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THE AIRPLANE ATTACK ON THE TWIN TOWERS of the
World Trade Center in New York City on September 11, 2001,
was a stunning television event. Because it took place in one of the
most wired media cities in the world, the suicide assault was guar-
anteed a huge audience. The first plane hit without warning and in
comparative obscurity at 8:46 A.M. Eastern time. Even so, there
was a video camera that caught the action. Documentary filmnmak-
et Jules Naudet, part of a team chronicling life at a New York City
firehouse, had been taping members of the company in a rouiine
clall nearby when he heard the roaring sound of a ptane, He instinc-
tively turned toward it and, with his camera running, captured the
moment of impact as American Airlines Flight 11 struck the North
tower of the World Trade Center, instantly killing everyone
aboard.

At the time, no one was certain that the crash had been deliber-
ate. There was an almost eerte detachment to the network com-
mentary that accompanied the initial pictures of the World Trade
Center, smoke rising from a gaping black hole between the 96th
and 103rd floors of the North tower. Had something happened 1o
the pilot? Had there been trouble aboard? At 9:03 AM., with cam-
eras from all the networks trained on the scene, a second plane,
United Airlines Flight 175, slammed into the South tower, creating
a fireball and another gaping hole. Instantly, everyone knew that
this was no accident. Network news correspondents who had been
moving into position to follow a tragic aviation mishap suddenly
found themselves covering a far more frightening story. This was a
deliberate attack on the home soil of the United States.

.W_ith President George W. Bush far from the White House
{visiting a school in Florida), news organizations automatically
.turned to other established sources of official information in Wash-
11?gton, primarily the Pentagon. Suddenly, correspondents on the
air from that location reported that they were being told o leave.
‘The Pentagon itself had been struck at 9:41 A.M. by another hi-
Jacked passenger plane, American Airlines Flight 77, though that
crash had not taken place live on television.

. The situation was unprecedented. It was the equivalent to being

ina war zone, but not knowing where the battle lines were or the

identity of the enemy. Clearly there was a coordinated attack
atmed for maximum visual and symbolic impact. Network corre-
spondents struggled to remain calm and informative, determined
noF to feed potential fears but to pass on the latest information as
quickly and accurately as possible. They were also careful not to
focus on (or show in identifiable close-ups) images of people in
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flames or those falling to their death from the World T
towers. Still, the correspondents were haunted by unéertajn
many more hijacked passenger planes were ont there?
targets in other cities apart from New York and Washing
the minutes ticked by, the story grew even more erin Al
10:00 AM., after burning for an hour, the South fow
World Trade Center collapsed, live on television. Networ
could barely contain their horror, while viewers at:hi
stunned. Just before 10:30 A.M., the North tower fell as wall.
ryone knew that rescue workers who had rushed to-the SCEn
help save lives were in the towers and were now presumzb] .
In less time than it took to run a typical made-for- '
television had shown a devastatingly effective act of rd
rorism that had left thousands dead. By bringing these s
of destruction, live, to viewers throughout the country:
world), television had amplified the impact of the attaék
forming seemingly unassailable symbols of U.S. power mto
vulnerable targets. These pictures were not after-the-fa
safely edited into a montage of distant smoldering ruins: (o
case in coverage of virfually any disaster). This was a st
had unfolded in excruciating and uncertain detail in rea tiril
fore millions of viewers. They had seen both towers of
world’s tallest structures crumble before their eyes. In the
ston echo chamber of live reporting, the magnified impact of
actions was deafening. s
Yet, at the same time, the non-stop television coverage
immediately saved lives. Most dramatically, it helped to stave:
another attack by a fourth hijacked airplane. United Airlines Eli
93 had been seized after taking off from Newark, New Ferse
was headed south, probably to another site in Washington (sil
the U1.S. Capitol). It was munning later than the other threg.p
More impartant, the passengers on board were armed withinf
mation. Soon after the hijacking, some passengers had telephor
the outside world and were immediately given a blow-by-bloy
deseription of the events at the World Trade Center from‘th
watching the coverage. The passengers realized this was 1
nary hijacking and that they were probably destined for a simil
fate and certain death. They quickly huddied together, settled ol
s“trategy, and stormed the cockpit. The plane crashed in an el
tield about eighty miles southeast of Pittsburgh, killing everyoa
aboard. Those passengers came to be honored as heroes who
vented an even greater number being added to the day’s death'to
Television coverage continued afl day September 11, with

s not only canceling all regular programming and all com-
“but also putting aside their normal competitive practices.
y at the urging of CBS’s Don Hewitt, all the networks
"t an almost unprecedented sharing of information for the
e day, sending feeds and stories back and forth as events
ad. News reports also appeared all across the cable dial,
hcisjgh most of the entertainment cable channels did not have
own news departments. In a snapshot of corporate ownership,
work news reports were simultaneously fed to other properties.
illed by the same companies, so that the CBS news coverage
ad on MTV, VHI1, and UPN; ESPN picked up ABC; NBC
3%, MSNBC, and CNBC; Fox had FX, the Family Channel,
Fox News Channel; and TNT and TBS carried CNN's cover-
Other cable channels such as the Food Network, Home &
den, and the shopping networks stopped their normal program-
g and instead displayed simple, respectful messages. A few
els, such as Nickelodeon (and Nick at Nite), deliberately
ayed with their normal programming, serving as an alternative
both kids and adults to the frightening intensity of rea life.
The television news coverage continued nen-stop through the
ght of September 11, then into the next day, and the pext, for
enty-two hours. This was the longest continuous period devoted
a news event in television history. (Previously, in November
3, the networlss had devoted four days to the assassination of
ident John F. Kennedy and its aftermath, but had signed off
ernights.) Running commercial free, this cost the networks about
L00 million per day in lost advertising revenue. On the first day,
ére were frequent replays of the second plane’s crash into the
1ld Trade Center’s South tower and of the collapse of both
atldings, but that was toned down significantly thereafter. Instead,
e primary focus was on the dramatic rescue efforts, attempts to
entify who was responsible for the attacks, and discussions of the
ossible 1.S. response. There were countless individual stories of
Eroism and also of tragic final moments. As a group, New York’s
trefighters and police officers became the unquestioned heroes of

As the events of
September 11, 2001,
unfolded, live, on
television, network
anchors such as ABC's
Peter Jennings delivered
their reports with
deliberate, measured
tones. (Courtesy of ABC
News)

the day. In searching for those behind the attack, the trail soon led
to the international terrorist organization, al-Qaeda, and its leader,
Oszma bin Laden, based in the country of Afghanistan. Though
neither name was a stranger to anyone closely following interna-
tional news, for most viewers such information had been buried in
a television world awash in increasingly trivial stories. The attacks
of September {1 dramatically demonstrated that there was indeed a
place for “real” news.

By September 15, though, it was almost a relief for viewers to
see television edge back into an entertainment schedule, beginning
with comedies and dramas produced long before September 11. On
September 17, David Letterman was one of the first to face the
recent events in a newly taped episode, opening his program with a
heartfelt monologue that artfully balanced sadness, astonishment,
and a determination to press on, even if he was not sure exactly
what came next and how easy it would be to get back to comedy.
He was not alone. No one was certain what would be appropriate
and in good taste after the September 11 attacks. Still, by then
President Bush had urged the country to begin a return to normal
activities, and television was willing to lead the way. To open the
September 29 first episode of Saturday Night Live, producer Lome
Michaels asked New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, “Can we be fun-
ny?” prompting the ice-breaking response, “Why start now?”

The attack had occurred just as the broadcast networks were
about to launch their fall premieres. As a result of the extended
news coverage, most of the new shows and returning season debuts
were pushed back at least a week. Even then, the networks as well
as viewers had difficulty in focusing on entertainment programs,
which gave an almost “who cares?” tone to the delayed season.

Aside from postponing the start dates for shows, the September
11 attacks also resulted in some last-minute adjustments to sched-
ules and program episodes. Reality shows seemed particularly
frivolous and self-indulgent, so most of those were quickly put on
hold. (Being “brave” enough to eat exotic bugs on TV paled in
comparison to stories of real-life heroics.) ABC found that viewers
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Aprit 12, 2002

NBC buys Telemando Communications Group, Inc., which
operates the Telenmmdo Network (the number two rated
Spanish-lunguage TV network in the US.), for abous $2
billion. Along with the network come ten new OQ&0s,

May 7, 2002

Barry Diller, whe, in 1998, bought Universal's U.5.
television operations {including the USA and Sci-Fi cable
networks), sells virtually the same assets back to Universal’s
new ownet, the French conglomerate Vivendi, for more than
twice what Diller paid for them. Diller wili continue to run
the networks on behaif of Vivendi, under the name Vivendi
Universal Entertainment.

May 16, 2002 .
Richard Parsons succeeds Gerald Levin as chief executive

officer of AOL Time Warner. Fight months later, Parsons
also gets the title of chairman of the board.

May 17, 2002

Bryant Gumbel leaves CBS’s Early Show. Five months
later, CBS installs Harry Smith, Hannah Storm, Iulic Chen,
and Rene Syler as the new anchors,

May 19, 2002

In the two-hour series finale of The X-Files, Fox Mulder
tearns that the final and complete alien invasion of the Barth
will take place on December 22, 2012,

June 2, 2002

The Wire. (HBQ). Former Baltimore Sun newspaper
writer David Simon, whose nenfiction work had previously
been adapted into Homicide: Life on the Street, retums to
the Baltimore seting to create a series of demanding,
complex, and thought-provoking stories of modemn urban
America. Fach season’s episodes focus on a different aspect
of Baltimore life: government, law enforcement, education,
the media, and the realities of “the street.” The program
offers no reassuring easy answers, but consistently delivers
outstanding scripting and powerful ensemble performances.

September 7, 2002 .

In the first move growing out of the NBA's new six-year
TV contract, NBA Inside Swmff, the league’s weekly
showcase, shifts from NBC to ABC, the broadcast network
that will begin carrying the NBA finals in 2003.

S

The Bernie Mac Show put a less sentimental front to its family
comedy setting, as successful black stand-up comic Bernie Mac
(playing his fictional alter ego) found himself surrogate dad to his
drug-addict sister’s three children. While she entered rehab back in
Chicago, they moved into “Uncle Bemie’s” swank Los Angeles
home. Unlike a typical squishy TV dad, Mac regarded this as a
major disruption to his life that had to be kept under control. Fre-
quently sharing his thoughts with direct-to-the-camera mono-
lognes, Mac explained that he and his wife, Wanda (Kellita Smith},
loved the children, but he also regarded them as invaders to his
kingdom, noting, “This is my house. Mi casa es mi casa.’ " His most
important rule: “Don’t touch my stuff without permission.”
Though such declarations were doomed to failure, Bernie Mac
believed in and practiced “tough love,” making the comic and sen-
timental moments more believable.

There were some shows that did seem particularly out of sorts
immediately after September 11. The Education of Max Bickford
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(Richard Dreyfuss as a college teacher and widgw
midlife crisis) and Daany (Daniel Stern as a newly:
munity service worker facing a mid-life crisis) cam
important and preachy. Off-beat or cutting-edge conigy
sell anytime) also did not piay well in the fall. The:.
Tick (Patrick Warburton as a dumb superhero) and’ Uig,
wry look at college life from Judd Apatow) drew e
support, while ABC’s The Job (returning after a brief
spring of 2001, starring Denis Leary as a blunt, harsh, ;
New York City cop) was the wrong attitude at the wign;
comedy bomb of the season, however, was Bob Pdttersen
Jason Alexander as a famous self-help/motivational

in his personal life, was whiney, insecure, and:ge}
Though these traits were just like Alexander’s Geor
character on Seinfeld, in this context they came off dg
jous. ABC quickly canceled Bob Pafterson and, ag pa
November program shuffle, moved in the long- :
Blue, which found renewed audience inderest i
hardworking New York City cops. :

Though references to the September 11 attac

quent U.8. “war on terrorism” would continue to furh
out the season, by the end of 2001 viewers an
seemed to have regained their balance. While del
premieres had played out. Major I.eague Baseba

for six days after the attacks, pushing back the rest
(and the playoffs). As a result, the World Series (a

the November sweeps and wound up going a full-se

the Arizona Diamondbacks topped the suddenly: mu
New York Yankees in the final inning of the firal
programs, especially cable talk shows, bad wrapped:

a new cloth of seriousness, with red, white, and qu':

clear nmission: Cover the war against terrorism. Even €
vor returned, first for another round beginning m {
Surviver: Africa, and then in February with Survivo
{(set on an island in Freach Polynesia). The progra__m
ratings success showed that it might be safe for th

shows (o begin reemerging. The Super Bowl on Fel

on Fox) provided a symbolic national eransition “bac

It was the last major television event rescheduled: in

of Septernber 11 (like baseball, the National Footbz

temporarify shut down, suspending all games for:;

delaying the rest of the season). The musical guest

Bowl included Paul McCartney and U2, who both

those wheo had lost their lives.

By mid-season, the on-air television atmospher
less self-conscious. In remarkably short order, pro
viewers began to pick up where they had left off befos
11. The reality shows were proving particularly pe Ia
to 49-year-olds, so the networks were eager to bring
and not just as cheap summer filler. NBC’s Fear Fat
ABC played the remaining episodes of The Mol
pulled from the fall schedule. That network also: tapp
Mike Fleiss to revive and revise (he idea behind bhis
Wants to Marry a Multi-Millionaire” with The Bach
cager young women vying for the attention of
eligible guy as a potential husband. On March 5 MITV
The Osbournes, a “family comedy” reality show edi
made from multiple cameras placed at the home of:
metal rocker. Ozzy Osbourpe and his family. Altﬂl'ﬂ
antagonistic, warm, and incoherent, the Osboumes_ Wi
functional family, part guerilla theater. Their progr
most popular series in MTV’s history to that poin
2002, edition drew enough viewers in the 18 to 49

at ABC had a cable program breathing down its neck
the depth the network had tumbled in Just two seasons.
ratings for the 2001-02 season, ABC was down about
ihie previous season (ir both total audience and among
18 to 49) and more than 30% since the recent heyday
s to Be a Millionaire. ABC had indeed ended up de-
hieavily on that one program (which was taken off
iy schedule at the end of June), and it never developed
d ¢oherent identity beyond that show. Apart from Mon-
inthall, ABC’s most successful series were, at best, in
of he overall ratings pack. For the future, the network
et ablish the family comedy identity that had worked
ie:past by developing more shows like My Wife and
cording to Jim. ABC also isfituted much stronger
onal ties with corporate parent Disney, even at the
‘Al the same time, the network continued to look for
tions. During the summer of 2002, ABC broadcast
new cable detective series Monk a few days after the
st played on the USA network. This was a dramatic and
al of program migration: A broadcast network was
g to'cash in on the popularity of a cable offering.

anging relationship between broadcasters and cable
to ABC. The success of The Osbournes as a popu-
mming choice signaled the fact that television itself had
sséd an important line. Tt was now generally assumed
eople watched television, they were watching it
leior satellite, rather than with an antenna limited o the
st stations. Reflecting that change, April 2002 became
ummer month in which the aggregate average rating
able networks topped the aggregate average rating for
& major broadcast networks in prime time.

understated the scope of the change. For more and
ts, .there was no practical distinction between one of the
works and one of the cable channels. The broadcast
e there as part of basic cable, distinguished only by

Most Manhattan viewers did not notice. They were
signals via cable. Statistically, only about 15% of
_ ill relied on over-the-air signals, while 85% was con-
ther ‘to cable services or satellite transmissions. That
a5 80 high, though, that the entertainment industry had
d acting as if 100% of the country could receive cable
:did most viewers.

“the expectations people brought to watching televi-
eir cable experiences, especially among younger
:ad grown up with cable much of their lives. Lists of
ision series would inevitably include such broadcast
Survivor, Friends, and ER, but also such cable hits as
és.on MTV, The Shield on FX, Trading Spaces on
g Channel, Soul Food on Showtime, and such HBO
_Feez‘ Under, Sex and the City, The Sopranos, and a
'Hl_hmer offering, The Wire. It was all part of the same
When the NBA announced a new national television
ary 2002 that sent the bulk of professional basketball
Cable there was no great cutcry among fans. It seemed
_nmble. The concept of multiple runs was also en-
‘Cable, so a key component of Fox’s strategy for 24

was to air the series first on the Fox broadcast network, and then
several mote times each week on FX. After ABC took over the
Family Channel in the fall of 2001, one of its first special features
was a marathon rerun of all the episodes of Aligs to that point.

This enhanced status for cable channels was also reflected in the
perception of the broadcast “netlets,” UPN and the WB. NBC and
CBS might have dominated the top twenty ratings charts in overall
viewers, but (like many cable channels) the smaller networks could
tout their success in reaching the right slice of the targeted 18 to 49
age demographic. As a result, when UPN lured Buffy the Vampire
Slayér from the WB in the fall of 2001, it was considered a major
coup. In addition, new programs such as UPN’s Enterprise (a Star
Trek prequel) and the WB’s Smallville (a retelling of the Superman
legend that featured a cocl teenage Clark Kent) were considered
hits without ever landing near the top in the overall broadcast net-
work ratings. With the increased emphasis on demographics and
targeted audiences, some programs were being considered hits by
using more nuanced views beyond the raw numbers.

Nonetheless, there was no mistaking the hard nwmbers that hit
the broadcast networks throughout the summer of 2002, as cable
continued to register stronger and stronger ratings. In part, this
reflected the fact that the total viewing audience was distributed
among more and mote channels, resulting in shrinking numbers
tuned to the broadcasters. However, the numbers for cable viewing
were truly rising. MTV’s annual video awards show in August
won its time slot, beating the competition on both cable and broad-
cast channels. On September 5, for the first time, the NFL began
its season with a game airing on cable (ESPN), and the prime time
Thursday night telecast averaged more than 12 million viewers,
enough to have been ranked tenth among network programs for
that week, had cable been included on that list. Immediately top-
ping that was the retura of HBO's The Sopranos on September 15,
2002, at the cusp of the new fall season. There had not been a new
episode of the series for sixteen months, and HBQ hyped the event
incessantly, from billboards to magazines to TV guest shots by
members of the cast. It paid off. In the final summer weekend of
mostly rerun programs and specials on the broadcast networks, the
fourth season premiere of The Sopranocs easily won its time slot
and (had it been included in the weekly ratings list) placed sixth
for the entire week against all other prime time programs, cable
and broadcast, This was the first time that an original cable series
beat all the broadcast competition in a prime time slot. Making the
achievement even more impressive was the fact that, as a separate
pay cable service, HBO started out with a built-in numerical disad-
vantage: it was seen in only about one-third of the 106.7 million
homes with televisions in the U.S.

This was the new state of television. A pay cable service could
outdraw all comers, including basic cabie and free broadcast TV,
What made this particularly troublesome for the competition was
that while they depended on ratings success in selling commer-
cials, HBO did not, collecting a monthly fee instead of selling ads.
However, the commercial programmers had to deal with the long-
term fallout of losing to pay cable competition. In essence, the
underlying assumptions that had driven television for six decades
were no longer in effect, The days of only & handful of broadcast
television stations in most markets was over. Cable and satellite
delivery systems were now entrenched, with generations of view-
ers knowing, and expecting, a wide range of channels. They would
even pay outright for a handful of favorites, then channel surf for
anything else.

The broad television status quo had changed and it seemed as if
the FCC’s long-sought goal of increased viewer choice had be-
come a reality.
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