongruity and Aaronson’s (2000) comic perspective. This 

style creates parallel storylines depending on the perspective the audience takes, as 

characters have different levels of understanding about various situations (Gillon, 2011). 

An example of this idea may be seen in the fourth season, as Tobias (a sexually confused, 

struggling actor) asks his wife Lindsay (a self-absorbed activist) to attend a method 

acting class with him in an attempt to save their marriage through mutual interests. It is 

slowly revealed that what Tobias thought was a method acting class, Method One, is 

actually a methadone clinic for recovering drug addicts (Bell, 2013). Several jokes may 

be interpreted from these situations depending on whether the audience takes the 

perspective of the recovering drug addicts, Tobias or Lindsay. Storylines similar to this 

are complex and may stretch over numerous episodes (Maloney, 2014). This type of plot 
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and character development would have been previously impossible to follow. However, 

with the introduction of online streaming services such as Netflix, audiences are able to 

‘binge-watch’ television (view numerous episodes in a single sitting) and watch the same 

episode an unlimited number of times (Barkhuus & Brown, 2009; Maloney, 2014). In 

addition, numerous online forums such as Reddit’s /r/ArrestedDevelopment are created 

with the specific intent to share jokes and concepts other viewers may have missed 

(Barkhuus & Brown, 2009; Reddit, 2014). Because of this, programs such as AD are able 

to create complex characters and parallel storylines without the need for oversimplified 

stereotypes and traditional family structures (Aaronson, 2000; Bednarek, 2012; Gillon, 

2011; Maloney, 2014). This combination of social viewing and unlimited access allows 

the audience to re-watch episodes after acquiring new information in order to gain new 

perspectives on previous jokes (Aaronson, 2000; Barkhuus & Brown, 2009; Gillon, 2011; 

Harmon, 2013). 

 

In summary, television sitcoms have developed over time as a result of the changing 

values and interests of the producers and the audience, as well as the audiences’ 

growing capability to comprehend more complex storylines. The Cosby Show provides 

an example of a traditional family sitcom, combined with the transition into urban living 

and the decreasing use of racial stereotypes in an increasingly multicultural society. Will 

& Grace demonstrates the changing concept of family in an urban landscape, as well as 

the introduction of queer characters in leading roles. Finally, new technologies and 

opportunities for audience interaction allows Arrested Development to combine 

complex characters with numerous parallel storylines. This new, multifaceted style of 
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sitcom is likely to become more popular with the increasing use of online forums to 

discuss and understand intricate plotlines, and the advent of “binge-watching.” 

 

Word count: 1,934 words 
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