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Terms like “streaming” have challenged the traditional structure of the television industry and its audiences. Streaming “seems to mark the transition from analogue to digital television and the new types of small-screen consumption that accompany it” (Thibault, 2015). Roger Silverstone’s (1994) analysis in Television and Everyday Life illustrates the embeddedness of analogue television within the home. The goal of this field area is to examine television from post-network to post-digital eras. The history of television can be mapped in four phases, including the network era, multi-channel transition, the post-network era (known as TV III) (Burroughs, 2019, p. 2) and TV IV. The post-network era, also known as “TVIII” started in the 1990s, including the digital video recorder (DVR), video on demand (VOD), and TiVo/PVR technologies (Burroughs, 2019, p. 2). TV IV arguably began with the onset of video streaming technologies and platforms like Netflix, YouTube, and Hulu, which allow audiences to stream entertainment from a variety of technologies, such as television sets, tablets, smartphones, and watches. The TV IV era is also often linked to binge-watching practices.

The objective of this field area is to examine literature that emerged after Silverstone’s work, focusing on the TV III and TV IV phases, in an attempt to situate digital television using the theoretical tenets of the information society. Using Netflix as a case study, I will argue that digital television is not a new innovation, but rather a continuation of existing technologies, simply adjusted around various control methods.

Knowledge and communication are central components of video streaming. The advent of the post-industrial society signaled a shift away from manufacturing in favour of services, which changed the labour force, pushing out skilled and semi-skilled work for professional and technical jobs (Bell, 1973). Bell (1973) argues that the infrastructure of the industrial society was focused around transportation while in the post-industrial society it was around communication (Bell, 1973). Francois-Lyotard (1984) agrees that “knowledge has become the principle [sic] force of production over the last few decades.” Netflix is a good example of how communication and knowledge are valuable to video streaming.  Burroughs (2019, p. 4) argues that Netflix was largely ignored within the study of popular culture, despite its pioneering efforts in DVD-by-mail services, streaming technologies, and its digital transformation of the film industry. “Netflix’s shift into televisual production has sparked media studies scholarship, especially as Netflix made a pivotal turn toward original programming, which includes titles such as House of Cards and Orange Is the New Black” (Burroughs, 2019, p. 4). The writers’ strike of 2007-2008 was a “tipping point” in the industry because “television viewing remained high but flowed through less traditional circuits, including Netflix” (Burroughs, 2019, p. 4). 

Similar to Bell (1973), Hassan (2008) argues that the information society is the successor of the industrial society, where the “old economy” is “awash with flexible computer systems” and the “new economy” sees ideas as “more powerful than controlling space.” Despite Bell’s (1973) undeniable contributions to the study of the information society, Webster (2006, pp. 36-43) correctly criticizes Bell’s insistence to divide societies into separate realms (economics, politics, culture, and so forth) and the idea “that post-industrialism marks a system break with previous societies.” More information and information-based employees is not a sign of a new social system (Webster, 2006, p. 59). In fact, scholars are routinely divided over whether the information society is an entirely new concept or a continuation of pre-existing systems and technologies.

Academics that view the information society as “new” include post-industrialist scholars like Daniel Bell, postmodernists like Jean Baudrillard, Mark Poster and Paul Virilio, flexible specialization scholars like Michael Piore, Charles Sabel and Larry Hirschhorn and the informational mode of development used by Manuel Castells and his followers (Webster, 2006, p. 7). Jensen (2013) argues that the rise of the information society has created a mobile revolution. Castells (2009) argues that new economies are organized around global networks for management, capital and information. Castells’ concept “timeless time” is used to “emphasize that the ‘network society’ endeavours to create a ‘forever universe’ in which the limits of time are pushed further and further back” (Webster, 2006, p. 108). The blurring of lifestyles and instant wars are two examples of changes as a result of the network society (Webster, 2006, p. 109). According to Webster (2006, p. 123): “No analysts of information nowadays can fail to start with the work of Manuel Castells. But nor can accounts stop” there. 

Webster (2006) is situated alongside scholars like Herbert Schiller, Anthony Giddens and Jurgen Habermas who “place emphasis on continuities.” Webster (2006, p. 198) strongly agrees with “Habermas’s pessimism: the public sphere is being denuded by professionalized ‘opinion management’ and the partisan forces of commercialism.” “The commodification of knowledge, the assault on the public service institutions, the emphasis on persuasion, the escalation of advertising-oriented media, etc.” (Webster, 2006, p. 199). “[T]he public sphere is undeniably diminishing” (Webster, 2006, p. 199). Webster (2006, p. 264) opposes the commentary about the information society (or information age) that begins with a “naïve and taken-for granted position” that there has been an information revolution. Rather, Webster (2006, p. 265) shares the ideals of Schiller, Habermas and Giddens, arguing “that we should conceive of the informationisation of life, a process that has been ongoing, arguably for several centuries, but which is certainly accelerated with the development of industrial capitalism and the consolidation of the nation state in the nineteenth century, and which moved into overdrive in the late twentieth century as globalization and the spread of transnational organizations especially have led to the incorporation of hitherto untouched realms – far apart geographically and close to one’s intimate life – into the world market.” Webster (2006, p. 265-266) feels that emphasizing “historical continuities” is not asserting that nothing has changed but instead that “the very fact of informatisation is testament to their concern to acknowledge the changes that have taken place and that these are such as to promote information to a more central stage than previously.”

The transition from analogue to digital television illustrates how internet television is a continuation of previous technologies, rather than an entirely new television revolution. “The current reconception of television, in which Netflix plays a dominant part, is a continuation of previous negotiations of the kind of control audiences have over television” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 35-36). Control is a central feature of television – the type of control simply adjusts as the technology changes. Dawson’s PhD thesis TV Repair (2008) argues that ancillary television technologies, such as RCDs, VCRs, DVD players, DVRs, offer a way to “repair” television’s flaws, while satisfying “neoliberal discourses surrounding ideas of autonomy and control” (Jenner, 2018). RCDs were launched in the 1920s for radio and 1940s for television (Jenner, 2018). “A common assumption by researchers, industry and popular discourse alike in the 1980s and 1990s was that RCDs would be used to avoid advertising” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 47-68). However, the RCD proved to be used more as a control tool for audiences to surf channels (Jenner, 2018, pp. 47-68). Several “branches of the television industry did perceive the remote control as disruption that merited changes to television scheduling and advertising” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 47-68) – thus beginning the ability of the consumer to make greater choices about the ways they viewed television. The VCR disrupted Hollywood through the video-rental industry but its place in television was the ability to allow time-shifting (Jenner, 2018, pp. 69-87). According to Jenner (2018, pp. 69-87):

Game consoles have always been perceived as ‘not TV’, but a medium unto itself, even more so than the VCR. At the same time, they seem to have been at the forefront of changing ideas of what a television set can do and what viewers can use television for.

Thus, viewers are able to exercise much more control of the television through VCR and game consoles. The TVIII era produced a desire for “quality” television, which was “characterised by increased storage size of DVDs and DVRs… [but also] a shift towards the digital and associated technologies (PC, laptop) as central convergence medium” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 89-106). According to Jenner (2018, pp. 89-106), YouTube is Netflix’s “closest relative in contemporary media” but Reed Hastings intentionally positioned Netflix in relation to HBO in media sources. Netflix didn’t want to be an online viewing platform; it wanted to be perceived as television. As chairman of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, Bruce Rosenblum says, “whether it is on a tablet, mobile phone, or flat screen television, ‘it’s all television’” (Burroughs, 2019, p. 3). “[T]he term ‘Internet television’ points to differing affordances and emergent industry logics—it is all television, but Netflix and streaming services want to be your television” (Burroughs, 2019, p. 3). 

The greatest “control viewers can exercise via ancillary technologies tends to be over the television schedule” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 119-137). In the TV IV phase, Netflix does not follow the traditional linear schedule and, instead, adjusts the publishing model of television content to serialised releases that promote binge-watching (Jenner, 2018, pp. 119-137). Binge-watching originated in Netflix’s mail-order DVD rental store, where viewers could watch a DVD box set of a TV series, and quickly request the next set of discs (Jenner, 2018). Streaming only intensified binge-watching practices amongst viewers. “Netflix may not schedule in the sense of linear broadcasting, but it strongly urges, or in the terminology of data science, nudges viewers to make certain choices” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 119-137). Additionally, Netflix situated binge-watching as “a central concept for TV IV by employing it for its own structures, publishing models, and marketing” (Jenner, 2018, pp. 161-182). Netflix’s algorithms make it possible for the company to publish established genres as well as micro-genres that individualize recommendations for various audience segments (Jenner, 2018, pp. 119-137). 

Streaming services are a prime example of Everett Rogers’ diffusions of innovations, which shares Webster’s belief that technology stems from established forces. Rogers (1999, p. 12) adoption process for new innovation includes four components: innovation, communication channels, time and social systems. Rogers (1999, p. 12) defines innovation as “an idea, practice, or project that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption.” The latest characteristic in the adoption process is the lack of diffusion research on technology clusters – “a technology cluster consists of one or more distinguishable elements of technology that are perceived as being closely interrelated” (Rogers, 1999, p. 14). The adoption of video streaming technology started in 1995 when ESPN SportsZone streamed a live radio broadcast of a baseball game (Zambelli, 2013) -- but the technology remained grainy, and slow. In the mid-2000s the internet was HTTP-based and comprised mainly of content delivery networks (CDNs), where streaming media relied on UDP, it “suddenly found itself struggling to keep up with demand (Zambelli, 2013). “Video currently accounts for 70% of all internet traffic, and that could hit 90% in 2020, according to one widely used forecast by Cisco… Video is basically eating the internet” (Wong, 2016). Wong (2016) argues that to keep up with consumer demands (and stop buffering issues) rapid expansion of the CDN infrastructure occurred by a handful of the “world’s biggest tech companies – Facebook, Google, Apple, Netflix - and a handful of firms that specialize in their operation, that run in parallel to the internet’s core traffic routes.” The result is the internet is no longer tiered, but rather, flattened, allowing “content owners like Google and Netflix have more power than ever to control how their content reaches the end-consumer” (Wong, 2016). 

Netflix offered a new way for viewers to watch shows and movies by offering free streaming services to existing DVD-by-mail subscribers. Ideologies and imaginaries play a critical role in the development of informational technologies (Mansel, 2012; Mattelart, 2003; Barbrook, 2007; Flichy, 2007). Social imaginaries – the values, symbols, and laws common to a social group – are how people imagine their future (Mattelart, 2003, p. 1). “The impending death of the company, with its online system for renting DVDs delivered by mail, was predicted late in 2002,” but Netflix’s chief executive Reed Hastings responded, “We’ve gotten used to it… Because DVD is not a hundred-year format, people wonder what will Netflix’s second act be” (Helft, 2007). But Netflix already had the answer: a monthly subscription service for the electronic distribution of television and movies (Helft, 2007). Initially, Netflix allowed subscribers to continue DVD rentals by mail while also using the streaming services, under one monthly plan, as a way to help diffuse streaming services into mainstream consumption (Jenner, 2018). 

Ideologies play a crucial role in not only the now of technology but also in presenting an imaginary about what they will be like in the future (Barbrook, 2007). Imaginaries provide a way to imagine future societies and promote digital and technological cultures (Flichy, 2007). Embedded into this future-building of ICTs is because elites “make things happen; they drive culture, civilization” (Flichy, 2007, p. 103). Thus, present and future imaginaries are crafted by technological elites, perpetuating a power imbalance between technological companies or elites and users, driving a greater wedge of inequality into societal class systems. Mattelart (2003) argues that these technologies have not been emancipatory, but rather, perpetuated existing inequalities in society, which Wong (2006) similarly argues.
The shift from analogue to digital television illustrates how a technology can evolve and shift. Both types of television rely on the audience and various aspects of control. In the TV IV era, the audience is “transnational” and content is able to be made for niche segments as data supports its viewership (Jenner, 2018).
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