
The Era of Web Series Television 

 

From telephone and radio, film to television, the paradigm shift in our media and its 

consumers has been inevitably constant. For the longest time, it was assumed that the 

“passive old media” would be shattered and replaced by the “interactive new media” 

(Negroponte, 1990). With the uprising of Internet, came the first web series, ‘The Spot’, in 

1995. A web series, part of the emerging medium of web television, is a series of short 

episodes on the Internet, produced by both professionals and amateurs. While the 

television and its scarce programming served the mass audience, the web series television 

was targeting an audience of its own, which was niche, with its available programming 

(Christian, 2012). By the end of 2012, video-on-demand (VOD) platforms like Netflix, 

Youtube, and Hulu, were catering to a massive audience with original as well as curated web 

series, films and television shows. It is one’s ‘personalised television’, allowing the 

consumers fast download and a myriad of varying content (Marcus, 2017). From desktops 

and laptops, to smart phones and tablets, web series can be watched on a vast array of 

media platforms, completely free from the restrictions of watching them on television on 

scheduled broadcast timings. 

With the availability of entertainment programs and the ability to ‘combine interpersonal 

communication and multimedia elements’, Internet seemed like a promising solution to the 

shortcomings of television (Christian, 2012). Effective engagement and greater interactivity 

is ensured on platforms like Youtube, along with crisp content, catering to different 

vernacular practices and desires on Netflix. “Because of the necessity for programs to be 

widely shared within the culture”, mass audience and distribution has always been the 

prime focus of the television medium (Lotz, 2007, p. 33). The argument went that television 

might just come to an end without mass awareness. Thus, in response to this shaken 

stability of television, it could be said that web producers emerged with a vast array of web 

content, while using strategies from its media parent. The potential for mass participation as 

well as mass production is a result of the growing popularity of web television. For instance, 

the sheer size of Youtube and VOD platforms like Netflix and Amazon Prime, avails its 

viewers substantially more entertainment options. These platforms also showcase far more 



user-generated content alongside notable producers, given to the ease of producing and 

distributing content on them. Users exercise a great deal of power with their freedom to 

rate, discuss and share content on these platforms (Weaver et al., 2012). This new media 

marriage (Richards, 2010) between the Internet and television is what the media scholar, 

Henry Jenkins, defines as the process of convergence. 

 Jenkins (2008) describes convergence as the “flow of content across multiple media 

platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior 

of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment 

experiences they want.” To elaborate Jenkins’ idea of convergence, it is the blurring of 

distinct boundaries between media producers and its consumers, the amalgamation of old 

media with new media. Along with Negroponte (1990), many have agreed and stressed on 

the risk of old media being completely displaced by Internet and thus, new media. Although 

the new media deviates from old media within “technological and industrial” constraints, 

they still heavily depend on existing old media moulds for audience engagement (Jenkins, 

2008). Convergence is more than just bringing of multiple media functions to a single device. 

It’s rather a cultural shift, where in consumers are encouraged to be an active participant in 

seeking new information and connections over abundant media content (Jenkins, 2008). 

With the coming of web series television, only the black television box was being replaced, 

and not the audience and function of television. The audience are experiencing television, 

but with a liberty to choose what they saw where and at what time. They are able to 

comment on shows they liked and download web series to their ‘Watch Later’ lists. “Fans of 

a popular series may sample dialogue, summarize episodes, debate subtexts, create original 

fan fiction, record their own soundtracks, make their own movies—and distribute all of this 

worldwide” (Jenkins, 2008). The function of television is still intact as we binge-watch web 

series instead of Sunday marathons of our favourite show’s re-runs. Every time we tilt our 

phone screens horizontal while watching web based content, we are still submitting to the 

traditional viewing of television and cinema aligned content. Web series television is thus 

‘an old concept’ of television ‘taking on new meanings’ (Jenkins, 2008). The previous one-to-

one relationship that existed between television and its service (broadcasting) eroded, not 

television entirely. As Jenkins has pointed out, the television as a ‘delivery technology’ might 

die out, but as a medium it is ever evolving. “A medium’s content may shift, its audience 



may change, and its social status may rise or fall, but once a medium establishes itself as 

satisfying some core human demand, it continues to function within the larger system of 

communication options.” But as we shift away from the function of the converging media to 

its social responsibility, Habermas (1992) doubts the mass media’s credibility in enhancing 

his normative ideal of the public sphere. 

Habermas defines the public sphere as “a realm of our social life in which something 

approaching public opinion can be formed” (1964). It serves as a platform for citizens to 

debate communal relevant issues, apart from informing themselves about social and 

political developments. The public use of “reason” in a critical and rational debate was the 

most vital feature of the eighteenth century public sphere. He emphasizes on the public 

sphere’s role as a “bearer of the public opinion”, mediating between the state and the 

society. The citizens of the public sphere have the freedom to confer in “an unrestricted 

fashion”, along with the freedom of accessibility and expression of their opinions about 

matters of general interest. While Habermas argues that the mass media (and thus, the new 

media deriving from it), has replaced the key feature of rational debate by leisure (1992), his 

idea of the public sphere has been heavily criticised as utopian and inachievable in an 

“actually existing democracy” (Fraser, 1990). Fraser argues that Habermas’ version of the 

public sphere is too ideal, which brackets and neutralizes “extant status distinctions”. 

“Bracketing usually works to the advantage of dominant groups in society and to the 

disadvantage of subordinates” (Fraser, 1990). It is not inclusive of competing public spheres 

comprising of women, the working class and social strata of the society who aren’t educated 

or “rational” enough according to Habermas.  

Public communication should include a wide range of relevant topics, evaluations and 

arguments and should strive for the ‘widest possible empowerment’, i.e. extensive ‘popular 

inclusion’ of different actors (Ferree et al., 2002). Several web series television platforms 

feature a variety of clutter breaking content which does offer a peep into the world of 

taboos, myths, political conflicts, minority groups and schools of thoughts. When the 

American web series “The Mis-Adventures of Awkward Black Girl” debuted on Youtube, it 

enjoyed an unparalleled success. It was viewed more than six million times and was funded 

by the viewers when the producers ran out of money to carry forward the show. The series 

opened doors for several web series like “The Number”, “The Couple” and the “The 



Unwritten Rules”. Unlike the restrictions imposed by the mainstream television, these web 

series relatively enjoyed more freedom with “black and non-white actors”, writers and 

producers (Adewunmi, 2012). From gay web series and documentary films on Osho and 

alike, to real life courtroom sessions and drug wars, the web series television has a platter of 

thought provoking content featured.  

The public sphere model by Gerhards and Neidhardt (1993) further suggests three  foras of 

the public sphere which could be hierarchically sorted on the elaboration of their 

organizational structure, their degree of inclusion of citizens, and their societal impact ( 

Gerhards & Schafer, 2010). The first forum, ‘encounter public sphere’, consists of everyday 

communication which takes place in public and recreational spaces. But the impact of these 

discussions is rather weak and restricted to a small reach. Having a relatively larger impact is 

the second forum of ‘public events’, which is more organised, yet highly dominated by 

opinion leaders and specialists. The last forum is constituted by the mass media, which has a 

massive reach to a large audience. This audience is rather ‘passive’ instead of ‘participatory’, 

as only selective information is fed to them due to political preferences and economic 

pressure (Gerhards & Schafer, 2010). With the emergence of the new media, there was 

strengthening of participation among the former passive audience. Web series television 

“include multiple actors, especially those from civil society who, with comparatively few 

resources, may not have had (as much) access to the old media” (Gerhards & Schafer, 2010). 

With the freedom to rate, comment, share and discuss on web television platforms, one can 

assert that these platforms are allowing its consumers to form wider public opinions, 

resulting in the enhancement of public spheres, which are inclusive of “multiple 

public”(Fraser, 1992). As Jenkins (2008) has said, “expanding participation necessarily sparks 

further change.” 

The promise of a new form of television has produced an industry deviating from the norms 

to shore up a broader range of stories and active user participation. But this ‘golden age of 

web series’ (Marcus, 2017) also raises the concern of the concentrated ownership of the 

new media industries, as mega media conglomerates are eventually trying to dominate 

every sector of the media industry (Jenkins, 2008). Be it the Western giant Disney or the 

incredibly followed Apple family, these multinational industries already have swarming 

consumers who will be their loyal consumers of their upcoming web series television 



platforms. While many believe that it is an expansion of the industry, sects of the industry 

fret the dominating control these conglomerates will have, like they had on the old media.  

The introduction of premium web series is a huge opportunity for media industries, for its 

consumers are “fatiguing” from the regular television and constantly looking for new stories 

and content (Nair, 2017).  As media companies are trying to “accelerate” their flow of 

content across various media platforms, consumers are adopting to fast pace learning of the 

new media technologies, in order to have an unrestricted control on the content and their 

participation (Jenkins, 2008). There is the constant juggle and battle for complete control on 

this new media approach between the consumers or media conglomerate, and the solution 

lies only somewhere in between (Jenkins, 2008). We are making a shift in our cultural 

practices with the converging media, but the skills we acquire in this process can have 

implications on how we participate in social and political process, connect with different 

people and learn something from it all. Hence, with participatory culture and consumer 

driven content, web series television is certainly a promising bet as the future of television. 
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